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One moment in annihilation's waste,
One moment, of thewell of lifeto taste--
The stars are setting and the caravan
Sarts for the dawn of nothing--oh, make haste!
The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
Edward Fitzgerdd Trandation

Part One

Wizard In Exile
CHAPTER ONE
TO DREAM OF WOLVES

Up, up inthe mountains.
Up where Winter reigns eterna and her warriors bully earth and sky.

Then higher still. Climb to the reaches where even eagles are wary. Where the winds cut sharp, paring
old snowfields of their surface to get at the black rock below. Where moody skies brood over a stark
domain.

Y es, up. Up to the seven mountain peaks that make the Bride and Six Maids. And higher ... fill higher ...
to the highest point of al--the Bride's snowy crown where the High Caravans climb to meet clear
horizons.

Where the Demon Moon waits, filling the northern heavenswith its bloody shimmer.

It was a the cusp of anew day; the sun rising against the Demon Moon's assault, the True Moon giving
up thefight and fading into nothingness. It was spring struggling with late winter. A time of desperation. A
time of hunger.

Just below the Bride's crown a patch of green glowed in defiance of dl that misery. The green wasatrick
of nature, ameadow blossoming from abowl of granite and ice. The winds sheered off the bowl's
peculiar formation making asmall, warm safe harbor for life.

But safeisin the eye of the beholder. Safeisthe false sanctuary of innocent imagination.
And in that time, the time that came to be known as the Age of the Wolf, safe was not to be trusted.

Three forces converged on that meadow.



And only one was innocent.

* k% k %

Thewolf pack took him while he dept.

Hewas only aboy, agoat herder too young to be donein the mountains. HEd spent adeepless night
huddled over asmdl fire, fearful of every sound and shadow. Exhausted, hefell adeep at firgt light and
now hewas heplessin hislittle rock shdter, obliviousto the hungry gray shapes ghosting across the
meadow and the panicked bleating of his goats.

Then hejolted awake, sudden dread a cold knife in hisbowels,
The pack leader hurtled forward--eyes burning, jaws reaching for histhroat.
The boy screamed and threw up his hands.

But the ravaging shock never came and he suddenly found himsdlf Sitting bolt upright in hisbedrall,
griking a nothingness.

He gaped at the idyllic scene before him--the meadow glistening with dew under the early morning sun,
his goats munching peacefully on tender shoots.

Therewasn't awolf in sght.
The boy laughed in huge relief. "It was only adream!™ he chortled. "What a stupid you are, Tio."

But speaking the words doud did not entirely still Tio'sthundering heart. Nor did it lessen his sense of
dread. He stared about, searching for the smalest sgn of danger. Findly his eyeslifted to the heights
surrounding the smal meadow. All he could see wasicy rock glittering beneath cheery blue skies.

The boy laughed again and thistime the laughter rang true. ™Y ou see, Tio," he said, seizing comfort from
the sound of hisown voice. "There's nothing to harm you. No wolves. No bears. No lions. Don't be such
achild"

Tio and hisolder brother, Renor--a big strapping lad who was amaost a man and therefore, Tio believed,
feared nothing--had brought the goats up from Kyraniaafew days before. Then one of the animas had
been badly injured and Renor had |eft the herd with Tio while he hurried down the mountainside for help
with the goat strapped to his back.

"Y ou only have to spend the one night done,”" Renor had reassured him. "I'll be back by morning. Y ou
won't beafrad, will you?'

Tio's pride had been wounded by the question. "Don't be stupid. Of course | won't,” held said. "What!
Do youthink I'm il achild?!

Tio's boldness had departed with his brother. Soon he was agonizing over the dightest unfamiliar stir.
Then at dusk held had the sudden fedling he was being watched. Hisimagination had conjured all sorts of
mongtersintent on making ameal of alondy boy. He knew thiswas foolish. Kyranian boys had been
guiding the herds up into the Gods Divide for centuries. The only harm any had ever suffered wasfroma
bad fall and this had occured so rardly it wasn't worth thinking about. Asfor voracious animals--there
weren't any. At least none who lusted for human flesh. So there was nothing at al to fear.

Tio had repeated these things to himsdaf many times during the night, asif chanting aprayer in thewarm
company of hisfriendsand family in thelittle temple by the holy lake of Felakia. It did no good. If



anything, the dreadful fedling of being waiched only intensified. Now, with the sun climbing above the
peaks and flooding the meadow with light, Tio's boldness returned.

"Such achild," he said again, shaking his head and making hisvoice low inimitation of hisbrother's manly
tones. "Didn't | say there was nothing to be afraid of ? What did you think, stupid one? That the demons
would come and get you?' He snorted. "Asif Lord Timurawould dlow such athing! Why, if ademon
ever showed hisugly facein Kyrania, Lord Timurawould snap hisfingersand turn hisnoseintoa... a...
aturnip! Yes, that'swhat he'd do. Make his nose look like aturnip!™

He giggled, imagining the poor demon's plight. He held his own nose, making stuffed snus noises: " Snark!
Snark!" More giggling followed. "The demon couldn't even breathe! Snark! Snark!"

Then he had a sudden thought and hislaughter broke off. Tio remembered his dream hadn't been about
demons, but wolves. He glanced nervoudy about the meadow again, smiling when he saw it was peaceful
asever.

"Wolves don't eat people,” he reassured himsdlf. " Just goats. Sick goats. Or little goats. But never
people." He picked up the thick cudgel by hisside and shook it in his most threatening manner. "Wolves
areafraid of thid" he said bravely. "Everybody says s0."

Satisfied, he munched alittle bread and cheese then settled back on his bedroll to await his brother's
return--the stout cudgel gripped in hissmall fists.

A few moments|ater exhaustion took him once again. Hefdl into adeep deep and the stick fdll from his
hands and rolled onto the grass.

* k x %

Graymuzzle was anxious for her cubs. Her teats were aching and swollen with milk and she knew her
pupswould be whining for her in their cold den. Graymuzzl€'s hollow belly rumbled and it wasn't only in
sympathy for her young. Weeks had passed since the pack had made a decent kill.

It had been ahard winter, the hardest and longest in Graymuzzle's memory. First disease and then fierce
storms had wiped out the herdsin her old hunting grounds. The wolf pack, with Graymuzzle leading
them, had ranged for miles searching for food. They'd been reduced to digging deep into the snow to
claw up maggoty roots. When winter had finally ended, spring brought scant relief. The weather remained
treacherous, going from cam to storm with no warning. V egetation was sparse and there wasllittle meat
on the bones of the few deer and goats they'd found.

Graymuzzle used dl her skills, won over twelve hunting seasons, to feed her pack. She took them high
into the mountains, looking for meadows with sweet grass and fat herds. None of her old tricks worked
and by the time her cubs were born the pack had been reduced to six wolves so scrawny their faces
seemed to cons st entirely of muzzles and teeth. The rest had died on the trail--her mate of many years
among them. Still, she'd managed to eat enough to make milk for her cubs. Her packmates had seen to
that, checking their own hunger to share their food with her; thus assuring the pack's future.

They crouched in the heights above the meadow, bellies grumbling at the promised feast below. The
wolves had spent most of the night in their hiding place, whining eegerly whenever they'd heard a goat
bleat. To their surprise, however, each time they'd risen to move in for the kill Graymuzzle had legped to
block them. Snapping and nipping at their hedls until they obeyed her and sank down onto the cold
ground again.

Graymuzzle sensed awrongness. She didn't know what it was--there was no smellsignin theair; no
sound that couldn't be traced to an innocent source. Still, shefelt asif something was watching. Not her.



Not the pack. But the boy and the goats in the meadow below. Whenever she moved forward her
hackles rose of their own accord in warning. Graymuzzle was an old wolf, a careful wolf, who had
learned to trust her deepest instincts. So she waited and watched.

Now dawn was bresking. The morning was bright, the air without the dightest taint of strangeness.
Whatever it was that had troubled her was gone. She could see the goats grazing in the meadow and the
deeping figure of the boy sprawled behind the low stone walls of the windbreak. There was nothing to
fear. No reason to hesitate.

She yawned. It was asignd to the others and when she came to her feet they were waiting.
Graymuzzle dipped out of the hiding place and trotted down the rocky path--her packmates at her hedls.

A moment later she felt the soft wet meadow grass under her pads. Heard the wind sing a hunter's song
as she quickened her gtride, smelled the strong goat smell as she rushed her firgt bleating victim.

Then lighting cracked--burgting from the ground in front of her, exploding rock and turf in every direction.
And dl shed feared during the long night of hunger howled out of nothingnessto confront her.

* k% k %

Tio could hear the goats bleating. He was awake, but he couldn't open his eyes. Hetried to move, but a
heavy weight crushed down on him so hard he could barely breathe. He heard growling and blests of

pan.
Y ou must get up, he thought. The wolves are coming, Tio! Y ou must get your stick and drive them off.
Get up, Tio! Get up! Don't be such achild! What will Renor think?

Heforced his eyes open.
A nightmare shape rushed at him. All burning red eyes and davering jaws.
Long fangs stretched out to take him.

Tio threw up his hands and screamed.

CHAPTER TWO
UNDER THE DEMON MOON

The wolf legped for him and Safar shouted, scrabbling for his dagger.

Herolled out of bed, landing in a crouch; bare toes digging into the rough floor for balance, dagger
coming up to strike,

He blinked out of deep, then gaped about in amazement. He was standing in an empty room--his room!
There was no wolf, there was no threat of any kind. Instead he was presented with the most peaceful of
scenes--the morning sun streaming through the bedroom window, spilling across hiswriting desk where
the cat was sprawled across his papers basking in the warmth. The window was open and he could hear
birds singing and smell the fresh breeze coming off the lake.

Safar turned away from the strong light, dagger hand sagging in relief. He came out of the crouch and
suddenly found himsdlf shivering in histhin nightshirt.

Nothing but adamned dream, he thought. Safar padded over to his desk, set the dagger down and



poured himsdf agoblet of brandy. He drank it off, shuddered at the sudden hest rising from hisbelly and
started to pour another. The cat stared at him, an accusing look in her eyes. Shewasonly irritated for
being disturbed but the look make Safar fed guilty for entirely different reasons.

He glanced a the brandy jug and made aface, thinking, you've certainly been doing alittle too much of
that of late, my friend. But the nightmare had been so redligtic he only fdlt alittle guilty when he gavein
and poured himsdf "just abit more' to calm hisracing heart. Safar had dreamed he was asmall boy,
aone on the mountain, with awolf pack closing in. He'd awakened just as they were attacking--the pack
leader rising on its hind feet and its front legs turning into demon arms, reaching for him with razor-sharp
taons.

At the last moment, as he hovered between dream and consciousness, the wolf's mask transformed into a
human face. Long snouit retreating into a strong human jaw, sharp brow broadening and rising into a
human forehead, a human mouth with human lips parting to speek ... and it was then that he'd awakened
... just before the words were spoken.

Safar set the tumbler on itstray, wondering what the dream beast had been about to say. He snorted.
Don't beridiculous! The brandy's got you. It was adream. Nothing more.

He glanced down &t his notes, a scatter of linen pages peeping out from under the cat who had gone
back to deep. Y es, nothing but a dream. Brought on, no doubt, by the long fruitless night he'd spent
poring over the Book of Asper. Trying to make some sense of the ancient demon wizard's musings.

And yes, held imbibed a bit too much and worked abit too late. The last thing held read before he'd
fallen adeep was another of Lord Agper's warnings, maddeningly couched in murky poetry.

What wasit? How did it go? Oh, yes.

" ... the Age of the Wolf will soon draw near
When dl isdeceit and dll isto fear.
Then ask who is hunter and who is prey?
And whose dark commands do we obey?
With the Heavens silent--the world forsaken--
Bewar e the Wolf, until the Gods awaken ... "

Safar sighed. It was no wonder he'd dreamed of wolves. Too much brandy and Asper's poetry was a
certain recipe for nightmares.

He put the jug down, found arobe, shrugged it on, then stuffed hisfeet into soft, hightopped dippers-—-a
habit he'd formed during hisyears a the court of King Protarus. Felt-lined comfort on achilly morn was
only one very small luxury of many held enjoyed in hisdays as Grand Wazier to the late, unlamented by

him, King of Kings.

Once Safar had possessed more palaces than there were cuspsin the Heavenly Whedl. The finest food,
wine, clothing, jewelry and women were hisfor the asking. Men and demons dike bowed when he
passed, whispering his name for their children to hear and remember. Safar missed none of this. The
rough, hedthy life of Kyrania-the remote, high mountain valey of hisbirth--wasdl hed ever redly
wanted. In the greater world hewas Lord Timura, awizard among wizards. A man to be to be feared.
Here hewas merely Safar Timura, son of a potter and now village priest and teacher to giggling school
children. A man whose main faults were acitified taste for warm dippers on achilly morning and
possibly, just possibly, abit more of adesire for strong spirits than was good for him. The only spoiler
wasthat hisfellow Kyranians called him by thetitle King Protarus had bestowed on him. So even here
among the people he loved, the people he had known al hisdays, hewas called Lord Timura.



Asfor women--Safar glanced at the tangled covers of his empty bed--well, he hadn't had much luck in
that area. Oh, he supposed he could wed just about any maid in the village if he so desired. Hewas
bardly in histhird decade of life, after dl. Taller than any man in Kyraniaand stronger than most. Inthe
past women had called him handsome, although his blue eyesin aworld of dark-eyed people made some
nervousin his presence until they had been in his company for atime.

Hewas dso quiterich. Thanksto Lieriaheld fled Zanzair with enough precious gemsin his saddlebagsto
match even the greatest miser's measure of immense wedlth.

Since held returned to Kyrania the young maids had buzzed about him like ardent bees, making it known
they were available. A few had even madeit plain that marriage wasn't necessary and they'd be satisfied
just to share his bed. Scandaous offersindeed in puritanical Kyrania In the early days, when Leiriadtill
graced his bed, many an old Kyranian woman's tongue had been set clucking whenever she passed. In
the moral double-standard favored in Kyrania, Safar was not blamed. A man will do what aman can,
was the motto. And it isawoman who must preserve respect for Dame Chadtity.

Now that Leiriawas gone, Safar's mother and sisters were constantly conspiring to get him betrothed to
a" decent woman."

Safar had gently dluded their little traps. To tell the truth he thought it unlikely he'd ever marry. He had
good reasons for this, athough he didn't mention them to family and friends. It was his secret shame. A
secret hed mentioned only to Leiria, who'd told him he wasinsane. Insane or not, Safar was convinced
he had caused the deaths of two women who had loved him and broken the heart of athird.

Safar frowned, remembering Leiriasfina words on the subject...

* * % %

..It wastheir last night together as bedmates. Neither had spoken of this, but it was understood between
them. Leriahad come home that day after along ride in the hills. Sheld been in areflective mood, but full
of single-minded determination a the sametime. Safar had watched in slence as she gathered her things,
then whistled up aboy to get her horse and a pack anima ready for the morning.

Findly sheld hauled out the brandy and they'd both gotten glorioudy drunk and had made love until
they'd fallen adeep. But an hour so later they'd both awakened, made love again, dow and full of secrets
and depths neither could decipher, much less plumb. Then they'd talked. Retold old stories about shared
adventures. About the time the Demon King Manacia thought he had them cornered and they'd sprung a
trap on him instead. And the trick they'd pulled on Kaasariz, who had seized Kyraniawith ademon
army. And then the even better trick they'd played on the demonsto free the valley.

They talked until it was amost dawn.

And then Safar said: "I'm sorry, Leiria. | know | said that once before, but thistime | have even more--"
"--Six yearsago," Leriainterrupted.

"What?' Safar said, confused.

Lerianodded. "Yes, it was SX years ago amost to the day. | remember we were in the stable near the
eadt gate of Zanzair. Y ou didn't know if | wasfriend or foe and you were thinking about killing me. By
the Gods, you were stupid! To ever think I'd ever hurt you!™

"Yes, and I'm sor--"

Leriaput afinger to hislips, slencing him.



"Let'snot makeit threetimes,” she said. "Twice isoncetoo many. | deserved thefirst 'sorry.’ Back when
we were in the stable and you were doubting me. But | don't want, much less deserve, the second.

"Asadways, my love, you reach too deep for guilt. Be sorry that you ever doubted me. I'll keep that. Il
put it away for some weepy hour when | need to drag it up, dong with as many othersas| can. There's
nothing | like more than agood cry on the eve of battle. It loosens the sword arm wondroudly.

"Asfor any other 'sorries,' | say camelshit! Y ou didn't break my heart, Safar Timura. | broke my own
heart. It was agood lesson for anaV ve soldier. And it was aso something every person needsfor the
future. Man or woman. If you're wounded early in life it gives you something to reminisce about when
nobody thinks you are worth atumble.

"So, camelshit! Safar Timura. Y ou didn't break my heart, anymore than you killed Methydiaor Nerisal"

"Y ou haveto admit," Safar said, guarding the odd comfort of familiar guilts, "that if they hadn't met me
they'd be divetoday."

"That'sridiculous” Leriasaid. "They were on whatever road the Fates decided. Sometimesyou're
ambushed. Sometimes you turn it around and ambush your enemy instead. Either way, you're on the
same road the General commanded you to take. So you do your job. March when they say march. Fight
when they say fight. Rest when they say rest. And when you're resting you pray to dl that isdreaded in
the Hells they keep for soldiers that you meet somebody you can love. Methydia and Nerisa had that,
Safar. And if they were dive today they'd both give you apiece of their mindsfor feding sorry for them.
They weren't the kind of women who could bear that sort of thing. If their ghosts were to speak they'd
tell you exactly what I'm going to tell you now. Whichisthis:

"Almost no one ever realy experienceslove, Safar. Y ou get bedded. Y ou get warm. Maybe you even
get asort of intimacy. | don't have much experience at such things, so | can't redlly describe what | mean.
I've only been with two menin my life, after all--you and ... Irgj. And yes, | loved himtoo ... once. And
that's my own 'sorry.' Hells! | have more sorriesthan | care to think about when it comesto Irg.

"Sorry that | didn't seewho heredly was. Sorry that | gave him everything | had to give. Sorry that for a
moment, however small, | redly did think about betraying you. One thing I'm not sorry about. Y ou killed
him. And good riddanceto Irg) Protarus. The world is a better place without him.

"So don't you fed guilty, Safar Timura. Especidly not about the women who have loved you.
"| spesk for dl of them!”

That was the end of the conversation. They cuddled for awhilein silence. Then Leriarose, bathed, and
dressed in her light armor.

He didn't watch her leave. He stayed in hisroom, head bent over the Book of Asper. He heard her ride
away. Heard the clatter of her armor. The cregk of her soldier's harness. And just before the sounds
faded from hearing he thought he caught awhiff of her perfume on the morning breeze.

In hiswholelife hed never encountered a scent that lingered so long and londly...

* * % %

Safar shook himsdlf back to the present, thinking, no matter what Leiriahad said, his hesitation would
remain. It would be avery long time--if ever--before he chanced being the cause of harm or sorrow to
another woman. But guilt, large asit was, had only a supporting roleto play in the dramathat made up
Safar Timura. To him it seemed whenever his emotions cameinto play it exposed him--and, more



importantly, his purpose--to danger.

Takelove, for ingtance. Thelast time Safar had declared himsdlf to awoman ... say her name, don't
dodge the pain of that old wound ... her name was Nerisa.

Nerisawas aformer street urchin who grew to became awoman of beauty, wedth and power. These
three things--but mostly it was hislove for Nerisa--had brought him into conflict with theking. And Irg
Protarus had used that love to find aweaknessto betray Safar. The incident had ended with Nerisas
death and Safar's bitter repayment. The epilogue of the tale saw Safar kill Protarus and bring down his
empire,

Héed fled the glorious demon city of Zanzair, leaving palace and riches behind in the flames that had
consumed the city--flames evoked by the great spell held cast to day Irg.

Six years had passed since that day. A little longer, actudly, snceit had been severd months since the
day Leiriahad noted the tragic anniversary. Six years of relative peace--at least in Kyrania. In the outside
world things were much different.

Safar went to his bedroom window and looked across the beautiful valey he called home. Hishouse--a
narrow, two-story cottage set on a hillside near the cherry orchard--overlooked the dazzling blue waters
of Lake Felakia, named for the goddess whose temple was now in his care. On the lake he could see
fishermen casting their nets. In the rich farmland surrounding the glistening waters men and women were
tending the green shoots that were just now poking their heads from their warm blankets of soil to greet
the spring sun. In the distance two boys were driving a herd of goats up into the mountainsto the high
meadows where the lush grasses made their milk sweet. The shouts of the boys and bleating of the goats
drifted to him on the breeze flowing down the mountainside. It was an idyllic scene, which Safar doubted
could be matched anywhere in the world.

Y et histhoughts were not on the beauties of his native valey that morning. Or even--after held stirred
through the pot of guilt--were they permanently fixed on Leiria, Methydiaor even Nerisa

Hewas il troubled by the dream that had awakened him. It was no ordinary nightmare. It was 0
strong an experience hewondered if it might actudly be avison. But there was no magical scent lingering
in the nightmare's aftermath, so he wasfooled for atime, thinking that maybe it redlly was only adream.
So when Safar looked through the window he barely saw al the beauty that so beguiled the rare outsider
who visted Kyrania. Instead he focused on al the troubles the beauty hid.

Three poor harvestsin arow, followed by harsh winters, had sorely tested the people of Kyrania. They
had lived in ease for so many generationsthey wereill prepared for the hard times that had descended on
theworld in recent years.

Theincome from the great caravans that had once crossed the Gods Divide from Caspan to Waariaand
back again each year had ceased. Kyrania suffered from this. Y et once again in the age-old Kyranian
story, Safar's people didn't suffer nearly as much as everyone ese.

In the outside world--the world beyond the foothills of the Gods Divide--all was chaos.

Protarus shattered empire had turned Esmir into aconfusion of petty kingdoms, so weak they couldn't
keep the bandits off their own roads, so unstable that any bold warrior prince with an army at his back
could easily step into the gap eft by the mighty Irg. Kyraniawas cut off from the rest of Esmir, so Safar
couldn't be certain that such a prince hadn't risen.

In the past, news would have come through the great merchant princes who knew the route over the



mountainsto Kyrania. But they were either dead, or huddled a home praying the chaos would soon end.
Safar thought it unlikely their prayerswould be answered anytime soon. If at all.

He looked north and saw the Demon Moon--asilver comet trailing in itswake--risng over amountain
peak. Aslong as that moon ruled the heavens, he thought, plague and war and hunger would ravage the
land. From his studies he knew things were likely to get worse, not better. Someday the Demon Moon
might reign over lifeless seas and plains and mountains. The world, Safar believed, was dowly poisoning
itself--shedding humans and demons and animals and plants asif they were so many parasites, like lice or
ticksor gphids.

Once Safar had thought he might find the answer--the means to end the abysmd reign of the Demon
Moon. It had been this search that had brought him to Protarus court and dl the terrible thingswhich
followed. Now, after more than six years of study and magica experiment, Safar was starting to wonder
if he had been afool from the very beginning. And that there was no answer to theriddle.

That damned old demon, Lord Asper, claimed the gods were adeep in the heavens and didn't care a
whit about the fate of human or demonkind.

Safar eyed the brandy jug, thinking, if Asper wereright, why should he, Safar Timura, care?

He picked the jug up, thinking, why should | fight the natural course of things? The gods must hate us, he
thought. From what Safar had seen in histhree decades of life the gods had good reason to abandon this
world to itsfate. Humans aswell as demons were masters of misery, striking out at themsalves as much
asat others.

He started to pour himsdlf one more drink, thinking, to the Hellswith them dl! If that's what the gods
want, who am | to say nay?

Then he heard asmadl voicein the other room:

"Y ou show him!"

Another voice protested.

"No, no, you show him!"

"Hell get med."

"No hewon't."

"Yes hewill."

"All right, dl right. I'll do it."

Listening, Safar smiled, thinking--Theré's your reason, my friend!
He heard his son call, "Come here, father! Come and see quick!”
Safar laughed and went into Palimak's room. He entered cautioudy, not knowing what held find.
Thesmdl hit himfirst.

It was like something had died, then risen from the dead just short of complete mortification. It was more
redolent than flesh. It was morelike ... Then smell shock became vision shock and Safar jumped back as



ahuge creature lumbered toward him.
"Surprisel" Palimak shouted.

The creature confronting him was buttery yellow with holes running through it so huge you could seeto
the other side. One of those holes opened--Safar imagined it might be a mouth--and then he knew he
was right when the creature spoke:

"Cheesel" it said in adeep bass voice. Or a least that'swhat Safar thought it said. And then he was sure
because it spoke again, saying: "Cheesel"

It waved clumsy arms at him, like an clockwork toy from a child prince's chest of pleasures.
Safar buried a smile, then made amotion and the creature froze in place.
Pdimak clapped his hands, chortling, "What do you think, father? Isn't it good?”

He was ahandsome boy, not quite eight, with curly brown hair and adender body with long legsand
arms splayed across the bed. He had along efish face, with rosy cheeks and skin so fine it was dmost
tranducent. At the moment his normaly hazdl eyeswere huge and golden--dancing with magical fire.

"Well? Say it!"

Safar put on asolemn face and examined the cresture, trying not to laugh, which was difficult because
behind Palimak was asmall, green creature, doing its best to keep out of sight. It was an elegant little
figure--about three hands high--dressed in fashionabl e tights, tunic, and feathered hat. It had the body of
aman, but the face and talons of ademon. The creature was Gundara, Safar's Favorite. Gundara knew
hewasin agreat ded of trouble with his master, ducking behind the boy, teeth chattering like amonkey's
and giving him away.

Safar ignored Gundarafor the moment and observed his son's cregtion. It wasn't yellow dl over asheld
firgt thought. It dso had brown, loaflike arms and legs that bore neither hands or feet. And it was indeed,
shaped like aman--a gtick figure with abig ball for abody and asmaller bal stacked upon that for a
head.

Safar couldn't quite tell what the creature was made of . He sniffed the air. "What'sthat?' he asked.
"Guess!" Pdimak demanded.
Safar looked past the boy to glare at Gundara. "Come out here," he said.

Gundaragrumbled and hopped out onto the bed. "It wasn't my fault, Master!" he said. Suddenly his head
swiveled around, little eyesfixed on asmall soneturtle Sitting next to Paimak.

Theturtle had the mark of Hadin painted on its back: agreen idand, outlined in blue, and on that idand
was ared mountain with amongter's face spewing flames from its mouth.

Gundaraslong ddlicate demon's tongue flickered out, and he said, ™Y ou just shut up, Gundaree. Y ou
hear me! Shut up!”

"That's not nice," the boy admonished Gundara. "Y ou shouldn't say shut up!”

Gundarawas hurt. "Y ou used to say it dl thetime, Little Magter," he said. "'Shut up,’ were the very first
words you spoke. Why, | remember when--"



"Never mind that!" Safar brokein. He pointed at the moldy, man-high thing. "What'sthis?" he asked
Gundara

Gundarahung his head. "Cheese, master,” he muttered. "Just likeit said." And helowered hisvoiceto
match the creature's, intoning, "Cheese!™

Despite himsdlf, Safar laughed. For just as Gundarasaid, the magica creature Paimak had created redly
was made entirely of cheese--other than the legs and arms, which he now realized were made of bread.

"It's bregkfadt, father!" Paimak piped. "See. | made you breskfast!" He wrinkled his nose. "' Although,
maybe it doesn't smell too good.”

"| told him not to use the stuff under his bed, master,” Gundarasaid. "But hewouldn't listen. | said, ‘that's
somebody's old snack ... some dirty little thing's old snack. Some dirty little thing who sneaked under the
bed to eat.” Gundaraglared at the stoneturtle. "I won't mention any names, but we al know who |

Pdimak clapped hishands. "Gundaree!" he shouted. He grinned at Safar. " Gundaree likes eating under
the bed, father," he said. "And helikes his cheese, redly, redly old." The boy pinched his nostrilsto show
just how old Gundaree preferred his cheese to be.

Gundaree was Gundaras twin. The two of them had dwelt in the one turtle for a least amillennium. A
gift from Nerisa, theidol and the Favoritesit contained had been created in Hadin--aworld away from
Esmir. Whoever owned theidol had the decidedly mixed blessing of the twin's magical assistance. They
had a congtant war going between them, making it quite disconcerting for whoever wastheir current
master. The only consolation was that they couldn't appear at the same time before normal beings.
Gundara serviced humans, Gundaree demons. Only little Palimak--who was part human and part
demon--could see them both at the sametime.

Mischievous as they were, their magic was very powerful and Safar had ordered them to protect
Palimak. The boy kept theidol with him at al times, giving him a permanent st of child mindersand

magicd playmates.
At the moment Gundarawas doing his best to appear the innocent above al innocents.

"I warned Pdimak, magter," hesaid. "I told him, 'Oh, no, you shouldn't use that smelly old stuff to make a
breskfast spdll, Little Magter. Y our father will be angry.™

"You never said that!" Palimak protested.
"Yes, | did!"

"Y ou taught me the spdlI!™

"No, |--"

Safar clapped his handstwice. The first won him sllence. The second commanded the collgpse of the
cheese beast. Therewas a pop! and it returned to its origina, disgusting shape, which was asmall mound
of old cheese and bread piled on the floor. Safar swept the mess up and dumped it out the window,
counting on Naya, the old goat who made her home in hisyard, to make short work of it. Then he
mumbled a cleansing smell, sngpped hisfingers and the air in Palimak's room was Sweet again.

When he turned back Gundara had vanished--fleeing into the retreat of thelittle Soneidol where he
would, no doubt, continue his argument with Gundaree.



Pdimak sighed. "I'm awfully tired," he said. "Making breskfast is hard work."
"l supposeitis,” Safar said.

"The hard part was making the Breakfast Thing talk," Palimak said. "I thought that'd be aredly, redly
Big, Big Surprise!" He spread his hands wide to indicate just how amazing the effort was.

"It said, 'Cheese!™ Safar said. ™Y ou can imagine how surprised | was. I've never had breakfast spesk to
me before.”

Pdimak hung his head. "I'm sorry it was so smely, father," he said. "There's some good cheesein the
kitchen, but Gundarasaid | couldn't get out of bed until you woke up." He shrugged his shoulders. "There
surearealot of rulesin thishouse," he said.

Safar aped the Sigh, making it long and dramatic. "1 guessthere are,” he said. Then he shrugged--again
mimicking Pdimak. "But what can we do? Rulesarerules!™

"I suppose you'reright, Father," Paimak said with weary resgnation. "What can we do? But I'd surelike
to know who makes up al those rules” He yawned. "Well, maybe I'll go back to deep for alittlewhile.”

Pdimak made amagica motion and soft dreamy music floated out of the stone turtle. He hugged his
pillow tight, yawning again. "Wake me up when it'stime for breskfadt, father,” he said.

Then he closed his eyes and went to deep. Lipstrembling with hislast words. The child went from
wakefulnessto deep in lesstimethan it took for aheart to beat. Safar smiled at the boy, watching how
the sun streaming through the window lit up hismilky skin. Palimak positively glowed and Safar could
see, deep, deep, under the child's skin, the faint gleam of bluish green. Demon green. And hislittle hands,
clasped together, had pointy little nails, so paper thin you could only tell they existed because of the
darker blush of the pink skin beneath them. When Palimak became excited and forgot himsdlf those
pointy little nails could hook out like kitten claws and accidentally draw blood from an unwary adult.

Palimak possessed amazing magica powersfor hisage. Although he called Sefar "father,” the boy wasa
foundling, a child of the road, whom Nerisa--an orphan herself--had taken pity on and adopted. Safar
had assumed respongbility for Palimak's care after Nerisahad died, raising him asif he were hisown.
How a demon and a human--bitter ancestral enemies--had come together in love to make the child was
surely atae of complexity and tragedy. Unfortunately, Nerisa had died before she could tell Safar much
about what she knew of Palimak's origins and as the boy had grown older it had become increasingly
difficult to explain that his al-wise father should be ignorant about something so important.

Safar tucked a blanket around the boy and returned to his rooms, purpose renewed. He washed,
dressed--leaving on his soft dippers—-and ate alittle yogurt and drank cold strong tea left over from the
day before. A village woman would bring breskfast soon, so he had alittle free time before Paimak
would be thundering around.

He dipped behind his desk and retrieved the little book from beneath his notes. It was an old book,
curled and dry and quite small--no bigger than aman's hand. It was a master wizard's book of dreams.
The musings of Lord Asper, who was perhaps the greatest wizard in al history. Asper had lived long ago
and in hisold age had started recording his thoughts and discoveries. The old demon's writing was so
smdll that Safar found it more comfortable to use aglassto read. There was no order to the book,
making it even more difficult for the reader. A theoretica phrase or two about the possibilities of
mechanica flight might find itsalf on the same page as an daborate magica formulawhose only purpose
was to keep moths away from agood wool cloak.



Maddening asit was, dl that was known about the world was contained between its brittle covers. And
al that wasn't cried for recognition'sink.

Safar opened the book at random. On one page was a large sketch of the world--showing the two
halves of the globein asplit bal. The four mgor land masseswereinked in, but as actua formations,
rather than the usual stylized maps of Safar'stime that showed the turtle gods carrying the lands across
the sea. The names of the continents were inked below each drawing. Foating in the Middle Seawas
Esmir, the land where Safar lived. To the north was Aroborus, to the south, Raptor. Last of al was
Hadin, on the other side of the world--directly opposite Esmir.

Hadin, land of the fires, the place where Safar believed the great disaster that was dowly consuming the
world had begun.

He had seen Hadin in avision long ago--handsome people dancing on an enchanted idand under a
threatening volcano. The volcano erupting, hurling flame and death. The dancing people were gonein the
first few moments, but the volcano continued to spew huge poisonous clouds charged with such magica
power that it had seared Safar through the vision. Since that time nothing in the world had been the same.

And it was Safar's obsession and self-sworn duty to somehow unravel the mystery of Hadin and hdt the
disadter.

Asper had seen the same disaster, not as it was happening, but in avision hundreds of years before the
incident. The coming desth of the world--no matter that it wasfar in the future--so disturbed the old
demon that he had made an aorupt shiftin dl histhinking. It was asif ablindfold had been lifted from
eyes, hewrote, and suddenly "Truth was lies/and lieswere truth...”

It was then that Asper began the grestest work of hislife. Old age sapping his strength, bitter realizations
gaking hisdreams, he raced againg Death'simminent arrival in an ultimately futile effort to solvethe
riddle that was the coming end of the world.

Near the end, during amoment of greet despair, he had written:
Wherein my heart abides

This dark-horsed destiny | ride?

Hooves of stedl, breath of fire--

Soul'srevenge, or heart's desire?

Not firgt for the first time, Safar wondered what particular incident had caused Asper to write such a
thing. After long study it was plain that Asper faced much opposition at the end of hislife. Hewas
speaking heresy after al. Uncaring gods adeep in their heavenly bower. A world doomed. And the
greatest heresy of al--that humans and demons were not so different. He even speculated that the two
species, who were historic enemies, were originally twins--the opposite sides of asingle connubia coin.

Safar was both awizard and apotter. The wizardly side of him tended to question everything. The
potter's sde demanded practical proof aswell. He till had many questions about Asper'stheories. But
asfar aspractica proof went, he only had to ook at Palimak, achild of the two species. What greater
proof could one need to show that demons and humans had once supped the milk of acommon mother?

Like Safar, Lord Asper had been forced to flee his enemies. Unlike Safar he had no hometo return to
and had wandered the world for nearly twenty years. Before he died--Safar guessed he lived nearly three
hundred years, ancient even for ademon--Asper had visited al four continents and had made notes and



drawings of his experiences and conclusions. In Aroborus, for instance, he spoke of treesthat ate mest
and could uproot themselves to chase down and trap their prey. On Raptor, Asper said, therewas a
strange birdlike creature that was nearly twelve feet high. It couldn't fly and hunted in packs, cornering its
victimsto hammer them down with huge, ax-shaped beaks. On Hadin Asper told of a once great
civilization containing both humans and demonsthat had destroyed itsdlf in areligiouswar so fierce only
barbarians remained among theruins.

It was a this point that the riddle of Asper truly began. The old wizard had suddenly, and without
explanation, left Hadin. There was agreat gap in months, possibly even in years, between thetime of his
flight--Safar guessed he was escaping something--and hisarrival at asmall idand in the Caspan Sea
about two hundred miles off the coast of Esmir. Theidand, Safar learned from hisresearch, wasthe
mythica birthplace of Alisarrian The Conqueror, who had welded demons and humans together under
one rule many centuries before.

Safar eyed the brandy jug, sighed, then turned back to the book. Once again he looked at the small map
of theworld. And once again he traced the lines showing Asper'stravels. Hisflight from Esmir to Hadin
and back. Benesth the map was atiny sketch of the idand where Asper ended his days.

Theidand's name, scrawled in red ink, was Syrapis.
Musing, Safar said the name aoud--"Syrapis.” Then, "1 wonder what Asper sought there?”

Suddenly hisfingersitched with apowerful desire to touch the drawing of the idand--aneed as strong as
athirsty man's obsession for water. Hisfingertips touched the paper and a surge of energy flowed up his
am.

Therewas a boom! of distant thunder and asharp crack! of lightning quite near.

Suddenly all was blackness and his hair rose up on prickling roots.

CHAPTER THREE
THEWIZARD'STOMB

Safar fdt agresat force seize him, lift him up, then hurl him away.

He flew through darkness-so far helost al sense of motion and direction. Then he wasfaling, plunging,
an eerie voice whispering in his ear, "Down and down and down. Down, and down and down..."

And then hejust ... stopped!

There was nothing between the two fedings of falling and stopping. One moment hisinsdeswererisng
up and the next moment he felt hard ground under hisfeet and the comforting sensation of weight. Still, all
remained blackness and he had no ideawhere he was. All he knew was that it was someplace hot and
dank. Perspiration flooded from his pores, soaking his clothes. Under hisfest, still shod in dippers, he
could fed heat risng from the rocky floor. And then far off he thought he heard the sound of dripping
water and he wondered if he might be underground.

He stayed quite till, trying to get his bearings. As he was about to probe the darkness with hiswizard's
senses he suddenly heard rustling al around him--like dry insect wings. He adso heard whispering, or at
least what he thought was whispering--he couldn't make out the words.

Then he heard, quite clearly: "Sisterd Sigterdl”



The voicewas like sand polishing glass. Keeping his head motionless, Safar forced his eyestoward the
source of the sound. He saw two large red holes burning through the darkness--floating a good ten feet
above the ground.

It spoke again--"Sisters! Awake, ssters!”

The voice came from just below the red holes. Safar's heart quickened as he realized they were huge
eyes and the voice was likely coming from an equally enormous mouth.

Then someone, or something, answered, "l hear, sster!”

The words had the same sand against glass sound to them. But harsher. And he redlized the voice was
coming from directly above him! It wasal Safar could do not to look up.

Othersanswered: "l hear! | hear! | hear!"

The voices came from every direction and the darkness bloomed with a ghastly garden of many glowing
red eyes.

Thenthefirg voicesad, 'l smdl ahuman!”

A harsh chorus answered, "Where? Where, Sster, where?'
"Herewith ud" wasthereply.

Horrid shrieksfilled theair: "Kill him, kill the human, kill him!*

Taonsand scaly bodies scraped againgt stone, heavy wings flapped from above and there was a great
gnashing of teeth. Burning eyes rushed about like huge fireflies fleeing an oncoming storm. Safar needed
no magical help to keep absolutely ill in that chaos of hatred. His blood turned to ice, his heart to stone
and hisbreath fled from him like an escaping ghost.

Then heredized they couldn't see him. Theredization was smdl comfort, especialy when next he heard
ashout:

"Slence, ggerd”
It wasthefirgt voice, the commanding voice. And it got the sillence it demanded.
A pause, then, "Where are you human? Show yoursdf!”

Safar had the sudden hysterical desireto laugh. It hit him so quickly it was al he could do to hiteit off.
Show himsdlf? Did she think he wasinsane?

She dso must have thought he was desaf aswell, because she said, ™Y ou have nothing to fear from us,
human! We like humans, don't we Ssters?’

"Yes, yes, yes," camethe chorused reply. "Welike humans. Welikethem al!"
"Wewould never hurt ahuman, would we Ssters?"

"Never hurt, never, never!"

Silenced followed, asif the creatures were waiting for Safar's answer.

When it didn't come, the commanding voice said, ™Y ou are insulting us, human! 'Y ou should spesk and



show usyour trust. Spesk now, or wewill forget our love of al things human. Y ou will suffer grestly for
angering us”

Another long pause, then Safar heard: "Sigterd | think | smell him over herel”

The voice came from quite near. Safar heard heavy taonsrattle on stone and a snuffling sound, like a
large beest following a strong scent. He knew he had to do something quickly before he was found.

Theideajumped up at him and he knew he couldn't wait and think it through, because with thought
would come fear and fear's hesitation would be the end of him. He made a spell and clapped his hands
together and roared:

“Light!"

And light blasted in from al sides, nearly knocking him over with the sudden shock of it. He had been
blinded by darkness before, now he was blinded by its white-hot opposite. There were awful screams of
pain al around and then hisvision cleared and the first thing he saw ripped his breath from his body.

The beast towered above him, enormous corpse-colored wings unfolded like abat's. It had the stretched
out torso of awoman with long thin arms and legs that ended in taloned claws. Therewasno hair onits
skull-like head and instead of a nose there were only nostril holes on aflat face shaped like ashove.

Safar nearly jumped away, but then he realized the creature was too busy screaming in pain and clawing
at itseyesto be athreat.

Hewasin an enormous vaulted room, filled with blazing colors. Great columns, red and blue and green,
climbed toward glaring light then disappeared beyond. The room wasfilled with hundreds of death-white
cregtures, some crouched on the floor howling pain, others hanging beat-like from long stanchions coming
out of the columns. They twisted and screamed, horrid flags of misery blowing in adevil wind of conjured

light.

Safar spotted the one he wanted. Again he shouted, his magically amplified voice thundering over the
walls

"SILENCE!"

The shrieks and screams cut off at his command, and now there was only moaning and harsh pleasfor
"Mercy, brother, mercy!"

Safar paced forward, moving through the writhing bodies until he came to the throne. It looked a great
pile of bones-arms and legs and torsos and skulls stacked in the shape of an enormouswinged chair. As
he came closer he saw the bones were carved from white stone. The creature who commanded that
gridy throne was like the others, except much larger. A red meta band encircled her bony skull to make
acrown. Unlike the others, however, the creature was silent and although she was hunched over, claws
covering her eyes, she made no outward show of pain.

Safar sopped at the throne and said loudly for all to hear: " Are you queen to thismewling lot?!

"Yes, | am queen. Queen Charize." As she answered she couldn't help but raise her roya head, carefully
keeping her eyes shidded. "I command here."

"Y ou command nothing," Safar replied, voice echoing throughout the chamber, "except what |, Lord
Timuraof Kyrania, might permit.”



Queen Charize said nothing.
"Do you understand me?" Safar demanded.

He made amoation and the light became brighter gtill. The creatures shrieked astheir pain intensified.
Even the queen could not stop alow moan escaping through her clenched lips.

"Yes" shegasped, "l understand.”
"Yes, Magter," Safar corrected her. ™Y ou will address me as Master.”
The queen gritted her fangsin protest, but shegot it out: "Yes... Magter!”

Safar motioned and the light diminished. There were gasps of relief as he dimmed it until the room was
merely a soft glow. But no one rose or uncovered her eyes. Dim asthelight was, it was il too painful
for the ssters of darknessto bear. He could also smell the fear in them. They knew that if their new
master was threatened, he could ingtantly retdiate.

To make certain, Safar said, ™'Y ou may be queen here, but that doesn't mean you actudly have witsto
rule dsawhere." Queen Charize hissed indignation. Safar laughed to grind in the humiliation. "Hissdl you
like," hesaid. "Just s0 long as we understand each other. I've dready formed aspell that will turn you and
al thesefilthy things you cal subjectsinto dust. | only haveto cast it. It would take aword, no more."

Thiswasalie. Asfar as Safar knew there was no such spell. But his days with Methydias circus had
taught him how to liemost convincingly.

"l will do asyou say ... Magter," the queen answered. "On my word, no one will harm you."
"Fortunately,” Safar said, "'l don't need to test your word.

"Now, tell me, what isthis place? And what do you do here?"

The queen answered smply. "We are the Protectors,” she said.

"And what, pray tell, are you the protectors of ?*

The queen's head jerked in surprise. If this human wizard, thisLord Timura, was so powerful, why didn't
he know the answer? Safar didn't give her a chance to scratch his pose further.

"Well, answer me!" he demanded.
"Why, asdl know on Syrapis," she said, "we are the Protectors of Lord Asper. And thisis histomb.”

The answer so surprised Safar he nearly lost control of his spell. Syrapis? Thisgreat vault wasin
Syrapis? And what was this about Lord Asper? Protectors! ? Protecting what? Asper had long been
dead.

What happened next surprised him even more. The queen began chanting in a harsh whisper:
"We are the sisters of Asper,

Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.

We guard histomb, we guard histomb,

Holy One..."



The other creatures joined her in aharsh chorus, asif coming from the grave. It seemed to be a prayer to
some goddess, but coming from those throats of maice it made amockery of al that was holy.

They sang:

"We take the sin, we take the sin,

Sweset Lady, Lady, Lady.
On our souls, on our souls,
Holy One."

Safar thought, if these creatures had souls he didn't want to meet the god who made them. Then hefdt a
dry, spidery web drifting over him and he redized they weretrying to trap himin aspdll.

His own spell was weakened and the light dimmed further. The creatures began to stir.

Safar saw the queen's great red eyes come up from the shield of her clawslike twin sunsrising over the
sharp pesks of the Hells. But he only laughed and clapped his hands, bringing the light back to its most
shocking brightness, nearly more than even he could bear.

The prayer song collgpsed into shrieks of torment. Heignored their pain and turned his back on the
gueen, who was squirming on her throne in such agony he was confident he had little to fear from her.

Helooked around the gaudy room, shielding his eyes againgt the glaring light, until he saw araised dais
not many paces avay. The dais supported alarge black coffin, shaped like a demon. Emblazoned oniits
lid in blood-red paint was a hauntingly familiar shape--awinged snake with two heads, poised to strike.
The sign of Asper! Thiswasthe burid place of Lord Asper himself. The source of al the wisdom Safar

sought.

But how had these evil beings cometo infest the Master Wizard's tomb? Safar had no doubt that Queen
Charize's claims of being Asper's Protector were lies. Just asthe prayer song had been alie.

Amazed as he was, Safar kept hiswits about him. He wouldn't make the same mistake twice. Tightening
his control on the spell of light, he went to the dais and climbed the steps, being extremdly careful not to
stumble and lose concentration. When he was afew feet away, he felt the buzz of magic.

The snake heads came dive and shot toward him, then stopped. Still buzzing, but more abuzz of
recognition than warning.

Asper knew him!
An odd thought came--How strange! Why should he recognize me?

Then he saw another familiar symbol on the sde of the coffin. It was the outline of theidand of Syrapis,
exactly the same as the one in Asper's book--athough much larger.

Hisfingerstingled with the sudden desire to touch the symbol. He mounted the dais steps, hand
outstretched, so taken by the notion he forgot the warding spell. Thelight began to dim. He paid no
attention, drawing closer and closer to the symbol of Syrapis. Asthelight dimmed still more, he heard
Queen Charize mutter commands and her subjects risng up behind him, dry insect wings stirring old dust
from thefloor. Still heignored them, climbing higher until the coffin waswithin hisreach.

Hisfingers moved toward the symbol of Syrapis. Hethought, | only haveto touch it and al will be



explaned.

Words came to him, he didn't know from where, and he whispered, "Wherein my heart abides/This
dark-horsed destiny | ride?"

And awhispered reply came back--"Khysmet!"

Hisjourneying hand froze. What was this? Who was spesking? And what did he mean?
Wasit Asper'sghost?

"How do you know me, Master?' Safar asked.

And the ghost whispered: "All wait for thee, Safar Timura. From Esmir to far Hadinland. Cometo me,
Timura. Cometo Syrapid”

"But how shall | come, Master?' Safar asked. " Syrapisisalong journey acrossthe sea.”
And the ghost said: "First to Naadan, then to Caluz. That isthe way to Syrapis.”

"But what if | fail, Master?' Safar asked. "What if by some accident | am killed?"

"Then send the Other," replied the ghost.

"Other?" Safar asked. "What Other?"

Just then he heard the queen shout: "Kill him!" And the creatures closed in on him.

But hedidn't care. If only he could know the answer, it didn't matter ... death didn't matter ... nothing
mattered but the knowledge he was certain was waiting to be reveded in one blinding flash, brighter even
than the light he'd used to keep the Protectors at bay.

"Tell me, Master!" he shouted. "Who isthe Other?’

Hisfingertips were scant inches away from the sign of Syrapis when he heard another voice shouting:
"Father! They're coming, father! They're coming!”

It was Palimak's voice.

A smdl hand plucked at hisdeeve, dragging hisfingers away.

"No!" Safar shouted. "Noooo!”

"Father!" Palimak'svoiceingsted. "They're coming! The men are coming!”

Asper's chamber vanished and Safar found himself in his bedroom again. He was clutching the edge of
his desk, staring at the open page of Asper's book. The drawing of Syrapis still beckoning.

Heturned, seeing Paimak next to him, tugging at hisdeeve.
"'Something awful has happened, father!" the boy said.
Pdimak pointed out the bedroom window. "L ook!"

Dazed, so sick to his sscomach he wasn't sure he could hold its contents for more than amoment, Safar



raised his head and |ooked.

Through the window he saw six men gpproaching his house, bearing alitter. And on that litter wasa
smdll, frighteningly small, human form. He didn't know who it was, because blood-soaked blankets
covered thefeatures.

"It'spoor Tio, father,” Paimak said. "l think the wolvesgot him!*

CHAPTER FOUR
THE WOLF KING

The skieswere somber, the lake ashen, when they sent little Tio to hiswatery grave. Thevillage was
draped in black and the winds came off the Bride's dopes cold and moaning, black bunting flapping like
the tongues of so many ghosts.

All of Kyraniawasin shock that one so young and innocent had met such ahorrid fate. The mourning
women wailed and tore their hair. And al the men got drunk and swore vengeance. Against whom, no
one was certain.

Safar presided over the funeral ceremonies, casting cleansing spellsand leading the villagein traditiona
prayer.

And everyone sang:

"Whereisour dream brother?
Gone to sweet-blossomed fidds ...
Our heartsyearnto follow ... "

When the song was done, Safar and four temple lads fired the boat and pushed it away from the
lakeshore. The mournerswatched in silence asthe funeral craft, festooned with yellow ribbons, was
pulled thisway and that by errant winds. Black smoke trailed through the curling ribbons and everyone
wept in relief when the boat bearing Tio'sremainsfindly halted in the middle of thelake. Thiswas lucky
for Tio'sspirit. Everyone had worried the misfortune held suffered in this life would follow him to the next.
The boat burned to the waterline and then wind-driven waves dopped over to hissand sseamin the
flames. The boat sank dowly, smoke and steam columning up into heavy gray skies. Then it was gone.

Safar's heart sank with the boat. He thought of the dream held had only yesterday morning. The dream of
wolvesin which held witnessed Tio's degth.

Suddenly his hackles rose and chill fingers of danger ran up his spine. Paimak suddenly clutched his
hand.

"Somebody's watching, father," the boy whispered. "And he's not very nicel”

Safar felt eyes boring into him--eyes from nowhere and everywhere. He squeezed Palimak's hand. "I can
fed it too," he said. He kept hisvoice easy, but with just atinge of concern. "And you'reright. HE's not
very nice”

"What should we do, father?' Pdlimak asked. "I don't likethis! It isn't right! Watching people, and ...
and..." He shrugged. "You know ... Looking at everything!"

Only Safar and Paimak were aware of what was happening. Their fellow mourners were solemnly
engaged in singing songs and beating their breasts to help speed Tio's ghost to the Heavens.



"I could use your help with this, Palimak," Safar said. The boy's face brightened, worry lines vanishing.
"Do you have atrick, father?' Paimak asked, flashing a sharp-toothed amile.

"| certainly do," Safar said. "But it won't work unlessyou help me."

Hefdt the remainder of the child's tension vanish. Now the ominous presence seemed only agame.
Pdimak giggled. "Well get him! Redlly, really get him!"

His gusto was alarming. Safar remembered his own blood-thirsty ways as a child and forced himsdlf to
stanch a sudden, unreasonable fegling of parental concern.

"Yes," hesad, "were going to surprise him. Maybe even hurt him ... but just alittle bit. Enough to make
himsorry."

Palimak drew in adeep breath, gathering his concentration. And then, "I'm ready, father."

Safar nodded. "Hereswhat well do," he said. "Let's make ourselvesredly hot! Let'sbe so hot hefedls
like he'slooking right at the sun. Can you imaginethat?"

"That's easy," Paimak said.
"Not that easy," Safar warned. "I want you to think redlly, redlly hot. Hot as you possibly can.”
Pdimak chortled. "Well burn him!" he said. "That'll teach him!"

Safar started to add afew more words of caution, but then Palimak's eyes started to glow and the air

crackled with asurge of magical power. Hells, the child was strong! Safar leaped in to catch the surge
and blend with it. Then he gained control, added his own power, and focused their combined strength
likeamagnifying glassintensfiestherays of the sun.

He smdlled the stink of ozone and then the air became hot and heavy and it was difficult to bresthe. He
heard Paimak cough. And then from far away he heard ahowl of surprised pain. Like awolf who had
just sprung asted trap.

Then the eyes were gone--snatched away--and al was normal again.
"Will he come back?' Palimak asked.
"I don't know, son," Safar said. "But welll have to be careful .

Then the crowd descended on him and he was shaking hands and commiserating with the family asif
nothing had happened.

Thefollowing night he called an emergency meeting of the village elders
Firgt they heard from Renor, Tio's older brother. The men's eyes became moist asthey listened.

"It was only for the night,” Renor sobbed. "I didn't think there was any danger, or | wouldn't have left him
there. I'd have taken him with me and made the herd fend for itsd f!"

Safar, amaster of old guilts, said, ™Y ou had no reason to act differently, Renor. That isthe way thingsare
donein Kyrania Boys have always taken the herdsinto the mountains to learn how to be on their own
and act responsibly. That was what you were doing with Tio." He waved ahand at the others. "All of us



have had that first time experience of anight alone on the mountains. It's atradition--a necessary
tradition.”

The other men muttered agreement. "My brother did the same for mewhen | wasalad," said the
headman, Foron, who was a so the village smithy.

Renor wiped his eyes, trying to regain control.

Safar'sfather, Khadji, leaned in. "Tell ustherest, son," he urged. "Then you can go hometo your family.
They need your strength now."

Renor nodded. "On the way down the mountain,” he said, "I didn't see anything to worry about. And |
was looking, believe me. | mean, | had an injured goat on my back, didn't 1?7 No sense giving some big
cat ideas, or reason to think | wasthe goat. Tio has... had ... agood imagination. | knew he'd be
frightened. So | didn't even wait until morning to go back up the mountain. | just left the goat with my
father and set off again.”

The young man said held made good time on the return, but then it became too dark, thetrail too
treacherous, and he was forced to make a cold camp afew hours from the meadow.

"I couldn't deep,” hesaid. "I wasworried about Tio the whole thetime so | got up beforefirst light--I
didn't even eat--and set off to meet my brother.”

Finaly he cameto the meadow. "It was like walking into anightmare," he said.

The ground was torn up, barely a blade |eft untouched, and there was a huge smoking crater in the
center. There was blood everywhere and the mangled remains of animals strewn about the field made it
look like agiant's butcher shop. Renor ran for the shelter and there he found Tio's bodly, ripped so badly
he barely recognized him. Next to him was a big gray she wolf, dso torn to pieces.

"I couldn't figure out what happened,” Renor sobbed. "I went mad for abit. | rushed al around the valley
andthehillscalling him, Tio! Tio!" He didn't answer, of course. But | couldn't believe what had
happened. | kept thinking of my mother and father. And of Tio, poor little Tio who never did awrong to
anyone. Then | became angry, stupidly angry, and | ran dl over the meadow looking for something to kill.
But everything was already dead. Goats and wolves ... al dead.”

"l don't understand,” said another of the Elders. "How could they all be dead? Goats and wolves aike?"
The man was Masura, who was second in command and no friend of the Timuras. A prissy felow,
Masura congdered himsdf the ultimate word in village mordlity.

Renor shook hishead. "I don't know," was all he said.

Safar remained slent during the discussion. He had an ideawhat was at the end of this bumpy trail of
logic, but he thought it wasimportant the Eldersfind it for themselves.

Foron scratched his grizzled chin. "'If the wolveskilled Tio and the goats," he said. "Tell me--who killed
thewolves?'

"Maybeit was another pack," Masura suggested. "But stronger, much stronger.”

"That doesn't make sense," Safar's father said, drawing ahot glare from Masura, who didiked being
contradicted. "I've heard of such things, of course. Wolves attack other wolves all thetime. But only
when they come on the same prey. And then the weaker wolves run away as soon asthey seedl islost.
They don't stay around to bekilled."



Foron agreed. "Y ou're right, Khadiji. Also, once the otherstook flight, the stronger pack wouldn't chase
after them. After al, the object would be to eat goats, not to fight other wolves.”

"Theré's another thing that was strange," Renor said, breaking in. Then he ducked his head and blushed,
embarrassed by having interrupted the headman.

"Tell uswhat you saw," Safar said, gentle as he could. "We have to know everything.”

"Well, it wasn't what was done," Renor said, "but what wasn't done that bothered me. | mean--nothing
was eaten. All the bodies were ripped up, but they weren't gnawed on ... or anything. They werejust ... |
don't know ... torn apart!"

"Sorcery!" Masuraexclaimed. "Of thefoulest kind." He glared at Safar asif he were responsible for dl
the foul magica deedsin theworld.

All eyesturned to Safar. "I suspect you'reright,” hesaid. "Infact, if you think about it closdly, you'll see
thereisno other reasonable explanation.”

The house became so silent Safar could hear the ticking of the roof beams and the scuttle of insects
hunting in the cold hearth. The men only looked at him with fearful eyes.

"What could it be, my son?' Safar's father asked. "And what have we done to deserve such a curse?’

"Thewholeworld is cursed, father," Safar replied. "It isn't just us. Down on the flatlands people are
suffering greatly, asyou know. And there are all sorts of magica beasts plaguing them. | once dedlt with
acreature who had awhole region under itsthrall." He was thinking of the Worm of Kyshaat, whom he
had defeated some years before.

TheWorm wasjust thefirst of many manifestationsto infect the world.
Safar sghed, mourning the end of his peoplée'sinnocence.
"What should we do about this ... this.... creature, Lord Timura?' Foron asked.

"Exorciseit,” Safar said firmly. "That'swhet | did before." He turned to Foron. "If you'll provide mewith
aguard I'll go up into the mountains tomorrow and see what | can do."

Asfrightened as everyone was they were so angry at what had happened to Tio that Safar was deluged
with volunteers to accompany him. He held them off, preferring to hand pick the party in the light of day.

Then hesad, "If you will excuse us, Renor, I'm sure your family isanxiousto seeyou.”

The young man looked startled, then realized Safar was politely indicating he should leave. Safar turned
back to the group when he was gone.

He hesitated. There was much he had to say, but his thoughts were disorganized. The emergency had left
him little time to consider the vison of Asper's Tomb. Still, he knew onething: he had to leave Kyrania. If
there was any chance to stop the magicd poisons blowing on thewinds of Hadin, hewould finditin
Syrapis. Before heleft, however, he had to protect them as best he could.

So absorbed was hein his musings, he forgot the others. His father's voice brought him back.
"What isit, son?" he asked. "Y ou seem asif you wish to tell us something.”
Safar started to speak, then shook his head.



"Letitwait," hesad. "Wecan discussit later.”

* k% k %

There was heavy fog upon the mountain when Safar entered the meadow where Tio had been killed. The
mist was so thick it was like amidnight garden; wet, heavy cobwebs bresking before him, then clinging
and trailing behind. He was accompanied by five of Kyranias best men, including Sergeant Dario, the
village's dderly fighting master, as dangerous a seventy as when held fought on the Jasper Plainsfifty
years before. Guiding the group was Tio's brother, Renor.

"Better let us secureit first, melord,” Dario said. He tapped his sharp, beaked nose. "Don't smell nothin'
amiss. And the old sniffer never failled me dl these years. But like | dwaystdl the lads--better agood
professond look around than blind guessin'.”

Safar stopped agrin and nodded solemnly. Dario was a proud little man--short, bowlegged and so
skinny and wrinkled he looked like awhip made of snake hide. His only concession to agewasa
tendency to be abit loquacious. Even so, he was no figure of fun as he motioned to his men and they
fanned out. He gave another sgna and they dl disappeared at once--dipping through the fog like ghosts
to investigate the meadow.

It was cold and Renor wrapped his arms about his heavy coat and stamped hisfeet. He started to speak,
but Safar shushed him.

Hetook asmal pot from his cloak and set it on the ground. Then he withdrew alittle silver tinder box, lit
awick and pulled the stopper from the pot. Oily, orange-tinged fumes coiled out, heavy smelling, like
overripefruit. Safar quickly inserted the smoldering wick into the fumes. Flames sheeted up and agrest
trumpet blared.

It was agreat hammer of a sound, smashing againgt the foggy shield. Then there was the indrawn whop!
of animplosion asal moisture was drained from the atmosphere and air rushed in from al sdesto
quarrel over the vacuum left behind. The fog vanished, showing Dario and the others creeping forward,
looking alittle foolish asthey turned to gape a Safar and Renor.

Safar pointed past them. "Over there!” he said, indicating the blackened crater in the center of the
meadow.

The men revolved to ook and it wasiif the force of their eyes|et loose nature's darkest side. With sight
came sméll, and the odor of the goat corpses drifted across the torn up ground and the men had to turn
their faces away to gasp for sweseter air.

Safar made amagica gesture and adight breeze blew through, infused with the smell of violets. Dario
nodded at him, made his mouth into an "O" ashe drew in fresh air, then shuffled forward to the crater.
He peered inside.

"There's nothing here, melord,” he called back.

Safar concentrated, radiating a cautious "find and fleg" spell acrossthe meadow. 1t was adifficult
exercise. Therocky encirclement forming the meadow aso made anatural cup that urged spdlsto flow
back to their source.

The group had returned to his sde by the time he was done.

Safar shrugged. "Asfar as| cantell, sergeant,” he said, "it's safe. Hells, thereé's barely asign of the magic
that was done here. Certainly nothing to exorcise. Whatever spirit visited this place has either goneor is



in such deep hiding that | can't find him."

Hiswords were hardly reassuring--nor were they meant to be. Dario and the others scanned the area,
nervous. A few moments before they'd been full of fire, set on vengeance. Now they were wondering if
anyone... or thing ... was examining them, measuring them for the grave.

It was Renor who broke the mood. He drew himsdlf up. "I'm ready for whatever they're after,” he said.

His comment made no outward sense, but it resonated deep into the cavern of last resorts, where all
threatened things retreat to make ther find stand.

Dario nodded--a downward jerk of his sharp features, like an ax cutting through. "Surewe are,”" he said.

Warmth spread through them all like acomforting wine asthe villagers, including Safar, drew on their
common strength.

It was then that the first wolf howled.

Thiswasahowl from the earth. A hunting howl, ululating across the glen, then turning sharper, higher,
victorious, asthe Hunter found its prey.

There was not aman standing on that bloody meadow who did not know in his heart the Great Wolf was
cdling, and that its hungry cal was meant for him.

A moment later another wolf howled in reply; ahuge cresture from the sound of its baying, but not as
large asthe Great Wolf. Then another acolyte of the fang joined thefirst two. And then another, until the
whole meadow rang with their ungoddy song.

The howling stopped as suddenly asit began. Only adeathly silence remained, avoid dmost as
frightening asthe devil wolves.

Dario coughed--hard and harsh to choke up the phlegm of fear. "I was never the sort what opposed an
orderly retreat, melord,” he said in agruff voice. "Assumin' the circumstances caled for it."

Dario jerked asthe howling resumed--even closer than before. The old warrior forced himsdlf to relax
and then he amiled, carved wooden teeth making an old man's splintered grin.

"What I'm sayin', melord," Dario continued, ignoring the howls as best he could, "isthat right now
appears to be one of them circumstances | wastakin' about. For retreatin’, | mean.”

Serious asthe situation was Safar couldn't help but laugh. 1 don't think you'll find anyone here who
objectsto such astrategy,” he said.

The laughter calmed the other men. They dl grinned and nodded. Safar gestured toward the trail they'd
taken into the meadow.

"Y ou can have the honor of leading the retreat, sergeant,” he said. "But go as quickly asyou can. Don't
look back. Only forward. And don't pay any attention to anything that might confront you. Just charge on
through. Do you understand?’

Dario licked hislips, then nodded. He formed up the group, young Renor in the center, and at Safar's
signa he charged, moving a an amazing pace for one so old. The others had to strain to keep up.

Safar followed until he reached the meadow's edge. There he camly hated and shed his pack. He
unbuckled it, drawing out a half dozen small stoppered bottles. He waited, the howls growing louder and



closar.

Then he saw them--gigantic wolf-like shapes bounding out of the rocks. There were four of them, twice
the 9ze of aman. They wereamisty gray, like fog, but so lightly formed Safar could see through them.

Safar picked up one of the bottles, hefting it in hishand. It wasfilled with aglver liquid tinged with
purple--wolf bane mixed with mercury. It was heavy for its small sze. He tossed it from hand to hand
like one of Methydiascircusjuggling bals.

And heintoned:
"Wolf, wolf,
Trickser,
Shape changer--
Bane
Of our existence... "
He hurled the bottle.

It sailed through the air, falling agood twenty feet before the charging spectrd pack. Safar turned away,
shielding his eyes, just asthe bottle struck. Great sheets of purple flame exploded. He heard satisfying
howls of pain and rage. He scooped up the other bottles and ran after Dario and the others.

For fifteen paces or so the only sound wasthe ringing in his ears from the explosion and the terrified
yowlsfrom the ghostly wolf pack. Then he heard the eerie, commanding cry of the Great Wolf ordering
the pack to follow. It echoed through the small meadow, was pinched in by the frozen rock, and then
blasted forward to sear his back.

The ghost wolves, however, recovered dmost immediately and he hadn't taken more than five paces
before he heard the sound of their running feet just behind him.

They were 0 close he didn't have time to stop and aim. He hurled a bottle over his shoulder as hard as
he could, digging histoesinto the ground with such force that he practically levitated as he flew down the
trail, diding where it curved toward acliff edge and sending a shower of ice and frozen pebbles over the
sde. He fought for balance, hearing the debris tumble down a frightening distance and the sound of his
howling pursuers drawing near. Then the bottle struck and the explosion was so forceful he dmost went
over the edge himsdlf. He recovered at the last moment, boot heels skittering at the cliff'sedge ashe
hurled himsdlf to the side and back onto the path.

Again he heard the yowls of pain. Again he heard the Great Wolf howl for his spectra pack to follow.
But from the sound of the baying pack there was a more comfortabl e distance than before.

Safar caught up to the others as they entered a canyon, shrouded on al sidesby athick, clinging fog.

He heard agrowl then agrinding and he shouted, "Faster!" And everyone threw caution away and ran as
fast asthey could. But it wasn't quite fast enough to avoid the huge boulders that rumbled into their midst.
Safar heard someone scream and turned just in time to see one of hisfelow Kyraniansfall benesth a
huge rock. It crushed hislegs, then bounced awvay down the mountainside.

Dario shouted ahdt and as the men hagtily lifted up their moaning, badly wounded friend, Safar siwept
about and hurled two more jarsinto the surrounding fog. He amed blindly, but he heard shrieks of pain
and knew he'd struck his mark.

Then they were running again--on and on, until al their strength was gone and they could run no more.



Safar and Dario directed the group to a clump of snow-covered boulders, where they sat their injured
friend down and turned to meet the pursuing horror.

To their immenserdief there was only fog and silence. After amoment or two Safar probed the mist with
his senses. He found nothing.

The Great Wolf and his ghost pack were gone.

* k% k %

They crouched in their camp dl that night and set off at first light. It was acheery day, with only the
Demon Moon hanging on the northern horizon to remind them that this was not the most delightful place
inthe world to be. Birds were singing, fawn were dancing in the forest and small animals darted
underfoot.

No one was fooled.

They could hear heavy bodies moving through the underbrush behind them and knew they were being
trailed. Even o, they reached Kyrania by |ate afternoon with no further incidents.

Everyone was too tired to do more than report the barest details of what happened. Still, those details
were harrowing enough to rouse the village into mounting aguard &t al the main entrancesto the valey.

Safar collected Paimak from his parents house. The boy ran into his arms, sobbing asif he had
undergone an unpleasant ordeal. When Safar asked what was wrong he didn't speak, but only clutched
him tighter. Palimak was slent on the short wak home. He ate little of his dinner and went to bed without
complant.

Late that night Safar was awakened from a dreamless deep. Hislimbswere heavy, yet hismind sang
with urgency. Heforced his eyes open and saw Gundara crouched on his chest.

Thelittle Favorite was frantic, clawing at hisnightshirt. "Hurry, Master!" he cried. "The boy! The boy!"

Safar groaned out of bed, fighting rolling waves of lethargy. He grabbed hislittle silver dagger and
staggered to Palimak's room.

He paused at the door, fighting the strange weariness. Gundarawas perched on his shoulder, fangs
chattering in fear.

Safar looked inside.

A tal man stood over the deegping child. Flanking him were gigantic wolves, reared up on their hind legs.
When the man saw him he smiled and said, "Hello, Sefar.”

Thewolves growled menacingly.

"Silence!" the man commanded. "Can't you see I'm speaking to my friend?"

It was Irg Protarus. Back from the dead.

CHAPTER FIVE
THE RETURN OF IRAJ PROTARUS

Sherode in from the north, keeping the Demon Moon at her back and staying well within itslong



shadows. Her horse's hooves were muffled, as were her wegpons and armor. The night wind was up,
moaning through trees and gullies so the only discernible sound was the occasiona creak of her harness,
or thefaint rattle of pebbleswhen her horse misstepped.

Leriadrew up when she neared the bend where the first sentries should have been posted. She knew
where they'd be because it was Leria hersaf who had reformed Kyranias methods of guarding the
approaches. She'd not only drawn up the map but had trained the sentries. Sheld also imposed an
orderly system for challenges and knew what passwords the lead sentry would use when he demanded if
shewerefriend or foe. The plan wasthat as the approaching party or parties considered the response,
two other guardians of the trail would move in on opposite flanks. If she appeared threatening, they'd cut
her down with their crossbows while she was still focusing on the lead sentry.

That was the plan--as fool proof as anyone could make it. Sheld drilled her charges thoroughly, warning
al the while that the fools she was attempting to guard them against were on their sde.

"If the enemy presents himslf,” shed told Rossthom, the man she'd schooled to take her place when she
|eft, "it's safer to assume heisn't adimwit. If he'sto be worth anything at al as a potentia enemy, hell
have scouted your defenses before the approach. Hell know very well who isthe greatest dullard on
your side. The one most likely to fall adeep. The one who favorsanip or three on the jug to keep off the
chill. When you issue your chalenge helll pauseto consider for an arse scratch or two, while hisbest men
cut your laggard friend'sthroat. By the time you repeet the chdlenge his entire force will be on you."

Rossthom had heeded her well--and to alesser degree, so had her other charges--so she was quite
disappointed when no one challenged her when she came to the barricade. Her disappointment
deepened when she found Rossthom's bloody remains sprawled next to the barricade. There were no
marks on the muddy ground so she knew held died without a struggle. There were only hisfootprints and
the depressions his body made as he flopped about while his attacker dit him from stem to stern.

Leriadismounted and considered the Situation. She thought it quite odd there was no sign of the enemy's
approach. As carefully as she searched, there were no other marks on the ground. It was asif Rossthom
had been attacked from above. She searched further and found the corpses of the other two sentries.
Once again, there was no spoor |eft by the enemy.

Sheled her horseinto agrove of trees overlooking Kyrania. In the light of the Demon Moon the fields
and homeswere quite clear. A few chimneys glowed, afew candles were guttering down in distant
windows and far off she could hear ayoung rooster mistake the Demon Moon for dawn and crow an
eeriewelcome.

All indl, everything seemed quite peaceful. If it weren't for the dead sentries she might have thought her
mad rush to Kyraniawas not only awaste of time but ahumiliating one at that.

Since sheld left Safar's side she had been making adecent if precarious living by sdlling her sword. Only
afew weeks ago she'd been wriggling into the comfortable post as captain of aminor king'sguard. The
pay was good, the king's ambitions small and she had a comfortable room with a soft bed, easy accessto
the privy and afireplace to warm her on awinter's night.

Then one night she'd had adream. The dream had started well enough--shewasin Safar'sarms,
snuggling up after making love and drifting off to deep. Thiswas a planned dreamed, adream sheld
conjured on many anight to carry her away from adifficult day.

On that particular night, however, the dream continued on. She found herself being pulled into another
embrace. Shewent willingly, deepily enjoying the caresses of her re-awakened companion. Then the
arms holding her were suddenly somehow unfamiliar--but familiar--at the sametime. It was not an



embrace she welcomed. Leriafdt asif she had been drugged and had awakened inthearmsof a
mongter.

In her dream, she opened her eyes and saw it was not Safar, but Irg preparing to mount her. She
shouted, catching him by surprise, then gripped his hair and flung him to the Side. She cameto her fest,
grabbing a candleholder for awegpon. Irg rolled away just intime as she hurled it at him and the heavy
base thudded usdesdly into the feather mattress.

Her sword was lying next to the bed where she dways kept it and she snatched it up just as Irg rose
fromthefloor.

Except now it wasn't Irg) she was facing. Instead she was confronted by an enormous wolf! She dashed
at it, but the bed between them was too wide and the wolf too agile.

Then it turned to her, red eyes boring in. The wolf opened its jaws to speak. She was too numb to be
surprised when she heard Irg's voice issuing from the wolf's mouth.

"Sut,” it hissed. And, "Whore!" Then, "l gave you to Safar Timura. Now | want you back!"

Naked as she was, those words armored Leriain the strongest mail. "l was given once,” she said. "'l
won't be given again. Back, or otherwise."

And she hurled hersaf across the bed, dashing with dl her might.
Then shewas Sitting up in bed, striking with her fists at nothing but innocent darkness.

Instead of confusion, however, Leriahad one thought fixed in her mind--Safar wasin danger. Shedidn't
question this thought, much less dwell on the nightmare. Her soldier'singtinct said thiswas so and therefor
she acted.

Two hourslater she wasriding for Kyrania. She didn't even bother to tell her employer, theking.

Now, looking down at the peaceful scene, she wondered for an ingtant if she'd gone mad. Love mad,
that is. Had the dream been nothing but an excuse to be in Safar's presence once again? Admit it, Leiria,
shesaid to hersdlf, you il love him. But then she thought, No, I'm over that. If therésany love, it's
because | love him asasster lovesabrother.

Then she had the skin-crawling awareness that there must be apell on thetrail to make her fed so
confused about her mission. Behind her were dead sentries. Ahead of her was a seemingly peaceful
village. Only afool wouldn't redize that it didn't add up.

She moved closer to the hill's edge. Just below she could see Safar's home peeking out of the cherry
grove that was Kyranias unofficiad boundary. There was a strange slvery glow streaming out of one of
hiswindows. She frowned, remembering the layout. The light was coming from Palimak'sroom. At any
other time she would have thought the child was up to some magica mischief.

But not thistime. Not thisnight.

She loosened her weapons, took up her horse'sreinsand led it quietly down thetrail.

* * * %

Irg turned back from his charges, sneering at Safar. "And what a friend you proved to be, Timura," he
said. "To think | once swore ablood oath with you."



Then his eyes met Safar's and there was along, frozen moment as the two enemies regarded each other
from across the room. The only sound was the harsh breathing of the wolves and Gundaras frightened
whimpersfrom his perch on Safar's shoulder.

Even through thick lenses of hatred, Safar could see that Irg was as handsome as ever--muscular frame
draped in black, white teeth glittering through his golden beard. A smple crown of black onyx encircled
hisflowing locks. But his eyes werefiery red--red as the Demon Moon. Red as the wine he'd shared
with Safar when they'd pledged eternd friendship and brotherhood. Red as the blood that had stained
Nerisa's snowy breast when Irg) dew her. And now Irg had returned to threaten the life of the one he
loved most. A deeping child--haf demon, haf human--named Palimak.

Blood infused with shape-changer's hate, al senses heightened to the painful extreme--it wasal Irg
could do to check his murderous rage. Safar's obvious good health and strength infuriated him. Safar
should be diseased and mutilated, with barely strength to draw breath for what he'd doneto Irg. At the
sametime, Safar's strange blue eyes penetrated his heart and saw his shame and guilt, which made Irg
fear him--and hate him even more.

Safar exhaled and the moment came unstuck, damming his emotiond gate shut before those old wrongs
could overwhelm him. Revenge was an unpredictable sword that cut in dl directions. It was enough for
Safar to recognize that Irg was his enemy--an enemy so powerful hed risen from the grave to confront
him.

Quick--so quick Old Man Time Himsdlf couldn't take its measure--Safar formed the killing spell and his
little Slver dagger roseto blast Irg back into whatever hells he came from. The two wolves sensed the

danger. Asheformed the spell they growled and as the dagger rose they gathered to legp--long fangs
dripping, claws anxiousto rip out his heart.

They'd befadt, Safar thought, but not fast enough.

Irg's mind, however, was racing ahead of the killing moment. He knew Safar, knew him well, and could
see hisenemy consder the murderous possibilities. Safar blinked, deciding, and Irg) immediately knew
what he'd do next.

Irg ingtantly visualized the action from Safar's point of view. Safar would attack Irg first. Then the wolf
on theright. Findly he'd whirl to confront the third creature. But it'd be too late and Safar would be
ripped from throat to groin. However, in thekilling the wolf would aso die. Except Palimak would be
safe and that's al that would matter to Sefar.

Yes, Irg thought. That's his greatest vulnerability. The child.

Safar had the spell set and had all but cast it when Irg) raised a cautioning hand.
"Beware, Safar!" he said.

Ingtantly, he turned on his companions, shouting, "Hold!"

And they held, snarling and gnashing their fangs. Eyes sparking in terrible frustration.

Safar stayed his hand aswell. The dagger point dropped, but he only had to raiseit lessthan aninch to
hurl hisspell.

"Congder beforeyou act, Safar,” Irg said. He gestured at Palimak, who stirred in his spellbound deep,
moaning asif suffering abad dream, saying, "Anything you do againgt meis certain to harm the boy."



Gundara stirred uneasily on Safar's shoulder. "He speaks the truth, master,” he whispered. "One wrong
move and Palimak is doomed.”

Aslow ashe'd spoken, Irg's hearing was so acute he overheard. He smiled, saying, "If you won't heed
me, heed your Favorite. And | promise you the child will not only die, but will suffer greetly in the dying.”

Safar |et the dagger point dip lower. It wasn't asurrender, but it was an admission of momentary defest.

Small asthe gesture was, Irg wasthrilled by it. His overcharged shaper-changer's emotions frothed over
and he couldn't help the wild laugh that exploded from histhroat.

Safar winced. "Y ou look better than you sound, Irg," he said. He was surprised when he realized he
hadn't meant to be sarcastic, or wounding. It was Smply anatural comment between old friends. Or old
enemies, asthe case seemed to be.

"Never mind what | sound like," Irg snarled. He knew very well the laugh seemed like that of ajacka
and felt humiliated by showing that weskness. It spoiled his momentary thrill of victory.

Grinding to gain the upper hand again, he said, ™Y ou should be worrying about what | want instead of
thinking up empty insults.”

"Very well, then," Sefar said, evening the game by making his voice and manner mild, "What do you want
withus?'

Another jacka bark. Thistime purposeful. "Why, | only want your misery, my friend,” Irg replied.
"Whatever injuresyou ismy pleasure.”" He nodded, indicating the wolves. "Or should | say, our pleasure!
When you tried to destroy me, they were dso injured most severdly.”

He gestured at the wolf on hisleft. Y ou remember King Luka, | presume?’ Then to hisright. "And Lord
Fai?'

Safar remembered them very well. Luka had been the crown prince of Zanzair before held conspired
with Irgj to overthrow hisfather, King Manacia. Fari had been Manacia's chief wizard and Grand
Wazier. In their origina forms both were not men, but demons.

"Where's Kalasariz?' Safar asked, dry. He was speaking of the old human spy master who had been his
nemesisfor many years. "It's my fondest hope he's absent from thisimpromptu party because | killed
him."

Irg let hiseyeswiden in mock surprise. "Of course you killed him, my friend," he said. He motioned, his
gesturetaking in himsalf and the others. "Y ou killed us all' However, asyou can see we've risen from the
dead. Including Kaasariz. He's busy €l sawhere and sends his regrets and apologies that he had to miss
thisreunion.”

"Cdl himforth, then," Safar said. "I promise you thistime there will be no messy resurrection.”

As he spoke he let the dagger tip rise. He felt the wegpon turn warm in his hand. He didn't have to look
to know the point was white hot asif it had just been lifted from aforge.

Irg) saw what he was up to and laughed.

* k% k %

Leiriawas rocked to the core when she peered through the window and saw Irg.



Braced as she was by the dream that had driven her to Kyrania, she wasn't prepared to see her old lover
intheflesh.

In thefirst shock wave of recognition her practica sdewas hurled into agully of confusion. Battered
logic rose to demand that her senseswere badly mistaken. Y ou're dreaming again, this practical side
argued. In fact the whole thing isadream. Y ou never quit your post, much less rushed off on aninsane
journey to rescue Safar.

Nothing else made sense. Irg) was dead, wasn't he? Hadn't she seen his palace explode into flameswith
her own eyes? Aswell asthe city surrounding it? Safar's spell was so powerful that nothing or no one

could have escaped it.

She rubbed her eyes but the vison remained. Irg was ftill hovering over little Palimak, two giant wolves
gtanding on their hind legs on either sde. Safar was till motionlessin the doorway, Gundara chattering
with fear on his shoulder. She saw thelittle magic dagger glowing in Safar's hand. She noted the ridge of
concentration on his brow and knew he was gathering his strength to strike.

Mind racing with athousand possibilitiesfor action, al suiciddl, she bent closer to listen.

* * % %

"Let metell youwhat | learned about dying,” Irg said to Safar, very cam asif the burning dagger
presented no threat. "To begin with, it isn't necessarily fatdl." Helaughed again, bitterly. "Now isn't that a
good jest?' he said. "One that few could make. Unfortunately for you, | am one of those few. And | owe
itdl tothem.”

Another gesture at the wolves. "Thanks to them we were dready exploring ... how shdl | say it ... new
formsof life? Or afterlife, if you will. And when you struck we were able to escgpe into one of those
forms--Shape-changerd™

Irg was crackling with inner fire. As he spoke he seemed to grow larger, shoulders broadening, chest
deepening, head risng dmost to the cailing. 1t wasn't posturing, but aspell he was making with the help of
Fari and Luka. Hewas using that spell to strike fear into Safar's heart, attempting to hammer his enemy
into submisson.

He smiled, hislong teeth making him look like awalf. "We can movein and out of thisflesh at will. It'sa
bit painful, but after time you learn that pain gives strength aswell as pleasure. Therés more hopein pain
than you might guess, Safar. Y ou can see things, horizons and possibilities you never dreamed of before.
Asaboy my greatest dream was to be King of Kings. Well, | achieved that dream. But greet asit was,
oncewon, it was nothing. | felt hollow, Safar. Empty of al achievement, even though I'd matched my
boyhood hero, the Conqueror Alisarrian.”

Protarus saw the dagger in Safar's hand waver. The spell wasworking! He pressed harder, pushing
againg Safar's defenses with dl his might. The dagger point dropped lower still and it wasdl Irg could
do to keep from smacking hislipsin anticipation.

Instead he gestured at the wolves who were Luka and Fari. "My friends saw this. They understood even
more than I--even more than you--what | truly sought.” He leaned closer, his breath hot on Safar'sface.
"Now, | can be King of Kings of both worlds--magicd aswell asmorta. | suppose | should thank you
for opening theway for me. My ambitions, my dreams, have always been gregater than the flesh that could
hold them."

The spell was so strong that Safar--who was adready stretched to the breaking by histwin effort to
protect Palimak plus hold Irg and the wolves at bay--was nearly overcome. Gundara sank sharp claws



into hisshoulder, hissing, "Magter! Magter!”

Safar rdlied, beating back the spell. He said, "'If you are so dl powerful, Irgj, why don't you just do away
with me now? Kill me. Kill the child. Blast Kyraniato dust with your most powerful spdl. What's
sopping you?'

Irgj forced laughter. He was shocked at Safar's swift recovery. Thiswasn't how it was supposed to
work! On hisright Fari growled, urging him to keep on.

"Think about it," Irg said, swiftly trying to repair the spell. "The only thing that held me back from true
greatness before was my lack of magica abilities. Y ou were the one whose powers were so awesome
even demonsfeared you."

"That's hardly my fault," Safar said, mentaly brushing aside the spellweb. Looking for his chance. "1 was
born with those talents. And you weren't. What more can | say?"

"Still," Irg said, "you could have given me those powers. They could have been a gift to your oath
brother and king." He gestured at Luka and Fari, who growled at his motions. "They were certainly
willing to give me such agift. Why wouldn't you?"

"Youwon't believethis" Safar answered, "but even if I'd wanted to, | didn't know how. Not safely,
anyway. With these two--plus Kaasariz--you formed the Spell of Four. Very powerful. But dso a
two-edged sword. It isdangerous not only to others, but to yourself. Y ou don't realize it now--perhaps
you never will--but the pact you made was your downfal. | did nothing to you. Not redly. True, | made
aspd| of destruction. But it depended upon your own nature for it to work."

"You'reright," Irg said. "l dont believeit."
Safar shrugged. "1 didn't think you would.”

"Asfor destroying my kingdom," Irg said, "it was only temporary. Even aswe speak my armies are
putting it back together again.”

Safar ignored this. ™Y ou il didn't answer my first question,” heingsted. "Why dl thistalk? It'sredly
quite unlike you, Irg. Why not just kill us now?'

"Theanswer issmple, Safar,” Irg said. "'I'm hereto collect your powers." He nodded at Palimak. "And
the boy's.”

Now, Safar thought. Now! And helet himsdf sag alittle, asif in spell-induced shock.

Irg's temples hammered with sudden dation. He gestured at the deeping child, grinding in his perceived
advantage.

"My friendsand | are perfectly willing to drain those powers from your dying bodies. And put them to
better use.” He shrugged. "The result would be rather weak, but it'll do, it'll do. Alive would be better, of
course. And with your full cooperation it'd be better till."

"Youd still kill us" Sefer said. "Eventudly.”

Irg barked humor. "Oh, | promise you that, old friend. As| said, | owe you much. But if you surrender
now, I'll et the boy live."

"That'sno bargain," Safar said, pretending unconcern. "I'd till be dead.”



Irg frowned, asif deeply concerned at an impasse that did not exist. "But | require the boy dive. He's
the key ingredient to what | need to secure my new throne." As he spoke, he and his Brothers of the
Spell poured dl their powersinto their assault on Safar'swill.

"I know the child'sjust afoundling,” Irg continued. "So you probably don't have any deep fedlings for
him. Y ou won't suffer greatly when | tell you we intend to make the boy's life as miserable as possible.
And believe me, there's nothing about misery | don't know, Safar Timura."

Safar |et asoft moan escape. Irg grinned, excitement so great that helost control of his human shape and
awolf snout suddenly erupted from hisface.

"What luck!" he growled. "Y ou do love the boy, you poor sad fool." He sniffed the air, licking his chops.
"Marvelous," hegrowled. "I can dready taste your pain.”

Irg sniffed again, liked what he found even more, and drew in along breath, shuddering from the infusion
of fear and servile misery Safar was pumping into the atmosphere.

| am small and weak, Safar thought, and you are large and strong. Mercy, Lord, mercy. If | must die
makeit swift. Mercy, Lord, mercy. And spare the child. | beg you, spare the child. Mercy, Lord, mercy.

Irg gloried in the rich scent of Safar's humiliation. Grinned at the sour Sweet running off of himin sireams.
It made a quite a heady concoction.

When he relaxed hisguard Safar struck.

It wasn't his strongest spell. Infact, it was rather weak. But it was the best he could do without killing
Palimak in the backblast.

A fiery arc legped from his dagger point to Irg's crown. Therewas aflash of light and ahowl of pain as
Irg) was hurled back by the force of Safar's attack, damming against the far wall.

Hoping againg all the odds Safar turned to his|eft, aiming a second blast a the demon wolf who was
Lord Fari.

"To Pdlimak!" he shouted to Gundara.
Thelittle Favorite lesped from his shoulder onto the bed.

Fari was dmost on him when Safar let loose the next sorcerous blast. But it was weak, too weak and the
demon wolf shrugged it off and kept coming. From the corner of his eye he could see L ukaleagping for
him. Just beyond Irgf wasrising up, shaking off the affects of Safar's attack.

Then hefdt a hestshudder as Gundarathrew a protective shield over the spellbound Palimak.
He reached deep for his strongest spell but even as he formed it he knew he wastoo late.
All waslost but he kept going, praying his enemy would make the smallest mistake or misstep.

It was afoolish prayer because there were claws scything toward him and the euphoria of certain death
leaked into his brain, numbing him for the shock.

Then there was a thunder of hooves bearing achill war cry and the house shook as an enormous weight
struck thewall.

Safar's three attackers stumbled about in surprise asthe whole wall crashed inward--showering them



with debris--and they hurled themsalvesto the Sde just asamailed warrior on horseback smashed into
the small room. And then everything was a confusion of flying hooves and dashing sword and shrill bettle
cries.

Irg) and his demon/wolves were flung gpart. They roared in pain and fury as horse and rider whirled
about, barrdling into them.

Safar leaped back through the doorway as the horse swerved toward him. He glanced over at Pdimak's
bed and saw the boy was still adeep; Gundara crouched over him, his shielding spell keeping bed and
boy miraculoudly untouched by the chaos.

Safar turned back to the melee. He had hiskilling spell ready but there was no clear target. A dight miss
and hisrescuer would die aswell.

Then the equation became smpler as the two demon/wolves were driven through the shattered wall and
horse and rider plunged after them. And then there was only Safar and Irgj, who was coming up from a
pile of debris. Aslrg rose apowerful light radiated from his body. He began to transform into a giant
wolf, black as astarless night with thefires of the hellsinits eyes.

The walf turned its huge head toward Safar, maw coming open. Their eyesmet ... and held for what
seemed like an eternity. It was only amoment but it was time enough for an arc of recognition to legp
between them. It was like two souls brushing together--souls from another place and another time when
they werejust boys, fast friends, with only clear horizons before them.

Then hate rushed back and Safar |et |oose his spell.

He meant to kill and held nothing back but when his sorcerous bolt struck there was awhite hot flare, a
loud crack of overheated air, and when his eyes cleared the demon wolf who was Irg) had vanished.

Cursing, Safar sagged back againgt the shattered door frame. Irg) had escaped unscathed. And he was
certain to return--in one form or another--with even greater forces than before.

Safar looked over at Palimak and knew asmall bit of joy when he saw the boy was ill deeping
peacefully asif nothing had happened. There was debris all around the bed and spatters of blood on the
lower frame.

Gundarastood over the boy, chest puffed up under his elegant little doublet, sanding astdl as he could,
asharp-toothed grin gleaming in hislittle demon'sface.

"Never fear, Master," he said, bold as can be. "Gundarais here."
Safar sghed and nodded his thanks.

He heard the clatter of hooves and the creak of harness and |ooked up to see the mounted warrior canter
up to the gaping hole that had once been alittle boy's bedroom wall.

Thewarrior reached up with amailed glove and swept the hedlm away.
Safar was too numb for surprise and he barely reacted when he saw Leiriagrinning down at him.
"Arethey gone?' he croaked, exhaustion overcoming him.

"Vanished, ismorelikeit," Leriasad, fill burning with the odd joy baitle fever can cause. "Good thing,
too. They were coming at me from both sdesand | thought | wasin for ahelluvafight. Then, poof! they



disappeared.”

At that moment Palimak sat bolt up in bed. He rubbed deepy eyes and looked dl around him, noting the
destruction of hisroom.

Helooked up at Safar, till alittle dazed, aworried frown creasing his brow.

"| didn't doiit, father," hesad. "Honest, | didn't."

CHAPTER SIX
THE COUNCIL OF ELDERS

Thefunera ceremony for Irg's victims was depressingly easy to arrange. The village was till draped in
black from mourning Tio. The wailing women's cheeks were wdll oiled for tears. Thistime, however,
there were no swaggering louts shouting vows of revenge.

If Tio's death had shocked the villagers, the toll they now faced was beyond shrieks and tears and
shouts. Besides the three murdered sentries Leiria had found, there were six otherswho had been
surprised and killed by Irg) and his companions.

When the dawn came and the bodies were discovered there had been so much blood they couldn't keep
the children from seeing it. After Safar pronounced the funera prayer and the boats were fired and
launched, many of the young people became hysterical with grief. They clutched each other and wept,
shouting the names of their dead friends. It was a scene that would haunt many a dream for yearsto
come.

As soon as he could Safar retreated into the little temple. But there was no peace to be found in the dusty
dlence of hisinner chambers. Solitude makes misery larger, not smdler, Safar thought. And when you
aretruly donethere's no oneto curse but yourself. He was exhausted from his encounter with Irgj, so
tired hislimbswere ungainly weights and the air itsalf seemed formed of the thickest clay, ressting his
every motion. It was asif he had been stripped of al spirit and will, leaving him so weak that if Irg had
suddenly appeared Safar would have surrendered gladly.

It made himiill prepared when hisfather entered the chamber, shamefaced and shuffling.

"Youaremy son," he said, avoiding Safar's eyes. "But it is my duty to speak to you not asafather, but as
amember of the Council of Elders. Forgive me, Safar, for what | am about to say. It'stheir words, not
mine, that | must speak. And you should know it isonly out of courtesy that the Council isalowing meto
carry them to you so the insult might be lessened.”

Safar nodded. " That was good of them," he said. If there was sarcasm in his manner, it was unintended.

Hisfather stiffened. "Safar Timura, son of Khadji and Myrna Timura, it isthe wish of the Council of
Eldersthat you report immediatdly to the Meeting Lodge. There you will wait while the Council considers
the recent tragic events and the part you played in them. Y ou have the right to address the Council before
their fina decision is made. However, you may not be present while that decison isbeing discussed. Do
you understand?’

"l understand,” Safar said.
Khadji'sformal pose collapsed into that of aworried and awkward father.

"Y ou know I'll spesk up for you at the meeting, son," he said.



"Of courseyou will," Safar said, feding like achild pretending to be an adult so he could reassure his
parent.

Khadji added to the awkward moment by suddenly leaning forward asif to embrace him, then pulling
back at the last instant, embarrassed.

"Y our mother and ssters send their love," he said. Then, lower, "To which | add mine."

"Thank you father," Safar said, realizing the reply was weak, but under the circumstancesit was the safest
one he could manage.

He saved hisfather and himsdf further embarrassment by becoming occupied with amisplaced sash.
While hiseyeswere lowered he heard hisfather let loose along sigh of frusiration.

It was asigh best ignored, so Safar drew himsalf up, squaring his shoulders. "Tell the Council,” he said,
quiteformad, "that | will be honored to attend them. And will abide by whatever wise action they deem

necessary."

Khadji's eyes welled with tears. He stepped back, fighting for control. Unlike Safar, he was not a
sdf-assessing man, so he didn't understand the difficulty he had with his son. A man of strong beliefs,
rights and wrongs, blacks and whites, he assumed it was some glaring fault in the clay he was made of
and berated himsdlf for hisfalings. Safar had inherited many of hisfather'sflaws. On deeplessnights,
when good deeds are cracked in guilt's jaws to find the sinful center, he'd added greetly to that score.
Still, hewas awizard with an ingtinct for striking for the truth and sometimes he was even lucky enough to
find it. So where hisfather turned away, Safar looked deeper. Over time he'd come to understand that
Khadiji suffered from the ancient curse of al master potters. Under a potter's hands clay isa spirit
demanding form and life. It dso wantsto be useful. It requires a purpose. What's more it ingsts that
purpose and beauty be combined. To achieve this unity--which all potters desire above dl

€l se--perspective must be maintained at any cost. A potter lovesthe clay as deeply as any being can
love. Y et he can never declareit. He must not |et the barest hint of it come through. Above al thingsa
master potter must keep his distance or he will lose hisvision, hence control. Or se what he loves will
become an ugly thing that burgtsin thekiln at thefirst firing.

Unfortunately, Safar thought, understanding has less value than a beggar's bowl when it stands aone,
leaving him with nothing to offer when he looked across the chasm between himsdf and hisfather.

So hesad, "How islittle Paimak?"
Hisfather laughed, morein reief than anything else.

"Hethinksit wasdl agrest adventure," he said. "He's even forgotten he was adeep thewholetime.”
Khadji shook his head in grandfatherly amusement. "When | saw him last he was Sitting in your mother's
lap trying to make up a poem about the great boy hero, Palimak Timura, who drove away a hungry pack
of wolves."

Hisfather laughed again and Safar laughed with him. Then before the humor could Igpseinto an
uncomfortable slence he used the skills hed learned as aman of the roya court to send hisfather avay
fedling as comfortable as he could under the circumstances.

It didn't make Safar fed any better. However helooked at it, the Grand Wazier and Chief Wizard of dl
of Esmir had just dismissed--however politely--his own father from his presence.

* k x %



Safar stood outside the meeting lodge while the Elders debated hisfate. The village was silent, doors
barred, windows shuttered. Even the dogs had been taken in and the only sound--other than the buzz of
discussion going on inside the lodge--was the harsh sawpit song of ayoung cicadain lust.

At first he paced, then he realized the whole village watched through those closed shutters, and he stood
as gtill ashe could, trying hisbest to strike anoble pose. It made him fed clownish, like ayoung acolyte
waliting to be punished for some bit of mischief. So he fussed with that pose, shifting from noble to manly
unconcern and dl the other contortions people go through when they know they're being watched but
must pretend otherwise. In his days as a circus magician, Methydia, who had turned witchery into a
crowd pleasing art, said the greatest trick when squaring off before an audience was to find something
natural to do with your hands. It was alesson he'd thought held learned, but as he waited for the elders
decison his schooling hid giggling in acorner while he shuffled his hands thisway and that, fedling foolish,
but not knowing what to do about it.

Leriacame hurrying down the lane, clutching alarge jug in one arm. When she saw him she grinned and
hoisted the jug onto her head. She walked toward him, exaggerating the swing of her hipsso evenina
soldier's costume of meta and leather shelooked like afetching village lass coming up from the well
who'd rather tarry with the lads than go home to her mother. When she reached him she maintained the
pose, swinging the jug down and coming up on her toesto offer it to him.

"I hope everybody iswatching," she whispered.
"Wish granted, madam,” Safar said. "No magic required.”

He drank the cold well water asif it were the finest wine, surprised a how thirsty he was. When he
lowered the jug Leria stepped away, relaxing into her normal flat footed stance--right hand resting on the
hilt of her shesthed sword.

"They could never figureout if | wasasoldier or adut,” shesaid. "If anyone ever had the nerveto ask, |
might have been more tempted to stay here.”

"How would you have answered?'

"Simple. I'd have said, 'If truth be known, sir,' assuming it was asir who asked, 'If truth be known, sir, |
was once captain of the Imperia guard. But | was aso once the king'swhore. So | can claim both titles,
ar. | stand before you, soldier and dut together. Lips and sword, Sr. Lipsand sword.™

Safar laughed. "That speech soundslikeit's had abit of practice.”

"l used it on my last master," Leiriasaid. "But | told him only onewasfor hire. | could tell hed be trouble
if 1 didn't put him straight at the beginning, so I made him guess which waswhich. Lipsor svord? He
could seeright off the penalty'd be severeif he guessed wrong, so he took the safe road and hired my
sword. And that was that!"

A loud voice from the meeting lodge interrupted them. They turned to listen in, but athough they could
tell it was Safar's father speaking, they couldn't make out the words. Then the voice stopped and the
buzz continued.

Leriawasdisgusted. "Thisisstupid.”

"I'm not that sureitis," Safar replied. He was so tired almost anything seemed to make sense. | told
them exactly what'd happened. Irg) came herelooking for me. And for Palimak. From their point of view
the boy and | are responsible for the deaths of many fellow Kyranians.”



"So what are they going to do about it?' Leiriaasked. "Exile the two of you? Cast you out? Asif that's
going to solve anything.”

"Maybeit will," Safar said wearily. "'If weleave, maybe Irg will et them be"

Leriasneered. "That'sridiculous!" she sad. "Irg would never be satisfied so easly. Hed want to lay
wagteto thevillage aswel." She snorted. "Typica leadership! Doesn't matter if you're talking about the
leaders of the grandest city or smallest hamlet. They're dl the same. | cameto the conclusion long ago
that to be aleader you must first drink the Wine of Stupidity. Followed by ahefty dug of the Brandy of
Forgetfulness. And then anicetot of Trivid Answers To Questions No One Asked for anightcap.”

She jabbed afinger at the lodge. "They know Irg. He lived here when he was aboy. They sheltered him
when he needed them most. It was Kyraniawho brought Irg) here, not Safar Timura. Y ou wereonly a
boy, what did you haveto say about it?" Another finger jab at thelodge. "I'd wager anything that your
precious Council of Elders held avote on whether Irg) wasto beinvited. Any trouble they have with him
now comes from that decision.

"So who isto blame? The former members of the Council of Elders? Or Safar Timura, ayoung lad ina
village so smdl you and Irg were bound to meet?"

Safar made awry grin. "Y ou have away of putting thingsin such smpleterms” he said.

Leiriasmacked her sword hilt. "Not so smple that they aren't true," she said. "Any ordinary person could
seeit. Those dlly old men arein there trying to decide who to blame. Which will end up being you and
Pdimak. No doubt about that! Meanwhile, they're ignoring the real problem. Whichisthat Irg will
return--and in full force.

"Hells, the only reason they're meeting for so long isthat they're faced with harming one of their own.
Pdimak will be easy for them. Half demon, half human. Bad luck al around and who else could beto
blame?What they'll probably do isignore you entirely and banish Paimak."

"But anyone who knows me would understand what that'd mean," Safar said, bewildered. "Which isthat
I'd have to leave aswell. Adopted or not, half-breed or quarter breed, I'm responsible for the child.”

Leriarose up on her toes and gave him aquick kiss. "Of course you fed that way,” she said. "That'swhy
| fel in lovewith you. | didn't need the presence of Palimak to know that's how you would act if some
sort of thing like that ever occurred. That'swhy | came back.

"Unlessyou missed it, Safar Timura, | have returned! Which in my mind--being the only mind |
possess—-is adamned remarkable thing and you are one hells of alucky felow!™

Sheraised her head and looked Safar straight in the eyes, catching them and holding them so there would
be no misunderstanding. "But it's not for love," she said. "At least not that kind of love. I'm not only over
that, but I've gone on.”

Safar nodded. He had an odd fedling of sudden relief ... and regret. "No need to be upset,” he said,
rather lamdly. "I'm not expecting anything, or asking anything of you."

Leriadapped her sword, angry. "Dammit, Safar Timura, that's not what | mean at dl! I'm your friend.
Ask meanything. That'swhat | want ... maybe dl that | ever redly wanted. But ask me, dammit! Ask!
Or go to the hdlls dong with the whole damned world you're worried about! "

Safar didn't know what to say. He tried to make aweak joke out of the Situation. "Y ou never give mea
chanceto thank you," he said. ™Y ou keep saving my life before | can even shout for help.”



Lerianodded toward the lodge. The meeting had ended and hisfather was standing in the doorway
beckoning him. "They're ready for you," she said. "The question is, are you ready for them?'

Safar's mind suddenly cleared. Resolve returned. Which had been Lerias intent from the beginning.

"I'mready,” he said. "Now | know what to do."

* * * %

Safar didn't wait for the Elders to settle into various poses of wisdom. He struck first. "I know you've
aready made your decision,” hesaid, "but | also understand | have the right to speak beforetheruling is
announced.”

A swift glance around the silent room showed him he wasright. Except for hisfather, they al avoided his
gyes. "All of usare not in agreement,” hisfather said hotly, glaring at the other Elders. "So yes, son, a
gpeech in your own defense would be most appreciated.”

"But avote has been taken, hasit not?' Safar asked.

"Yesit has, Lord Timura," said Foron, the chief elder. Thelook on hisface wasthat of someone who
had tasted something unpleasant, but was required by circumstance to take another bite. "A vote has
been taken. Y our father wasin the minority.”

"Then | have absolutely no intention of defending mysdlf,” Safar said.

"Please, son," hisfather protested.

Safar raised ahand, begging hissilence. "But | do ingst on my right to speak.”
"Thisismost unusud," Masuragrumbled. "Not intherulesat dl.”

There were loud exclamations of agreement and disagreement. The Elders debate still had them stirred
up. Foron thumped the ceremonia pot in front of him. It made abooming sound like alarge drum.
Everyone obediently stopped. Safar noted with minor interest the speaker's pot had been made by a

Timuralong ago.

"Seems ssimple enough to me," Foron said. "In Kyraniadl citizens can say what they want, when they
want. Lord Timuraisacitizen of Kyrania. Let himtalk.”

Masuratried to protest. "But thisisaforma meeting of--"

"Oh, beslent!" Foron said. "Were not judgesin someking'sroya court. Thisisavillage, not acity.
Everyone knows Safar. Hells, most of us are even third and fourth cousinsto him. Let him talk.”

There wasinstant silence. Even those opposed to Safar were chastened. Masura opened his mouth to
protest, caught the heavy scent of disapproval, and stopped.

Safar said, "No matter what your decision--be it in my favor, or not--1 will leave Kyraniatomorrow!"

Khadji cursed and there were sounds of shock al around, even from the mgjority who had called for
Safar's banishment. How could aKyranian willingly leave hishome? Thiswasthe blessed land. The
Valey of the Clouds where Kyranians had lived for as many generations as there were starsin the sky.
Where the Goddess Felakia reigned, rewarding them with her bounty because they were her chosen
people. The people of the High Caravans.

Safar raised ahand for sillence. "My decision,” he said, "has nothing to do with these proceedings. Or any



of thetragic eventsthat have occurred. In fact, when we last met | was going to announce my departure.
But it didn't seem the right time, what with al the panic over Tio. | was, however, going to ask permission
to leave Paimak with you." He nodded at hisfather. "Under my parent's care, of course. The journey |
havein mind israther dangerousfor achild.”

The journey he was referring to was his haf-formed, and therefore unspoken, plans to somehow make
hisway to Syrapis and investigate the vision in the demon wizard's tomb.

Masurasnickered. "Y ou must think we'refools," he said. "Firg, to believe that you'd aready intended to
leave us. Secondly, that we'd harbor that devil's-"

"Be careful, Masural" the headmaster broke in, eyeing Khadji, who was about to come across the room
after Masurato make him eat the insult. "Thisisno timefor loose talk!" Foron turned to Safar. "Most of
uslikethelad, Lord Timura," he said. " At the time we would've granted your wishes." He shrugged, "But
things have changed sincethen.”

"What cowardly worddl" Khadji brokein. "Say it plain, Foron. Y ou voted with the mgority--which
consgs of everyone but me!" Heturned to Safar. " These cunning devils voted to exile Palimak,”" he said.
"But not you. They figured if they banished him, you'd have no choice except to go with him."

Safar buried asmile. How right Leiria had been. Only now did hefully appreciated her subtle effortsto
arm him againg the elders, and to shoulder duty's burden and march on. A duty Safar was just beginning
to make out. Dim as the outlines were, the undertaking would be enormous. If not impossible,

He had to go carefully, or hewould stumbled at the first step. "Never mind them, father,” he said. "It
doesn't matter anymore. Because when | leave I'm taking Paimak with me.”

There were murmurs of relief among the Elders. The issue was being settled for them. Possibly they could
even forgo the announcement of the ban, which would be been controversid in the extreme. The Timura
clanwasas popular asit wasinfluentia.

It was the perfect time for Safar to play the next piece in agame whose rules he was making up as he
went dong. "I have only one request to make of the Council,” he said.

Foron smiled broadly. With the pressure off he was eager to please. "Ask anything you like, Lord
Timura," he said. "How can we help your journey? Isit supplies you need? Animasto carry them? Tdll
us exactly what you want from usand it will be provided.”

"l want you to come with me," Safar answered, flat.

There was stunned amazement, which shattered as everyone shouted a once, some saying Safar must be
insane, others that maybe held been misunderstood and should be given the chance to explain. Safar
waited the small tempest out, noting the mgority againgt him was hardly solid. Even though in effect
they'd voted to banish him, Masurastrick of putting the vote against Palimak had only gone so far. Lord
Timura had spoken. Mysterious as hisintentions might be, they were used to listening to him with
€Nnormous respect.

At the proper moment Safar raised ahand and got silence. "Heréshow | seeit,” he said. "I'm sure most
of you think if Pimak and | leave, Irg will ignore Kyraniaand follow us."

Mogt of the men nodded agreement; that was the general fedling. "1 mean no disrespect,” Safar said, "but
if you dl think that, then you'd better spend abit more time examining your logic. Becausethereisno
way under the Demon Moon that haunts usdl that Irg) will be satisfied with just my blood and



Pdimak's"

The Elders stirred asthistruth sank in. "Y ou al know aswell asl," Safar continued, "that anyone who
helped Irg at any timewill suffer for it. Thisis his nature. Kyraniaonce shetered him from powerful
enemies. Believe me, helll destroy Kyraniafor knowing he was once so wesk that he needed our help.”

"But hewasjust aboy,” Foron wailed, the wail giving away thefact that Safar'slogic had aready
smashed hisown. "There's nothing for him to be ashamed of . We never harmed him."

"Neither did Tio," Khadji growled, "and look what happened to him!*

Cold dread filled the room and the men shivered at the memory of Tio's ravaged corpse.
Safar said, "There only one course. And that'sto fleg!”

"But where should wefleeto, my son?' Safar's father asked, anguished.

Safar bowed hishead. "Thereisaplace | know," hesaid. "A place where we may al be safe. For
awhile, at leest.”

Masura snorted again. "Bah! Why are we wasting our time with this? Read the child Palimak off the
villagerolls! Banish him! None of you but | had the nerveto make it Safar Timurawe're tossing out. But
weadl agreeitll have the same purpose. Boot out the boy and Safar will follow. Then life can get back to
being normal. No more damn demons stalking our hills, no more wolveskilling our children, no more
anything but sow our crops, tend our goats and face each season with as much cheer as the gods will
alow. Thisishow weve dways done things. | see no reason to change. And | sure as hellsam not going
to listen to foolish talk about leaving the place of my fathers.”

A long silencefollowed this outburst. However, as embarrassed as everyone was by Masura's rude
behavior, Safar could sense that most of the men agreed.

Before anyone could speak there came afamiliar sound--caravan bells! Everyone stirred. Could thisbe?
It had been ages since a caravan had visited Kyrania

A boy burst through the door, shouting, "Caravan! Caravan!™

CHAPTER SEVEN
THE CARAVAN MASTER

The Eldersrushed outside, Safar at their heels. Doors and shutters banged open as the excited villagers
rushed from their homes, blinking at the wondrous animd train rattling into the main square.

It wasn't alarge caravan--there were only afew cames and llamas and perhaps six ox-drawn
wagons--but it was amagnificent thing to see on such asorry day with al the bannersflying, bellsjangling
and animals bawling. Everyone knew it would bring news from the outside world. People laughed and
shouted, thinking the news must be good, € se how had the caravan made it through?

L eading the cava cade was a huge bearded horseman who rose up in his stirrupsto bellow: "Greetings, O
gentle people of Kyrania. It is|--Coralean of Caspan--who once again begs your hospitality!”

The Kyranians became even more excited, repeating the name to their neighbors asif they hadn't heard
for themsdves. Animmense smile split Coralean's big face. He was an amazing sight; armored vest
buckled about hisrich merchant's robes, an immense sword dangling from hiswaist, hisbeard dl



bedecked with colorful ribbons.

"Cordean's heart isburgting with joy," he boomed, "that his old friends remember him with such

kindness. He comes to you out of awilderness of great trouble and sorrow. There was many anight
when he didn't believe hed live 'til dawn. And there was many a dawn when he doubted the blessed night
would come again.”

He thumped his mailed chest and it resounded like a ceremonia drum. "But here heisl Cordean, inthe
flesh! And damned be the eyes of dl the devilswho tried to strip it from mefor their supper.”

"What news?' someone shouted. Otherstook up the cry. "What news? What news?'

Cordean waved the questioners down. "L ater, my dear people, | will tell the stirring tale of what has
befalen thisold dog since last we met." He shaded his eyes, searching the crowd. "But first Coralean
must spesk urgently with hisold friend, Safar Timura. Will someone send for him, please?'

Safar stepped forward, the crowd parting to let him through. "Herel am, Lord Coralean,” he said. "It's
good to see you after so many years.”

Safar was amiling, but he was not as overjoyed as the others. He liked Cordean, owed him much for
past favors, but he knew the old merchant too well to trust him completely.

When Coralean spotted Safar he legped off his horse and engulfed him in amighty embrace, booming,
"Safar, my old friend! How glad | amto seeyou!"

He pounded Safar's back, raising dust and a cough. Then he leaned forward and whispered, "Y ou must
call the Council of Elderstogether immediately!

"l bring word from Irg Protarus!”

* * % %

Once again the Elders gathered in the Meeting Lodge. Thistime it wasto learn what the future had in
gtorefor them.

"Coraean would rather the gods had ripped histongue fromitsroots,” the caravan master said, "than be
forced to speak the words | must say to such dear friends. | am here at the orders of King Protarus, who
waits with an army not two days hence. The King sends his heartfelt greetingsto al hisdear friendsin
Kyraniaand begs forgivenessfor the misery caused by his struggleswith the traitor, Safar Timura."

"Here now, I'll not have my son spoken of likethat!" Khadji protested.

Safar patted hisarm, silencing him. " Coralean means nothing by it, father,” hesaid. "Those are Irg's
words, not his" He amiled at the old merchant. "Go on, my friend."

Cordean placed ameaty hand of sincerity across his chest. "I have sons and daughters of my own, so |
understand full well that my words are wounding. As everyone knows, Coralean has the softest heart of
any man in Esmir. Am | not easily moved to tears by asad te? Do | not shower charity on every beggar
from Caspan to old Wdaria? Why, the list of Coraean's generous deeds for the less fortunate could fill
volumes, | tell you. Volumed"

Helooked fiercely about the room asif expecting argument. None came. "Neverthdess," hesaid. "l
would be shunning my duty to you if | softened King Protarus words, injurious though they may beto my
old friend, Khadji Timura.



"The King commanded meto say he hasnoiill fedingstoward the people of Kyrania. In truth, he sayshe
has great love for them and fondly recalsthe days when he was alad and lived among you. He said he
means no one here any harm. And he only asksthat you lay down your arms and pledge your fedlty to
him. If you do this, hewill reward you dl greetly when he vistsyou with hisarmy. And hewill give much
gold to the families of the young people who died in Kyranias service to help compensate them for their
grest loss.”

"What of Safar?' Khadji demanded. "And Palimak? | assume we're supposed to hand them over to Irg
aspart of this... this... whole extortion!"

Cordean looked him full in eyes, then nodded. "Asyou say, my friend. Asyou say."

Therewas atouch of bitternessin Safar'slaugh. ™Y ou've arrived with your message at exactly the right
time" hesaid. "It seemsthat my fellow Kyranians have decided to exile me. And the boy, too."

Coralean stroked his beard, examining the faces of the other men. "That explainsit,” hefindly said.
"Explainswhat?' Khadji asked.
"Why no one but yoursdlf protested when | maligned your son," hereplied.

Masurabrokein. "Excuse me, Lord Coraean, but do you bedlieve King Protarus speaks the truth? Will
he spare Kyraniaif we do as he demands?'

More beard stroking from Coraean. Then he nodded, " That's certainly what the King promises.”
"But did he speak the truth?' Masura prodded again. "Come, my lord, you must have an opinion.”

"Why, | have many opinions, my friend," thewily old caravan master said. " Sometimes my opinion isthis.
Sometimesitisthat. All strongly held views, mind you. Coradean bows to no man when it comesto firm
opinions.”

Masurawas exasperated. "And what is your opinion right now, please?’

Coraean grinned. "That you should seek an opinion other than mine, my good fellow. Better yet, form
your own. Thisisthe wisest advicel can giveyou."

Helooked over a Safar. "'I'm returning to Caspan when | leave here," he said. "Y ou'll understand if |
don't ask you to accompany me." Helaid ahand on his breast. "Our King would not be amused.”

"You'reassuming that | intend to flee," Safar said, "rather than sacrifice mysdf to Protarus.”

"Cordean admires bravery," the caravan master said. "He admiresit above dl things, save one," he
tapped his head, "and that's a canny nature. It'sauseful tool for cowards and heroes alike.”

"What of Irg?" Safar asked. "How did he seem to you?'

Coralean shrugged. "1 cantell you very little," he said. "I'm not permitted to actualy see him. They
blindfold me and lead meinto his chambers. There he addresses me. Asking for the news or commanding
me to perform some errand. In return, | am given free passage through the lands he controls. What's | eft
of hiskingdom, after ... uh..." he glanced at Safar, "you and he had your disagreement.”

He shook hishead. "If only someone had consulted Coraean. | could have negotiated a settlement that
might have avoided thiswhole catastrophe.”



"It wasn't abusiness dispute, my friend," Sefar said.

"Nonsense," Cordean replied. "Everything is business. The world would be amuch better placeif only
everyoneredizedit."

"He wanted too much," Safar said, surprised at the heat in hisvoice.

Coralean shrugged. "It was just amatter of price,”" he said. "And neither of you could seeit because you
had no one like Coraean to advise you." He sighed. "But what can be done about it now? We must dl
go on as best we can.”

There was atime when Safar would have been angry at Cordean’'s remarks; reducing betraya and
murder to asimple business dispute and from there to crass price. He would have shouted, he would
have railed. He would condemned Coralean as a hypocrite with amiser's cold lump of gold for aheart.
But it was only asmall moment, so smdl that it wasn't worth considering. He'd been afirebrand student
of magic in Waaria--flirting with honey-candied idedismslike purity and truth. Then Asper had taught
him therewas alie behind every truth and atruth behind every lie.

And so hesaid to Coraean, "Y ou speak wisdly, old friend. In the end good businessis satisfaction for
both sides, with the spice of promised profits on agreater scalein the future.”

Coraean tapped his head. "It isagreat thing to know," he said. "But unfortunatdly it is not dways
something that is acted upon." Ancther big grin split hisface. "Thisiswhy Cordean, who isapoor man
with many wives and children to feed, is not so poor as some of his competitors.”

"I'm glad we understand one another,” Safar said. He made amotion taking in the assembled Elders--his
father included--their faces clouded with bewilderment. "All of usunderstand!" Which made the looks
become even more bewildered.

"Thisisgood," Cordean said. "Underganding isavirtue | praise abovedl others.

He plucked along, fat leather-bound tube from his belt. It had hinged stoppers of brass on either side.
He casudly flipped it from end to end, then handed it to Sefar.

"Here" hesad, "agift from Coraean to sed hisside of the bargain.”

Safar eyed him, but the old pirate's face was blank. He unsnapped one end of the tube, peered insde,
then unscrewed athick sheaf of parchment papers. He fanned them out, the other men bending closeto
look.

"Why they're maps,” Foron said. "What do we need with maps?'

Coralean shrugged. "Worthlessthings," he said, "if you plan to stay in one place. But if you intend to
travel, why | expect you might find them of somevaue.”

"These are caravan maps,” Safar said. "Worth afortune to any trader.”

"Youwill note," Coraean said, bending forward and poking at one of the maps, "the detail of these
maps. They show al of Esmir, including the most secret trading routes favored by peace-loving
merchantmen like mysdlf. Why bother with bandits and greedy local overlordsif you can skip them out
by choosing another path? And if one were being followed by afierce competitor, why you could quickly
shake him off by using an unexpected route.”

Safar quickly scanned the maps, which showed in detail the whole northern region--from the Gods



Divide to the port of Caspan where ships might be for hire to get him to Syrapis. He also marked the
cities Asper had said he must visit on the way--Naadan and Caluz. It would be an extremédly difficult
undertaking, only made possible by the many hiding places dong the route which were detailed on the

maps.
He rolled the maps up and dipped them back into the tube. "What do you desirein return?' he asked.

Cordean dapped hisknee and roared laughter. "Why isn't obvious, my good friend? | want your favor. If
someday | stand before you aruined man, I'll expect your help.”

Safar made athin smile. "In case things don't work out for Irgj, you mean?"

Coralean shrugged amighty shrug. "Who can say what the morrow will bring, brother? At the moment,
Irg) Protarus seemsto have the upper hand. He's regained agood portion of his kingdom and nothing
seemsto stand in the way of hiswinning al of it back. Few kings dare defy him and those that do are
guaranteed ahorrid end.

"Also, hismagic, I'mtold, is most powerful. I've even heard rumors that he is a shape changer. Wolf and
man in the same body. This could betrue, it could be false. However you look at it, rumors are bad for
business. And if he is a shape changer, why, how does an honest businessman know if hell abide by his
word? Did | make a contract with aman, or awolf? Or something in between?"

Cordean sghed. "And so | cometo my dearest friend, Safar Timura, for whom | have done many favors
inthe past. True, heisawizard. But amost amiable one who has never meant old Coralean anything but

the best. I'm sure aman as great as that will understand Coralean can do the bidding of Irg Protarus and
gtill ook out for hisgood friend.”

Now it was Safar's turn to dap hisknee and roar laughter. ™Y ou win either way, right? No matter who
loses, youwin?"

Cordean made along face. "1 suppose you could look at it that way," he said. "But it would spoil the
Spirit of the bargain. | truly hope you win, Safar Timura. | doubt if you will, but thereisadight chance,
considering that Irg) lost out to you once before. Y ou will appreciate, | hope, the elegance of my
bargan.”

He gestured at the maps. "' Cordean gives you freedom! In any direction you chooseto take. | ask only
your word in return. Y our word that someday, if required, | may call on your favor.”

"Congder it abargain, my friend,” Safar said. "And no hard fedlingsif it doesn't work out my way."

Coraean beamed. "l am most pleased!” he said. "I made awise investment in you when you were young
and | paid for your education in Waaria" He brushed his hands together and rose heavily to hisfeet.

"Pease, gentlemen,” he said to the Elders, "1 hope you will forgive Kyranias oldest and dearest friend,
but I must be on my way. Please make my apologiesto your people, but the caravan must not tarry.
We're off to Cagpan where Cordean's wives wait with much anxiety for hisreturn. I'll leave somefine
food and drink for you dl, in hopesthat you will toast Cordean's hedlth. Bull that | am, | will need it
desperately for my loving wives when they welcome me home.”

Safar rose with him and Coraean grasped his hand, squeezing hard. "Before | depart, | will send arunner
to Irg's camp with my report. Unfortunately, the runner | havein mind--alas, the only man | can spare--is
rather dderly and infirm, o it may take alittle timefor him to reach the king.”

"What will the report say?' Safar asked.



"Cordeanisnotamanwholies" hesaid. "l will tell him that | delivered his proposd. And the Council of
Eldersis presently meeting to consder his magnificent offer.”

"How much time do you think we have?' Safar asked.

Cordean shrugged his gpologies. "Not much for you," he said. "But quite sufficient for me. | amaminor
gpot for Irg to consder. Histhoughts are full of you, soit isn't difficult for meto dip out the side door
while hésthinking."

Hemade aface. "What can | say?| have afamily to carefor. Children enough to fill avillawith
Coraleans and wives anxious to produce more." He sighed. "Few men appreciate the burdens | bear.
Theresponghilitiesare endless.”

"Doyouredly believe" Safar asked, "that Irg will wait two days or more for your messenger?”

Cordean lumbered to hisfeet. "That's another reason | must hurry on my way," he said. ™Y our former
measter has been known to gpply alittle pressure when he's negotiating. So if you will forgive me, my
dear friends, | must say goodbye and make haste!”

The old caravan master stepped forward and embraced Safar in agreat bear hug. "Good fortune,
traveler,” he said, in the age old blessing of the road. "Good fortune! "

Then hewasgone.

Chaosfollowed as the Council of Eldersturned into mere men--and frightened men at thet! They dl
gathered around Safar, shouting questions and opinions and any nonsense that came into their heads. It
was plain to them now that Irg would attack no matter what they did.

Safar felt hisenergy creeping back, and with it, his confidence.

"Call dl the people together,” he said--no, he commanded, his old authority of office settling onto his
shoulderslikearoya robe.

"We must act now, or dl islost!"

CHAPTER EIGHT
BONES OF FORTUNE

They were the People of the Clouds, the men, women, lads and maids and wailing babes who made up
Kyrania When they gathered in the old stone fort there were just alittle over athousand of them. For
many generations they had lived apart from the rest of the world. They lived up, up in that bowl of fruit
and blossomsthey called home where no evil could easily reach them.

But at long last darkness had descended and they were blind and stumbling, not knowing what to do.

Although he was one of them, Safar stedled himsdlf againgt dl empathy asthey filed sllently into the arena.
There was no time for wasted emotion or Ieisurely debate by the tradition-bound Council of Elders.

If his people wereto survive he must rally them to accomplish theimpossible. Firg, they must defend
themselves againgt Protarus. Second ... Well, held get to what came next--the most daunting task of
al--if they lasted the night.

He watched his people stream into the old fort and take their places on the big parade ground, pounded



smooth by generations of young Kyranian boyswho had trained here to defend their homeland. The fort
had been built long ago, perhaps even before the time of Alisarrian, and only the battered walls and the
remnants of ancient stone barracks were | ft.

Safar had dressed with care for the occasion. He was wearing his most glittering ceremonial robes.
Never mind he no longer held the office, the robes were the ones held worn at King Protarus most
important court functions when Safar had been Lord Timura, the second most powerful manin al of
Esmir. Upon his breast were all the meda s and ribbons and awards Protarus had granted him for his
many Services.

Hefdt no sense of irony, much less quilt, asheraised his handsfor attention, acting as much aking as
Irg. Hed forced himself to swallow a hefty draught of manipulative leadership. And now he had to act.
The late afternoon sun made hisrobes glow, legping off his meda's and dazzling the crowd. Instead of
friends and family, he made himsdlf think of the gathering as an audience, with agroup attention he could
capture, then form to hiswill like good Timuraclay into agood Timurapot. Adding to hisregd display
was Leiria, who stood next to him on the raised platform, the stedl and leather of her harness and
wespons burnished to a dazzling gloss. Between them was Palimak. He was dressed like alittle soldier,
complete with toy sword, breast plate and helmet.

As Safar gathered his mental forces, Palimak sensed the crowd's bewildered mood and whispered, "I
likethisfather! I can make them do anything | want."

Thank the gods he said it abare moment before Safar cast the amplifying pellet to the stone. Otherwise
everyone would have heard. Instead, dl they noticed was Leiriaclapping her hand across Palimak's
mouth, saying, "Sshhh!"

Just then the magicd pellet burst and her admonishing "sshhh!" echoed loudly acrossthefidd. Therewas
wesk laughter from the crowd, who assumed Palimak had merely said something childishly clever.

Safar grabbed the moment and built onit.

"If Irg Protarus heard that laughter,” he proclaimed, voice resounding across the arena, "he'd be quaking
in hisboots. After al he's done, the people of Kyraniacan till laugh at the antics of alittle boy."

There were more chuckles, stronger than before.

Safar lifted his head asif to address the heavens. "Do you hear that, O Mighty King?' heroared. "Do
you hear the spirit of the People of the Clouds? We are not afraid! We stand proud and defiant before
you!"

Shouts of gpprova greeted this. Faces brightened, shoulders straightened and people lifted their children
high so they could see better.

Safar smiled broadly at his audience, clapping his handsin congratulaions. " That's the message we want
to send to Irg Protarus," he said. "He may do hisworst, but our spiritswill remain unbroken!™

Thistime nearly the entire crowd roared in agreement. Some even shook their fists at the skies asif Irg
were hiding in the clouds. Only some of his enemies on the Council of Elder appeared unmoved. They
were knotted about Masura, whose face was swollen with fury because Safar had upstaged him and
gone directly to the people. Safar was determined to change that 1ook.

When the noise died down he said, "We're going to need that spirit in the days ahead, my friends. The
future of dl Kyranians depends on your strength.



"Nay, theworld itsdlf dependsonit!"

There were murmurs and puzzled looks but Safar pushed on. His next words, he knew, would dash the
little enthusiasm held won.

"Braveasyou dl are," he said, "you will need to be braver still. At thismoment we are stalked by agreet
enemy. A royd enemy who has somehow escaped from the grave to become the king of the shape
changers. He and his minions have killed innocent Kyranian children and young men.”

Safar gestured at Masuraand people turned to look at him. "1 know you have dl heard the controversy
regarding those tragedies. It's said that the only reason Irg Protarus brings such bloody actionsto our
peaceful valey is because he seeks revenge againgt me.”

Masurajerked his head in dramatic agreement. Safar ignored him, signaing Leriato lift Palimak high for
altosee

"Y ou've aso heard that Irgf demands we hand over thischild," hesaid. "Thisisachild you dl know. A
child who is an orphan of the sormsthat ravage the outsde world.”

Not understanding the seriousness of the situation, Palimak kicked hishedlsin glee and shouted to the
other children in the crowd--his playmates. "L ook a me!" he laughed. "Look how big | am!"

Some people joined hislaughter. But not enough, not nearly enough. Safar pressed on.

"It'struethat Irg) demands my head,” he said, "just asit'strue that he requires you to hand over little
Pdimak. And if | thought for one minute that Protarus would spare you, pass the people of Kyraniaby to
savage other poor, hepless souls, | would march down the mountain to his camp and throw mysdlf and
Pdimak on hismercy."

A few people, Safar's family among them, shouted, "No, no! WEell fight him. Well never give you up!"

Safar smiled, pretending it was resounding chorus of mgjority approval. Hetook Palimak in hisarms.
"I'm overjoyed by your support, my friends," he said. "Pdimak and | thank you for your loyalty and
love"

Saying this made it so in many hearts and this time the cheers were louder as he passed the boy back to
Leria When he turned back to spesk the crowd grew quiet in anticipation.

"Unfortunately, theissuesaren't so Smple. Thefact is, Irg Protaruswill not be satisfied until every
Kyranian, from our oldest, most respected |eaders down to our newborn babes are wiped from the face
of Esmir. Thisiswhat weface, my friends. Not choices, but certain annihilation. Thisishow Irg Protarus
plansto repay you for your generosity to him when he was aboy.”

Murmurs of fear ran thought the crowd. Even Masuralooked grim-faced with sudden worry. Harsh
redity was gradudly boring through hisvanity.

Meanwhile, Palimak was greetly moved by Safar'swords. "Let'sfight him, father,” he cried. His shrill
voice carried acrossthe arenaasif hewere agiant's child. "To the degth!” Heraised histoy sword in
defiance.

Fully half the crowd joined in the cheering that followed. Fired by achild's boldness, they roared for the
chance to give battle and somehow bring Protarus down. Masura, however, seemed to have regained his
compoaosure and with it much of hisformer stupidity.



When the crowd sounds faded, Masura shouted, ™Y ou have no right to speak, Timural Y ou and the boy
have been banished by order of the Council.”

Since the vote hadn't been announced, some people were taken by surprise and started muttering among
themsalves. Masuraand his supporters took advantage of the confusion, shouting, "Dontt listen to him!"
and "He'sjudt trying to save hisown skin.”

Safar cracked another capsule of amplification, then spoke, voice so strong it drowned out his foes.
"People of Kyranial" he thundered, flinging hisarms high. "Heed me!l"

Everyone froze. Even Masurawas cowed by the thunder of hisvoice. "Whether | leave or whether |
day, Irg Protaruswill comethisnight to day you in your beds! Unlessyou act with me now, that is your
fate. If you doubt me ... then witness thig"

He snapped hisfingers and there was a crack! like aglacier rock exploding in acampfire. At the same
time his other hand shot out, snatching at the air. There were gasps of amazement as he drew first one
long yellow bone, then ancther, from thin air.

Safar made agreat show of it, displaying the casting bonesfor al to see. He fanned them out and a
thousand pairs of eyeswere compelled to count them, one, two, three, four, five!

Safar chanted, fegling his power growing over them with each word he spoke:

Has the day falsed us?
Promisng nights
With strong shutting doors?
Did thelight hat us?
From seeing skull eyes
Dark and void?

The bones made aghastly rattle as Safar hurled them onto the platform. Two thousand eyesfollowed
their progress, saw them bounce and scatter. The crowd was deathly silent as Safar peered long and
hard a the ivory pattern.

"Will Irg come?' Paimak asked, posing the question for all.

Safar raised his head. He looked first at the crowd, then Palimak, finally, Straight at Masura. The man's
eyeswere bright with fearful suspense, his defiance smothered in Safar's hypnotic spell.

He stretched the moment to the fullest, then whipped out hissilver dagger and jabbed its point at the
jumble of bones. "Speak, O great spirits!" he commanded. “"What isyour answer?'

He waved the dagger and the bones floated off the platform. He motioned again and they reformed
themsdlves, shifting from one pattern to the next, until findly they formed the skeletal head of agiant wolf.

"Speak!" Safar again commanded. " Speak!™

There were wild shrieks of alarm asfire burst from the wolfhead's empty sockets. The big jaws grated
open, unleashing ablood-chilling howl!! Suddenly, the head flew forward--straight at Masural Howling
and snapping itsjaws.

Masuraran away, screaming, "Help me! Help mel” But everyone fled from his path, crying out in fear. At
just the right moment Safar jabbed his dagger at the head and an explosion ripped the bones apart and
they vanished into nothingness.



"Thereisyour answer, my friends!" Safar shouted. "Irg will come! The Fates have decreed it!"
Masuraredized he was safe and fell to hisknees, babbling, "Save us, Lord Timural Save ud!”

Firs Masuradliesjoined in, then therest of the crowd, dl shouting, "Save us, Lord Timural Saveud!”
Safar had won. The victory disgusted him.

Another snto add to hisledger.

* * * %

It was awarm night, anight that drew roiling mists off the lake. Under the Demon Moon the mists made
ominous shadows, deep oranges and reds bleeding through fantastic black figures that spilled over hollow
and hill and got caught up in the branches of trees where owls waited to hoot at darkening skies.

In the village dl the homes were shuttered and dark. The chimneys were cold, the cobbled streets empty
and the only sound was the belly rumble of allama and the long soft tramp of itsfeet.

Renor was leading the [lama, an old thing who had seen more of life than she liked but pressed on
anyway from habit. Shewas carrying aheavy load of thorny brush that shifted painfully from sdeto sde
as shewalked. The llama groaned and Renor dodged just in time as shetried her best to step on hisfoot.

"Don't bother complaining, Granny,” Renor said. 'l won't fedl sorry for you no matter what you do." He
shook his head at the swaying burden on her back. "I did my best to tie it down tight. But you blew
yoursdlf up like an old horse and now al the knots are loose. It's your fault, not mine."

The llama swung its head to the Side, there was arumble inits guts, and then it coughed up a good spit.
Once again Renor dodged to the side and a stream of smelly stuff splattered againgt an dley wall.

"Threats won't do you any good ether, Granny,” Renor said, brushing away the few drops that had
gpattered onto hiscloak. "You'l gill haveto carry thisload al theway to thefort. And if theréstime
you'll haveto go back and fetch another."

Thellamagrumbled in protest, but Renor was unmoved. "I don't know why Lord Timurawantsdl this
wood," he said, "but if he saysto fetch it, and the more the better, then weld better fetchit!”

They rounded the corner and Renor saw the dark shape of the fort looming out of the gathering gloom.
The llama stopped its complaining and quickened its pace.

"Ho! So you go quickly now, do you?' Renor said. "Y ou think your day'swork isover. Lazy old thing."
He looked up at the Demon Moon, growing deeper red as night rushed in. "l sure hopeyou'reright,” he
grudged. "I don't want to go back out into thisagain.”

He thought of the huge mound of brush and timber aready piled in the center of thefort. When held
delivered hislast load Captain Leiria had been directing people to spread the wood out into some kind of
design. No one seemed to know its purpose. Only that Lord Timura had ordered it done and so they
weredoing it. Just like Renor and a score of other village lads were unquestioningly scouring the
countryside for wood. Lord Timurahad said it was to protect them from Protarus and after seeing the
magica wolfhead chase after Masura, nobody was going to argue.

Persondly, Renor hadn't needed any convincing. After what had happened to Tio and his adventure by
Lord Timuras side in the meadow, he was burning for revenge. Heimagined himsalf advancingon a
cowering devil wolf, spear raised to strike.



Just then the Ilama bawled and Renor dmost jumped out of his skin. The anima surged forward,
breaking into afast lope. Renor shouted at it and ran to grab the load, which wastilting dangeroudy to
the sde. Ashereached for it he heard an ungoddy howl.

The young man whirled and his bresth froze in his chest when he saw the four huge gray shapes bounding
toward him.

Renor turned and ran, scrabbling his sharp work knife from his belt. Behind him the four creatures
shattered the night with their howls. He ran faster, catching up to the llama. Renor dashed at the ropes
and the load fell away. The anima stumbled, bawling in terror, but he yanked on its hdter, heping it keep
toitsfedt.

"Run, Granny, run!" he shouted and the [lama legped away.
Heavy bodies, moving at afrightening speed, were closing on him.

Renor was only twenty feet from the fort entrance, but the beasts were coming on so fast it might aswell
have been athousand.

Then he saw afigure legp from the ruined walls. It was Lord Timural Safar landed in front of the
entrance.

"Get down!" he shouted.
Renor dropped to the ground, bracing for the scything claws he was sure would follow.

Then there was a sound like the wind and a hot breath whooshed! over his body. Behind him the howls
turned into yips of pain.

Renor looked up and saw Lord Timurabeckoning him.
"Comeon!" he shouted. "I can't hold them for long!"

Renor scrambled up and ran for it. He turned his head and saw awall of hot light. Just beyond the four
wolf shapes howled in pain and rage.

Then he was sprinting past Lord Timurainto the safety of the fort.

People rushed to him, shouting what was wrong and was he dl right and other such nonsense. Struggling
for bresth, Renor pushed them away and turned to see what was happening.

Just as hedid he saw thewall of light--some sort of magica shield--vanish and the four wolf figures
crashed through.

Lord Timurabacked up quickly and at the same time Renor saw Captain Leriaand some men pushing a
big cart of wood into the entrance.

"Now!" Lord Timura shouted and someone threw a burning torch onto the wood.

Thewood caught and there was agreat blast of white light, blinding Renor. Then hisvision cleared and
he saw the wagon was engulfed in eerie flames that sparked and shot off long tongues of fire.

Beyond the flames, which seemed to have sedled the entrance, Renor could no longer hear the howling.

A smdl hand tugged at his cloak and Renor looked down to seelittle Palimak standing beside him, his



toy soldier armor glittering inthefire.

"We're safe now," he said. Still, he had aworried look on hisface. "But | think they'll come back pretty
quick."

It was like an omen, because as he spoke the howling resumed.

* * * %

Safar crouched inthelittle tent, assembling hismagical arsend by candldight. He was mixing herbs and
votive powdersin astrange little pot with a five-sded mouth, working quickly and expertly in the near
dark. He was used to such difficulties. When held been ayoung acolyte in Walaria held often lacked the
price of lamp oil and so held had to practice his spell making under smilar conditions. Although it had
been much more pleasant to hear the watchman call the hour, rather than listen to the incessant howling
outsdethefort.

Never mind hewasfairly certain Irg and hisfriends were merely waging awar of nerveswhile they
gathered their strength for the next attack. If that were the intent, by the godsit was working. The awful
sound of the howling had everyone's nerves stretched taut. Safar had the village busy with amyriad of
tasks, trying to keep their minds off the four savage creatures bounding and baying about the walls. The
Kyranians went about their duties silently, whispering prayersto the Lady Felakia.

When the attack came, Safar had no idea how much force Irg) could muster. The only thing he was sure
of wasthat it would be entirely magical. Coraean had no reason to lie when héld said that Irg'sarmy
was two days distant. Safar guessed it was even farther away than that--the terrain they had to cover
was dl treacherous mountains. Also, if theréd been an army behind him, the massacre of Kyraniawould
aready be over. No, tonight would be anight of horrors meant to intimidate the villagers. To soften them
up for hisarmy.

Tohepinhiswork Irg had three of the most cunning cresturesin the history of Esmir. Two had been
demonsin their previous forms and therefor magica by birth, athough Prince Lukawas nowhere near as
powerful asLord Fari, who had been chief wizard to severa generations of demon kings. Irg's other dly
was the human spymaster Kalasariz, who had no natura magical powers but was so ruthless and clever
he hadn't needed them. The three had preyed on Irg's many weaknesses, promising him even greater
powers then being the mere king of kings of al Esmir. The result was The Spell of Four--the shape
changer's spell--that bound them together forever.

Safar poured aslvery liquid into the pot, whispered a chant until the mixture began to bubble, then st it
asdefor his next task. He dipped five heavy-headed war arrows from a bundle and dipped them into the
liquid one by one.

The defensive spell he was concocting was much weaker than held like, but he had no choice. With over
athousand people to protect he was going to be spread very thin. A more powerful spell--aspell
capable of doing any real harmto Irg but still safeguarding the villagers-would beimpossible to
mantain.

His preparations done, Safar opened hiswizard's pouch and lifted an amulet out by itsleather thong. It
was made of some rare black stone that had been carved into the shape of awondrous horse. The
amulet had once belonged to Irgj--a gift from Coralean for saving hislife. Safar had received the Sllver
witch's dagger at the sametime and for the same reason.

He remembered the moment asif it were yesterday, instead of nearly twenty years before. Safar and Irg
had been mere lads then. Even o, they'd first warned and then rescued Coralean and his caravan from a
marauding army of demon bandits who'd broken out of the Forbidden Desert.



The gifting had come a amesting of the Council of Elders and both boys had been bursting with pride as
Cordean praised them.

Safar dipped back in time, remembering...

"First, | must thank my friend Iraj," the caravan master said. He took out a black velvet pouch.
Iraj's eyes sparkled as Coralean withdrew a small golden amulet. It was a horse--a wondrously
formed steed dangling from a glittering chain. " Some day," Coralean said, "you will see the
perfect horse. It will be a steed above all steeds. A true warrior's dream, worth more than a
kingdom to men who appreciate such things. The beast will be faster and braver than any animal
you could imagine. Never tiring. Always sweet-tempered and so loyal that if you fall it will charge
back into battle so you might mount it again.

"But, das, no one who owns such a creature would ever agreeto part with it. Evenif itisacolt itslines
will be so pure, its spirit so fierce, that the man it belongs to would be blind not to see what a fine animal
it will become." He handed the horseamulet to Irg. "'If you give thismagical ornament to that man he will
not be able to refuse you the trade. But do not fear that you will be cheating him. For he only hasto find
another dream horse and the man who ownsit will be compelled to make the same bargain when he
giveshimtheamulet.”

Tearswelled in Irg)'s eyes and they spilled unashamedly down his face as he husked his thanks
and embraced the caravan master. "When | find that horse,” Iraj said, "I promise that | will ride
without delay to your side so you can see for yourself what a grand gift you gave me."

A great chorus of howls, louder than before, broke through Safar's reverie and he jolted back to the
present. He checked the arrow tips, but the potion smeared on them was till damp. A few more minutes
and he'd be ready.

Safar glanced down at the amulet. Irg) had never found that horse. He remembered that Irg) had cursed
Safar for that failing, asif he were to blame. Then held hurled it into Safar's face, demanding that he take
it in payment for Nerisa. At that moment the war between them had begun.

"Ah, well," Safar said to himself, taking comfort from the sound of hisown sighing whisper. "Ah, well."
He tested the arrows again. They were ready.
Safar gathered them up, aong with asturdy bow, and dipped from the tent to confront the night.

* * % %

Leriagritted her teeth asthe next chorus of howling began. It was a sound that first pierced the ears, then
jabbed the brain with hot spear points. All around her the villagers crouched down in misery. Some wept
and covered their heads to drown out the sound, while others held their heads high in stoic defiance.

Pdimak stirred beside her. Sheld promised Safar that she'd guard the child until the danger had passed.

"If | werebigger," hesaid, "1 could magic their howlsright out of their throats." He lifted up both hands,
cupping them into paws like acat's. Needle point claws emerged from hisfingertips. "I'd do like this.."
and he dashed the air with hisclaws ... "and cut those howls right out!™

Not for thefirgt time, Leriafdt ashiver when confronted with the demon side of the child's nature. Claws
and glowing eyes are damned hard to get used to! She wondered, aso not for thefirst time, if she
would've been able to adopt the child as her own as Nerisa had done. The thought of Nerisamade her
fed momentary resentment. The woman had remained her riva even beyond the grave. Then she



remembered her resolve and smiled at the lapse. She and Safar were friends, not lovers. So therewas
nothing to resent.

Then the howling stopped. The slence came so doruptly it waslike faling off adliff into nothingness.
Leriatensed for danger, one arm going around Palimak.

"Look, Aunt Leiria," the child sad, "therds my father!”

Her eyes sept left and she saw Safar walking from the small shelter to the raised platform in the center
of thefield. People caled out to him as he passed and he had a quick smile and word of reassurance for
each of them, but he never paused, always moving easily and quickly aong towardshisgod. Leiria
remembered when held done the same at Irgj's great court in Zanzair, giving cheer to hisfollowerswhile
hurrying to an appointment with the king. Except then held been moving through a dazzling roya chamber
instead of amakeshift campground full of frightened peasants and their flocks.

Pdimak struggled to get up. "I'd better go help him," he said.
Leriagently pulled him back, saying, "Y our father said you had to stay with me.”

Pdimak frowned. "Well, maybe hedid," he admitted. "But | till think | ought to help. Thisisgoing to be
aredly, redly hard spell. Maybe harder than he thought. | can fed it all theway over here.”

Hisvoicewas mild, but Leiriacould tell he wasworried and alittle angry with her for holding him back.
His eyeswere beginning to glow yellow and hislittle pointy claws were emerging unbidden.

"But if you disobey your father," Leiriasaid, "you might spoil hisspell. | mean, what if he's so worried
about you that he can't concentrate? Then what'll happen?!

Pdimak sghed dramatically and dumped down. "I suppose you'reright,” he said. Then he brightened.
"Butwecan behis... his... reserves, right?' hesaid. "Likethey do inthearmy?'

Leriachuckled. "That's exactly right,” she said. She patted her sword. "Well be his brave and loyd
reserves. I'll provide the stedl." She nodded at the stone turtle clutched in hishand. "And you can provide
themagic.”

Pdimak chortled. He lifted up thelittle idol. "Did you hear that, Gundara? \We get to be reserves. You
too, Gundaree. Won't that be fun?'

Therewas no answer, at least any Leriacould make out. But Palimak seemed satisfied so thetwo little
Favorites must have heard. She looked up and saw Safar mounting the platform, waving to the crowd,
while a the same time directing some men who were quickly encircling the platform with a pile of wood.
That circle was the center of agreat four-pointed star also made of wood. Many barrels of oil, magically
enhanced by Safar, had been poured on the wood, as well as on the mounds of additional wood
scattered strategicaly about thefield.

It would be a strange kind of fight, Leiriathought. Logs and bundles of brush instead of spearsand
swords. Like Paimak, she wished she could join Safar. Perhaps even more so. Finer fedings aside,
Leiriahad been Safar's persona bodyguard for many years. Sheld turned away ns knivesin the
dark and had even charged into battle with him to protect his back.

Safar's orders, however, had been quite plain. If hefailed--and dl was lost--she and the two Favorites
wereto carry Paimak to safety. The child, he said, must survive at al costs. Hed entrusted her with one
other thing, nearly as precious, he said.



Leria patted her breast pocket. Inside was a small book, the Book of Asper. She wasto keep that safe
aswdl.

"Giveit to the boy when he's old enough,” Safar had said. "HEll know what to do once he'sread it."

Just then, Safar made a gesture and green flame and smoke burst from the earth. The crowd went slent.
Not achild cried, or agoat bawled. And when next Safar spoke hisvoice rang out like agreat temple
bel.

Leirialeaned forward, swept up like the rest.

* * * %

"Gentle people,” Safar said, "the moment is upon us, so listen to me closdly. Y ou will need courage and
boldness this night, but you will aso need your good common sense. No one here has had experiencein
magical battle, but I can assure you it isn't much different than the ordinary kind. Therell belots of noise,
smoke and confusion. Thetrick isto concentrate on your duties, whether it'sto help me or assst achild
or sck family member. Pay no attention to anything e se and wéelll bejust finewhen thisisdl over.”

Safar saw dl the wise nods his remarks drew, but he a so saw the glazed, wide-eyed |ook in them that
comes from facing anightmare. Hewondered if any of them really understood what he was saying. Hells,
he wondered if they were even capable of hearing what he had to say.

As he struggled for words to bresk through their fear Irg) launched the first attack.

CHAPTER NINE
ESCAPE TO SYRAPIS

Hewas only aboy, too young to be donein the mountains and he came out of the night crying, "Help
me, Renor! Help me!™

The boy was aghosily figure whose plaintive cry cut into every human heart gathered in thefort. His
father collgpsed, his mother shrieked and his brother shouted, "Tio! Tio!"

Kdasariz laughed as he manipulated little Tio's ghost. He put dl the pain he could into itsvoice asit cried,
"Help, me, please! Help me!”

Hefed on the crowd's hysteria, straining to conjure up more ghosts. Kaasariz was new to
shape-changer's magic and he found it difficult to concentrate.

Then Renor ran to the top of the fort'swalls and clawed at the sky, weeping and flailing at nothingnessin
hiseffort to help his brother.

Ka asariz laughed again and made stronger magic.
Nine other ghosts faded into being.

They were the dain Kyranian sentries, with Rossthom &t the their head, pleading with dl their familiesand
friends, "Help me, please help me!™

Now the crowd in the fort went from hysteriato blind madness. To Kaasariz' ddight they rushed the
wallswailing comfortsto the dead.

The spy master's blood boiled with delight. As heliked to tell Lukaand Fari--his demon rivasfor



influence over Protarus--native intelligence was more important than magical prowess. Even with his
lesser magic, he could accomplish much by smply knowing his target's weaknesses.

Hegloried a the agony he'd caused, drawing in more power from that pain and adding other little
touchesto his handiwork, like abloody scar on Tio's face and agory stump on Rossthom'sright arm
where ahand used to be.

Kaasariz sruggled mightily and gave them dl avoice, crying, "Help me! Help mel™

He basked in the misery, hisblack spirit wallowing init--snking and riang then sinking again in the heady
musk.

And then he heard avoice shout, "Kdasariz!"

His spirit head jerked down, looking from sky to ground for the source of the shout--spectrd eyes
honing in like an eagle owl hunting a squeaking rodent. When he found the source of the squesk he would
blast it from existence. But instead of a puny creeture hiseyesfel on atal man with fiery blue eyesthat
cut acrossthe great distance to sear his heart.

It was Safar, posing on astone platform in the classic frieze of abowman, heavy weapon bent tip to tip,
string making a high-pitched whine as the flaming arrow |egped from the bow.

Kaasariz loosed his own killing bolt, but the fiery arrow speeding toward him made him jerk, spailing his
am, and he desperatdy flung himsdlf to the side.

Inthefort Safar heard the boom! of hisarrow exploding, heard Kaasariz wail, then swiveled, grabbing
up another arrow as his eyes swept the skiesfor his next target.

Behind him, ahuge gray wolf leaped onto the walls. The cresture's claws gripped the rough stone and
there was aflash asthe wolf transmuted himsdlf into demon form.

It was Prince Luka, eyes aglow, fangs bared, sword lifted high. Although people screamed warningsiit
was amost too late for Safar, who whirled, falling and firing at the sametime. A tongue of flame arced
from Lukas sword, but Safar's own arrow exploded smultaneoudly. He heard Luka shriek then felt pain
sear his own back asthe prince's bolt blasted close overhead.

He cameto hisfeet with difficulty, stifling agroan as he picked up histhird arrow and fixed it into his
bowstring.

Lord Fari watched Safar shufflein aclumsy circle, pain-dulled eyes searching for the next point of attack.
But the canny old demon wasn't so foolish that held mistake his enemy's sumbling show for real
weskness. Safar was hurt, yes, he could see that. But how badly? Long ago, when Safar wasthe prize
jewd in Irg Protarus crown, Fari had noted Safar'stalent at showmanship. It was athing that Fari, who
wasapurist when it cameto sorcery, particularly didiked in him. Still, he had grudging admiration for the
way Safar used hismagica thestricsto convince the entire roya court, demon and human aike, that he
wasamost powerful wizard truly deserving of thetitle Grand Wazier.

So Fari assumed that much of Safar's present difficulty was a sham to draw him out.

Instead of leaping onto the walls of thefort, Fari crept up on them. He put his spirit self into its demon
presence and scrambled to the high point at the ruined gate. Then he made his spell, chuckling at his
clevernessashedid so.

Even Leiria, who had seen dl the terrible things a soldier could see, was shaken by what happened next.



The sonewalls of the fort came suddenly and horribly dive asthe rubble was transformed into small
mountains of gore that moved and squirmed and streamed torrents of blood. People screamed and fled
thisway and that, bouncing from one horror to the other. Then pustules of gore bloomed on the walls and
each pustule became a face and each face was a Tio or a Rossthom or any of the other dain sentries.

But thistimeinstead of begging for help, the ghosts snapped at their friends with long teeth and spewed
obscenities.

Leriagathered up astruggling Palimak and was preparing to flee when Safar fired hisarrow.

Automaticaly her eyesfollowed itsfiery flight and she saw it was hurtling toward the north corner of the
wall. There were dozens of human faces there, shouting filth or begging for assstance.

Then she saw the target and the moment became quite still. Just below center, between two faces that
were both Tio's, she saw Lord Fari. The demon was scowling with concentration, putting al his clever
old ways into the gpparition that was the wall of blood.

Safar's arrow flashed toward that face and Leiriahad ajolt of pleasure when she saw Fari'syellow jaws
widen with fear.

Then, crack! asthe arrow struck. Flame running al around the walls. And then they were nothing but
blank stone again. Leiriasaw aspot of blood where Fari's face had been and prayed that Safar had done

heavy damage.

On the platform Safar took histime as he fitted the fourth arrow into his bow. Irg would be next, he
thought. But from which direction would he gtrike ... and in what manner?

The answer camein agreat shout from above: " Safar!”

It was Irg's voice and Safar's head shot up and he saw the face of the Demon Moon suddenly split
down the middle and yawn open like agigantic mouth. A ghostly cavary charged out of that mouth, lead
by amighty warrior in golden armor.

ltwaslrg.
And he shouted achdlenge--"Safar!”

Irg yanked back on his horse's reins and the huge ghost animal reared up, pawing the night, sparks
shooting from its hooves.

Then horse and rider plunged down toward the fort, ahorrid cavalry of demon riders sweeping after
them.

Safar fired and the arrow arced toward Irg. It exploded just in front of him and there was ablinding flash
asmagic collided with magic.

Irg paused, but only for an instant. Then he and his demon riders continued their charge.

In thefort the crowd shrieked in terror. But Safar paid no attention to their panic. As calmly as he could
he swept up hisfind bolt. AslIrg and his spectra army closed in he whispered the spell that brought the
arrow intofiery life.

He drew back, aiming for Irg, then at the last moment he swiveled and fired the bolt into the dry mass of
wood encircling the platform.



The oil-soaked fud ignited with an enormous blast that nearly hurled Safar off the platform into the
roaring flames. He tegtered on the edge, but recovered his baance just intime.

The soles of hisfeet prickled with the intense heat and his scalp hair bristled like so many hot needles. He
smelled scorched cloth and knew it came from his own robes. They smoldered at the hems and deeves
and the smoke curled up to bite hiseyes.

But now it was Safar's turn to laugh. He saw flame tongues leap across the arena, shooting dong the
paths of wood held laid out, leaping from place to place until the entire arena seemed to be
engulfed--with Safar and the blazing platform at its center. The whole massfinaly combusted into a
blazing pentagram of magicd flame that smashed upward like amassve shidd.

It caught Irg) and his cavary in midstride, lifting them up and up, hurling them back a the Demon Moon.

A clap of thunder, then the sky turned white. The white shattered and became snowflakes that drifted
down and down until they struck the pentagram shield blazing over the arenaand flashed out of
existence.

The sky was empty and there was amomentary quiet asthe crowd sagged in relief. Then the air was rent
with cheers as the Kyranians congratul ated themselves and Safar for turning back such adeadly force.

Safar shouted to them, hisvoice thundering acrossthe arena. "It isn't over yet!" The cheers vanished,
swallowed by thisbad news. "Irg will be back,” Safar warned. "But well be ready for him, my friends!
WEell be ready!"

Then he shouted orders and a select group, Renor among them, sprang into action. They ran to the spare
piles of brush and fed them into the flames. Thefiery pentagram took on new life, soaring brighter and
higher, forming asparkling shield abovethefort ..

Irg came again. Asdid Kaasariz and Lukaand Fari. But each time the flaming pentagram hurled them
back. Safar shouted orders until he was hoarse, urging hisfellow villagersto feed the fires, whipping them
past exhaustion while hour piled on hour and till the attacks were unrdenting.

Many horrors were lived that night. Many threats were posed, many ghosts were roused, but somehow
Safar and the villagers managed to turn them back. They burned dl the gathered wood, then broke up
the carts and ripped off their clothes to feed them into the magicd fires.

They were exhausted when dawn finaly came and the attacks ended. The pentagram was nothing more
than an ugly black smudge with foul smdling hegps smoking and sputtering in the morning'swet chill.
People shuddered with relief and collapsed to the ground. There were no choruses of self-congratulation.
The enemy had been defeated, yes. But al knew the defeat was temporary. Irgj would return, but now
he'd be backed by area army, not spectersin the sky.

Safar dumped on the platform and looked around at al the spiritless people. It was asif they had been
thelosers, instead of Irg. Even so, he had to rouse them, enthuse them, convince them that al was not
lost. Then somehow he had to prepare them for achalenge far more daunting than Protarus and hisarmy
of demons and wizards and human savages. To do this he would have lie to them, manipul ate them, then
keep on lying and manipulating until ether the goal was achieved or they were all deed.

Suddenly the whole thing seemed hopeless. His peoplesweary despair had infected Safar and now his
plan seemed foolish, impossible in the extreme.

A voice cut through, "We haven't much time, Sefar.”



Helooked up. Leiriawas standing there, adeeping Palimak in her arms. Her eyes were red from the
smoke, her armor blackened. But her back was straight, shoulders square, and there was a gleam of
determination in her tired eyes.

She nodded at the dumbering Kyranians. "We have to get them up and going,” she said, gently lowering
Pdimak to the platform. There he curled up to deep on, the stone turtle clutched between grimy paws.

"We have maybe two days at the most,”" she continued, "before Irg) shows up with his whole damned
amy."

"I know that," Safar said, alittle sharp.

Leriasnorted. "Good for you," she said. "Now, would you mind enlightening me about what we're
supposed to do next? All you've said isthat somehow we're going to make an entire village of over a
thousand people disappear.” She chuckled. "I know you are awizard above al wizards, Safar Timura,
but that's magic I'm going to have to seeto believe."

As she spoke, Leiriareturned the Book of Asper. The sight of the book and the buzz of sorcery when he
put it away firmed hisresolve. A gregter tonic, as dways, was Lariads presence. Her attitude had aways
been, show me the mountain and well both figure out how to climb it together.

Safar dipped Cordean's maps from hisbelt. "Actudly, therésno magictoit,” he said, unrolling the maps.
"Wadl, not much, anyway. It'smore of atrick, redly. Seght of hand, except with two thousand hands."

"That's sill onehdlsof atrick," Lariasad.

"Not when you consider that Irg will be dragging aong of tens of thousands of soldiers,” Safar said, "plus
baggage trainsthat'll stretch from one horizon to the next.”

He showed her one of the maps. "L ook here," he said, tracing afinger north from the Gods Divideto the
Great Sea. "There are so many canyons and hills and secret roads and trail s between Kyraniato the Port
of Caspan we could hideasmal city of people, much lessavillage.”

Leriastudied the map, eyes narrowed. Then she nodded. "It could be done," she said. Leiriaglanced
over a all the people collgpsed on the ground. "But | don't know if it can be done by them! They'velived
inone place dl their lives. They know nothing about life on the road, much less life on the road with the
dogs of war on your hedls."

"We can teach them," Safar said. "If you're still willing to help me, that is. A sensible person would laugh
in my face and walk away with her skin till safe on her bones.”

"| told you before, Safar,” Leriasaid. "That I'm with you. No matter what. So we've got two thousand
miles or more between us and the sea. So there's who knows how many hundreds of seamiles moreto
go to reach Syrapis. And us not knowing if therelll even be shipsto hirein Caspan to take usthere.”

Shegrinned. "If that'swhat hislordship wants, that's what he getd™
They both laughed, athough Safar's laughter was wesk. Already his mind was running ahead.

Between skirmishes, Safar had managed to tell Leiriaabout hisvison in Asper'stomb. Although hed
held some things back--like the mysterious side trips to Naadan and Caluz. He had two reasons for his
dlence. Firg, if it became too difficult he might skip them entirely and head straight for the sea. More
important: whenever held been abouit to relate exactly what Asper's ghost had said magica darmswent
off. All hissorcerousingincts warned him that by telling al held be putting Leiriain grave danger.



Safar was especialy worried about mentioning Cauz. He knew something about the region from his days
inlrg's court. It was strange place where mysterious forces had been at work for eons.

"Come to me through Caluz," Asper had commanded. But Safar dreaded the moment of decision--if
they lived to seeit--when hefinaly reached the road that led to that dark region.

Lost in thought, he was surprised when he heard Leriasay, "There's only one thing that worries me,
Sofar.”

"What's that?"

Sheindicated the villagers. "Maybe they can do it. Maybethey can't. Thething is... how are you going to
convincethemto try?'

"Magic,"” Safar sad.
And he heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and started getting ready.

* k x %

An hour later, washed and refreshed, Safar once again stood before his people, Leiriaand Palimak
besde him.

Exhausted as the Kyranians were, they seemed to sense hopein the air and their faces were bright with
expectation.

Safar cracked an amplifying pellet, then spoke: ™Y ou fought well and bravely, my friends. I'm sure that
even now Irg Protarusis cursing your courage and nursing a battle-sore behind!™

The laughter was weak. No one had to tell these people that Irg) wasn't done with them. Methydia used
to say that the best way to get an audience in your palm was to make a dream for them ... and keep them
reaching for that dream. But first, she'd said, you have to scare them. Well, Irg had done that unpleasant
littlejob for Safar. Unfortunately, he needed to scare them in awhole different way.

"But | didn't rouse you from your well-earned rest to praise your courage, my good people,” Safar said.
"Besides, everyone knowsthat courage is something no Kyranian lacks.”

Faces brightened, especiadly among the young bravos like Renor. He saw them flex their muscles and
swagger from sideto side.

"But it'sanother brand of courage | want from you today," Safar continued. "One that calsfor even
greater sacrificesthan before.”

The crowd dtirred, alittle fearful. What was he talking about? Wasn't dedling with Irgj Protarus enough?

"Not just your lives, but the lives of untold millions are at stake. In fact, the very world we stand upon
depends on you, the Goddess Felakia's Chosen Ones, the People of the Clouds, the People of the High
Caravans.”

Safar definitey had their interest now.
"Behold!" he shouted, making agesture and his magical dagger legped out of nothingnessinto his hand.

Then, quieter, "L et me show you the world of the future, my friends. Even if by some miracle we could
make Irg Protarus and hisforces vanish from Esmir, thisiswhat the world would look like in not many
years.”



Safar made acircular motion with the knife, asif cutting aholeinto theair itself. The crowd jumped asa
fiercewind blew, shrieking through the hole hed made.

Then aminiature tornado legpt off the dagger point. It swirled madly about the platform for amoment,
then steadied, spinning in placelike atop.

"Behold!" Safar shouted again and there was aloud pop! asthe little tornado suddenly disappeared. The
arr whereit had been shattered like glass, leaving agreat dark hole gaping into nothingness.

There were gasps and fearful criesdl around as everyone redlized there was more than ablank void
beyond the jagged edges of the hole.

"Look, my friends,” Safar intoned. "L ook hard and deep. See theworld asit will be. With or without Irg
Protarus.

They looked and it was aterrible sght. A familiar range of mountains beckoned from the other sde. It
was the Bride and her Maids, but they had been shorn of all their glory and stood there black and
wind-torn under alunatic sky. There was not a patch of snow, tree, or blade of grass upon the range.

The scene shifted and there were fearful shouts as the crowd suddenly found itself looking down into the
barren valey that had once been Kyrania. There were no fields or homes, or even the holy lake of
Felakia

Then the ground seemed to move and people shouted in horror asthey redized that millions upon millions
of scaly insects made up the floor of their beloved valley. They swarmed over and under each other,
feeding on rock and dust.

Just as everyone thought they could stand this nightmare no more Safar clgpped and the scene vanished,
the hole was hedled and everything was the same as before.

"That iswhat we must prevent from happening,” Safar said. "Only we can do it. Only the people of
Kyrania have the will and the means. But to accomplish it, you must come away with me. Y ou must
come out of the clouds and walk the land and swim itsriversand climb its hills. We must walk until the
land ends and there is only sea. And then we must find boats and cross that sea until we cometo anew
land, aplace of safety and peace.”

Hejabbed at the air with his dagger point and again it shattered. But thistime, instead of darkness, a
warm yellow light poured out. Everyone looked and this time the gasps and shouts were of marve,
instead of fear.

A gloriousidand, looking like awondrous emerad lizard, rose out of ashimmering blue sea. It had thick
forests and high mountains on its back, with soft white clouds caught in the peaks. Silver streams coursed
down the mountain dopes, legping over diffs and boulders and sending up fantastic rainbows from their
spume.

"Friendsand family," Safar said, "l giveyou Syrapid Theidand of dreamd”

He clapped again and the vision dissolved. Safar turned back to the crowd. He took note of the faces.
Some peopl€'s eyes were aight with the wonder they had beheld. These mostly belonged to the young.
Others appeared withdrawn, suspicious. These mostly belonged to the old. Among the vast mgjority,
however, was a mixture of the two, plus confusion.

Pdimak piped up. "Wasthat our new home, father? Isthat where were going to live?'



Safar answered asif he and the child were aone, instead of surrounded by athousand people. "If it
pleases our friendsto do s0," he said.

"Is Syrapisvery far?' the boy asked.
"Yes, son," hesad, "it'svery far. Farther than anyone has ever been before.”
"If itssofar," he asked, "how will we ever find our way?'

Safar pulled the tube of maps from his belt. "L ord Coralean gave methese," he said. A quick side glance
showed that Coralean's name was having agreat affect on the Kyranians. All of it positive.

"These are secret mapsthat only caravan masters possess,” Safar said. "They show every road and path
indl of Esmir."

Heraised his head dightly, making sureall heard. "Y ou know how gregt afriend Lord Coraleanisto dl
of us. He gave us these secret mapsto save usfrom Irg Protarus.”

"Secretd" the boy exclaimed, eyes glowing yelow in delight. "Does that mean if we go down those secret
roads and paths no one will be ableto find us? Eventhat ... that..." Paimak automatically scanned the
crowd for his grandmother's face. The words he had in mind would surely earn him ascolding. "Thét ...
walf thing, or man thing, or whatever heis. He wouldn't be able to find us, would he?!

"It would be apretty hard thing for himto do," Safar said. "And if he found us, we could dways|ose him
agan.”

"Then what are we waiting for, father?' Paimak asked.

He turned to the crowd, putting his hands on his hips, looking like acircus midget in hislittle uniform.

"Who wantsto go to Syrapis with us?' he shouted. "Y ou get secret maps and a chance to save the
world, and ... and..." He spread his handswide asif encompassing a huge world of wonders...

"Everything!"

Everyone was laughing now, enjoying the show. In their laughter, Safar knew held found acceptance.
Pdimak, however, wasn't satisfied. He stamped hislittle foot.

"You're not answering!" he shouted. "Who wantsto go?

"Who wantsto go to Syrapis?'

Part Two
Khysmet

CHAPTER TEN
THE COURT OF KING PROTARUS

The man's face was abloody mask. "Please, magter, please," he moaned, "we din't know no better,
honest to th' godswe din't!"

Lukaflicked ataon, making agrester mess of the man'sface. "What adimy little human you are,” he
sad. "Everyone knowsthat Safar Timurais a desperate crimind, so why bother lying?' He flicked again
and the man's shrieks echoed across the gloom that wastheroyal tent. "Eveniif | believed you, it wouldn't
saveyour life. Y our continued existence isn't at stake here, you filthy thing. Only how much pain you can



bear before | send you on your miserable way."

Irg shifted in histhrone. Although Luka prided himsdlf on hisinterrogation techniques, with lots of blood
and moaning for entertainment, the king was clearly bored. As a shape changer some concentration was
required to retain one form or another--whether human, or giant wolf. Irg's concentration was visbly
shattered by the proceedings; his body parts kept shifting back and forth from anima to human. Hand
became claw, face grew a snarling muzzle, then crunched back again.

"Please, madter!" the victim begged.

Ira) made awolf snout. "Please, madter, please!” he mocked, his voice a perfect imitation of the tortured
villager's. His human face returned. "What asniveing lot of fools| have for subjects. Always begging,
never giving."

Heturned to Fari, who sat to hisleft in alower and smdler throne. " Tl my scribes” he said, "that in my
next decree the phrase 'Merciful Master' isto be removed from my signaturetitles. King of Kings, Most
Exdted Emperor of Eamir, Lion of the Plains, etc., etc., and dl the others should be quite sufficient.”

"Noted, Y our Highness" the old demon wizard said. "All will be done asyou say. And in that spirit, |
propose that we examine your other titles more closely aswell. For phrases like 'Peaceful Protector,’ and
'His Benevolence, which would aso be suspect.”

Irg agreed. "Peace, mercy, and benevolence are out,” he said. "My subjects need to have aclear idea of
who | am. That's the key to good leadership. And | blame you and Lukaand Kaasariz for not reminding
meof this"

Fari bowed, beating his breast to show his own quick acceptance of guilt. "It'sasyou say, Mgesty,” he
said. "There's been too much talk of peace and mercy of late and we ought to end it."

Irg) was camed and became fully human in gppearance. "Exactly, Fari, exactly!" hesaid. "And by the
godsit's undermining my kingdom and | won't put up with it any longer.”

He gestured, his hand transforming into a claw to indicate the gridy scene before him. Besidesthe man
Lukawas tormenting, there were five others chained to stakes. All of the townspeople were horribly
maimed, with only their soft moans and the quivering of their tortured flesh to show they were dlill dive.

"Thisaperfect illugtration of my point,” Irg said. "They al begged for mercy, screaming and farting at
every little poke Luka gave them ... and what do we get for our pains?' Another wide gesture, paw
becoming ahand again. "Nothing but agreet deal of wasted time because we are unsure of their respect
for me.

"I tell you, Fari, werelosing far too many taxpayersto get at thetruth! If | learned anything from Sefar, it
wasthat! | mean, genocideisdl very well for an ordinary king recapturing an ordinary kingdom. Buit if
you want to betruly greet, you must pay amind to the royd treasury.”

Fari bobbed his big scaly head with the ease of one who had tended to the moods of many kings. "I
agreeentirdy, Mgesty," hesaid. "All your wisheswill be put into forceimmediately.”

"That'sgood, Fari," Irg said. "We don't want to give out too much hope, you know. Another thing |
learned from Safar isthat hope is a coin more precious than any meta, including gold. So let's give out
hope sparingly, if you please. Let'smakeit count.”

Across the tented room, L uka did something to the prisoner again and the sound of his pain rasped
againg the scab of Irg's boredom.



"Enough!™ he shouted. "Enough! This exercise is making no progress whatsoever ... No matter what we
do, thefellow's only going to repeat what the others said.”

"Asdways, your Mgesty," Lord Fari replied, "your ingtincts are on target. Thisisthe township's mayor,
after dl. And | don't know why Prince Lukaleft him for last. In my experience the post requires agood
ded of mora cowardice, so the truth and pulled fingernailswill out, asthey say.”

He made alazy wave at the mayor, who was gibbering protests and squirming againgt his restraints as
Lukaddicately cut hisflesh away. "In the end hell confessto the samething asthe others. Hell claim that
Lord Timuraand hisragtag army of villagers arrived one day and forced the town to sell him food and
supplies. Hell say they had no choice but to comply. And that heisas surprised aswe arethat Lord
Timurainssted on payment.”

Fari hefted asmadl sack of goldin histalons. "Our friend paid quite handsomely too."

"So what's the point in ligtening to this fellow's whining, then?" Irg demanded. Heraised hisvoice so
Lukacould hear. "Kill him and be donewith it!"

The prince shrugged, cut the mayor's throat, then ambled back to his seat on Irg'sright, wiping histalons
on arag as he went and dropping it to the ground. L uka had no doubt that his work had been discussed
by theking and hisold rival, Fari. So he automatically protested.

"l understand your impatience, Mgesty," he said, "but we should have probed deeper. After dl, we il
don't know where Lord Timurawent when heleft this township. We don't even know which direction he
took."

Herattled histalons on the arm of his chair. "One thousand people, gone, vanished. Or at least that's
what these foolstold us." He indicated the chained forms. " Someone had to have seen what happened,”
he said. "A thousand peoplejust don't disappear. There's no wizard in the world who could do such a

thing."

"Whatever the explanation, my prince," Fari sad, "thisis hardly thefirst time Lord Timurahas
accomplished the trick. When we showed up in Kyraniawith the army, al we found was asmoking ruin.
The homes and fields were burned, so there was nothing for our soldiersto scavenge. And al the people
hed vanished."

Irg glowered at the memory, wolf jaws grinding in frustration. "Where could they have gone?’ he
growled. "They were there two days before."

Fari shrugged. "That remains amystery--as Y our Magjesty iswell aware. Our trackers found the northern
trail they took through the mountains from Kyrania. But onceinto the desert they lost it in awarren of rifts
and barren canyons so complicated only adevil god could have been the crestor.”

He indicated the map board posted near their thrones. All the mgjor cities, Naadan and Caspan included,
were clearly marked. Aswere dl the known roads and byways. However, unlike the specid maps Safar
had received from Coralean, none of the secret caravan tracks were shown. From the point of view of
Irg) and cohorts, there was nothing but an impassable wildernessin those areas.

"Not only our trackers, but al my wizards have been confounded ever since," Fari continued. "Weve
been hunting Lord Timurafor months without success. Sometimes he reappears at atown or city witha
band of raidersto resupply his people. But when our troops reach there, he's vanished again without a
trace. The next time we hear of him weeks have passed and somehow he's severd hundred miles away."



To Lukasimmense displeasure, Irg) smiled at Lord Fari. The demon wizard's calmly put litany of what
was aready known soothed the king somewhat and his face was back to normal.

"Y ou have summed up our difficulties most succinctly, my lord,” Irg said. Then heimmediately grew
angry again, glaring a Luka. "At least Fari'susing hisgods given mind," he said. "Unlike somefiends|
know."

Fari openly gloated at the demon prince. And Luka thought, you'll never change, you old fraud. First my
father, now Protarus. Always posing asthe al wise one, trying to appear superior at my expense.

But what he said, was, "Lord Timurawill make amistake by and by, Highness. They always do. It'sthe
nature of such things.”

Fari shifted tactics and nodded in wise agreement, "Quite true, my prince," he said to Luka. "Quitetrue."
But hewasthinking, you're just like your father, you young fool. Nothing but cold porridge for brains.

Irgj's dark mood returned and he glowered at them both. Such useless creatures, he thought. Always
quarrding and backstabbing. Telling liesto win hisfavor. If it weren't for the unbreskable Spell of Four
that chained them dl together, hed have them taken out by his soldiers and beheaded. That would shut
them up once and for all!

"Enough excuses!” Irg rumbled. "The point iswe've failed. Despite the fact that I've had an entirearmy
pursuing these peasants. Why, I'll soon be the laughing stock of al Esmir.”

Y ou dready are, Lukathought, wishing not for the first time that it was he who wore the crown.

But dl he said was, "I'll fetch some more prisoners, Mgesty. Perhapswell have better uck with the next
batch!™

Irg) dammed hisfist on histhrone arm! "Nonsense!” heroared. "All of it, nonsense! Y ou've turned my
tent into acharnd house for nothing!™

Heleaned forward in histhrone. "L et me make myself completely clear, brothers mine," he said. "We
must have thisman, Safar Timura, and hisridiculous child. And we must have them immediately. | will
brook no more excuses, do you hear me?"

"We hear, Mgesty," both demons muttered, bowing their heads and hating him and each other.

Just then there was the sound of bootsteps, sentries snapped to attention and Ka asariz was ushered into
the big tent that was Irg'straveling palace. The spy master was leading an old woman by along chain
that was locked about her waist.

"I've brought you alittle present, Mgesty," Kdasariz said, yanking the chain hard so the old woman
sumbled. "For your afternoon pleasure, if you will."

Ira) was so surprised that his lower face erupted into awolf's snout. "What kind of present isthis?' he
growled. "A skinny old woman with bones so brittle I'd choke on them.”

"I'm not for eatin!" the old woman exclaimed. "And if yer thinks yer gonner get any fun from tormentin’' a
poor old soul like me, yer gots 'nother think comin', Maesty! I'm so frail that if yer touched ahair on my
head I'd up and die on yers.”

"How amazing," Lukamurmured. "The gift talks. Not very well, but it'samazing just the same."”



"And now that's she's seen us,”" Fari said, "well haveto kill her. How tiresome. Like she said, she'sso
elderly shell beno sport at dl.”

Kdasariz ignored his enemies, addressing hisrebuttal directly to Protarus. " Sheisn't for sport, Mgesty,”
he said, "but for gain. And asfor seeing us, it surprises me that ones so perceptive as Prince Lukaand so
intuitive as Lord Fari haven't noted the woman isblind. Ergo, sheisn't herefor killing, but for your
Majesty's possible edification.”

Kaasariz shot quick gloats of victory at Lukaand Fari, thinking, There you go, you sonsof pig lizards.
Root around in that trash and seeif I've left anything tasty behind!

Irg peered at the woman, noting for the first time her disfigured eyes, which were entirely white asif they
had been permanently rolled up into her head. The king's wolfish features dissolved into something quite

human, festuring the same bright and handsome smile that had once won him so many ardent friends and
supporters.

"Sheredly ishlind," he said, smile growing broader. "I like this. Now the question isentirely open on
whether wekill her or not. It's been along time since precedent was challenged.”

Irg) leaned an arm on histhrone, cupping his chinin his pam. He studied the old woman for amomert,
noting that although her dresswas stained with dirt, the materia was quite expensve. "Tel me, Granny,”
he said, "What do you have to say about al this?"

"Same as| said 'afore, Mgesty," shereplied. "Old Sheesan ain't for killin'. And never mind I'm blind.
Don't take eyesto know yersre shape changers. Old Sheesan can smell thewolf in yer!™

"Let mekill the old bitch, then," Prince Luka said. "Since theré's no longer aquestion of her lack of sight
saving her."

The old woman snorted and turned her blind face toward Luka. "Beggin' yer pardon, Lord,” she said,
"but that'd be about the stupidest thing yers could do. Y er should count yer blessin'sthat I'm even here
‘aforeyers”

Kaasariz laughed. "It'strue," he said. "We didn't capture her, you know. She turned herself in and
demanded to see someonein charge." He tapped his breast. "Which iswhen | stepped in.”

Heturned to Irg. "In case you haven't noticed, Mgesty,” he said, "the woman isawitch. She clamsshe
can use her witchery to help ustrack down Safar Timura™

Lukaand Fari made derisive noises, displaying rare agreement. Irg) made no comment, but he stared at
the old woman in disbelief.

Findly, hesaid, "Areyou saying that thishag can do what al of us combined haven't been ableto
accomplish?’

Kaasariz started to speak but the old woman beat him to it with a prolonged bout of cackling and
coughing.

"Hag, you say?" she chortled. "Just an old bag of bones with ahank of hair on top. That's what'cher
thinks of me, doesyer?'

Then she composed hersdlf, crossing her arms over wizened breasts. "All'sitll cost yersisa purse of
gold, Mgesty," shesaid. "A nicefat one, if yer please. And I'll deliver Safar Timurato yers soon

enough.”



"l can't believe I'm listening to this," Luka said. "An old woman dares to ask a price for what she should
give usfredy. What is Eamir coming to? Isthere no dignity left in this court?*

"If it'sdignity yer wantin', Me Lord," the old woman said, "it'll cost yers two purses, not one. Dignity
spells don't come cheap, 'specidly when | gots somefiend like yersalf fer aclient. No insult intended, I'm
aure. I'm only speakin' the facts, here.” She sniffed at the air and wrinkled her nose. " Shape changers
make such agtink,”" she went on. "Can't do nothin' 'bout that. Even if yer wasto give me three purses of

gold."

While Lukawas choking on thisinsult--to the vast enjoyment of the others--the witch turned her blind
facetolry.

"Purseagold'sme price, Mgesty," shesaid. "But most of it won't befer thelikes of me, if it givesyer
comfort. Be lucky if | can keep acoin fer mesdlf, as matter of fact. Therest'll go to me dear sstersof the
crucble”

Irg gawked at her, then helooked at Kalasariz. "What in the blazesis she talking about?' he asked.
"Purses of gold and sisters of cups, or whatever. Isthisajest, my lord?If it is, it'sin damned poor taste.”

The old woman started to spesk again, but Kalasariz yanked vicioudy on the chain, sillencing her.

"It'squite smple, Mg esty," the oy master said. "This remarkable woman is not athing of beauty, |
admit; or at least not in any conventiona sense. She's beautiful enough, however, when judged by her
position and talents.

"It seemsthat this.... this.... creature ... isquite an influentia person in her own sphere. It so happensthat
Old Sheesanisan dder in the Witches Guild, which has membersin every city and hamlet in Esmir.

"What she proposesto do isto contact every member of her Guild, promising fat rewardsfor any and al
sgghtings of Safar Timura. The earlier we get notice, thericher thereward. Findly, if awitch should trep
Lord Timura, or one of hiskey people, there will be aspecia bounty above and beyond al other
rewards."

Old Sheesanraised afinger. "And I'll be wantin' commissonson dl'sathem,” she said. "Includin’ the
bounty."

"What agreedy thing sheis" Lord Fari said admiringly. "But she makes such good sense I'minclined to
recommend it." He bowed to Kadasariz. " A remarkable find, my good felow. My congratulations.”

"Well, | don'tlikeit at dl," Lukagrumbled.

The old woman sniffed. "What's not to like? A bit agold gets the whole sisterhood in yer camp. Witches
al over Esmir'll be on the lookout for this Safar Timurafeler. And they'll be at it day and night, | tellsyer.
Day and night. Sniffin’ ever stranger comesto their village, tossin' bones or lookin' into their crystalsfor
somesign of him.

"Times are hard for witches just now. What with droughts and plagues makin' money so scarce. Useto
get ahbit of slver for yer spell makin'. Curin' bails, or castin' the evil eye and such. Now, yer lucky if yer
can get askinny chicken for yer pot. Which iswhy yer gettin' us so cheap, Me Lords. A whole army of
witchesfor asingle purse of gold.”

At firg Irg had been merely amused by Old Sheesan, but the more she talked the more amusement
dissolved into intense interest. As he stared at her, Irg) suddenly caught aflash of someone quite different
than the toothless hag standing before him. 1t was asif curtains were momentarily parted to reved a



shimmering cregture of incredible beauty. Then the curtains closed and the image was gone.

The old woman cackled knowingly--asif she had just shared a great secret with the king.

Irg gripped the throne arms, so overcome by emotion that hiswolf snout erupted through hisface.
"Woman," hesad, "if you bring me Safar Timuras head | will make you richer than any queen.”

The old woman giggled, sounding remarkably girlish. "Imaginethat,” she said, primping her greasy hair.
"Old Sheesan aqueen!™

And Irg thought, yes, yes| canimagine.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
MISSION TO NAADAN

The demon glared down at Safar, fangs bared, yellow eyes narrow with suspicion. " State your business,
hurmen!™

Safar staved off nauseaasthe soldier'sfoul breath washed over him and forced hismost jovid amile.
"Profit and entertainment, sergeant,” Safar said. "'If not the first, why well settle for the second. Especialy
if it comeswithde."

Beside him, Leiriasmacked her lips. "I hear Nadaan makesthe best deindl Esmir," shesaid.

The demon soldier peered at her, noting her dirty mail and even dirtier sword. His eyes swept on, taking
in the ox-drawn wagon and the three heavily-laden camels. Besides Safar and Leiria, who were both
leading horses, there were four other humans--a driver for the wagon and three men to tend the camels.
There was something decidedly shabby about the group. Their clothes were unkempt, the animas fur
was clotted--even the canvas covering of the wagon wasfilthy.

The demon snorted in disgust. "Y ou cdll thisacaravan?"

Safar sighed, leaning againgt the portabl e barricade blocking the road. Five soldiers--three of them
human and al wearing the uniforms of Protarus troops--guarded the barricade. About amile beyond
were the Naadan city walls.

"It'salong story sergeant,” he said. "And not avery pleasant one, either. A year ago | was Sitting pretty.
A dozen wagons, ascore of camels plus horses and men and..." he glanced at Leiria, lowering hisvoice,
"...And | had aproper guard, if you know what | mean. Six outriders and aretired captain of theking's
ownto lead them.”

Helet hisvoicerise again. "But you don't want to hear my tale of woe, sergeant. Times being what they
are, there's hundreds of poor merchantsjust like me al over Esmir. So broke we clatter likeaglazier's
cart on abadly cobbled street. All we ask isachanceto get back on top again. Hell's, I'd settle for just
daying even!"

The demon shrugged, massive shouldersrising like mailed mountains. "What do | care, human?Y ou and
your entire shabby lot can turn into dust and blow acrossthe desert, for dl it meansto me.”

He jabbed ataloned-thumb at the gates of Nadaan. From beyond came the caterwaul of bad music and
the babble of agreat crowd. "Besides, rulesr rules. If you wannato sell your trash at the Naadan Fair
you gotta have a permit. No riffraff alowed. And that's my job--to keep out theriffraff.”



Once again his eyes swept Safar's ragged ouitfit, but thistime hislook was more meaningful. "Smellslike
riffreff tome," he said.

Safar dipped afat purse from hisdeeve. He gave it agood shake so the silver rattled.
The demon'slong, scaly ears perked up at the sound.

"Areyou sure we can't come to some sort of arrangement, sergeant?' he asked. "Hmm?"

* * * %

Asthey cameto the city gates Leria cantered closer to Safar. ™Y ou're getting to be such agood liar," she
teased. "Aren't you ashamed of yoursdf?

Actudly, hewas. Asfar as Leiriaand the others knew they were in Naadan on aroutine raiding mission.
Which wasfar from thetruth.

"I'm not ashamed one bit," Safar laughed. "But | am damned thirsty. In fact, before we get down to the
business of robbery why don't we try some of that famous Naadan ae?"

Leriawrinkled her hose. "l wasjust looking for something niceto say," shelaughed. "Actualy, | hear
their detasteslike mare'spiss,” she said. "But he looked like the sort of creature who liked mare's piss, if
you know what | mean.”

She made arueful face. "Guess I'm getting pretty good at lying mysdlf."
Safar flinched and looked away so she didn't seethe guilt in hiseyes.

* * % %

Inside the gates al was madness. It was the last day of the fair and the streets were packed with revelers.
Traffic was agreat drunken weave with no apparent purpose or god. There were tribes and villagers
from al over the vast high desert region. There were painted faces, scarred faces, veiled faces, faceswith
filed teeth, faces pierced with jewelry, and, yes, even afew faces that would have been ordinary except
they stood out among o many exatics.

Until recent years the Naadan Harvest Festival--which the fair cel ebrated--had been aminor event that
drew only nearby farmers and herdsmen. It certainly hadn't been large enough to entice Methydiato stop
with her circus when she and Safar had passed thisway. The circus had instead goneto Silver Rivers, a
much larger and richer town and many miles distant. But aseries of disasters had reduced Silver Rivers
to aghodt city, where the only inhabitants were bandits. Silver Rivers misfortune, however, had been
Naadan's good luck. Five years of rich harvests--so rarein recent timesthat it seemed a miracle--had
turned the city into athriving center of life and commerce.

The once deepy water hole in the middle of the Northern Plains now enticed people from hundreds of
miles around--including Safar Timuraand his band, who quickly unburdened themsdlves of their patry
caravan by smply waking away from it. Sharp-eyed thieves led the wagon and animals off before Safar
and the others had melted into the crowd. Just as the shrewd demon sergeant had noted the caravan was
worthless. The goods were trash. The animals spavined. They were al surplus booty from an encounter
that had gone badly for a group of seedy bandits.

"So much for my debut as amerchant prince,” Safar joked, after they'd all found a grog shop and had
ordered up mugs of cold wine. " Shed my whole caravan and didn't earn a clipped copper for my
troubles™

Renor, who had been driving the wagon, snorted. "Oh, | don't know about that, sir. We couldn't throw



the stuff away or bury it becauseit'd give us away. And the animals were not only useless, but egting us
out of hearth and home. Hells, we made a profit just by getting rid of them.”

Hetook along happy drink from hismug. "Least, that'show | seeit, Lord Tim--" and one of his
companions elbowed him before he could get the whole name out.

Redlizing hewasin the middle of apacked bar, and someone might overhear him, Renor blushed and
ducked his head. "Sorry," he said. "'I'm not used to so many people about.”

A man staggered into their table, doshing hisdrink al over them. "That'swhat | tole him," the man roared
into Safar'sface. "An' if he dares say the samethin' to me again, whileI'll spit in hisface! The dirty son of
a..." and then the man redlized Safar was a stranger and hisvoice trailed off. He burped and pulled back.
"You'renot my friend," he said, surprised. Then he shrugged. "Just don't tell nobody, right?”

"Right!" Safar said and the man staggered away. He turned back to Renor. "No need for sorries," he
sad. "Inthisplace we're as safe asin the middle of aforest.”

Unnoticed by them, across the room the drunk suddenly straightened. He looked back at Safar'stable,
measuring with sober eyes. Then he smiled and exited the tavern whistling amerry tune.

Back at thetable, Safar refilled everyone's mugs, saying, Y ou'rein charge of thislittle expedition, Leria
Why don't you give us our orders now so we can drink up and be on our way?'

Lerianodded. "This should befairly smple," she said. "Easier than most, as a matter of fact, because we
have agood map of Naadan, thanks to that little trove of maps we got from Coralean.

"You'veal got your copies, right?' The men al nodded, but just the same they patted their pocketsto
make sure. "And you al know which areayou're to do your snooping in, right?* More nods.

"Fine. Now, hereswhat to look for. If you have barracks in your sector, check to see how many beds
they have. That'll tell usthe exact number of soldiers on hand during norma times. My guessisthat most
of the soldierswe're seeing are here temporarily for fair duty and will be gonewithin aday or two.

"Also, if there are any storehousesin your area of search, see what kinds of grains, food, clothing,
etceteraare ingde. The more portable the better. Pay close attention to this, because we want to have a
good shopping list drawn up when we show up here with our army to talk things over with the king.
Quintd, | think hisnameis.

"We as0 need first hand knowledge of al the waysin and out of the city. Maps are good, but they aren't
always up to date, or even accurate when they are. We don't want to have to beat a hasty retrest, then
find that the gate we're heading for--a gate clearly indicated on our map--haslong since been covered
up. Or wasjust aroya architect's dream that never got funding.”

Shelooked a each man. "Isthat al clear? Y ou understand what you're supposed to do and how to do
it?1 know we've gone over it al before, but | want to make sure. We can't afford any mistakes. Protarus
soldiers are none too bright, but they can be as error-prone asthey like. For us one mistake might be a
desth sentence.”

Everyone said they understood. Then, to avoid suspicion by getting up and leaving en-masse, they drifted
away one-by-one, until only Leiriaremained. She stared at him, eyes narrowed with sudden suspicion.

"What's going on, Safar?"' she asked

"Going on?' Sefar said, dl innocence. "Why, what ever do you mean?"



She kept staring, eyesferreting for some sign beneath Safar's bland features. Findly she sghed. "Never
mind," shesaid. "I'm sorry | asked.”

And then shewas gone. Safar caught a serving wench by the elbow and ordered up another jug of wine.

His assgnment wasto investigate the city's centra arenawhere the sporting matches were going on--and
to get acloselook at the Naadanian king. At least that'swhat Leriathought. Actudly, Safar'smisson
was much more difficult.

Asper had bade him to go to Naadan. For what purpose, he hadn't said. Safar grimaced, wishing the
measter wizard had given him the smallest hint of what he was supposed to accomplish in Naadan. All
Safar could think to do was go about histhieving business and pray for asign.

Then the wench came with the jug and he set about the impromptu task of restoring his confidence. He
settled back in hischair and et the warm sounds of the tavern flow over him. It had been along time
since hed been in such easy company. When he was a student in Walaria his happiest hours had been
spent at the Foolsmire, atavern catering to the student trade that was known for its cheap wine and
even cheaper books.

Safar took abig gulp of wine, enjoying the feel and taste of it going down. Strange thing--he remembered
liking wine in those days, sometimesin excessif truth be known. But he didn't remember needing it. This
wine he definitely needed.

And with good reason, he thought. At onetime, the odds against him ever reaching Naadan had seemed
insurmountable.

He drank hiswine, remembering...

* * * %

It was an epic flight, an odyssey of terror. Panic lurking like cliff edges on every side as Safar used dll his
tricks, plus inventing scores more, to keep himsdf and his charges dive and out of Irg's clutches.

Thefirst dayswere so desperate that Safar didn't have much memory of them. Everything was ablur of
hysterica people and animals and badly packed baggage trains careening from one mountain passto
another. Safar had avague route in mind to confuse their pursuers, but it was al Leriaand her scouts
could do to keep the Kyranians on the right track.

The journey might have been made easier if Safar could have commanded the leading party--his
presence alone tended to cam people. But out of necessity he had taken up position well in the rear with
Renor and hisfriend, Sinch, to assst him. He peppered the trail with magical spells and trapsto confound
the enemy. He dso triggered awhole series of avalanches, blocking not only the passesthey'd pushed
through, but al othersaswell so Irg's scouts couldn't tell which way they'd taken.

Luck was dso with them. Asthey were coming out of the mountainsinto the northern wastedlands an
unseasonable storm roared in from the Great Sea, hammering the ranges with icy blizzards and bringing
al of Irg'sforcesto amiserable hdt. Meanwhile, the Kyranians were safely in the rocky foothillsand
Safar and Leriaonly needed to keep the villagers moving through the heavy rainstorm.

When the rains stopped they found themselves in ableak landscape of blasted stone. Oddly formed
peaks burst out of blackened ground that was cut by hundreds of ravines and gullies, many so deep and
broad and filled with storm-swollen creeks and riversit took days to negotiate them.

It wasin these badlands that Safar performed the greatest non-magical tricks of hislife. Food was scarce



and water came only in amounts that were treacherous--swift moving streams that could sweep away a
wagon and its contents, or tracks that remained waterless for day after throat-parching day. To shake off
Irg) he relied on Coralean's maps of al the secret caravan routesthat crept through the north country
from the Gods Divide al the way to Caspan and the Great Sea. All the main trade centerswere also
well-documented, including routes meant to avoid the clusters of bandits that prowled the outskirts of
civilization.

The sheer number of Kyranians, plustheir lack of experience on the road, nearly defeated Safar at the
gart. Fortunately they had reached the relative safety of the badlands, with al its switchbacks and secret
tralls, before Safar was overwhelmed by the sheer logistics of the expedition.

When they'd abandoned and burned their village, the Kyranians had fled with little thought of what they
ought to carry away with them. Some householdstried to transport al their worldly goods--from kitchen
stovesto festival dinner service. Others only snatched icons off thewall, cats from the hearth seet and
lucky cicada cages made of dried reeds that buzzed like supportive orchestras when the insects sang their
songs of romantic longing. The Kyranians pressed everything into service that could carry weight for their
flight--from lumbering ox-powered freight wagons down to dedges drawn by goats. They aso tried to
take al their animals--goats by the hundreds, oxen by the score and llamas and camels by the dozens.
Even favorite horseslong retired from toil were brought aong. The consequence of this chaoswasan
enormous unwieldy mass of people and animals spread al over the landscape. Heavily-ladened wagons
broke down, animals scattered and were lost, one pregnant woman and a severa eldersdied of
exhaudtion.

But when all seemed lost, Safar dug keeper into his sack of leadership secretsto raly his people and put
stedl back into their spines. The villagers stripped themsalves down to the barest necessities, burying tons
of abandoned goods and household itemsin places where Irg's scouts couldn't find them. When they set
out again they were adisciplined force that got better with each passing day. Thanksto Leriaand
Sergeant Dario, most of the young men were being turned into a skilled fighting unit, so they had littleto
fear from bandits and rogue soldiers.

When suppliesran low Safar used Coralean's maps to find secret routes to the richest towns and cities
and after he'd raided them the Kyranians were able to vanish with ease into hidden passes and deep
ravines.

To keep his people going, Safar dangled the vision of Syrapis before them--a paradi se to replace the one
they'd lost. Meanwhile, he kept edging them toward Naadan. The city wasto the north, aswasthe Gresat
Sea, 0 no one guessed hisintentions.

It didn't hurt that Safar wasn't that sure of them himself. However, after worrying on that bone until it was
gplinters, he gave up. Frustrating asit was, he had to let the winds of fate carry him where they would--as
long asthey headed north. To keep hiswill focused he reduced everything to asimple mantra: Naadan,
Caluz, Syrapis. Naadan, Cauz, Syrapis. Naadan, Caluz...

Syrapid

He wondered what waited for him there. Prayed that whatever it was, it would at long last answer the
two questionsthat had haunted and driven him hisentire adult life:

What was killing the world?

And how could he stop it?

* * * %



Safar downed hiswine and poured another. At the rate held been traveling, he thought, held die of old
age before he reached that fabled ide.

What was Asper'sling? Oh, yes, "...All who dwdll 'neath Heaven'svaullts ... livein dread ... of that
monder, Time..."

Mongter, indeed.

He got up to leave, nearly stumbling over askinny little crone who had been leaning, unnoticed, against
histable.

"Pardon, Granny," he said politely. But as he spoke he felt asudden prickle of magic sniffing dong his
in.

The crone grinned atoothless grin, saying, "Alms, master. Almsfor apoor old woman.”

Safar kept hisfeatures mild, showing no reaction to her witch's magic. He cast aspell to ward off her
snooping, fishing in his pursefor afew coppersto cover hisactions.

"Here you go, Granny," he said, plopping the coinsinto her outstretched claw. "Make your prayers seet
for metonight.”

He moved on, pushing through the crowd until he reached the door. As he went out he turned sideways
to peek at the witch'sface. She looked most disappointed. Just beyond her he saw afamiliar figure. It
was the drunk who had bumped into histable not long before.

Y ou don't need aMadter's License from Walaria University to figure that one out, he thought as he
walked down the street. Obvioudy, the witch waslooking for him and that fake drunk wasin her
employ. Irg had offered afortune for Safar's head and this wasn't the first time held encountered reward
seekers. They were easily spotted and avoided, so normally he didn't trouble himself. However, hed
never encountered a bounty-hunting witch before and it made him wonder if some new element had been
added to the game.

By the time he reached the arena held decided it was only a coincidence that this particular reward
seeker was awitch. He bought aticket at the gate and went inside, putting the crone from his mind. He
did go more cautioudy, however, hismagical senseswary for more Sgns of danger.

The highlight of the Naadan Fair was the wrestling tournament, an ancient sport taken to ahigh art in this
region. Hundreds competed in the opening matches but their numbers were whittled down asthe festiva
progressed until the final day when the last two men competed for the championship.

Safar bought abowl of hot peppered noodles from avendor and joined the spectatorsin the stands.
Some were cheering the action on the big grassy field, but others paid no attention at al--gossiping or
egting or scolding unruly children, while on thefield severa pairs of beefy champions grappled with one
another, heaving and hauling asthey attempted to hurl their opponents to the ground. In Naadan wrestling
matches often went on for hours before awinner was decided, so the spectators behaved accordingly,
becoming only fully absorbed a key momentsin the matches.

While Safar ate his noodles he casudly searched the stands until he found the wide stone box with its
gaily colored awning shading King Quintal and hisfamily. The roya box wasjust acrossfrom him, so he
could seethe king quite clearly. He was a big man, aonce muscular man who had goneto fat. Hisface
was puffed and red in the places his gray-streaked beard didn't cover. While around him his children and
wives cheered the match, the king watched sullenly, drinking deeply and frequently from his cup.



"Lookslikethe king'sdrunk again," said the man sitting next Safar. He turned and saw a pleasant little
fellow with a pudgy face and awine-stained robe. " Seems like Quintal's dways drunk these days."

Pudge Face lifted up aleather bag and shot a stream of wine down histhroat. He wiped his mouth,
cleaned his hands on hisrobes, which were of arich materia, then said, "Bad examplefor our children, if
you ask me."

He offered Safar the wine bag. After he drank, Safar passed it back, saying, "Glad I'm not king. Can't
think of amore boring life. Being agood example, | mean.”

Pudge Face chuckled. "No chance of that for me," he said. "But | never wanted to be champion, much
lessking. Got anicelittle shop, agood wife and five hard-working daughtersto keep it running whilel
dowhat | like" He dapped thewinebag. "And what | likeis this."

Safar glanced around at the crowd, many of whom were asred-faced with drink as Quintal. "I'll wager
Naadan isas dlent asatemple vestry when thisfestival isover,” he said.

Pudge Face laughed. "Whole city will be passed out for at least aweek," he said. "Nothing, but nothing
gets done after aharvest festival. Nobody on the Streets, that's for sure, unless they're on their way to a
healer to get something for their sick heads and bellies. Hells, even the taverns are closed because the
innkeepers are as bad off astherest of us."

Safar was ddlighted with thisinteligence. Thefedtivad was officidly over tonight. That would givehim a
day or two, if needed, to track down the answer to Asper's mysterious command. It'd aso make the
supply raid much easier. They could ride right up to the king's palace and face him unopposed. The
escape ought to be just as easy. Few would see them go and those who did would bein no shapeto
follow.

The crowd burst into cheers and Safar |ooked up to see the reason for the sudden massinterest. Out on
thefield there were only two wrestlerseft. Ther victims were being helped away by officidsin flowing
red robes with yellow sashes and high-topped boots.

The victors were huge men, wearing only short leather breecheswith wide belts. Their bodieswere
streaked with so much blood that it was hard to tell the difference between them and the losers who had
aready been carried off thefield. They sumbled as officidsled them into the center of thefield for the
fina match. The crowd shouted its appreciation and everyone seemed to be scrambling to get abet
down.

"What'sgoing on?" Safar asked his new friend.

"Thisiswhat we've been waiting for!" Pudge Face said excitedly. "Findly, were going for the
championship! Won't be long and well see who'sthe new Titan."

He pointed at the wrestlers. One was entirely bald, the other shaggy asabear. "The hairy one's Butar,"
he said. "The other's cdlled Ulan. HE's the most popular wrestler in Naadan. And favored in this match.
Hélls, Ulan could be king himsalf one day. Which would be a big improvement over Quintal, that's for
certan.”

"What'sthe prize?' Safar asked, wisdly skirting the political issue of who'd make the better king.

"Whoever winstoday," Pudge Face said, "getsto put Brave Titan in front of hisname. Hell dso berich
for life. Plus, thisyear, theré'sa specid prize. To thank the godsfor it being such agood harvest year.”

At that moment Safar felt atingling sensation againgt his chest and his hand came up unconscioudy to



touch the horse amul et dangling benegth his shirt. To his surprise it was quite warm and was growing
warmer by the minute. He clutched it, wondering what was happening.

Just then six riders dressed in flowing, calf-length robes, rode onto the field. They gppeared to be some
sort of honor guard and they pranced about showing off to the crowd. What they were presenting soon
became apparent as two men trotted out, leading a magnificent horse onto thefield.

Safar felt ashock jump from the amulet to his skin and he nearly cried out--not from pain, because the
shock was more surprising than hurtful. His entire attention was suddenly fixed on that horse.

It was the most remarkable anima he had ever seen. Safar was aman of the mountains and no grest
horse lover. Plainsmen like Irg), who spent their lives on horseback, practicaly worshipped the animas.
To Safar they were merdly useful creatures under certain circumstances--circumstancesrarely met in the
snowy passes of the mountains. He liked them well enough and had even encountered afew with
interesting personalities. On the whole, however, he thought agood goat or llamawas far more valuable
to aKyranian.

But this creature seemed to exist on an entirely different plane than al other animals of itskind. Hewas
amost godlike in beauty, so handsomely muscled he seemed like a great work of art from amaster
sculptor. He wastall, taller than any horse Safar had ever seen. He was the color of fresh cream, adeep
and glossy off-white so full of depths he seemed to glow. Hisfeet were black, asif he wore short boots
on his hooves and he had alighting bolt of black on his handsome forehead.

Heignored the crowd as he came out, giving off an aura of royd aoofness. When he came to the center
he tossed his head high and pawed the ground as if he were anxious to be off on more important business
than mere adulation.

Then Safar had a second shock as the horse turned his sculpted head and looked in Safar's direction.
Thelook flew across the distance and found him and he had a sudden feding of warm and glad
recognition. It was asif two souls had met and in the meeting an instant bond had been formed.

Safar whispered, "Hello, old friend!" And the horse rose up onits hind legs, pawing theair and shrilling a
glad greeting.

And hethought, thisisit! Thisiswhat Asper wanted meto find.

Then al was confusion as the horse was led to the Side and trumpets announced the final match. The last
note had barely faded away when Ulan The Bald rushed his opponent. It was asif the Sight of the horse
had given him new life and he grasped Butar by the belt and hoisted him off the ground. The crowd
screamed in ecstasy as dl the days of suspense ended in aquick, breath-bursting second as Ulan
dammed his opponent onto the ground. Trumpets blared, drumsrolled and big kites of every color were
launched into the ky, carrying exploding fireworksin their tails.

Safar didn't see any of it. He was concentrating solely on the horse, who stood patiently in solitary
splendor at thefar side of thefield.

"Now well seeif therésgoing to be achdlenge," Pudge Face said.
SAfar, hdf in adaze, turned to him. "What do you mean?"

"Anyone can challenge the champion,” he said. "At least that's thefiction. In aminute the king's gonna ask
the crowd in if there is anyone among uswho can best Ulan." Pudge Face took adrink, laughing & the
sametime and making abigger mess of hisrobe. "Asif any of us could outwrestle a Brave Titan!™



"What happensif someone does?’

Pudge Face laughed again. "Don't beridiculous,”" he said. "These men are not only giants, but they train
al their lives. They know dl thetricks."

"Stll," Safar said, "what if such athing occurred?!

"Then they'd win thetitle, plusthe riches, plusthe horse. But if you're considering some sort of wager,
keep your money in your purse, my friend. No chalenger has ever defeated a champion in the history of
the games.”

Pudge Face looked over a the horse. "More'sthe pity," he said. "A stranger could keep the horse for his

"What do you mean?' Safar asked.
"Well, this particular horseis meant for sacrifice. That's Ulan's gift to the gods.™

Safar jumped at this, asif stung. But thelittle man didn't notice. Held just tried to take adrink but found
hiswine sack was empty. He Sighed, regretting his generosity. But that couldn't be taken back, so he
looked acrossthefield at the horse and gave still another sigh, but deeper. Sometimes life seemed so
terribly unfair.

"Ah, look at that!" he said. "I'm asreligious as the next person. Praise the gods once aweek and try to
do right in between. But the Sight of that beautiful creature prancing about so proud ... and knowing the
poor thing'sfate ... is enough to make you wonder if the gods areright in their heads.

"Does our heavenly family really want to see this handsome creature handed over to thin-lipped priests
with sharp little knives?' He shuddered. "Holy purpose or not, what ahorrid fate for something so
megnificent.”

Heturned to Safar. "With alittle drink in you it makes you wonder if the gods even--"
Pudge Face stopped in mid-flow. The seat beside him was empty!

As Safar raced down the stairs he didn't notice the old crone reach through the crowd to snatch at his
tunic with her long nails. He only felt resistance and he tugged hard. The fabric ripped and the witch
snatched back aclaw full of shredded cloth. He ran on, while behind him the witch chortled in glee.

"It'shim!" she cackled. "l jus know it id"

Out on thefield, Safar trotted toward Ulan. The officids stood back, incredulous. Who wasthis lowly
creature who dared chalenge a Brave Titan? Safar stripped off his shirt and as he ran the amul et
bounced on his chest. Each timeit struck hefelt awarm glow. It was such astrong fedling that any
misgivings dissolved before they werefully formed.

As he gpproached Ulan he heard the stallion whinny and he saw the two minders grappling with the
anima, who was struggling mightily against the ropes.

Then he was standing before Ulan, who grinned at him through bloody gums and shattered teeth. Ulan
stared down from agreat height. Safar wastall for a Kyranian, but Ulan took him by at least afoot. Safar
was dender, but broad of chest and shoulder. Againgt Ulan he seemed puny, aweskling with wrigts that
could be snapped easily and adim bow of abackbone that could be crushed under Ulan's mighty feet.



Thewrestler'sbloody grin grew wider. He rose up, blowing his body out to intimidate his opponent. His
brow beetled, making his eyes as smal as spear points. He clapped his horny hands together, making a
sound like thunder.

"Who areyou, little man," he intoned, "to chalenge the great Ulan?'

"All I want isthe horse," Safar said, trying to throw his enemy off the mark. "Y ou can keep everything
else after | defeat you."

Ulan's big head split in two and he guffawed agreat guffaw. "Y ou can wish in one hand and defecate in
the other and you'll soon see what comes out in the balance,” Ulan said.

Anofficid locked awide belt around Safar'swaist. Y ou know therules” he said.
Safar shook head. "Actudly,” he sad, "I've never donethis before.”
Both the officia and Ulan were incredulous. "What afool you are, little man,” the wrestler said.

The officid shrugged. "It'syour life" he said to Safar. ™Y ou can do what you want with it." Then: "The
rulesare smple. Kicking, punching, gouging, neck bresking, whatever, are permitted. The fight ends
when one man lifts another off hisfeet by the belt, then throws him to the ground. Getting knocked to the
ground or dipping and falling doesn't count for anything. Got it?"

Safar gulped. "l think so," he said.

The trumpet blared and Ulan advanced on Safar, enormous arms outstretched to catch him whichever
way he dodged.

Safar cast aspdll of confusion and leaped to the left. Ulan lofted aclumsy swing, missing with ablow so
strong that Safar heard the punch explodethe air asit sailed past his head.

Ulan made alumbering recovery and Safar grabbed him by the big leather belt and heaved.

Ulan looked down on him, amused. He spread his feet and became aweight that could not be moved.
"Heave away, little man,” he mocked.

Safar gasped, but it waslike trying to pick up amountain.

Then ablow like an unleashed siege machine sent him flying. As he sailed through the air he heard the
galion nicker in darm. It gave him strength and as Safar hit the ground he tuck-rolled to hisfest.

The Brave Titan of Naadan bellowed and swept down on him like an avalanche.

CHAPTER TWELVE
SAFAR IN CHAINS

Uh, oh!" Palimak said. "Lookslike my father'sin trouble.
"Let mesee! Let me seel” Gundarademanded, pushing forward.

"Will you please!™ Gundaree complained. "Y ou are such arude Favorite! Mother would be so
displeased!”

"Just shut up about Mother!" Gundara shouted. ™Y ou hear me? Shut up!”



Pdimak, who was crouched on the tent floor peering into awide, silvery bowl, looked up at them with an
expression of utter disgust on hisdfin face. The two Favorites could only appear together in his presence.
But they squabbled so much sometimes he wondered if it was worth the extra strength he got from them.

"Stop your arguing thisingtant,” he said, copying the scolding tones adults used when chastising him.

Gundarapointed at histwin, tiny demon'sface al screwed up in outraged innocence. "Hewouldn't let me
see," hewhined.

Gundaree sneered, hislittle human face aportrait of lordly condescension. "I only asked him kindly not to
shove," hereplied.

Palimak sighed. "Why do you two aways make everything so hard?' he said. "Now, look. There's plenty
of room for everybody." He pointed to one end of the bowl. "Y ou stand here," he said to Gundara,
making his high child's voice as commanding as possible. "And you can stand over there" hetold
Gundaree, indicating the opposite side. "And hurry up, please. | told you my father isin trouble. Big
troublel”

Chastened, the Favorites obeyed. When they were set Palimak waved his hand over the bowl and a
cloud of blue steam hissed up.

Gundaree sneezed. "What an awful odor," he said in cultured tones.
"Just shut up and look," Palimak said.
"Don't say shut up,” Gundara admonished. "Y ou're not supposed to say shut up.”

Palimak snorted, but didn't reply. Instead he peered into the bowl. The smoke vanished and the whole
insgde of the bowl became aminiature of the Naadan Stadium. The audience cheered from the stands,
which ran al dong the side of the bowl. At the bottom was the grassy wrestling field where his father
grappled with Ulan.

"I wonder why he'sfighting?' Palimak mused.

"Who knowswhy the Master does anything?' Gundaree said. "Except, show him an impossibility and
hell attempt it."

Gundara winced as Ulan struck again and Safar was knocked backwards. "Ouch!™ he said. "I'll bet that
hurt!"

"We haveto hep him," Pdimak said.

"That'sdl very well and good,” Gundaree said. "But the question, Little Magter, ishow?"

* k% k %

Safar scrambled to hisfeet, dodging just as Ulan reached for him. He came around, joining hisfists
together into aclub. He siwung, connected with Ulan's kidney and heard a satisfying grunt of pain.

But the giant wrestler was used to much worse punishment and just as Safar was forming another spell of
confusion a huge hand snatched out and caught Safar by the belt.

The crowd roared. The find moment had come. Now that Ulan had agrip on Sefar'sbelt dl he had to
do waslift him off the ground then dam him into the earth. That would certainly be easy
enough--compared to the massive Ulan, Safar was less than afeather.



Safar heard the horse shrill as Ulan hoisted him on high.

Without warning a great wind swept into the arena and bowled them both off their feet. Safar landed on
top and he heard the breath whoosh out of Ulan. Some kind of miracle had just occurred, but Safar
wasn't thinking about miraclesjust then. Instead he was backing up asfast as he could because Ulan was
dready bounding to hisfedt.

Another blast of wind struck, this one bearing rain. It hit them like atropica torrent and in momentsthe
whole field was turned into adippery river of mud.

Ulan kept coming, looking like aseagod as he burst through al that rain. He didn't look so godlike when
he reached for Safar, skittered in the mud and fell backward, sending up adirty spray that struck Safar
full intheface.

Safar sputtered, rocked back and then his feet abandoned him and it was histurn to go arse over hearth
kettle.

Hetried to rise but it waslike walking on aboatload of fish and he wasflaling wildly, amsand legs
going every way except the intended direction. Safar findly rested on hisback. Through the heavy rain all
he could see was the hazy outline of the cheering crowd.

Safar sensed Ulan moving toward him and he flopped over, pushing himself to his hands and knees. He
found himsdlf looking straight into the wrestler's giant face. The Titan of Naadan was aso on hishands
and knees--nearly incapacitated from laughter.

"What ameatch, little man!™ Ulan roared. "A match that will never be repeated in athousand years. Nay,
ten thousand, if the world should live that long." He reared back, muddy hands gripping Safar by the belt.
"Unfortunately, it'stimefor thismatch to end, my smal friend," he sad.

And helifted Safar over his head, then gently dropped him to the ground.
Safar had logt.
Ulan was helping him to hisfeet when the rain stopped as suddenly asit began.

The crowd cheered and the wrestler pounded his back, knocking the wind from him. "What abrave little
manyou are," hesad. "But let me give you some advice. If you should vidt us next year, don't try it

agan."
"Believeme, | won't,” Safar promised. "l fed asif I've been run over by afreight wagon.”

He smiled at the big man, but his thoughts were on the cause of his sudden madness. Safar glanced over
at the horse who waslooking straight at him, head jerking up and down. The anima's hide was shining
from the rain, sun dancing on the high gloss. Safar sent asilent promise that he'd be back no matter what
and the horse seemed to understand for it reared back and pawed the air, whinnying loudly.

"Here, what'sthis?' Ulan shouted.

Safar turned to see agroup of guards descending on him. Rough hands grabbed his arms and twisted
them back behind him.

"Thisisno way to treat achallenger!” Ulan roared. He stepped forward, threatening.

"Don't do anything you'll be sorry for, Ulan," said one of the men--an officer from hisrank tabs. "We



have reason to believe thisman isagrest crimina. Wanted by Irg Protarus, himsdif.”

Ulan stopped. He looked at Safar with sad eyes. "Isthistrue, little man?' he asked. "Are you indeed a
crimina? If you're not, speak up! Y ou have won the respect of Ulan, the Titan." He gestured at the
guards, dl strong, tough men. "And | will break their heads for insulting you.”

Safar Sghed. "Don't get yoursdlf in trouble over me, friend,” he said. "I'll befine after dl thisis
draightened out.”

Asthey dragged him away afamiliar old woman came scampering up. Y er've just made this old granny
arichwoman, Safar Timura," she cackled. "Thankee very much fer that!"

"Oopg!" Gundarasaid.
Gundaree grimaced. "What aterrible development,” he said.
Paimak groaned. "What'll we do?!

Gundara shrugged. "Not much we can do,” he said. "Oh, well. He was agood Master, as masters go."
He saw Pdlimak’s sad face and try to cheer him up. "But we till haveyou, Little Magter.”

"Now, theresasdlver lining if | ever saw one,” Gundaree said in hismocking voice. "I'm sure Palimak is
just o pleased to hear the news that he's about to inherit.”

"Oh, shut up, you!" Gundaragrumbled. "1 was only trying to be thoughtful.”

"What if we madeit rain again?' Paimak said. "Except thistime, we don't let it stop.” He stretched out
hishands. "For along, long time."

"What good will that do?* Gundara asked.

Pdimak frowned, thinking. "Wdll, if it kegpsraining ... they can't do anything to him, right? And they can't
send anybody to tell that damned old Irg, either. | mean, if we make it rain hard enough the roads will be
too muddy. Then Aunt Leriawill havetimeto rescue my father.”

"I don't know if 'muptoit,” Gundaree said. "I'm faint from exhaudtion asit is. Rainisn't easy. Especidly
aprolongedrain.”

"What apuny,” Gundara scorned. "Tired out from alittle cloud squeezing.”

Gundaree dapped hisforehead in exasperation. "Why must you aways contradict me?”
"l dont," Gundara said.

"Yesyoudo."

"No| don't."

"Y ou're contradicting me now."

"That's because you're stupid, supid!”

"What about this?' Palimak brokein. "If | get some bread and cheese for you, Gundaree. And some
honeyed figsfor you, Gundara. And you ate them al up. Why, you probably wouldn't be tired anymore,



right? And we could kegp on making it rain.”
Both Favorites were ddlighted at this solution.

"I must say, Little Magter,” Gundaree commented, "you do have the makings of amost remarkable
diplomat.”

Palimak frowned. "What's a.diplomat?’

"I'm not sure,” Gundarasaid. "But | think it has something to do with aways having lots of nice treats for
your Favorites."

Pdimak snorted. "That's ridiculous. Who'd make up aword to mean something like that?*

"Some very wise men, Little Master," Gundaree said. Then, to Gundara, " Amazing how sensible you can
be sometimes, brother dear.”

"Oh, shut up!”

* k% k %

The guard aimed his crossbow straight into Safar's face. He fingered the trigger that would send the bolt
crashing forward. "Don't try anythin' funny,”" he said, "or I'll put thisright between your eyes”

Safar rattled his chains and laughed. "What am | supposed to try?' he said. "'Y ou've got me shackled,
manacled and chained to my bench." Heindicated the othersin the cell. "Plus, I'm surrounded by six
crossbhowmen who have been commanded never to leave my side.”

The guard beetled hisforehead, looked at Safar who was weighed down with twenty pounds of chain,
then at his companionswho were dl relaxing on barrelsthat had been dragged into the cell for makeshift
sedts They were grinning at him, amused.

"Jus remember what | said," he growled. But he lowered the bow.
"Y er better watch out, Tarz," one of the men teased. "He might bust outtaall them chainsand kissyer!"

"Aw, tuff adirty loincloth init,” Tarz shot back. "Hésawizard, ain't he? Wizards can ... well, you know,
do stuff." He thought. Then, "Red bad stuff, too." He nodded, firm.

"If | redly wereawizard,” Safar said, "why would | be herein chains? Why would | dlow mysdlf to be
captured?’

Tarz shrugged. "How the hdllsdo | know?" he said. "Maybe yers messed up. Made amistake, like.
Makes no never mind to th' likes of me."

Safar had no answer for this. The man, dumb oxen that he was, had hit the nail squardly. Safar had
"messed up" asthe man said. And at the present time there was nothing he could do about his dilemma

Outside thunder crashed and rain drummed againgt the stedl roof of the cell compound. Thank the gods
for the rain, Safar thought. Or else he'd aready be on the road to wherever Irg) was camped. Then he
smiled to himsdf. Thank the gods, indeed! And here he was aman who firmly believed the godswere dl
adeegp and paying no atention to human affairs. It was enough shake aman'sfaith in hisdisbelief.

He glanced a Tarz and the other men who perched on their barrels quietly talking among themselves.
Very well, he thought, however hed come by whatever time the storm provided, held best start putting it
to some good use.



Safar examined his surroundings. His cell was one of twenty contained in asingle story stone building
with asted roof and heavy bars on al the windows and doors. The whole building had been emptied of
prisoners, mostly rowdies arrested during the festival. The six guards normally assigned to overseethe
compound were now gathered in Safar's cell to provide air-tight security.

He shifted, sneaking looks at the heavy padlocks on his chains. Those he could open. Asfor the ret,
they probably wouldn't be that difficult once he was free of the chains. If he started gesturing and
muttering spells held have six crossbow boltsin him at the blink of an eye.

Then he felt the amulet grow warm on his chest and he thought of the fantastic stalion who was destined
to be sacrificed when the rain stopped. He had absolutely no doubt now that the horse was the reason
Asper had sent him to Naadan. He had to act quickly, or al would belost. All | need, he thought, is
some small advantage. A meansto divert their attention so | can cast aspdll. It wouldn't take much for
oneman. But six!

Hefdt atickle on the back of his hand and he looked down to see amosquito getting ready to drill.
Safar was about to brush it away, then redized the sudden clatter of chains might accidentaly get him
drilled by something much worse than amaosguito's besk.

Then necessity wed inspiration and he quickly made afig, trapping the mosquito in the tightened skin. He
closed hiseyes, pretending to deep, but instead he was focusing inward, making his mind dender and
sharp like the mosquito's beak. He pierced an artery and went snaking aong through his own blood
stream suddenly filled with the knowledge of dl the loops and turns so he was ready when he shot into
the heart, felt the immense pressure of contraction, then was released and hurled onward. He raced to
the place where the mosquito's beak came through and then he released hisfist and let theinsect draw his
spirit salf up dong with the blood.

Hisworld became a place of powerful odors and strange lights and images, but somehow it al made
sense when heredlized he'd become the mosquito. And he wasn't ahe, but a She! And this shewas
ravenous. She could smell the hot blood al around and it was driving her mad with hunger. Safar
tightened control and gave her amisson first. A mission that had to be accomplished before she could
feed.

The mosquito buzzed through the cdll bars, verticd massifsfrom her point of view, gleaming with oily
moisture. She called to her ssters, ahigh pitched whine of asong. A song of aplace of plenty, wherethe
prey was huge and dow and clumsy. And full of hot blood, rivers of it, torrents of it, floods of the stuff of
life

They cameto her, lifting up from stagnant pool s in the nooks and crannies of the cell house. Firgt by the
scores, then by the hundreds. Her song grew louder, clearer, and the little mosquito larvae in those pools
burst wings and legs through skin and became full grown adults who joined their ssters by the thousands.
Sheled them dl to the cdll, aswarm so thick with flying insect life that it looked like ablack wall moving
aong the corridor. They were dl singing together now, singing the blood song and the sound of them al
wasaghill skin-crawling wall.

At that moment Safar snatched his spirit salf back and he became fully aware, eyes opening just asthe
guards were turning to see what was happening. He made a quick warding spell asthe hungry black
cloud swarmed into the room and attacked. The men dapped at themsalves, curang. Then the daps
became frantic and the curses wild. More mosquitoes poured in, dl ignoring Safar and going for the
guards. They wererolling on the floor in agony now, or curling up into bals of pain.

Safar cameto hisfeet, chainsrattling in odd counterpoint to the mosquitoes song. He made asmple



spell, then clapped his hands together, shouting, "Seep!™

The guards dl sagged, unconscious. The black cloud of insects settled onto them, covering them like a
blanket. But this blanket was dive and ravenous, draining them of their blood.

Safar took pity on them. He quickly whispered an unlocking spell and the chainsfell away and the cell
door clacked open. Then he snatched atorch from its bracket, whirled it around his head until it was
gparking and shouted, "Begone!™

He hurled the torch to the floor, white smoke exploded upward and outward, filling the cell with aharsh,
oily odor. Then the smoke cleared away and dl the insects had vanished. The guards were sprawled out
on thefloor in whatever position the deep spdl had caught them.

Safar smiled at them. "Pleasant dreams," he said and dipped out into the corridor.

He went to the main door, barred insde and out for extra security, and peered through the peephole. It
was night and the rain was so heavy he couldn't make out the guard post at the main gate. When held
entered the compound he'd seen adozen soldiersled by alieutenant. He'd assumed they were to secure
the outside of the small prison in case someone tried to rescue him. At the moment, Safar guessed, those
soldierswould be huddling in the guard shack sipping teaand trying to keep dry and warm. HeE'd counted
on that when held worked the moasquito spell, figuring they wouldn't hear the cries of their victims. So far
it looked asif held guessed right.

He motioned and both locks, inside and out, fell away. He cracked the door afew inches, saw no one
about, and went out, shutting and locking the door behind him. With luck his escape wouldn't be noticed
for afew hours until the deep spdl faded and the guards woke up and found him gone.

Therain wasfdling so hard he was soaked through within seconds. He made hisway gingerly acrossthe
muddy ground, trying to work out a plan of action for when he reached the guard shack. He still needed
another bit of luck to complete his escape. Actudly, he needed more than abit. He strongly suspected
that to overcome twelve soldiers amaosquito just wouldn't do.

When he got close he heard a thump and a groan, then the sound of a heavy weight splashing onto the
muddy ground. Safar had frozen at the first sound, pulling back into adark recess. He heard bootsteps
going into the yard and tried to make himself smdler.

Then he saw afamiliar form leading four men toward the cdll building.
Hesaggedinrdigf.

I[twasLeiria

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE BLOOD PRICE
The priest chanted a prayer, swinging his censer by the chain, lid clack-clacking, incense smoke billowing
through the dtar room.

King Quinta gagged on the smoke, making the painful throb in histemples drum harder and he cursed
the very gods the priest was invoking. Quintal was sick--sick with fear, sick from too much drink and
trebly sick from enforced sobriety on thismost horrible of mornings.

Two other priestsjoined the othersin sing-song prayer, adding their censer smoke to the too-sweet



perfumethat aready infused the air.
Quintal shouted, "Get on with it you pack of shrieking eunuchg!”

The head priest protested. "But Y our Mgesty, thisis a solemn occasion. Everything must be properly
purified."

"Well, I'm purified up to my behind," Quinta roared. "My bowels are bursting with your damned purity.
If you want to keep your head you'll get that horse out here right now. Let'skill it, and be done with it!"

The frightened priest issued orders and amoment later the stallion was brought out by sweet-faced boys
dressed in white robes. The executioner followed, abroad ax resting on his shoulders.

Sick ashewas, Quinta couldn't help but admire the animal. Besidesits classic form, the stdlion seemed
quite cam. Not placid--his head was up and his eyeswere aert. Confidence, that'swhat it was. Despite
circumstances that would panic most animds, this one acted asif it were in complete control of the
gtuation.

To Quinta'sright abulk aslarge as his own stirred uncomfortably. It was Ulan, Stting in the traditional
place of honor. He was aso the sole public witness to the event. Other than the principals, the sacrificia
chamber was empty. The room was large enough to hold severd hundred and normaly it would be
packed with dignitaries and honored guests. The priests began to pray over the horse and Ulan shifted
again, the ornate seat groaning under hisweight.

"l don't likethis, Mgesty," he grumbled. "Don't seem right to kill agreat horselikethat. Andinsuch a
hurry, too. With nobody around, so it's like we've got no respect for him."

Quintd flushed, angry, but he bit off aroyd curse. Ulan was the most popular man in Naadan. Not only
was he aBrave Titan, fresh from victory, but he was well-known for his many kindnessesto the poor, his
temperate lifestyle, and for speaking up when ordinary people were wronged. In short, he was Quinta's
riva for thethrone. And if the king wasn't careful he find himsdlf deposed.

Quinta pretended sympathy. "I know, | know," he said. "I've been in your place--declared Brave Titan
of Naadan with dl the honors and glories. And you want your friendsto see. And your family, too.
They'll al be proud and damned disappointed aswell they can't be here.”

"l don't care about that!" Ulan said. "Killin' the horse iswhat bothers me. | aready offered to put up a
sacrifice double hisvalue. That should satisfy the gods. | won him fair. And | oughta be ableto do what |
like!"

It wasall Quinta could do to keep from caling the guard to punish Ulan for hisimpertinence. But he
needed the wrestler's support. Especialy now.

"| can't take achance on pissing off the gods," theking said. "Especidly right now!"

Ulan was not mollified. "So why'rewe doin' it thisway, Mgesty?' heasked. "In secret and al. Like
we're ashamed of something. | don't like the smell of thig"

Quintal looked about to see if anyone could overhear him. Then, desperate to win Ulan's backing, he
leaned closer to say, "I'll tell you what's happening. But I've got to swear you to secrecy.”

"Done," Ulan said. "Y ou've got my word as acitizen, brother wrestler and fellow Brave Titan."

Quintal hesitated, then said, "A terrible thing has happened. Safar Timura has escaped.”



Ulan gaped. "How?"

Quinta sighed. "It doesn't matter how. Hejust did. | haven't told anyone other than my closest advisers,
otherwisethe whole city'd bein apanic.”

Ulan grimaced in painful understanding. "When King Protarus hears about it they'll be the hdllsto pay."

"Exactly. | haven't sent runners out to tell him yet. I'm trying to decide what to do and how to portray it.
But | can't delay much longer because Protarus will think I've conspired with Lord Timura."

He pointed at the horse. "That'swhy I'm doing this so quickly and so quietly. My prieststell methe faster
we make the sacrifice, the faster we get the gods blessings. Which welll need when Irg Protarus hears
what's happened. But my generds said if any kind of crowd was gathered together--especialy acrowd
of such important Naadanians--word was sure to get out. Then we'd have public hysteria on our hands at
the same time Protarus showed up.”

Ulan frowned. Like most Naadanians of late, he thought Quintal a drunken fool. Now, it seemed hed
become dangerous aswell. If Irg Protarus was about to pay avisit with blood in his eye, they ought to
be doing more to get ready than killing a poor horse in some stupid secret ceremony. Ulan was never one
to keep his deep-felt beliefs slent.

The big wrestler was weighing areply, when avoice broke through: "Perhaps | can solve your problem,
gentlesrd”

The men jolted around and saw Safar standing there, hands on hips, wizard's cloak thrown back to show
agleaming breast plate, steel blue eyes boring out from aface darkened by the desert sun.

Then asecond jolt asthey saw thetal warrior woman standing by his side, crossbow cocked and ready.
Behind her were at |east ten other bowmen, al poised to strike.

Quintal jumped as the executioner saw the group, let out aberserker's roar and charged, swinging his ax
over hishead.

Leriafired and the bolt dropped him in midstride and he crashed to the floor, dead.

Ulan was coming to hisfeet, but Safar stopped him with a shouted, "Hold, friend! | mean you no harm!”
The giant wrestler sagged back.

Safar turned to Quintal, saying, "1'm sorry for that man. He was only trying to protect you. Now, let's
make certain no one el se makes such atragic error. Tell your people to keep quite still and when our
business here is done well be on our peaceful way."

Quintal gave the orders, dthough he saw it wasn't redlly necessary. The priests and boys were frozen
with fear. Then the horse nickered, pulled free and trotted over to Safar. To the king's amazement the
two seemed to know one another. They acted like old friends, too long apart. Safar touched the horse,
hestant at firgt, then it snorted with joy and nuzzled him. Safar patted and stroked and whispered into the
horse's ear.

Then helooked up, blue eyes moist. "Does he have aname?' His voice was husky.
"Khysmet," Quintal said. "He's cdled Khysmet."

SAfar's eyeswidened. Thevison in Asper's burid vault leaped up and he once again heard Asper's ghost
whisper, "Khysmet!" He blinked in sudden redization.



He amiled, patting the big stalion, "Khysmet. Khysmet. Y es, now | understand!™
Then, to Quintd, "Thisiswhy I'm here. For Khysmet."
Dazed, Quintal waved ahand. "Then take him!™

"We're not thieves," Safar said. "I don't intend to steal him." He turned to Ulan. "Besides, he belongsto
you."

"I'mwith hisMgesty,” Ulan said. "If that'swhat it takesto get you out of here, he'syours. Weve got
troubles enough on account of you. Cal him agift, cal him anything you want. Just take him and go!*

"Actudly," Safar said, "I had atradein mind." He lifted the horse amulet from his neck. He came
forward, Khysmet trailing him like abig dog.

Safar handed the amulet to a puzzled Ulan. Then puzzlement turned to surprise. "It'swarm,” he said.
"Likeit's been toastin' next to the heart.”

"It'san old witch's charm,” Safar said. "The tory isthat whoever ownsit will someday find agreat horse,
amagica horse" He nodded at Khysmet. "Like him." The horse rubbed its head against him like a cat.
"Asyou can see, that part istrue. So the next part must dso be true.”" He indicated the amulet. " Someday
you'll find such ahorse and the owner will have no choice but to tradeit for the amulet. And so on and so
on."

"Who cares?' Ulan snapped. "Don't matter one way or the other if it'smagic or not! Irg Protarusis
maybe gonna come down on Naadan like ahammer 'cause of you! Thousands of innocent people could
diefor somethin' that wasn't their fault!”

Quintal groaned and Ulan turned to him. "lsn't that right, Mgesty?" he said. "Naadan'sin big trouble all
because of--" The rest was cut off when he saw Quintal dumped over in histhrone.

"Ah, helld" Ulan said. Ignoring Leriaand her warriors, he stalked over to the throne and bent to listen to
Quintal's chest. After amoment his head came up and he announced grimly, "He's dead! Guessthiswas
too much for him." He straightened, shaking his head. "Can't say as anybody'll be sorry. Even hiskids
didn't like him much."

Before Safar could spesk, the high priest wailed, "But who will speak for us now, Ulan? Who will plead
for usto King Protarus?'

Ulan thought aminute, then thumped hischest. "I will!" hesaid. "I'll tell Irg Protarus what happened herel
And if wants ahead for revenge, he can take mine. And godsdamn his eyes!”

"l can help youwith Irg," Safar said.
Ulan peered a him. "Oh, yeah? How?"
Safar pointed at the amulet around Ulan's neck. "That used to belong to him," he said.

Ulan jumped, snatching at the amulet. Safar laughed. "Don't worry, | came by it honestly. Though not the
way the charm is normally supposed to work."

"'So what about the amulet?' Ulan growled impatiently. "How will that help?!

"Giveittolrg asagift,” Safar sad, "and al will beforgiven. | guaranteeit.”



Ulan stared at him, hard. Then: "Y ou've got no reason to lie about that. So I'll take your word for it. But
don't expect any thanks."

"I don't," Safar said, taking Khysmet'sreins and preparing to lead him away.
"One other thing," Ulan said.

"What'sthat?'

"If youreever inthisregion again..."”

"I'll give Naadan apass," Safar finished for him.

"Yeeh," Ulan said. "Like that!"

* k k %

The escape from Naadan was dow going. Supplies were low in the main Kyranian encampment and
Safar had tarried long enough to force Ulan to sell him all the goods they could haul away. Now there
were so many wagon and camel loads of food and other badly needed things that they had afairly large
train. Plusthere was a herd of goats and fresh horsesto tend, so they barely madeit into the hills by
nightfall. Safar didn't know how much time they had. He assumed the worst. Ulan was clearly no fool and
Safar suspected the new king would send runnersto Irg the moment they cleared the gates.

Onceinthehills, Safar and his companions only rested afew hours. They set out again before dawn,
using the stars to guide them and the Demon Moon to light the way. Their god was the main camp,
where dl the villagerswere well hidden in awoody ravine.

When firgt light came Safar dropped back to the rear of the column, where Leiriaand her best men were
positioned.

Leriawaved at the rumbling wagons and dow-moving camds. "WEIl be aweek at this pace,” she said.
"We never counted on the expedition taking that long."

"WEell befine" Safar assured her.

"Are you soothsaying, or just trying to make mefed better?' she said, but she said it with asmile.
"Neither one" Safar said. "'l was merely expressng my faithinyou, Leria”

"Then werelodt for certain,” Leirialaughed.

"I'm supposed to be the wizard in thisgroup,” Safar said, "but you're the one who's had dl the magic.”
He nodded at Renor and the other men, weapons at the ready, dert for any danger. "They were dl just
farm lads and goat herders not many month ago," he said. "But you've turned them into aredl forceto be
reckoned with. As professiona agroup as|'ve ever seen, even when Irgf was a his peak.”

"It wasn't that difficult,” Leiriasaid, with not atrace of false modesty. "In away they're better than
professonas. They have agreater reason to fight than money or ambition." Once again she indicated the
caravan. "They'refighting for their own. Y ou can't ask for a better goad than that.”

Safar agreed and was about to praise her more, when she said, "All right, Safar, you've got your horse ...
Khysmet ... and you've rather belatedly told me that he was the reason we were in Naadan. That it
wasn't just aroutineraid. Fine. Wonderful. Asper speaks and we obey, whether we know were obeying
or not! Now, what €lse are you holding back?'



"l can't say," Safar replied. "I've dready told you why."

Leriagroaned. "I know! Wizard busness”

"It'snot that ample," Safar said. But before he could go on Renor whistled awarning.
They turned to see an ominous cloud of dust puffing up on the horizon.

Leriaexamined it with expert eyes. "Not that big aforce," she said after amoment. "Buit it's coming up
fad."

Safar frowned, concentrating until he caught awhiff of purposein the oncoming cloud. "I think it'sa
scouting party,” he said. "Irgj's men, that's for certain.”

"Doesn't look like there's enough to mount any kind of seriousthresat,” Leriasad. "I'll get some men
together and ride out and meet them. Make them sorry for being so stupid.”

Safar started to agree, then hesitated. "That's not necessarily agood idea," he said. "Y ou'd have to catch
or kill them dll. If you failed, Irg) would be able to pinpoint us exactly for thefirst time since we left
Kyrania"

Leriawasirritated. "What are we supposed to do,” she said, "let them follow usal the way back to
camp?'

"What are your chances of getting them al?" Safar asked.

Now it was Leriasturn to hestate. After abit, she sighed and shook her head. "Not very good,” she
admitted. "They'remost likely Irg's best scouts. They'll be smart. They'll befast. And they'll never forget
that mission takes precedence over dl dse”

Safar nodded, then said, "Give me your water."

Leriawas sartled. "Water? What are you taking about.”

"l haveanideg," hesad. "Their prime misson isto capture me, right?'
"Rii-ght." Leiriawasn't sure where thiswas going.

"Fine, then I'll ride out to meet them,” Safar said, "wag my tail and get them to chase me. I'll lead them off
in some other direction, lose them, then meet you either on thetrail or if it takeslonger, at the

Leriagave him the hellsfor even thinking of theidea. But Safar persisted and in the end she saw he was
determined.

Safar patted the stalion. "Besides," he said, "1've been wanting to give Khysmet his head and see what
happens. Both of us have been going crazy with thisdow pace.”

"Onefal," Leriawarned, "and you're donefor.”

"Wewont fal, will we Khysmet?' Safar said to the horse. The stallion whinnied and pawed the ground.
"I don't think it's possible for him to sumble," Safar said to Leiria. "I can't explain how | know this. | just
do."

"Greet," Leiriasaid, "You get to play and | get to trod along the common path.”



Her voice was heavy with sarcasm but Safar could see it wasto cover rea worry. "What alucky man |
am," hemurmured, "to find afriend like you."

"Just you remember that, Safar Timura," Leria scolded as she handed over her water bags. "If you let
something happen to you I'll track down your ghost and kick its behind from here to Hadin.”

Then Safar wasriding away, looking like awarrior prince on hisgreet horse.

A large piece of Leirids heart went with him.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
HORSE MAGIC

Irg dreamed of horses--a great wild herd flying acrossthe plains. He sailed with them, moving at
breathtaking speed, the air full of fresh spring currents, the horizon ajoyousthing of blue skies meseting
lush green earth. Hefelt like aboy again, afully human boy with innocent dreams and youthful yearnings.

He was skimming just above the herd, which moved in graceful unison like aflock of birdsflying to some
glorious home that was free of dl earthly cares.

Irg) quickened his pace, moving aong the herd until he came to the leaders. There were two of them, the
first creamy white, the other hearthstone black, and both were so magnificent he loved them at first sight.
The black was afiery mare, the white atal, noble stallion.

He chose the stallion and settled down, down, and just as he touched the world spun and he suddenly
found himsdlf crouched in acanyon, the stallion standing next to him. Now the horse was saddled and
harnessed and he was holding the reinsloosely in one hand.

Irg heard the sound of fast-moving riders and he knew his enemies were hunting him just over theridge.
He didn't know or care who that enemy was, but he thrilled at the prospect of an encounter. The horse
nickered, sharing his excitement. Laughing, Irg cameto hisfeet and vaulted into the saddle.

Adtride the horse he felt strong and swift, aman who feared nothing. The horse was magic under his
hands, moving with easy fluidity. It was asif he were part of the animal and it was part of him.

Blood sang in his ears and he shouted in glee as he and the horse surged forward. They practicaly flew
up the steep sides of the canyon, dust and rocks boiling behind them as they plunged up and up and then
they were over therim charging acrossahilly plain.

When he spotted the scouting party he brought the horse to a skittering hdt. Irg was startled at the
animal's quick obedience. He'd barely touched the leather straps and the horse had stopped on a skinned
copper. It was asif the action had been communicated by thought alone. Now the stalion stood
trembling under him, ready to chargeinto the fight, or turn and run like the winds.

Irg) waited, keeping arein on his own high-pitched emotions. He felt wonderful. Full of life and spirit and
clean purpose. Gone were the ravenous urges of a shape changer. He had no overpowering lust for
blood and misery. No fiery dreams of grand thrones and bowing subjects. He didn't even hate his
enemies who were thundering toward him. He only wanted to bedazzle them, confound them. That would
be enough to make ajoyous victory.

He patted the horse, soothing it as the scouting party came closer. There were twenty: Six main scouts
adride fast horsesin the lead, and eighteen demons, bristling with arms and riding the huge, cat-like
beasts that could take a charge and turn it back with their ferocity.



When the scouts were near enough to see him, Irgj raised hisfist high in chalenge. He stood his ground
until he heard excited shouts of recognition: "It'shim! Don't et him get avay!"

At thelast moment Irg whedled the stallion and raced away acrossthe plain, the soldiersin thundering
pursuit.

It was aride like no other and Irgj whooped in joy asthey sped over rocky ground asif it were meadow
grass, legping wide ravines asif they were merdly narrow clefts. Sometimes he got too far ahead of the
soldiers and he had to turn back to swoop just outside of their range, then whedl and charge away again.

He led them far from the main track, through rough hills, barren valeys and dusty canyonsfull of tricky
switchbacks and falsetrails. He never stopped, riding on through the night, the horse never tiring under
him. The scouts grew weary, their animas ready to drop. Laughing a their plight, Irg gave them no
mercy, prodding and teasing whenever they tried to rest.

He rode that way for many aday, until he finally abandoned the soldiers, exhausted and lost in the middle
of adesert.

A few hourslater he cameto asmall wooded areawith a creek running through. A tal willow shaded a
pool where the creek widened. He dismounted and led the horse to the pool for acool drink and shady
rest. The two of them drank long and deep, awarm fedling of comfort and satisfaction shared between
them.

Irg splashed water on hisface, breaking the mirrored surface with his cupped hands as he duiced dust
and grime from smooth cheeks.

Strange, he thought, | remember abeard.

Curious, he peered into the water and saw awavery reflection floating up at him. He couldn't make it out
at firgt, but then the surface camed and the image resolved itself.

With ashock heredized he waslooking at the face of Safar Timural

* k% k %

Safar jolted back, nearly losing hisbaance and faling into the water. Khysmet nuzzled him, wondering
what was the matter.

"It'snothing,” Safar said, stroking the soft nogtrils. "I'm just tired, | guess.”

Even s0 it was with some trepidation that he leaned forward again to peer into the water. Floating there
wasthe reflection of his own smooth features.

A moment before he would have sworn an oath that he'd seen the face of Irg) Protarus staring back at
him. Theillusion, surely caused by exhaustion, had been so strong held even felt abeard under his
fingertips when he washed.

Ridiculous as the notion was, Safar was vastly relieved. To cam himsdf he washed and groomed
Khysmet, then gathered some sweet grassesfor atreat. He also found berries dl fat and full of juice and
he fed them in aternating handfulsto Khysmet and himsdlf. Then he dept. It was asound and dreamless
deep and when morning came he felt refreshed and full of energy. Khysmet evidently felt the same, for he
pranced about and kicked up hishedlslike a colt. Safar was eager to get into the saddle and be on his
way. He had many milesto cover before he reached home. Although it was nothing more than atented
encampment soon to be on the move again, home was how he thought of it and so homeit was.



Asthey cantered out of the woods, Safar thought of hiswild ride--the ride that seemed asif it would
never end. Khysmet snorted, tossing his head, asif sharing the memory and enjoying it equaly. Then
Safar thought of the soldiers held left in the desert. They were so exhausted and so lost he doubted they'd
survive. To hissurprise he felt not one pinch of pity for them. They'd chosen the wrong side and too bad
for that.

It wasacold, just S0, feding and it was discomforting how easily it sat upon his soul.

And he had aflash of awareness of what it wasliketo belrg.

* * * %

Inlrg's mogt private quarters the king paced the room, fighting to control his emotions and retain his
human form. He kicked at the pillows and snarled at aterrified serving wench to fetch him somewine and
makeit quick or held tear her heart out.

The dream was gnawing at him. Although to cal it adream would be an exaggeration, because Irg never
dept. That was one of the things he missed most about his previouslife. Seep, blessed deep. Asashape
changer he only dozed, or, as Fari explained it, he entered a neutra state where he was vaguely aware of
his surroundings but was resting.

Irg knew al this, but he till thought of the experience as adream. And it had left him with afeding of
great loss. Normdly, if normd it could be called, Irg's neutral state was full of quick, bloody images
mixed with snatches of voices, some screaming, some wailing, some babbling, some shouting in fury.
When he came "awake" he was angry, always angry and the only rdlief was causing pain. The gregter the
pain the closer he cameto a state of--joy? All that had somehow been welded to his overweening
ambition and combined into aferocious desire to dways be on the move--doing something, crushing
something, killing something.

It was like afurnace, Irg thought, an immense furnace straight out of the hellsthat could never be
Aidfied.

But the dream, ah the dream, if only he could capture it and make it into a potion then drink it down and
quench that angry fire.

Winewasthrust into his hand and he drank and paced and drank some more, letting the dream spill out.
The horse! That magnificent creature, a plainsman's treasure unmatched by any Irg had ever seen. And
theride! By the godsthat was achaseto end al chases! Irg chuckled, remembering how he and the
horse had fooled the soldiers. Most of al he remembered the feding of being whole and human
again--the sense of freedom so strong it was like being lifted up to the skies.

Then he came to the uncomfortable part, the part that had smashed him out of hisdream into disma
redlity.

He thought of the moment when held stared into the pool and seen Safar's reflection instead of hisown.
Everyone knew dreams sometimes had deep meaning, but what was that al about? The strangest thing
was dthough seeing Safar had been ashock there had been no fedling of hatred for him. And for certain
Irg hated Safar with passions only a shape-changer could know. Irg hated him now as he paced and
thought and wondered, thinking, if he had Safar in his grasp at thismoment held rip off hislimbsand
devour them before his il living eyes.

However, for abrief span, just as Irg was recovering from his surprise at seeing Safar, there was no
hate. In fact, the first thought he had was being glad that hed met an old friend in his dream.



Hewas still worrying that bone an hour later when Kalasariz begged an audience. The spy master
entered, cool and smooth as ever, with only afew spots of wolfishness to show hisinner excitement.

"I bear good tidings, Mgesty," he said. "Our witches net has proved itself dready. Theres ill some
rough spots, such as communications, to burnish, but | do believe we are on the right path with this."

"A gghting of Lord Timura?" Irg asked, nerve endings burning with interest and he remembered his
bargain with the strange witch known as Old Sheesan.

"Better than that, Mgesty," Kdasariz said. "A witch over in Naadan not only sniffed out Lord Timuraina
festival crowd of thousands, but she was able to dert the authoritiesin time so he could be captured.”

Caught by surprise, Irg'swolf snout erupted from hisface. "Y ou mean, we have him?" he snarled.

Kaasariz sghed. "Unfortunately, he was able to escape, Mgesty," he said. "His magic wastoo strong
and his kinsmen were too clever for the locd king. Disappointing perhaps, but only when looked at from
acetanangle”

"And how should we look at it?" the king growled. "How can Lord Timura's escape be viewed as
anything other than abject failure?"

Kaasariz had been ready for this. "Why, Mgesty, Old Sheesan only just set up the witch network. And
aready we have proof that no city in your kingdom issafefor Lord Timura" He shrugged. "Nest time
well get him! We only have to improve the response of thelocal authorities. They have no experiencein
dedling with wizards™"

"Youll seetothat?' Irg demanded.

Kaasariz smiled. "Gladly, Mgesty,” he said, "except | fear I'd be treading on Prince Lukas territory.
He'sin charge of deding with locd authorities, if you recdl.”

Irg looked at him coldly. ™Y ou've certainly managed to wriggle off that hook," he said.

Kdasariz acted hurt. "Why, Mgesty," he said, "you've misconstrued my intent. | was merely reporting
what | thought was the best news since this whole exercise began.”

Irg decided to ignorethislarge chunk of dissembling, saying, "Tell methe details. Exactly what happened
in Naadan?'

Kadasariz reported asfully as he could, from the tavern encounter to Safar's strange chalenge of the
wrestler, Ulan, to his capture and eventual escape.

"Now, heréswhereit redly getsinteresting, Mgesty," he said. "We nearly had himtwice. The
Naadanian messenger was on the road to this camp and luckily encountered one of your scouting parties
afew milesfrom Naadan. They went in pursuit.”

"Yes?' Irgj said.

Kaasariz took along breath. Thiswas another dangerous areato be bridged. Then, "Well, | can't say
what happened exactly after that. The soldiers never returned. | suspect they were ambushed by Lord
Timurasforees."

Irg) was rocked by the news, his features becoming more wolflike. Not at the defest. He was thinking of
the dream, the mad chase into the desert. The soldiers--his soldiers!--in pursuit. Could this be true? Had



it been avison, not adream?

"There's another way Prince Luka can aid our cause,”" the spy master went on. "We should post smilar
scouting unitsin each city, backed by sufficient troops to prevent another ambush. Then we don't haveto
leave thingsto chance.”

Irg was drifting now, not redlly paying attention. He was thinking of the dream in acompletely different
light, which had an odd calming effect on him.

It was ahuman hand that he waved at Kalasariz, saying, "Yes, yes, tell Lukato do dl that."

"And the witch, Mg esty?' the spy master asked. "Old Sheesan? Shall we increase the reward? I'm a
grest believer infinancid incentive.”

"Fine" Irg said absently. "Doubleit if you like." He paused. "And send for the witch. | want to speak
with her."

"Yes, Mgesty, it will be done, Mgesty, just asyou say." Kadasariz hesitated. HEd won every point thus
far and waswilling to try hisluck once more. "One other thing, Mgesty.”

"Say it
"Prince Lukainforms me he plansto punish Naadan for alowing Lord Timurato escape.”
"Whatever he decides,” Irg) said.

"Yes Mgesty," Kadasariz said, "except Naadan is such arich area--one of the few bright spotsin your
kingdom that can pay red taxes, instead of chickens and scrawny goats. And the king who was
responsgible for letting Lord Timura get away--King Quinta--suddenly died. He was probably scared to
degth. Ulan the wrestler isking now."

Irg) shrugged. "L ukaknows my views on that issue. | assume he took them into account when he made
hisdecison.”

"Yes, I'msurehedid, Mgesty," Kdasariz said, "and | meant no criticism.”

He dipped an object out of hisdeeve and held it up for Irg to see. "However, | don't think hetook this
into account, Mgesty,” he said.

Irgl goggled at the object. It was the horse amulet held given to Safar long ago! Hurled it at him, actualy,
in hisanger at Safar's defiance over the woman, Nerisa.

"King Ulan sent thisto you as a gift, Mgesty," Kaasariz said, "and he begs you to spare his people.”

Irg took the amulet with trembling hands. He had no doubt the spy master knew the tale behind the
amulet. But Kalasariz could have no ideathat it now had even deeper meaning.

"It'strue” Irg murmured. "The horseredly exigs”

"Pardon, Mgjesty?' Kaasariz asked.

Irg shook hishead. "Leave me."

"But what about Naadan, Majesty?' the spy master asked. " Shall we spare them?"



Irg snarled, "Y es, dammit! Now get out of my sght!”

Kaasariz |eft, vastly pleased with himsdf. He cared nothing about Naadan's fate. However, hed just
won amgor victory over Lukaby having his orders reversed.

When hewas gone, Irg hung the amulet about his neck. He felt the warm glow of itsmagic againgt his
chest. Once again he was astride the great horse running free with the winds. The reverie ended with a
crash and he shouted for his officers.

They came running and he issued ordersto break camp immediately. He would march within the hour,
never mind there wasn't time to rouse the whole army. "They can catch up to uslater,” he said, dismissing
the men.

The furnacein hisbelly was burning full force. He knew exactly whereto go to pick up Safar'strail.
Somewhere outside Naadan there was a canyon where Safar had lain in wait for hissoldiers.

Irg) had no doubt held recogni ze the spot the moment he saw it.

* * % %

Pdimak fdt like he was swimming in came curds, which he hated more than anything, especidly if the
milk camel had grazed in an onion field and then it was redlly awful because al the onion juice seemed to
concentrate in the curds. Grandmother Timurasaid it was good for him and made him eat it anyway, but
why was she making him swim in the suff? It was thick and dimy and hard to swim in and he kept on
bumping into big pieces of curd and then held sink down and down and get it in his nose and mouth.

Then he thought he heard voices. He wasn't sure whose voices they were but he heard hisname so he
turned over on his back and floated on the curdsto listen.

"Pdimak’s been sck sincethe storm," he heard his grandmother say. He knew shewasn't redly his
grandmother, athough she acted like one and talked like one and cuddied like one, and scolded like one,
S0 that'swhat he called her.

The same with Grandfather Timuraand that's who he heard talking now. He heard him say, "Weve been
scared to death. First it was afever, which seemed to hit when the rain stopped.”

"| got the fever down just fine," his grandmother said. Her voice quavered. "Then he went to degp and
we haven't been able to wake him up." She sniffled, trying to hold back tears. "It's been more than a
week, now."

Someone answered but Palimak couldn't tell who because he sank under those stupid curds again and he
was swimming and swimming and then he was whirling around and around in al that onion tasting Stuff
and then ... Nothing. A long, long time of nothing. Then he smelled incense, except not just one kind
because there were so many layers of scent--rose and sage and lemon and cinnamon--that it was like he
was smelling arainbow ... if only you could bresk off arainbow hunk and put it in an incense burner.
Then he sensed light and he heard someone chanting, but they were whispering so he couldn't make out
what the chant was dl abouit.

Hethought, talk louder, please! and just like that someone said, "Wake up, Palimak!"

The boy opened hiseyesto find hisfather bending over him. Histhrew hisarms around his Safar's neck,
crying, "Oh, father, I'm so glad to see you!™

Safar hugged him back and told him what agood boy he was, and brave too, and other things like that
until the world waswhole again.



Then Palimak remembered and became darmed. "What about Gundara and Gundaree?" he asked,
fumbling around his bedclothesfor theturtle idol. " They've been sick too!™

"Don't worry," hisfather said, dipping theturtle from hisdeeve. "'l had to take care of you first." Helad it
on Paimak'schest. "Just leave it therefor awhile," he said. "Before you know it they'll be out here driving

uscrazy agan."

Pdimak giggled. "They will, won't they," he said. " Saying 'shut up, shut up' dl thetime." Then he
remembered something e se and the giggle turned into afull-bodied laugh. "Y ou sure looked funny in all
that mud, father,” he chortled. "Faling down, splat! And that big wrestler, boom, splat!™

"So you were the onewho madeit rain," hisfather said, laughing with him.

"Sure," Palimak said. "Wdll, not just me aone. Gundara and Gundaree hel ped too. It was pretty hard to
do. You haveto sort of catch clouds and keep squeezing them to get al the water out.” He made
wringing motions with hishands. "And then you have to blow red hard to make awind.” He puckered his
lipsto demongtrate. "At firgt it was fun. Then we had to keep going and going until you got out of that
dungeon and it wasn't fun anymore.”

He shrugged. "1 guessthat'swhy we got so sick,” he said. "But it was worth it. Y ou escaped, right?”
Moregiggling. "All those mosquitoed" hesaid. "That wasredly, redly disgusting, father. Would you
show me how to do it someday?"

"Soon as we can find some mosquitoes,” hisfather promised. Then, "When yourewell again,” he said,
"perhaps we'd better talk about doing great big spells, like making it rain. Y ou can see for yoursdlf that it
can be very dangerous.”

"It wasthe only way | could help,” Pdlimak said.

"I know, son, and | thank you for it. Y ou were very brave and very smart and you might even have saved
my life"

Pdimak sguirmed with pleasure. "Did | redly saveyour life, father?"

"Absolutely," Sefar said. "And | wasn't criticizing you for doing it. | was only saying that you haveto learn
how to be careful about that sort of magic. We have to go dowly, son. Sometimes you'll even haveto
help me keep up with you. Even though you're ill aboy, there'sthings you can do that | can't.” He
gmiled. "Like making such abig raingorm!™

"Oh, sureyou could, father," Palimak said, feding quite manly in hisreply. "Y ou're much stronger than
m"

"Only because I'm older, son,” hisfather said. "And I've studied very hard dl my life. You'll catch up to
me one of these days. Plus more. Much more."

"That's because I'm half demon,” Palimak said with much satisfaction. "It's better than just being one or
the other, right?"

"That'sright, son," hisfather said.
Pdimak had a sudden thought. "What about the horse?" he asked, worried. "Khysmet, right?"

Hisfather looked surprised. "Y es, that's his name.”



"Ishe here? Did you bring him back?’

"He's outside the tent eating a big basket of corn and rye.”

"That'sgood," Palimak said, quite solemn. "He deservesit after riding around al over the place.”
Hisfather frowned, then, "Did you see that too, son? Me on Khysmet and the soldiers chasing us?"

Palimak hesitated, then, "I guess| did, but not the same way | saw you in Naadan. It was after | got sick
and | had these strange dreams. One of them was you and Khysmet."

"That wasavison, son," hisfather said. "Not adream. | was wondering when you'd start having them.”

Pdimak waan' lisening. He was thinking of something else. "Theredlly, red strange thing wasthat you
weren't dwayson Khysmet," he said. " Sometimes somebody esewasriding him."

Hisfather's blue eyes narrowed. "Who, son? Who ese did you see.”

Pdimak remembered and his heart gave abump. "It was Irg Protarus, father!"

* % % %
"I'mnowizard," Lariasaid, "but that soundsworrisometo me."

Safar nodded. "Exactly why | wanted to talk to you before the meeting,” he said. "Ther€'s no sense
getting everyone alarmed when | don't know what it means myself. I'm sure Paimak had avison. And in
that vison he definitely saw me playing my little game with Irg's scouts. But | don't know what to make
of him seeing Irg aswdll. Hells, that might not even have been part of the vision. Perhapsit was adream
attached to the vision. It happens sometimes. It'sthe magica equivaent of thetail on akite.

"Wed be safer assuming theworg," Leiriasaid. "Although only you know what that could be.”

Safar thought a moment, jumping from worst case logic point to the next and so on, face growing
grimmer with each legp. The moment held proposed that Ulan give the amulet to Irg), hed known that he
was making Irgj'stask easier. Still, with so many lives at stake he had no other choice. He considered the
gloating witch in the arenawho had torn off a piece of his cloak. That, too, might help Irg. On the other
hand, the magic of human witches was weak. It would take an extraordinary sorceressto make any use
of it. And those were very rare, indeed. Still ... ill...

"The safest thing,"” he said findly, "would beto run asfar and asfast aswe can.”
"You think héll track us here?!
"Taking the bleskest view, yes."

"Then that's what we should do,” Leriasad. "Run." Shesghed. "At least wereready for it," she said.
"We're supposed to move out &t first light.”

"True," Safar said, "but we just might want to change which way we go and how.” He unsnapped the
map case from hisbelt. "We'd better get the route plotted before the meeting. Otherwise our beloved
Elderswill want to debate the issue for aweek."

"Honedtly, Safar,” Leriasaid, "I don't know why you put up with them. | know the Council of Eldersisa
proud Kyranian tradition and al that. But they aren't organized for thiskind of life. They'verarely had to
decide on anything more important than when to let out the pigs and geese to keep the Streets clean.



"Thisiswar and they're just not suited for it. Y ou need to organize some kind of military leadership.
People who can think quickly, argue when itstime to argue, and no matter what they think to shut up and
fdl into march with therest of uswhen thefina decisonismade.”

"Y ou don't understand, Leiria," Safar said, unrolling the maps and picking through them. "Thisisthe
system weve dways had. I'm loathe to interfere with it, much less change it. Were nomads now. But |
hope that doesn't last much longer than acouple of years. In Syrapis, with luck, we can start anew life.
A new Kyrania. If we set up some sort of military command it might be hard to change things back to the
way they were."

He grimaced. "From what I've seen of most places, with al the kings and generals, it's nearly impossible
to get rid of them oncethey'reingtalled.”

Leriapointed a the maps. "Even 0, the Elders don't get to choose now, do they?' shesaid. "I mean,
we're going to work the whole thing out in advance, right? Then you'll convince them they thought of it
themselves. Why, you're aready leading them by the nose. So what's the difference?!

"Smple" Safar said, "'l don't like doing it."

Leriathought aminute, then smiled. "To plit ahair like that, Safar Timura," she said, "your conscience
must own adamned sharp sword.”

* * * %

In the tent with the Elders, Safar spread out the map and placed a stone on each corner. He moved
casudly, dthough insde his anxiety was mounting. After studying the maps he knew exactly where they
had to go next. He didn't likeit, but it was the only thing to do. The moment he'd been dreading for
months hed arrived.

"It s;emsto me," Safar said to the Elders, "that Naadan was very lucky for us. For thefirst time sincewe
left Kyraniawe have enough suppliesto last usfor several months.™

"Only if welive off theland,” the dways argumentative Masurareplied.

Khadji growled. "I suspect that'swhat Safar meant and you know it, Masura," he said. "The supplieswe
have on hand, plusliving off the land. That's how weve been doing thingsfor close onto ayear!”

Masuragrumbled. "I just want to make sure things are clear to everyone,” he said.

"Actudly," Safar said smoothly, "I did mean that, my friend. And I'm glad you brought it up. We don't
want to miss anything and the supply Stuation isjust the sort of crucial mistake we want to avoid.”

Satisfied, Masuragave Safar's father adirty look asif to say, see, | wasright to ask. Y our own son says
0.

The headman, Foron, peered at the map. He put one finger on theink blot that marked their current
position and another on Kyrania. There wasn't much distance between them.

"l don't likethat," he said.

Then he measured the distance to Syrapis. He grunted with effort as he made the stretch. 1t wastwo
thousand milesaway. "l likethat even less" he said.

Foron scratched his head. "What if we took advantage of our luck to realy cover some ground?' he said.
"Ingtead of dodging and ducking and hiding out al the time, we could make onelong dash for it."



Masura coughed. "Wed never makeit al the way to Syrapis,” he said.

Safar gave hisfather asignal and Khadji groaned. "For the gods sake, Masura," he said. "Foron wasn't
saying anything of the kind. He meant we should try to get asfar asthe supplieswill take us."

Khadji moved to the map, just as he and Safar had planned, and studied it. He pretended to search for a
moment then put hisfinger on the prearranged spot.

"My guessiswe wouldn't need new supplies until we reached here.”
Everyone craned to see, including Safar who acted as curious asthe rest.

"It'sthe Kingdom of Caluz," said the headman. Then, to Safar, "Have you heard of that place, Lord
Timura?'

"Only that they have afamoustemplethere” helied. "1 once approved fundsfor atemple restoration
project in Cauz. For thelife of me | don't remember anything more about it. However, it must have been
arich areato possess such atemple.”

Safar thought, if they only knew! He hadn't even told hisfather why Cauz had to be the choice. After
finding Khysmet in Naadan, Safar had greater reason than before to heed the words of Lord Asper's
ghogt: "Come to me through Caluz!"

"If Cauzisthat rich," he heard hisfather say, "then we can get new supplies without much trouble.”

Everyone murmured agreement and the decision was made. There would no ducking and dodging and
hiding in the months ahead. Instead they would strike straight for Caluz and resupply there.

"Actualy,” Safar observed, "Cauz might be the last place we havetoraid.” Heindicated the map. "A
short run from Caluz should put us at the Port of Caspan. On the shores of the Great Sea.”

The heedman smacked fist into hand. "Thenit'son to Syrapis” he exclamed.
"Well, therésaseato crossfirgt," grumbled Masura "Don't forget that!"
The men roared laughter and teased Masura--which had been Safar'sintent al along.

Then wine was passed around and everyone drank to the journey ahead.

* k k %

Two weekslater Irg's army entered the wooded ravine where the Kyranians had camped. It was night
and the sky was dight with the thousands of torchesthey carried to show the way.

The Kyranians had gone to great painsto wipe out dl signs of their presence, but an advance party of
Irg's scouts had found an iron horseshoe nail, which led to the uncovering of the thrown shoeitsaf. From
there it was only amatter of more detailed searching and enough other small signswere discovered to
givethe Kyranians away.

Now the army was coming, led by Prince Lukaand his demon cavalry of mailed warriors astride the
great cat-like horrorsthey used for mounts. Behind them was a huge armored & ephant bearing King
Protarus roya howdah, al gold and bejeweled and with blood red curtains drawn tight so the king could
not be seen. The king's army sprawled back from there, starting with hisroya guard of crack troops,
both human and demon. There were archers and dingmen, demons who fought with giant battle axes and
short spears, fierce human tribesmen who fought on horseback with crossbows they could fire at the



galop, and long curving blades so sharp they'd dice through chain mail asif it were paper.

The army stretched for miles, torches and lanterns al gleaming in the night, back to the farthest reaches
where the big supply wagons groaned like captive giants put to the rack.

In the howdah Irg sniffed the air with excitement, wolf's snout bristling. Old Sheesan cackled in the
corner, waving ascrap of cloth about like atattered flag. "I paid her handsomely fer this," she said. "But
it'sright off Lord Timura's cloak, so it'sworth ev'r bit agold | could scrape together.”

Irg licked his chops and tossed her apurse of gold. "I'll give you another," he said, "if you can sniff out
his spoor.”

If the old witch only knew, he thought, she could get a cartload of gold from him asareward. In al these
months this was the closest held ever cometo finding Safar. First he'd retraced the route held taken in the
vison, finally coming to the desert spring where held seen Safar's reflection. His plan had been to have his
scouts follow Safar'strail to the main Kyranian encampment. But his old nemesis had been too canny,
using both physical and magicd tricksto obscure his passage. Severd times his hopes were raised when
held caught the scent of the grest dream horse held ridden in the vision. It was the amulet that made this
possible, heightening his powersto pick up the stallion's musk. Then some spell of Safar'swould interfere
and the scent would be gone, his hopes dashed.

It was then that Kaasariz had showed up with Old Sheesan in tow and the witch had presented him with
the scrap of cloth she said would put him on thetrail again. Irg) had his doubts--the dirty old hag was
hardly afigure to inspire confidence--but held given her the chance and now he was vastly pleased with
himsdlf for doing so. Using the cloth and her witchy powers--which even Fari had grudgingly admitted
were "mogt remarkable ... for ahuman!”--she'd picked up Safar'strail and carried it many milesforward
until Safar confounded them again with another trick.

Thetrick, however, proved to be flawed. Irg had merely scoured the areain atwenty mile radius and
thistime luck waswith him, not Safar, and his scouts had ssumbled on the ravine.

Y es, Old Sheesan had proved her value. In hiswolfen ate it was difficult for Irg) to think deeply. Even
30, hefelt an sense of affection for her and even ... trust? That was strange! Irg) had only trusted one man
inhislife--Safar. And ook what that had gotten him! Still, every oncein awhile, when thewitch wasin
repose, he caught aglimpse of that remarkable creature he'd seen for an instant when they'd first met.
Who was this woman who called hersalf Old Sheesan? Was she a beautiful woman hiding behind an ugly
facade? Or afilthy old hag through and through ... and the glimpsed visions of beauty aproduct of his
imagination?

Just then he heard avoice whisper in hisear, low, and musica and full of seductive promise: " Together
... together ... we can achieve all ... together..."
Hejolted around, but only saw the witch sniffing at the scrap from Safar's tunic, beaked nose twitching.

Shelifted her head, cackling triumphantly. "Thisishis place, yesit be, Mgesty," she chortled in voice
totally unlike the whisper held heard. "Lord Timuradept here, ate here and hel€eft it not long ago. The
scent'sthat strong, it is. Not more'n two weeks gone, is Old Sheesan's guess, Mgjesty.”

Irg) concentrated, transforming fully into hiswolfen state. He strained to catch Safar's spoor, but he didn't
have the witch's powerful magic nose, with along lifetime of experience to separate and interpret what
she sniffed.

Suddenly the amulet glowed, so hot it nearly scorched his chest and he growled with ddlight &t the pain,



pressng it tighter againgt hiswolfish hideto fed al the more.
Then Irg caught the spoor of the great dream horse and he lifted his head and howled with ddlight.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE SPIRIT RIDER

Once out of the wilderness the Kyranians dared the main caravan tracksfor thefirst time sincethey'd fled
the Vdley of the Clouds. They were amazed at the pace they could maintain, averaging nearly thirty miles
each day--a distance atrained army would covet. What's more, they were able to command the entire
length of that thirty miles. With scouts ranging far ahead and behind their control was extended even
farther--ahundred miles or more.

It was Safar's practice to aternate between both scouting parties when they were on the road, seeing
little of Palimak and the rest of hisfamily during that time. Sometimes he found himself too far away from
the caravan torgoin it a night and would miss seeing them atogether for daysat atime.

Heregretted this, particularly when it came to Paimak whose boyish experiments with magic could be
worrisome. Hed learned, however, that even awizard couldn't be al placesat al times so helocked the
feding away with dl the other regretsthat make up alife.

Thanksto Khysmet, hewas at least enjoying these londly but necessary missions more than in the past. It
was not only ajoy--and sometimes a bregth-taking thrill--to ride him, but the stallion was remarkable
company aswell. Like an old friend, Khysmet knew al his moods and how to dedl with them. When
Safar became absorbed in thought, usually about what might await him in Caluz, the horse took control of
the journey. Uncannily guessing the route Safar intended and becoming extrawary, sensing that Safar's
mind was far away from present dangers.

Once when Safar was digging into Asper's book for aspell he could usein a swamp he became so
absorbed in the demon wizard's theories he forgot where he was. When he became aware again he was
gartled to find himself on the other side of the swamp. Somehow Khysmet had found the way even
though it was riddled with pits of quicksand deep enough to swallow ateam of oxen, wagon and all.

Khysmet also proved to be abit of apractical joker and Safar had to be wary when he squatted by a
stream to drink, lest Khysmet butt him into the creek. When Safar came up out of the water sputtering
and swearing Khysmet would rear back, snorting and pawing the air in delight.

There was dso astrange kind of magic emanating from Khysmet. Oh, he couldn't suddenly sprout wings
and fly, or scratch out aspell with his hooveslike awitch's goatish Favorite. But on along run, just when
Safar felt he could no longer go on, hedd fed asudden surge of energy and purpose radiating from
Khysmet and then he could continue on for aslong asit took to achieve hisgod. Asfor the stdlion, Safar
had yet to see hislimits.

Therewasthe smdl of the earth in Khysmet's magic: tal plains grasses golden in the sun; swarms of bees
and locusts swooping thisway and that, dl of a single mind though there were thousands of them; small
birds darting through the insect clouds to feed; and sharp-eyed hawks and eaglesfloating aboveit dl,
watching for their chance.

Safar strayed so far away from the othersthat Leiriaadmonished him, saying it was his duty astheir
leader to keep himsalf safe. Safar knew she was right, but despite severa promisesto stay close he kept
forgetting and giving Khysmet his head and then there was no telling how many miles he might travel
before he remembered hislast promise.



One day she swore sheld stay with him herself and she brought along a spare horse so she could switch
back and forth to keep them both fresh. By nightfall shed worn out both animas and hersdf and it was
all she could do to prop hersalf up to eat when dinner was ready.

Safar had gone to some trouble for her, catching abrace of pheasants and roasting them over thefire
with wild herbsto sweeten the flesh.

She sghed, saying, "Thisiswhen | miss paacelife. All those servantsto tend your every need. If we
werein Zanzair right now, I'd snap my fingers and order up strong wine and agood massage and then I'd
have them carry my poor boneless body to the bed, whered they'd tuck mein for the night.”

"I can help you with thewine," Safar said, popping the stopper off aflask and pouring her acup. He
handed it to her, grinning. "I'd best not offer my services asamasseur. Not if we want to remain just
friends, that is"

Lerialaughed. "A lot of good it would do you," she said. "I'm so tired you'd be degping with acorpse.”
"There's nights when that wouldn't stop me," Safar joked, "and let's just say thisis one of those nights."

Leriagave himalook. "Y ou don't want to start something you can't finish, Safar Timura," she said. "So
don't tease awoman who il has delicate fedingsfor you."

"I know that, my dear, dear Leiria," Safar replied. "It's only how I'm feding tonight, which | can't help.”

Leriayawned, deep suddenly very hard to resist. "We need to find you awoman, Sefar,” she said. "We
need to..." and shefell adeep in midsentence.

Safar watched her for awhile, admiring her clear strong features and inviting figure. He thought of the
days-—-and nights--when they were lovers, then the memories became too disturbing and herolled upin
his blanket and tried to follow her into deep. He drifted for atime, thinking of nothing, then he heard
Khysmet nicker, soft, not in darm, but caling, caling...

...And Safar was adiride Khysmet, riding through a soft wood full of trailing ferns and sweet mosses. The
ar wasmisty, dmos raining. They came upon asmal glen filled with wildflowers and nourished by a
musical brook.

Khysmet whinnied and Safar saw something moving through the mist and then it swirled away and the
most marvel ous woman held ever seen floated into view. The mist parted more, like aveil being drawn
back, and with a shock he saw she was riding the remarkable black mare hed seenin the vision.

Then his eyes were drawn back to the woman. She was achingly, excticaly beautiful. She had long limbs
and ebony skin with long waves of hair tumbling to her waist. She was nearly naked, wearing only aloin
cloth and alight chain vest that swung open as she rode, showing her long torso and small, shapely
breasts. She had abow over her shoulder, dong with aquiver of heavy arrows. Strapped to her waist
was a short, broad-bladed sword.

Khysmet snorted, shifting back and forth as hisblood warmed at the sight and scent of the mare. Then
therider and her steed sensed their presence and froze. Both turned to peer through the mist.

Safar felt athrilling jolt as his eyes met the woman's. They werelarge and dark and full of wary interest as
she examined himin turn. Her face was long, with high cheekbones, brows like black swallow wings, a
dender nose dightly hooked over a sensuous mouth.

He saw that mouth twitch with humor and then the woman raised her hand to him asif in greeting.



Safar waved back and started forward, Khysmet quivering under him, filled with burning thoughts of
getting closer to that mare.

The woman laughed--it was arich husky laugh, alaugh out of the deep placesin the forest, full of
mystery and delight and no little danger. She whedled the mare about and plunged back toward the
wood and the mist swallowed her up. Safar heard the laughter trailing behind her and he urged Khysmet
forward.

The gtdlion didn't need the urging and he exploded after the mare, crossing the meadow in asinglejump
and plunging into the migt.

It was addicious chase, achase full of thrillsand near encountersthat only added to the fire burning in
both man and horse. The mare was Khysmet's equa and the woman was more than Safar's match when
it cameto pureriding. Sheled him on amerry hunt through the forest. Sometimes sheld let him draw near
then dash away under branches so low Safar was nearly swept off, while she ducked down and easily
evaded them. Or she'd disappear for so long he'd be hurled into depression thinking he'd lost her, then
shed burst out of agrove, hold the mare just long enough for Safar to get near, then whedl and dash

away agan.

Findly they cameto the forest's edge and the mysterious horsewoman cantered out. Therewasalong
patch of narrow ground bordered by a steep cliff. Safar's heart tripped when he saw she could go no
further.

Then she turned her mare to face him, dropping the reins asiif to show the chase was over. The mare
nickered for the stallion and Khysmet trotted forward, eager tojoin her.

The closer Safar came, the more beauteous and exotic the dark stranger seemed. Her long arms and legs
were remarkably graceful. Her ebony skin gleamed asif it were burnished and her smile was a bright
welcoming light. But it was her eyeswhich captivated him most, so wide and dark and full of humor.

When he came within twenty feet or S0, sheraised her hand again. "Please Stop,” she said, in avoice that
was|low and full of warmth.

Safar did as she asked but his heart was with Khysmet, who grunted in protest when he reined himin. He
obeyed but with great reluctance and once again Safar was struck by the horse's strength of purpose.
Any other stallion would have thrown Safar off and hurled himsdf upon the dancing mare.

"So you're the famous Safar Timura," the woman said. Shelooked him up and down and seemed to like
what she saw. "l must say, I'm certainly not disappointed.”

"Who areyou, my lady?' Safar asked. "Please grant me the boon of your name."

Shelaughed and shook her head. "Why, | can't tdll you that," she said teasingly, "for if you knew it |
could deny you nothing.”

Safar's mouth became dry, his throat parched as a desert thicket.

The woman tossed her head, tressesfloating in thewind. "Oh, but | probably shouldn't worry about that,"
shesaid. "If | were pleasing to look upon, perhaps I'd have reason to worry. But asit is..." agraceful
hand swept down and up, indicating her lovely form ... "'l fear I'm too plain for one such asyou.”

"Who said you were plain?' Safar said. "Tell meand | swear that greet liar will soon lack atongue for so
offending you."



Another musical laugh. "Only my ssters, Safar Timura, and it would be avast relief if | had Ssterswithout
tongues. They're such dull-witted chatterboxes. But | think my mother would object, so, das, | must
refuse your kind offer to rid them of the meansto torment me."

"l am the onein torment, my lady,” Safar said. "To be kept in ignorance of one such asyou isthe degpest
of miseries. If you can't find it in your heart to say your name, at least tell me your reason for being here.
Areyou logt? Isthere someway | can assist you?"'

Her ripelipstwisted in amusement. "Lost? | think not. A Spirit Rider isnever lost!" A small laugh.
"Although one of my sisters was confused for amonth or two. But that's because she dalied with a
handsome lad and forgot her duty. My father punished her--much too mildly in my opinion.”

Safar goggled. Spirit Rider? Hed never heard of such athing.

"Asfor asssting me," she continued, "it'smy duty to assist you, Safar. My father sent me to warn you of
grave danger.”

Now it was Safar's turn for amusement. "Danger? How unusud." he said dryly. "What, pray tell, could be
agreater danger than Irg Protarus?’

The woman frowned, "Protarus? | don't know thisname.” Then her face cleared. "Ah," she said, "you
mean the strange one who pursues you."

"Thevery one" Safar said.

"l can't say if you will survivethis Protarusfelow,” she said. "He's a shape changer in league with other
shape changers soit'simpossible to predict the outcome.”

"Then | repest the question, my lady," he said. "What could be worse than Irg) Protarus?’

"Youwill meetitin Cduz," shesad. "There you will face achalenge as greeat as the shape changer and
dl hisarmies”

Safar's heart raced. "But | must go there!” he said harshly. "Lord Asper commanded it!™ Intuitively he
knew she understood who Asper was.

"Of course, you mugt!" the woman exclaimed. "Otherwise you'll never reach Syrepis.”
"Then what's the sense of the warning?' Safar asked. "' dready know Cauz isdangerous.”

"It's much worse than you think, Safar Timura," she said. "Whatever preparationsyou havein
mind--double them!"

"I will," Sefar said.

"One other thing," the woman said. "My father bade me to say that what you seek to defeat your
enemy--thisIrg Protarus, | presume--can be found at the templein Caluz.”

"Y ou mean the oracle?" Safar asked. "The Oracle of Hadin? | know something about--"

She stopped him with araised hand. "'l can say no more. Go to Cauz just as you planned,” she said.
"Accomplish what you intend to accomplish. But remember, Safar Timura, in Caluz al isnot asit seems.
Seek the truth beyond the vell of lies.”

Suddenly the woman and the mare began to fade. "I haveto go," she said.



"Wait!" Safar shouted.

She shook her head, becoming fainter and fainter until she was like aghost. She waved to him.
"Farewell, Safar Timura," she cried, then turned the mare and plunged toward the cliff.

The woman and her steed were trand ucent, now. At the cliff's edge the mare leaped high.

The woman shouted, "Until we meet again!”

"Where shdl we meet?' Sefar cried after her. "Where?!

Shevanished, but her answer was|eft floating in theair:
llqu)igll

Safar came awake with astart. Acrossfrom him, Leiriawas still deeping peacefully. He glanced & the
campfire and was surprised to seeit exactly the same as when held fallen adeep. The vison had seemed
s0 long, yet only afew seconds had passed.

Herose quietly and went out to where Khysmet was tethered. The stallion perked up hisearsas he
approached, but he stood quietly, asif histhoughts were elsewhere.

Safar laid his head againgt the horse, stroking the sengitive nose. "Were you there?' Safar whispered.
"Did you see?'

Khysmet huffed and slamped hisfeet, switching histail back and forth.
Leriacdled out. "Is something wrong, Sefar?”

"No, Leiria," Safar answered. "Nothing's wrong. Go back to deep.”
He stroked Khysmet. "Syrapis,”" he whispered. " Syrapis.”

* k x %

Palimak was bored. Day &fter day he rode with the smal group of wagons making up the Timurafamily
caravan with little to do but get into mischief. The roadsi de scene passed so dowly and with solittle
change that the smallest thing became mgjor entertainment. A rodent dashing across the track, an ox
lifting itstall to defecate and birds taking a dust bath were among the more stirring sights held seen that

day.

It wasn't so bad for the older children, he thought. They got to run around the wagons, or dash off into
thefieldsto explore and play games. Sometimes they'd disappear al day and wouldn't catch up to the
main caravan until nightfal. Oh, how he wished he could go with them. Why one of his cousins had seen
abear and her cubs just the other day. Now, wouldn't that've been something to see? Maybe he could've
made a pet of one of the cubs, or at least played with it alittle, What redlly offended him wasthat his
cousnwasadgirl. Thismade life seem even more unfair.

There wasllittle privacy when on the road, so he couldn't play with Gundara and Gundaree as much as
he'd like. The Favorites hated it when so many people were around and tended to be grumpy when he
summoned them. Always complaining that people could peek into the covered wagon anytime they
wanted.

To Paimak it seemed asif he was aways getting into trouble, especialy when he played with hismagic.
Although he never meant any harm, sometimesthingsjust didn't go as planned and he was dways being



scolded asif held doneit on purpose.

Hewas dill sulking over an incident earlier in the day. After his grandmother had put out the wagon fire
held explained quite plainly that held only been trying to help. But she didn't listen--they never
listened!--and held gotten the scolding of hislife and was banished to the smelly old supply wagon.

"Now, let's see what mischief you can get up to in there, Pimak Timura," his grandmother had said in
her most scornful tones. " I'm sorry there's nothing but moldy flour and wormy corn to occupy your
Lordship. Now maybe you'll have time now to think about al the heartache and worry you're causng
rre.ll

"I'm sorry, Grandmother,” held said in his most contrite manner. Unfortunately, she wasn't o easily
soothed.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” she mocked. "When I'm in my grave from the worry you've caused me you'll
know what sorry redly id"

Paimak poked afinger at a damp floursack. He didn't know what she was so upset about. It hadn't been
that big of afire, after al. And he could easily have put it out himsdlf. If he could've remembered thefire
putter outter spell, that is.

He gtill didn't know what had gone wrong with his experiment. The whole ideahad originated with his
grandmother's and aunts complaints about how dark it wasin the wagons. There was dwaysalot of
mending to be done and they said they were going blind from sewing in such dimness. Because of the
danger of fire and the roughness of the road no one was permitted to burn an oil lamp while the wagons
were moving.

Bored as he was, Pdimak became intensdly interested in their difficulties. Interest turned to achild's
concern for hisloved ones. What would his grandmother do if she were blind? And hisaunts, what if they
couldn't even see ther children to kissthem? So held turned his agilelittle mind full force on the problem.

Ingtinctively, he went at it backwards. What was the result he wanted? That was easy, he wanted light
without having to burn anything. There were two waysto go &t that, he'd decided. Thefirst would be to
take thelight out of thefire and throw the fire away. Y ou could then pour the light into bowls, or
something, or even glassjars with stoppers on them so the light couldn't escapeif it were so inclined.
Probably the jars would be best, he thought. For reasons he couldn't explain he imagined light might be
pretty rebelious and would dways be trying to run away.

The second method would be to somehow trap the light. Y ou could catch it in some kind of net, or
whatever, asit ran away from its source--the sun or a campfire--then you could toreit in great big casks
with spigots like wine barrels. Then whenever you needed some light al you had to do wasturn the
spigot and fill up ajar.

He could envison his grandmother and auntswith jars of lightsall around them, sewing away with no
trouble at dl and praising him for being such asmart and thoughtful little boy. Theimage pleased him
immensaly and he worked even harder.

Hed quickly dismissed theideaof trapping light and storing it. The trouble with light wasthat it was even
runnier than water and much thinner so you'd have to haveredly big, big barrels, maybe even bigger than
ahouse--which wasthe largest object he could imagine--to hold just alittle bit. Which wouldn't last very
long ether, so that wasreally stupid. Fine, then. HEd try to separate the light from fire and see what

happened.



Thisfeat proved to be surprisingly easy. Oh sure, Gundara and Gundaree hel ped, but it was hisideaand
he'd done most of the real work. One night after everyone had gone to deep held filled abowl with ail, lit
it with a candle, then summoned his Favorites. After afew false starts due to the usua quarrels between
the two, hed cast the spell.

"Comeout, littlelight," he crooned. "Come and play with Palimak. Well have lots of fun and good things
to eat and you won't haveto smell that stinky oil al the time. Come out, little light. Come out and play
with Palimak."

He scooped his hands forward, skimming across the wavery fire and to his amazement he suddenly had a
double pamful of light spilling onto the tent floor. 1t made little glowing puddies with scattered drops dll
around. Then the light began to fade--running away, as Paimak thought of it--and he quickly turned ajar
upside down over the largest puddle. Insde thejar the light was only a soft glow at firg, then it suddenly
became much brighter.

Palimak clapped his hands with glee. Hed doneit! Helooked over at the bowl of ail. Therewas no light
coming from it now. But he could smdll the burning oil and when he put his hand close he could il fed
the heet of thefire.

That night Palimak dept the peaceful deep of asmart little boy, akind little boy, aboy who'd just saved
his grandmother and aunts from blindness. Hed smiled to himsdlf as he dept, thejar of light clutched in
hisarms, dreaming of al the hugs hed get and dl the nice thingsthey'd say about him.

When he awoke the light was gone. Pimak wasin apanic trying to figure out what had happened. The
stopper was on tight. The spell held used to enforce the jar's light-holding properties was il strong.
Then held looked at the bowl of oil and saw that it was empty and the invisible fire was no longer
burning.

Pdimak frowned. It seemed obvious that athough held separated the light from the fire, some connection
had remained. When the fire had burned up itsfuel thelight in the jar had gone out. Well, that was no
good. Y ou still had the same problem as before, which was that you can't have afirein amoving wagon.
But, wait! Nobody said anything about outside the wagon.

Palimak had labored until late that night working on the solution. The next morning--thisvery morning, in
fact, thismost boring of al dayswith its amost squashed rodent, stupid oxen and dusty birds-he'd put
hisplantoitsfirst, and find, test. A brass burner was suspended beneath ararely used wagon. A firewas
lit, asmall one so no onewould notice. Light went into ajar. And the jar was hidden under Palimak's
coat until the caravan set off and he was aone in the wagon. Then out it came, glowing very nicely,
athough maybe only enough for one person to sew by. So what? That was no problem! He could make
ajar for each of them, being sure to hang the same number of burners under the wagon. Then when the
light got dim al somebody had to do wasjump off the wagon, toss more fuel into the burners and the
light would be strong again. Paimak figured hed volunteer to do the jumping off to start with. Later on
someone else could do it, like that cousin of hiswho thought she was so smart because she'd seen abear
withitscubs. Asif anybody couldn't do that!

It would have worked just fine too, Palimak thought, if the driver hadn't gone over that bump. And the
bottom of the wagon had caught fire. Redl fire you could see and smell and which could burn everything
up! Pdimak wastrying to think of aspell to put it out when his grandmother came running from her
wagon and best it to death with awet broom. Scolding and punishment followed swiftly.

Deep inthe gloom of his supply wagon exile, Paimak gave along, heartfet sigh. It was so unfair. The
more he thought about it, the sadder he became. So sad he thought he might even let himsdf cry,



athough he was probably too old for that and if somebody saw him held never get to runin thefidds and
play just like everybody else.

A tear wasleaking down his cheek, with more due to follow, when his grandfather opened the back flap
and jumped into the wagon.

"If you're not busy, son," hisgrandfather said, "I could use alittie help.”

Pdimak hastily wiped the tear away and composed himsdlf. "I'm not busy,” he said. "What do you want
meto do, grandfather?'

"I'm taking over the lead wagon," Khadji said. "We just added a new ox to the team and she's so green
she's going to need some watching. | can't mind the road and her at the sametime. Not very well,
anyway. And | thought | could use areal good pair of eyesto help me."

"I've got red good eyes, grandfather,” Palimak said, spreading the lids wide and looking thisway and
that. "See?"

"You'rejust the man for the job," his grandfather said and in afew minutes Palimak was ensconced on
the seat of the lead wagon, glaring for al he was worth at the worrisome ox.

"Now, | fed much better," his grandfather said, cracking hiswhip to get the team moving. "Notelling
what agreen anima will getinto its head.”

"But she'swhite, grandfather,” Paimak said, pointing at the young ox. "Why do you keep saying she's
green?'

Khadiji buried a smile and pretended to examine the ox, which, as Palimak had said, was white as snow.
"Hmm," he said. "Now that you mention it, she is white. | must have been looking at her in thewrong
light. Thanksfor pointing that out to me, son. | might have missed it.”

Pdimak was disappointed. "Then you don't need meto help you watch her anymore?' he said. "Since
she'swhite, | mean. And it'sthe green onesthat give you al the trouble.”

"Oh, whitesworse," Khadji said. "Much worse than green. Give me agreen ox any day, but spare me
thewhite." He gave Pdimak anudge. "Y ou just watch her extrahard,” he said. "Now that we know she's
white"

Paimak glared at the ox even harder, so hard his eyes started to burn. "Why don't you take alittle rest
for aminute, son,” Khadji said when he noticed the boy blinking fiercely. "I think shelll bedl right for a
mile or two now that she knows you're dong."

The boy relaxed, easing closer to his grandfather and enjoying his company. A long slence followed. It
was comfortable at firdt, but then it extended and expanded, making room for arming thoughts, like the
unfortunate matter of the wagon held set on fire. His grandfather stirred and Paimak had the horrible
thought that Khadji was about to bring up the subject. Which wasjust awful. Everything was so peaceful
and nice but it was going to be spoiled by another scolding. And maybe other punishment, aswell. You
could never tell with adults. They were like, like ... the white ox, which his grandfather said was worse
than even the green ones and you never knew what they'd do next.

By way of preamble his grandfather hawked, then turned and spat into the dust and Palimak knew he
wasinforit.

"I don't know about you," his grandfather said, "but ever since we took the main track I've been going



crazy with boredom.”
Pdimak gaped in surprise. "Metoo!" he said.

"I don't want to dare the gods for more trouble than we aready have," his grandfather continued, "but
when we were running and hiding dl thetime at least things were interesting. Sure, we might have been
caught by Irg, but that just made it more exciting. Our minds were always busy thinking up new things,
or tricks, or guessing what Irgf might be up to." He glanced at Pdimak, smiling. "Right?"

"Right!" Palimak nodded hard for emphasis.

"So herewe are on the main track," his grandfather went on, "and they tell us we're making excellent
time. Thirty milesaday!" He snorted. "Feels more like athousand before the day isdone.”

He shook his head. "Nothing to do and dl day to doitin," he said. "It's hard to bear sometimes, | tell
you. Very hard to bear.”

Another sgh, thisonelonger. "Infact,” hesad, "I'm fedling like that right now. Like| can't stand it
anymore.”

He paused, asif thinking, then, "Here," he said, "take over for amoment, will you?' And he handed
Pdimak thereins.

The boy was stunned at this display of trust. He straightened up and tried to snap thereins. It came out
asadisappointingly dow wavethat died before it reached the first oxen, but his grandfather nodded in
approval.

"That'stheway to doit,” hesaid. "Nice and gentle. A wise driver iscareful not to frighten hisanimals.”

Heartened by the praise, Paimak sat taller still. Khadjji fumbled in his pocket and took out asmall lump
of moist clay wrapped in oil cloth.

"Hereswhat | like to do to keep from getting bored to death,” his grandfather said, working the clay
between his hands.

Pdimak gaped as his grandfather squeezed and pinched, turning out one little figure after the other--a
goat, abear, an ox and even acamel with such along neck and silly expression on its face that the boy
burgt out laughing.

"May | try?" he asked.

He'd seen Khadji and sometimes even hisfather make pots and jars and dishes. All useful things, but dull
asmud asfar as Palimak was concerned. 1t'd never occurred to him you could creste such interesting
figures

"Why not?' Khadji said. He fished another oil cloth packet from his pocket. "I've been saving thisfor
something specid,” hesaid. "So far | haven't thought of anything, but maybe you can.”

Hetraded the reinsfor the packet and watched from the corner of his eye as Palimak opened it. The
boy's face brightened when he saw the unusua color of the clay. Instead of adull gray it was alustrous
green, so deep that it was amost black when looked at from certain angles.

"It'sbeautiful!" the boy breathed. He looked up a Khadji. "Can | make anything | want?' he asked.
"Anythingat dl."



"Of courseyou can," hisgrandfather said. "It'syours, now."

Pdimak stared at the clay long and hard. Then hisface cleared. "1 know!" he said. And he started
sgueezing and molding in the clay.

"Wheat're you thinking of making?' Khadji asked.
"l can'ttdl you," Pdimak said with ady grin. "But I'll give you ahint. It'sa surprise for somebody.
"A redly big surprisa!™

CHAPTER S XTEEN
PALIMAK'SREVENGE

Kalasariz moved cautioudy through the night forest, keeping a discreet distance between himsdf and his
quarry. His shape changer senses were tuned to their highest pitch and he could smell the sulfurous odor
of thewitch clinging to the brush lining the narrow trail. It was so powerful it nearly obscured the king's
spoor, that mixture of fresh blood and old graves that marked al shape changers.

Behind him, sprawled on agreet field, the army dept. Except for afew key sentries--al in the pay of
Kdasariz--no one knew the king was out this night.

The spymaster seethed as he followed the king and Old Sheesan through the forest. Unless they were of
his own making, Kaasariz detested dl mysteries. And this midnight journey certainly fit that definition.

He wasn't asworried about what they were up to as he was a being left out. From the outset he'd given
Old Sheesan explicit orders she was report every word and movement the king made when in her
presence. Thiswas the main reason hed introduced the witch to Protarus. He was much more interested
in knowing hisking's mogt secret thoughts than hewasin finding Safar Timura,

The witch, however, had proven to be cannier than held thought and now he waslosing control. Old
Sheesan's reports had become perfunctory, vague and of little value. She hadn't started outright lying to
him yet--other than lies of omission--but he suspected she'd begin soon enough. And then held have to
goto agresat ded of bother and no little danger in getting rid of her.

Theforest's edge reared up with no warning and Kaasariz nearly gave himsdlf away as he stepped out
onto open ground into the light of the Demon Moon. Hastily, he pulled back and found cover. He stayed
quite ill for amoment until he was sure no one had noticed him. Then he gently parted some branches
and peered out.

Old Sheesan and the king were walking along anarrow strip of barren ground that seemed to be edged
by adliff. The forest was sillent so the spymaster could hear the swishing of the witch's robes as she
moved and the creak of Protarus battle harness. They paused at the edge of the cliff. The witch gestured
at apoint on the ground.

"More magic there" Kaasariz heard her say. "A woman, methinks.”
"A witch?" Protarus asked.
"No, she weren't no witch. Somethin' else, for certain. | can't quite put mefinger onit.”

Sheturned and pointed back at the forest where Kalasariz was hiding. He was so darmed he nearly fled.
But then she said, "Both of ‘em come through there. Lord Timurawas on that horse that's been givin' yer



Maesty fitsof envy. Thewoman was on amare--and that was somethin' special too. Anima magic all
over theplace.”

"Yes yes" Protarus sad, sniffing eagerly a theair. 'l can smdl it mysdf!”

The witch chortled. " Soon yer won't need the likes of Old Sheesan to ferret out mischief,” shesaid. "And
then where will this poor old granny be?'

"Shewon't be poor at any rate," Protarus said. "Not after dl the gold I've been dumping in her lap.”

"Gold's not ever'thin', Mgesty," thewitch said. "Least that'swhat they say. Although they leave out the
part about exactly what's missin' that gold won't cure.”

Kaasariz made amentd note to find out where the witch had hidden al this gold she was talking about.
If he removed her little treasure cache shed be more dependent on him.

"Anyways," the witch went on, "they came out there and rode up to the cliff where they stopped to
palaver awhile. Then Lord Timurawent off that way." The witch pointed to the most distant edge of the
foredt.

"What about the woman?' Protarus asked.

"I don't know," thewitch said. "Therés no sign of her after that. It'slike she rode her mare off the cliff, or
somethin'. Whatever shedid, shedidn't go with Lord Timura."

"Isthat dl?" Protarus asked, impatient. "When you urged me to go with you tonight you said you'd made
agreat discovery. Whereisit? | see Safar'strail, which weve been following al along, so that's certainly
no 'great discovery.' He met awoman! So what? A romantic interlude, | suspect. He's probably tired of
Leriaby now and wanted something different. Again, so what? Asfor the woman's disappearance, if |
don't care about the woman, then what do | care what happened to her?’

"Yer gotit exactly, Mgesty," the witch replied. "A romantic inter-lude! Y es, indeed, that'swhat Lord
Timurawas up to." She gave anasty giggle. "In more waysth'n one, yer old granny suspects.”

Shegestured wide. "Thereslust intheair, that'sfor certain,” shesaid. "A prancin’ stalion and awillin'
mare. A lusty young man and a hot-blooded maid. What could be more natural, like? Then add magic:
the man'sawizard, the maid's maybe awitch. Stir the pot well, mixin' in the horse and the mare, both
magic too, and we gets us addlicious broth, yer Mgesty.

"We're gettin' closeto Lord Timura, Mgjesty. Catch up to him within aweek, is Old Sheesan's guess.
And yer needsto be prepared when that time comes, if yer don't mind me sayin'."

"What'sto preparefor?' Protarus asked, curt. "l have an army. He only has afew hundred peasants.”

"But he'sdipped yer grasp afore, Magesty,” the witch said. "So he might do it again. More
important--how's he gonner fight back? Ferget his soldiers, good or bad. Don't matter. Neither does yer
army. We'retakin' about awizard, here. Most powerful wizard in dl Esmir, some say, demonsincluded.

"Why, it'ssad it was Timura The Wizard that brought down Zanzair, Mgesty. And yer had abigger,
meaner army then. And yer weren't a shape-changer, neither, was yer, Mgesty? That's how bad he hurt
yer, ain't it? Hurt yer red bad he did, this Timurathe Wizard and if yer ain't careful, hell get yer again!™

"And you have asolution, | takeit." Protarus said.



"Indeed | do, yer Mgesty," shesaid, lifting up her blind face to him. "1 can give yer power over him when
yer meets. We can make aspell here and now that'll doit."

"Then cast the spell, woman," Protarus demanded. "Get on withit!"
"That'sdl | needed to hear, Mgesty," the witch cackled. "Y er had to order it, first!"

With that she raised her hands and began to twirl. Around and around, like adow moving top. In his
hiding place, Kaasariz snorted in disgust when he saw her raggedy robes rise up and show her bony
knees. Then shewent faster, turning gill faster, and both Kalasariz and Protarus gaped as she became a
blur. The blur began to glow, radiant sparks flying off into the night. Then the witch dowed and the blur
took form.

Kaasariz gasped. For instead of an ugly witch there was awondrous woman standing before Protarus.
She was pleasing of form and face, with long golden hair and a gossamer gown of black that displayed all

of her beauty.
The spymaster heard agrowl of lugt, thought it was his own being voiced, then redized it was Protarus.

The witch laughed, but instead of aharsh cackle it sounded like tinkling bells. " Come to me my swest,"
she sad, voice silky and smooth. "And we shall make such aspdll!"

She opened her arms and Protarus gave a great howl and bounded forward to take her.

Kalasariz crept away. Before held been angry and worried. Now he was merely frightened. He had to
come up with something quickly, before the witch had complete control over the king. What redlly
frightened him wasthat it might dready betoo late.

If the spymaster had tarried he would have seen greater reason to fear the witch.

After shehad drained Irg of al his strength, she made hersalf more beautiful ill, curling up to him,
whispering poisoned wordsinto hisear.

"You areamystery to me," shesaid. "Y ou are so strong, so wise, and yet you alow yoursdf to be
guided by fools."

Irg tirred. "If you mean my spell brothers” he said, "1 don't have any choice.”

The witch cuddled closer, pressing her lusciousform againgt Irg. "Isthat what they told you?' she asked.
"That once the Spell of Four was cast, you were locked to them forever?

Irg Sghed. "Yes" hesad. "Forever.”
"| can show you how to be free of them," she said. "I can teach you how to bresk the chains."

Eveninlug, Irg's suspicions were aroused. "Why would you do this?' he asked. "What isit that you
expect in return?’

"Only to be your queen, Irg Protarus,” the witch answered. "1 have waited alifetime for one such asyou.
| have powers--more power than any witch in al of Esmir. But | want more. Y ou understand wheat |
mean by that, don't you? To want more?'

"Yes" Irg whispered. "Yed"

"Together," she said, "we can haveit dl! Together wewill at last be satisfied. But firdt ... we must set you



free from the Spell of Four.”
Irg turned to her, eyes bright with hope. "How?" he asked. " Show me!”

"First we haveto catch Safar Timura," the witch said. "It would help to have the child, but it isn't
absolutely necessary.”

"Teach menow!" Irg demanded. "I don't want to wait!"
Thewitch giggled. "So impatient!” she said. "Just like that stdlion after the mare!”

Hetried to take her again, but she avoided his embrace, saying, "First swear to me that you'll make me
your queen.”

"I swear it," Irg said huskily. As he spoke he felt a strange sensation burn through his body and knew a
magica pact had just been made. Thiswas one promise held have to keep.

Sheesan smiled, eyes aglow with victory. "When the time comesto confront Lord Timura," she said, "you
must make certain that your Spell Brothers are close by. The casting will not only free you, but kill them,
aswdl as Timura Do you understand?’

Thrilled at the prospect of al his enemies being destroyed a one blow, Irg) nodded eagerly that he did.
"Goon," heurged. "What's next?

Laughing, thewitch drew Irg into her arms again and they made even wilder love than before. When
they were done she bathed him with cool water from aforest stream. And when Irg) was entirely
human--too spent from lovemaking to be overcome by his shape-changer's side--she taught him the

gl

He was amazed at how smpleit was.

* * * %

Leriawatched the horizontal smear of light inch toward her. The smear broadened and degpened asiit
came, like adow moving storm creeping aong the earth.

"No doubt about it," she said to Safar. "It'sIrg). Theway he's going hell be on to uswithin aweek."

The two were crouched on a hill overlooking aswift moving river crossed by asturdy bridge wide
enough for two large freight wagons to pass with room to spare.

"He's moving more quickly than | expected,” Safar said. "With an army that Sze | thought the most he
could do was keep pace with us."

"It'sbecause heésmarching al night,” Leriasad. "1 was on acampaign with him once when he used that
trick. We'd set out at dusk and march until late morning. Then hole up in the afternoon to rest. Surprised
the hells out of the enemy when we showed up at his door two weeks before we were expected.”

"Why didn't you tell me about that trick before?' Safar asked, a bit exasperated.

"Y ou had enough worry on your mind," Leriasaid. "Besdes, there's nothing we could've done about it.
We're going asfast as we can. Scary stories wouldn't make us move any faster.”

Safar sghed. "1 supposeyou'reright.” He studied the horizon alittle longer. Then, "How long can he
keep that kind of thing up before he exhausts hisarmy?”



Leriashrugged, then gestured at the gpproaching light. It was bright enough now to obscure the lower
heavens. "Inthiscase," shesaid dryly, "hesin little danger of that.”

"Let'sdo our best to givehim anicelong rest,” Safar said. He pointed at the bridge. "Removeit and his
engineerswill need at least aweek to bridge theriver. From the map of this area, there's no other place
to crossfor miles”

"And | suppose O Great Wizard," Leriateased, "that you have some amazing magica spell that will do
thejob."

Safar laughed. "Absolutdy,” hesaid. "1 call it fire. Perhapsyou've heard of it?It's especidly effective on
wooden bridges."

"My, haven't we beenjally lately,” Leiriasaid. "If | didn't know better I'd say there was awoman
involved."

When he didn't answer Lerialooked up sharply and caught him blushing. He muttered something
unintelligible, mounted K hysmet and cantered down the hill to the bridge.

Leriapuzzled over this as she hurried to catch up to him. Had she somehow stumbled on alittle secret?
But that didn't make sense. Where would he meet awoman way out here?

* * % %

Gundaraand Gundaree were perched on akeg of honey, sucking on their fingers while they watched
Paimak fuss over his masterpiece.

"Lookslikeadog,” Gundarasaid. "If you put some earson it, that is."
"It'snot adog,” Paimak scorned, "and it doesn't have any ears because | haven't made them yet."
Nevertheless, the next thing he did was form small pointy things on the odd-shaped lump of clay.

"Oh, now | understand,” Gundaree said. "Y ou're making some sort of an animd. Y es, now that | look at
it that way | can seefour legs, atail, aneck, and | suppose that's some sort of head, right?"

"With ears" Padimak said, showing him.

"The earswere my idea," Gundara sniffed. "Pretty stupid dog, if it didn't have ears.”

"| detest dogs," Gundaree said. "Filthy creatures. Always sniffing around our little home.”
"Remember the one that made water on us?' Gundarasaid.

Gundaree shuddered. "Like it was yesterday, instead of six hundred years ago.”

"It was seven,” Gundara corrected.

"Six," indsted Gundaree. "'l remember because our master was--"

"l told you," Pdimak brokein, "that it's not adog!"

He held up the object. "It'sahorsel See?’

Both of the Favorites studied the object, scratching their heads.

Findly, Gundaree said, "'l can see why you asked for our help. | hate to say this, Little Master, but your



skillsasasculptor need abit of honing.”

"| till say it'sadog,” Gundarasaid. "A big black dog.”

"Maybe alittle more green than black,” Gundaree said.

"All right, it'sagreenish blackish dog,” Gundarasaid. "But it'sadog just the same.”

"I don't carewhat you say itis," Paimak scolded. "I thought horse when | madeit, soit'sahorse. | even
put ahorse harr in it from Khysmet'stal.”

He picked up a sharp twig and poked holesin the clay for eyes. He examined hiswork and nodded in
satisfaction. "All | haveto do iswrite my name on its somach,”" he said, flipping the clay over and
sketching the | etters with the tick.

Pdimak plumped the "horse" down on the wagon bed. "Now, we can makeit pretty,” he said. "Make it
50 he can't help himsalf when he seesit and helll just haveto pick it up! Then hell flip it over..." Paimak
demonstrated, turning the clay so the belly and writing was exposed. "...And when he spots my name hell
read it doud.”

"And that's when the surprise comesin?' Gundara asked.

"Y ou guessed it!" Paimak said. "That's when the surprise comesin!”

* k *x %

Kaasariz watched the engineers hoist the last timber in place and start to nail it down. In an hour or S0
the bridge would be complete and the army could march again. As he considered the rough but sturdy
Sructure that spanned the raging river, he couldn't help but fedl grudging admiration for the king.

Not long ago, when the scouts had returned with the news that the bridge had been destroyed, Kaasariz
thought the task was hopeless and the canny Safar had foiled them once again. To hisamazement, Irg
had been vastly amused.

"It's good see you in such humor, Mgesty," the spy master had said. "Enlighten me, please, astoits
source so | canjoininyour laughter.”

"Safar just madeamistake," camethereply. "He's playing to my strength.”
"Toyour strength, Magjesty?"
"Yes, to my abilitiesasagenerd. And theres no man or demon who can match those.”

Then without further explanation held shouted to an aide, "Cadll the chief of engineerd Tdl him hislife
depends on how quickly he obeys my summons!”

A few momentslater abadly frightened old demon had stumbled into the tent to get hisorders.

That had been four days ago. Now Ka asariz watched that very same demon crouch with the work
crew, closely overseeing the finishing touches. What Irg) had done was order the bridge built while they
marched. Freight wagons were cleared out for the carpenters to work and the bridge was built in parts
and by torchlight asthe army moved on through the night. By the time they'd reached theriver it was
nearly done and only alittle more time was needed to erect it over the sumps of the old stanchionsthe
previous bridge had stood upon.

Kdasariz heard horses approaching from the other side of the bridge and looked up to see agroup of



weary scouts coming in to report to their officers. It wasironic, Kaasariz thought, that the first group to
cross the new bridge was coming from the opposite direction.

But the spymaster wasn't here for humor and certainly not to admire Irg's brilliance. He smiled to himsdlf
as one of the scouts saw him and made asignal unnoticed by the others. Very good, Kaasariz thought,
nodding to acknowledge his spy. Then he signaled back. They'd meet in an hour at the usual place.

One and ahaf turns of the glass later he was back in histent examining an object under his brightest
lamp. Gleaming up a him wasthe small figurine of ablack horse, so beautifully wrought that it could only
have been produced by a master potter. He turned it over and made out the name sketched in the
hard-fired clay.

"Pdimak," heread. The spymaster's eyes glittered. It was from the boy--the haf-breed Irg was hunting
aong with Sefar.

Thefigurine was not only beautifully fashioned and fired, but it buzzed with gentle sorcery, asif it were
meant to be amagicd pet. The child was obvioudy some sort of prodigy. Not only in magic, but in the
atsaswdll.

What great luck, Kalasariz thought. Somehow the boy had lost a prized, persona treasure. One hed
made himsdlf, so it would be of incredible value to Fari and hiswizards. It was adirect magica link to
Palimak--and where the boy was, Safar would be nearby.

I'll present it to the king myself, Kaasariz thought. I'll wait aday or two and pretend | found it abandoned
on the road. Which iswhere the scout said heldd found it. He said it was lying next to a broken keg of
honey and the whole ground was so swarming with ants held amost missed it. Kadasariz would tell the
sametae, but with himself asthe hero. It wouldn't solve his problems with Old Sheesan, but it would put
him in such favor with Protarus that her advantage would be dightly lessened.

In Kdasariz' world dight was agresat victory. Sight could be made into agap and the gap could be
widened into aravine. Slight had won many battlesfor him in the past and in crucid momentswhen his
life had been at stake, dight advantages had saved his neck.

He was about to send amessenger to the king to beg an audience when a second thought crept in.
Kaasariz dways heeded such things, placing second thoughts above even dight advantages as plumsto
histrade. Second thoughts kept you wary, second thoughts gave you specid insights, second thoughts
kept you divewhen dl dsefaled.

What if there were sometrick to this? What if Safar Timural's mind was behind the crafting of this
magnificent creation? That made more sense. Lord Timurawas amagter potter aswell asawizard, after
al. The more he thought about it, the more this scenario seemed likely. Even achild was unlikely to lose
such abeautiful magical toy. Hed keep it close to him always, checking for it when he went to deep,
looking for it first thing when he awoke and patting his pockets wherever he went to make certain it was
dill there.

If thiswere atrick he could be ruined. However, if it wasn't and he didn't present it to the king
opportunity might belost. Never mind that if the king found out held withheld any kind of aclue, ruin
would be the most pleasant thing that would happen to Kdasariz. Y es, held bless the possibility of mere
ruin from his chains and beg to be lifted to such a high plane asthe king's torturers worked on him.

They wouldn't kill him. He was bonded to Protarus by the Spell of Four so they couldn't make away with
him or the king would suffer aswell. Aswould Fari and Luka. But they could keep him bardly dive.
Keep him imprisoned in perpetual pain with one of Fari's spdlls.



Then the solution came. Old Sheesan! Ever since the night he'd seen her reved her true sdif to Protarus,
he'd pondered how to regain the upper hand. After the initia shock, his old confidence had returned.

A wily master of setting plotswithin plots, Kdasariz had never met his match in sheer cunning. Well,
Safar Timura, possibly. But he didn't like to dwell on that. But this woman--this witch--was not Safar
Timura. He didn't care how much magic she possessed. Kaasariz had something better--amind full of so
many tricks and turnsthat he could confound mere magic and run her aseasily asheran dl hisspies.

He sent amessenger to the witch, politely begging her attendance.

A few minuteslater shejoined himin his quartersto examine thefigurine. She turned it about in her
hands, feding every inch of it, blind face furrowing in concentration.

Findly her brow cleared. "It'sjus asyer guessed, melord. Made by the boy, Paimak, himsdf." She
rubbed scratched |etters on the belly. "Don't need to see the name to know it's hiswork." She tapped her
nosxe. "l cansmdl him, | can.”

"And it's of some useto you, | hope?' Kaasariz asked.

Shecackled. "Sureitis," shesaid. "All kinds of spellsto get at abody if yer gots somethin' real persona
of his. Shrivel hishead or his parts, assumin' he's old enough to have parts, that is."

"Excdllent, excellent,” Kdasariz said.

Hetook the figurine from her, pulling dightly to make the greedy old thing giveit up. Blank as she kept
her face, the soymaster had long experience in reading hidden things so he could tell she was seething
with jedlousy.

Good. Now for the next part.

Kaasariz wrapped the clay figurinein apiece of slk, then, to the witch'simmense amazement, he put it
back into her hands.

"Perhgps you wouldn't mind ddlivering it to the king," he said. "I'd consider it apersond favor if you
would."

Old Sheesan was ingtantly suspicious, just as he knew sheld be. "Why the likes of me?' she asked. "Why
not takeit to him yerself. Y er deservesthe credit fer findin' it."

"Actudly," Kdasariz sad, "much asl'd liketo beinvolved | can't. | came by it by means| wouldn't want
to get around.”

"Speciadly theking, right?" the witch said, knowing he was talking about reveding the extent of his
network of spies.

Kdasariz laughed, wagging afinger at thewitch. "It'snot niceto pry in other people's business," he said.
"But you did get the generd idea.of my problem.”

Her suspicions satisfied, the witch made the figurine vanish into her raggedy cloak.

"I'll seehegetsit, | will," thewitch said. "And thanks fer thinkin' of Old Sheesan, melord. Yer've madea
better friend than yer know."

"That was uppermost in my mind, Madam," the spymaster replied. "Uppermog.”



Old Sheesan made aremarkable transformation when she entered Irg's tent an hour later. Instead of a
cackling hag, she was once again the beautiful, sensuous woman Kaasariz had seen in the forest. And
just as before her blindness was miraculoudy "cured.”

She curled up against the king, purring like adeek cat. When he fumbled for her she laughed amusical
laugh and drew away.

"Wait," shesaidinamost melodic voice. "I have asurprise for you.”

"A surprise?" Irg) asked, vastly pleased. Kings and queens are like children when it comesto gifts. "What
isit?"

She handed him the cloth package containing the horse figurine. "Oh, just alittle thing | found on the
road,” shesaid lightly. But her eyes, which were a deep shade of violet, danced with excitement.

Irg) unwrapped the package. He reacted strongly when the fantastic miniature of the black horsewas
revedled.

"What'sthis?' he said, trembling with excitement. "Isit from the boy?'

"Turn it over and seefor yoursdlf," the beautiful witch said.

Irg flipped the horse upside down. Heimmediately saw the clumsily scratched |etters.
He spdled them out. "P-A-L-I-M-A-K." Irg grinned, wolfish teeth gleaming.
"Pdimak!" he said doud.

* * * %

Safar and Leiriawere once again hidden on the hill overlooking the bridge. They'd been bitterly
disappointed Irg had foiled their plan so easily and now they were frantically wracking their brains for
some other meansto stop him.

"Thisisthe only place for mileswhere we can do any good," Leriasaid, not bothering to whisper.

Although Irg'sarmy was & rest, there was so much activity going on no one could hear them. Off in the
night they could hear armorers hammering, animas bawling and supply sergeants barking at their lazy
charges.

Safar peered at the big tent set up in the middle of the camp. Irg'sflag flew overheed, fluttering in the
light of the Demon Moon.

He shook hishead, grim. "There's nothing that can be done," he said, getting to hisfeet. "Come on. Wed
better catch up to the others and warn them.”

At that moment alarge explosion rent the air. The two turned to see afiery shower bursting into the night

Ky.
Irg'stent was in flames and frantic men and demons were rushing from al over to put it out
Leiriacould barely keep from doing adance. "What incredible luck!" she hooted.

Safar was thoughtful, examining the dancing flames. "It wasn't luck,” he said at last. Then he amiled.
"Someone's been up to some mischief again,” he said.



"Pdimak?' Leiriaasked, incredulous.
"Who ds=?"'

* k k %

Paimak and his Favorites were peering at the small lump of clay held pinched off the origind before hed
made the horse.

Suddenly it flared and Palimak yelped with glee. "We got him! We got him!™ he shouted. He smacked his
kneewith asmal fist. "That'll teach that mean old Irg Protarug!”

Then the bit of clay shattered into dust. Palimak's joy turned to dismay.
"Do you think he'sill aive?' he asked.

Gundaree stroked his handsome chin, examining the patterns of clay dust onthefloor. "l fear so, Little
Magter," hefindly said.

Gundarawas |ooking over his shoulder. "But we killed somebody," he said, trying to sooth Palimak's
fedings. "At least wedid that."

"Sowhat?" Palimak said, still gloomy. "It was probably just some stupid soldier.”

"It wasn't an entirely cheerless event, Little Master,” Gundaree said. "We did manage to hurt the king.
Enough to keep him out of action for awhile.”

Pdimak brightened. "That'sal right, then," he said. "Maybewe didn't kill him, but at least we dowed him
down."

* * % %

Kaasariz watched with much satisfaction as the buria party carried the till-smoking remains of Old
Sheesan to the river and dumped them in without ceremony.

In the medical tent he could hear Protarus howl in pain as Lord Fari treated his burn wounds with magical
ointments and spells.

"I want that child found and killed!" the king shrieked. Another how of pain, then, "No, don't kill him! I'll
skin the man or demon dive who harmsahair on his head!

"l want him for mysdlf, do you hear? | want him for mysdf!”

Once again the spymaster whispered thanks to the dark god who'd overseen his birth. Without the native
caution of second thought, it might have been KaasariZ' body that was being so roughly treated.

Oh, sure, the spymaster was sorry the hunt for Safar would be delayed while the king hedled. But in his
opinion--the only one that ever redlly counted to Ka asariz--that wasasmall priceto pay for survival.

There was also a bright sde--possibly even outweighing the near disaster. At least | rid myself of that
witch, hethought.

Helooked down at therailing river and saw a blackened lump of flesh snagged on the shore. A
freshwater crab scuttled out from ahole in the bank, snatched the flesh up inits claws and dashed out of
Sght.

Good riddance, you old bitch, Kaasariz thought. Then he strolled into the night, humming to himsdf while



his agile mind searched for new plotsto hatch.

Part Three
Covenant of Death

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
INTO THE BLACK LANDS

Three weeks out of Caluz Safar led his people into aregion so desolate, so barren that even vultures
shunned the ashen skies. Black peaks vomited sparks and sulfurous smoke over adark, cratered plain
littered with gigantic hegps of rock. Here the Demon Moon shone strong and bright, casting strange
shadows that seemed like pools of old blood.

Tornadoes rose up like disturbed nests of dragons, roaring from one end of the plain to the other,
destroying everything in their path. The craters proved to be entrances to deep caverns and at night
millions of bats swarmed out. They hovered in dense black clouds, then flew away to some distant
promised land where plump insects abounded. The bats returned each dawn, descending into the craters
ingreat swirling columns asif they were being sucked into the Hells.

Everyone became fearful, sarting at the dightest sound, continudly casting nervous glances over ther
shoulders, trembling hands never far from awespon. Although surrounded by hundreds of fellow
villagers, each person felt oddly aone and vulnerable to the vagaries of evil chance.

Then they began to run low on supplies, especidly feed for the animals. In the long, sustained dash to
Caluz there had been little chance for the animasto forage. Now the stores of fodder were dangerously
scarce and there was no place to stop and |et the beastsfill up on the bounty of the fields. Nothing grew
in that bleak land where even athorn could not take root.

The darmists on the Council of Elders wanted to abandon some of the wagons, killing and butchering the
oxen, then drying the meat so they'd be certain to have enough food to reach Caluz. Their reasoning was
that the wagons and animals could be replaced when they reached their godl.

Safar successfully argued that it wastoo great arisk. "What if something happensin Caluz that prevents
usfrom buying more?' hed said. "Then wed be caught in atrap of our own making."

Actudly, hewasfairly certain theréd be no chance at dl of replacing the wagons and animals. But if he
told them what he redlly knew about Caluz held be hard pressed to keep them from running like the Hells
in the other direction.

If truth be known, it wouldn't have taken much for Safar to join them in mad flight. From the moment he
stepped foot into the Black Lands hiswizardly senses had been assaulted by sudden magica
disturbances--arippling of the surface of the otherworlds, that made him fedl unsteady, sick to his
stomach. On afew occasions he was hit by afeding of the deepest foreboding that something quite
terrible was going to happen if he continued and it was dl he could do not to order an immediate retredt.

If it weren't for the memory of the mysterious and beautiful Spirit Rider who'd cometo warn himinthe
vison, he might have succumbed. True, sheld said he faced grave danger in Caluz. However, shed dso
confirmed the necessity of the visit. The two things combined to give form to the dangers they faced.
Thus strengthened, he was able to cast shields to protect the other Kyranians from the worst of the rogue
spellsthat made all seem so hopeless.

Pdimak didn't seem to be as affected. The boy's growing powers seemed to shield him from the worst.
Since they'd entered the black lands Palimak's eyes were a constant glowing yellow and Safar could fed



currents of power flowing from him.
Most surprising of al, the boy had afairly good ideaabout what was happening.

One night Safar rode in from a scouting mission and found Palimak lying awake waiting for him. When he
entered the tent the boy held up afinger urging slence.

He pointed at the stone turtle, whispering, "I just got them to deep.” He put a pillow over theidol, made
amagical gesture to soften sound, then said in anormal voice, "There. That ought to do it.”

"What'swrong?' Safar asked.

Pdimak shrugged. " Gundaree and Gundaradon't like it here," he said. "1 don't either, but what can you
do? Like grandfather says, 'thisis the way the road goes so you just have to put up with it.™

Safar nearly pinched himsdlf. The boy frequently sounded like aminiature adult, but thiswas beyond the
wisdom of agood many of the full grown adultsin the caravan.

"Y ou seem to belearning alot from your grandfather,” he said.

"Oh, sure," Paimak replied. "1 was surprised mysdf. | didn't know he knew so much, being kind of old
and everything." He frowned. "I don't mean old isdumb, but sometimesit is pretty cranky. And cranky
people don't seem to think very well. They just get mad for no reason and say 'get out of here," instead of
trying to find out what's hgppening.”

Safar smiled. The child was plainly spesking of his grandmother, who tended to have less patience with
the boy. How ironic. When Safar was a child it was his mother who was full of understanding and his
father who, in Paimak's words, was "pretty cranky."

He held out hisarms and Palimak scrambled into hislap and snuggled against him. He stayed there for a
time, breathing deeply and Safar remembered the comfort held felt in his own father's arms many years

ago.

Then the boy rose up, saying, "Isit amachinethat'sdoing it father?' he asked. "Making everything fed so
bad, | mean?"

Safar was mildly surprised. "How did you guess?"

"Oh, it wasn't S0 hard,” Palimak said. "I wasjust thinking about what could be causing dl that bad magic
and | couldn't see aperson doing it. Y ou know, like awizard or awitch. Even awholelot of them
together couldn't keegp on making so much magic al thetime. So then | thought, maybe amachine could
doit. A great big machine."

He shook hishead. "The only thing is, why'sit doing it? It's just sort of shooting off lots and lots of power
and awholelot of spellsthat don't seem to do anything for any special reason. Except make people fed
redly bad. Why would amachine want to do that, father?*

Safar heditated, then said, "I suppose I'd better tell you, so you know what's ahead. But first you haveto
promiseto keep it a secret.”

Paimak was excited. "I'm good at secrets,” he said. "Ask anybody. Ask Grandfather, even. HEll say |
never, ever tell.” Then he frowned. "Except | guessyou can't ask him or anybody else," he said. "'Cause
they'd know there was a secret, which would spoil thewholething.”



"Dontworry," Safar said, smiling. "I'll take your word for it."

"Does Leriaknow?" Paimak asked.

"Some of it. But shesthe only one. | didn't want to frighten people.”
"Is Caluz abad place, father?' the boy asked.

"I'm afraid s0, son," he said. ™Y ou've seen how everything looks around here. | honestly didn't know it
would belikethis. So | haveto think that Caluz might be worse."

"Isthat wherethe machineis?'

"es"

"And that'swhat's causing dl this?'

"Therés other thingsinvolved, but yes, it'smainly the machine.”
"Butif Cauz s0isso awful, why arewe going there?!

"There's an oracle we need to visit," he said. "For reasons so important that | think it's worth the risk
weretaking.”

"Will it hdp uswith Irg?"
"I'm not sure. Possibly. But that's not my sole purpose.”

He saw the boy's puzzled look. Safar knew he was wondering what could be more important than
escaping Irg Protarus.

"I'll tell you the story,” Safar said, "and then maybe you'll understand.”

He settled back, remembering when held first heard of Caluz and its oracle. "It sarted long before you
and your mother cameto Zanzair looking for me," he said. "I had just been appointed Irg's Grand
Waezier..."

* * % %

...Day wasfading to night and from his hilltop home Safar could see the oil lamps blooming al over the
ancient city of Zanzair. The dying rays of the sun danced on the gold demon-head towers of the Grand
Pdace, where Irg had been recently crowned king of al Esmir. He had made hismain court in the old
demon seat of power to symbolize that he was king of demons and humans dike. Even so, with an influx
of humans seeking opportunity in the capita of the young and progressve king, Zanzair remained
stubbornly demon. It was aplace of mystery and secrets that were already swirling about the throne just
asthey had in the days of the demon kings. Safar had learned quickly to trust no one and dwaysto mind
his back. So when one of his gate guards becameill and was replaced by a stranger from the royal
barracks, Safar decided to keep an eye on him to seeif there was some hidden purpose behind the
illness and the replacement.

He noticed right away the fellow was errtic about who he would admit to see Safar and who he
wouldn't. Safar's duties were wide and in this climate of constant double dealing he need to keep his door
open to anyone with legitimate business. Hed admonished the man the night before, so hewas
particularly watchful that day, peering out his study window whenever he heard someone approach.

At first everyone seemed to be properly handled, then Safar saw aman approach riding alittle donkey.



Hewas atal man, with an unkempt beard and dusty, much-patched robes. He made acomical figure as
he approached, sitting crossways on the donkey's back, sandals dragging across the cobbles. The guard
barred hisway and athough the man argued strongly, Safar could see his employee's mind had been
made up and nothing the visitor could say would sway him.

An argument ensued. Safar couldn't hear the details at firgt, but then the visitor lost his temper, shouting,
"How dare you treat mein thismanner! | am apriest, | tel you! Hereto see Lord Timura on important

The guard responded by shoving the man toward his donkey and ordering him to leave. At that moment
Safar decided if the guard were a spy, he was not only an incompetent one but rude to boot, so he sent
his mgordomo to intervene. A few minutes later the guard was summarily dismissed and the visitor was
brought to Safar's chambers.

"Please accept my gpologies, kind gir,” Safar said, "aswell asthe hospitality of my house. Anything you
desireisyours. Food. Drink. A bath and a place to deep. Whatever you require.”

"l require nothing, My Lord," the man said, "other than to beg your attention on amatter of utmost
importance.”

Nevertheless, Safar sent for refreshments and a servant with hot towel s and perfumed water and waited
until thetrail grime had been wiped away and the man was Sitting in acomfortable chair with aglass of
brandy in his hand.

"Now, spesk to me," Safar said after the man had taken hisfirst drink and held seen color flood his
cheeks. "Tdl meof this urgent business”

"l am caled Tdane, my lord. A priest in the temple of Cauz. The High Priest has sent me all thisway to
tell you of the calamity that has befalen us and to plead for your assistance.”

He gestured at his raggedy robes, which when examined closer dtill retained the faint symbols of apriest's
robes. "Y ou would never know to look a me, lord, but | started out for Zanzair over ayear ago with an
entourage of scholars and soldiers and wagons loaded with rich giftsto place at your feet. Alas, after
many misadventures on those bandit-infested roads | now possess only these robes. The wagons are
gone, the soldiers dead or vanished like the cowards many of them were. Asfor the rest of my priestly
colleagues, only | survived to complete the journey.”

Immensely interested, Safar urged him to continue. Not long before held encountered areferenceto
Caluz in Asper's book. The demon wizard had speculated that the area was a source of much natural
magica activity. Word had come from the human lands that a fabulous temple had been erected at a
place in the Black Lands where two rivers joined. It was said to be near asmall village named Cduz. The
temple, Asper said, was shaped like an immense turtle and it rose out of the place where the two rivers
became one. Water rushed through the center of the turtle, he said, rotating ahuge whed whichinturn
operated magica machinery insde the temple, sending out a constant stream of spellsthat nourished the
gpirit aswell astheland.

There was one other thing Asper had said about the temple.
"Forgive my ignorance, holy one," Safar said, "but wasn't Caluz once known for its famous oracle?’
Tdanenodded. "It ill is, my lord,” he said. "It's called The Oracle of Hadin."

Safar felt something movein his pocket, then alittle voice whispered, "Ask him about the turtle.” 1t was



Gundara, gtirred from his home by the mention of Hadin.

"What did you say, my lord?" Taane asked. " Something about aturtle?' He sighed and took asip of his
brandy. "'l fear my orded has affected my hearing. All of asudden your voice became quitefaint.”

Safar pretended to cough. "My fault,” hesaid. "A chill coming on, | think. But, yes, | did usetheword
turtle. | wasreferring to your temple, where the Oracle keeps her home. Isan't it in the shape of aturtle.”

"Yes, my lord. It'sin honor of the turtle god who carries Hadin on its back. That's on the other side of the
world, you know."

"That'smy information aswdll," Sefar sad dryly.

"Sorry. Of course you would know that. I'm told you are agreat scholar. A learned man aswell asa
mester wizard."

Gundarasnorted. "If he only knew!" the little Favorite whispered.
Tdane gave Safar alook of sympathy. "The chill again, my lord?"

Another cough. "Yes. Forgive me." Safar gave his pocket awarning tap. Once more and Gundarawasin
forit.

"I'm sure you also know of the old tale that there isa holy force--you would probably call it magica--that
runs between Hadin and Caluz. Like ariver running straight through the world.”

"I've heard thet tale before," Safar said. " Although never in detall.” Actudly he had only just guessed it.
The priest's comments, plus Safar's years of studying Asper had led him to the conclusion. Talanetold
him about the temple and the great whedl inside that had churned out magica spellsfor many centuries.

"Our land was once a poor place," he said, "ableak place of wild storms and mountains that spat fire.
But then aholy man, whose nameislost to us, found the magical springs running under the place where
theriversjoin. No one knows what he did there, but somehow word got out and other holy men came.
Thefirst man vanished, the others stayed and built the first temple--the one stlanding now is much larger
and more powerful. They cast spellsto blessthe land and when the whed began to turn amiracle
resulted. The land became rich, the weather tame, the mountains slent.”

"And the oracle?' Safar asked.

"Y es, the Oracle of Hadin came into being during that time. People came from dl over Esmir to conault it.
Even Alisarrian made a pilgrimage on hisway to conquer dl of Esmir.”

"She gave him aglowing forecast | takeit?" Safar asked with atouch of sarcasm. Methydia had taught
him that there were notorious frauds in the oracle profession.

"Actudly, my lord," Tdanesad, "it iswritten that the Oracle warned Alisarrian he would someday be
betrayed by those closest to him."

Which isexactly what had happened to Alisarrian--betrayal, desth and the eventual destruction of his
kingdom. At that moment Safar began to take the Oracle serioudly.

"What do you require of me?' he asked. "Asthe Grand Wazier | can authorize many thingsto assst our
priests. Congtruction funds, increased temple subsidies, scholastic endowments. That sort of thing.”

Tdanelowered hishead asif in shame. "What we need, my lord," he said, "is a meansto make the whed



sop!"

Safar was surprised. "But why would you want to stop something so wondrous?' he asked. "The very
source of al your happiness and wedlth."

"It isnow the source of the greatest misery, lord,” Tdane said bitterly. " Something terrible has happened.
Only bad spells, maicious spells, are being churned up now. Our fields are barren, our newborn
deformed and one of the mountains has even begun to spit fire."

"I'm desolate to hear of your peoples misfortune, holy one," Safar said, "but what's the difficulty? Why
can't you stop the whedl on your own?"

"Perhaps we could have done it once," Talane said. "But now anyone who approacheswith such an
intent iskilled the moment he touchesthe whed "

"What does your oracle say?' Safar asked.
Tdane dghed. "Only that she warned us this would happen and we didn't listen.”
"Perhaps you'd better tell me exactly what happened,” Safar said.

The tale was asmple one of human greed's many victories over common sense. It happened some years
back--about the time, Safar guessed, held had his youthful epiphany in the mountains above Kyrania.
Tadane said one day the Oracle summoned al the priests. When she gppeared she was weeping, which
frightened everyone. She said agreet disaster had occurred in Hadin. And that tragedy would have so
great an affect on the world that she couldn't see the future after a point not many decades hence. What
she did foresee was that Caluz would be among thefirst to suffer. Their only hope, she said, wasto
prepare for the worst. Store food and drink and carefully husband dl their resources in hopes they could
wegther the bad timesto come. But most of al, she urged them to stop the whed. Her find warning
came as agreat shock to everyone. Oh, they'd been frightened by her dire predictions and mysterious
remarks about the disaster in Hadin. But in redlity those things seemed so distant, so surred, they couldn't
imaginethem.

Thewhed was adifferent matter. All they could see was that the moment it was halted al the good things
that made Caluz so rich would stop as well. Fortunes were at stake and important men were not pleased
when the priests brought them the news. A great argument ensued, settled when the king ordered aroyal
commission to meet and study the Oracle's remarks closdly. Perhaps the priests had misinterpreted her.
Maybe she meant some other whed. All kinds of aternatives were suggested, each one more foolish than
the others. Y ears passed, the commission continued to mest, but nothing was ever done. Early ona
young priest was so scandalized by the blasphemy against the Oracle that he attacked the whed with an
ax. Hed chipped alarge hunk of one blade off before they stopped him and carried him away to the
dungeons.

"That's how we know it was once possible to destroy the machine," Taane said. "But when ateam of
engineerstried the same thing two years ago, every man was blasted on the spot by some mysterious
force. All saven werekilled, may their ghosts be & rest.”

Safar thought amoment, then said, "I can't see how | can help you find a solution from such adistance,
holy one. I'd need to visit Caluz and consult with your High Priest and best scholars. I'm not opposed to
making such ajourney, mind you. Evenif | were so unfeding that | didn't sympathize with your plight, |
have persond reasonsto come. Unfortunately, it will be severa months before | can take leave from my
king."



Taane became agitated. But not over the delay. "Oh, but you must not come, lord!" he said. "The Oracle
warned us you would want to, but she said you must stay away at dl cogts.”

Safar's eyebrows shot up. "Why isthat?"

The priest made aweary shrug. "She didn't say. Oracles aren't aways that forthcoming, you know. But
she was mogt insstent. She said you shouldn't come until the machineis stopped.”

Safar was mightily confused. "I don't understand,” he said. ™Y ou want my help, yet a the sametimeyou
say I'm barred from giving it. What other way can we hdt that whed?"

Tadanetook adeep bregath, then, "By changing the course of the riversthat driveit.”

The rescue project Caluz proposed was not only costly, but an enormous engineering feat. Two rivers
had to be forced to leave their natural beds and find anew course to the sea. Safar spent many hours
with the priest, who came armed with facts and figures and memorized plansthat he sketched on scraps
of paper as hetalked. In the end Safar was convinced it could be done.

Severd weeks later Talane departed for Caluz with royal promissory notes and decrees calling on
neighboring citiesto provide al necessary assistance. Safar and the priest said their find farewd|s at the
main gate. Outside the wallsthey could hear the caravan master cry hislast warning that he was ready to
depart.

"Theré's one other thing | should tell you, my lord,” Taane said. "Forgive me for withholdingit, but |
wasn't clear on the Oracle's meaning. | was dready ladened with so many confusing thingsto relate to
you that | feared it would only make explanations more difficult.”

"Tdl me now then, holy one" Safar said.
"The Oracle said to tell you this. 'He who seeks the way to Hadin must first travel through Cduz.™

Taane scratched his head. "It sill doesn't make any senseto me, lord,” he said. "Do you know what she
means?'

Safar shook his head. "No. But | hopeto find out one day."

* * % %

Pdimak stirred in hislap and Safar looked down to seeif the boy had wearied of his story. Instead,
Palimak's eyes were huge and glowing with interest.

"Imaginethat!" he said. "Making two whole rivers change which way they go." Outsde avolcano
rumbled with pent up gases and his dfin face turned serious. "I guessit didn't work," he said. "The
machings ill going.”

"Actudly, it did work," Saefar said. "They labored for severa years building dams and digging an dternate
bed for both riversto flow into. The whedl stopped and the bad magic with it. The people of Caluz sent
me many proclamations of thanks and praise. | even had anote from Taane saying the city was going to
honor me by naming aday after me. | don't know if they did, because not much later | wasfleeing
Zanzair with you and Leiria. And | haven't heard anything since.”

"Something must have happened, father," Paimak said, "because the machines going again.”

"Apparently,” Safar said, "dl that work turned out to be just atemporary fix. Well find out what
happened when we get to Caluz.”



Pdimak was darmed. "But what about the Oracleswarning?' he asked. "'If the whed's going, you might
get hurt. Or even ... you know .. killed or something!"

Ever snce Asper's ghost had bade him to travel to Caluz Safar had considered that point himself. But he
smiled at the boy, saying, "Don't worry. | know alot more about such thingsthen | did in Zanzair. A
wizard gets stronger as he ages. Why, think about how much more powerful you are now then when we
left Kyrania. Y ou've made sormsfrom small clouds, saving my life, | might add.

"And that trick you played on Irg) was masterful. It gave us vauable timeto get away."

Palimak frowned. "That's what everybody says. And | guess maybe I'm ahero, like | wanted to be.
They'redl saying, 'Oh, Paimak, you're such a brave boy! And 'How can we ever thank you enough.'
Thingslikethat. But, | don't know. | don't fed very good about it."

He gave Safar alook of great frugtration. "l wastrying to kill him, father!" he said. "That's how it was
supposed to work. But it didn't. It was sort of liketherivers. A temporary fix."

Safar ruffled hishair. "That's all we needed," he said. " So it doesn't matter.”

Actudly it did matter to Safar, but not the way Palimak might have thought. He was secretly glad the boy
hed failed. Evil as Irg might be, Safar thought his murder would be too much for a child's soul to bear.
There would be plenty of opportunity in the years ahead for such scarsto accumulate.

"Will you let me help you in Caluz, father?' Paimak asked. "I'm redly strong, just like you said. See?"

Heflexed one of hislittle arms by way of demonstration. Safar smiled and felt the small lump of muscle.
To hissurpriseit was hard and sinewy and quite unchildlike.

"You certanly are,” Safar said. "'l was nowhere near as strong when | was your age.”

Pdimak shrugged asif indifferent but he was secretly pleased. "1 think it's because I'm part demon,” he
said matter of factly. "They get sronger fagter, right?"

"Right," Safar answered.

"Stronger in magic, too, right?'

"Right."

Paimak'sface turned dy. "Then youll let me help you, right?'

"Right again,” Safar said.

The boy looked startled. Had his trick worked? Then he became concerned.

"Do you really mean that, father?' he asked. "Or are you just saying it and then you'll make up areason
later why | can't?'

"Yes, | redly do meant it, son,” Safar said. "To tell thetruth, | was sort of counting onit. That'swhy |
told you the story, so you'd be ready when we got there.”

Pdimak'sfacelit up with supreme pleasure. "Will it be dangerous?' he asked.

Safar turned serious. "Very dangerous, son. So you have to pay close attention to everything | say. No
more little tricks and experiments on your own, right?'



"Right!" Pdimak said. "Right, right, right. And three timesright makesit so!"

* k% k %

Sergeant Dario eyed the road ahead. The old Kyranian fighting master was not pleased with what he
saw, or actually, what he couldn't see. They'd been traveling for weeks on the barren plains of the Black
Lands, but as forbidding asthey were, he thought, at least aman had an uninterrupted view of any danger
he might face.

Here, however, the great caravan road narrowed to accommodate a passage hewn straight through a
mountain. Dario figured it had once been anatura ravine which was widened by gangs of davesworking
for some greedy king determined to bring the caravansto hisream.

Whatever the origins, Dario definitdy didn't like the way the road snaked into the dim passage, then
vanished entirely beyond the first bend.

"If I wasthinkin' of settin’ up an ambush,” he said to Leiria, "I'd pick somewheresin there. Y ou could
trap the whole damn caravan.”

"l was thinking the samething," she replied. She looked up at the towering, blank-faced mountain. "'l wish
there were aroute around it, or over it,” she said.

Dario leaned away from his saddle and spit, which Leiriahad learned over many mileswasasignd that
he was thinking. Hisleathery old face, which drooped like ajowly dog's, was a permanent, emotionless
mask he kept for theworld. But Leiriacould seeaglint of worry in his eyes asthey darted thisway and
that, probing the depths of the passage.

Findly he settled back in his saddle. "Had a cap'n oncet,” he said, "who knew al there was to know
'bout ambushes, 'cept for one thing. And that killed him so | never did find out what he was missin'.
Make along story short, he taught me what he know'd afore he ate that arrow, so I'm a pretty fair hand
at ambushes”

Lerialaughed. "Except for the kind that got the captain,” she said.

Dario grimaced, which washisway of smiling. "Hells" he said, "theré's dways one more for asoldier.
One more hill to climb. One more med you ain't gonna eat. One more sword lookin' for your guts. Same
with ambushes. There's dways one more waitin' somewhere's that's gonna get you."

Lerialaughed. "lsn't that the truth! What's the old barracks saying? No matter how bad the shit gets, it's
only the second worst thing that's going to happen to you."

Dario grunted his enjoyment. Then he gestured at the pass, saying, "Why'nt | dip onin there, Cap'n, and
see what'swhat? Maybe you could sortalinger abit behind meto guard my back."

Lerianodded agreement. "Wait up aminute,” she said, "until | talk to the boys."

Shetrotted back to where the other scouts, including Renor and his friend, Seth, waited. She told them
the plan and then said, "In al likelihood we're worrying about nothing. But if we should trigger an ambush
thelast thing | want isfor any of you to come running to our rescue. Leave one man here to watch and
the rest of you ride to the main column for help. Renor, you'rein charge, so you choose who's going to
stay and who's going to ride. Got it?!

"Yes, Captain," Renor said, squaring his shoulders asif suddenly feding the weight of command settle on
to them. "But, how about if | send somebody back now, so Lord Timuraand the others will know what's
going on up here?'



"Good idea," Lariasaid, feding aflash of pride at how far Renor had come since Kyrania. He was going
to make onefine soldier someday--assuming helived long enough. "In fact, ingtead of waiting to seeif we
need help, ask Lord Timurato send up aplatoon now just in case.”

Sherode back to the pass where Dario was stripping himself and his horse of al unnecessary weight.
She did the same, then they hel ped each other tie rags around their horse's hooves to muffle the sound.
When they were ready she nodded at Dario to proceed.

The sergeant grimaced asmile. "If somethin' happens,”" he said, "tell my old woman to put ajug out for
my ghost tonight. Way | heer it, dyin's damned thirsty work."

And then he rode into the pass.

She waited until he reached thefirst bend. At hissigna she moved dowly forward. Dario took up
temporary position at the bend, keeping watch in both directions until she reached him. While she stood
guard he moved to the next point, scanning the high walls of the canyon for any movemen.

They legpfrogged like that, going deeper and deeper until the light became so dim that al wasin shadow
and they relied on hearing and ingtinct more than sight. The high canyon wallswere old and rotting,
showing dark wounds where they had given away to tumble down onto the road.

There was no wind and the air was hot and stdle. Sound was intensified, almost unnatural; the horse's
muffled hooves seemed like distant drums, their breathing harsh and gasping like adying beast's, and
oncein awhile somefar off landdide would bresk, sounding like dow rolling thunder.

Swest trickled down Lerias back, increasing the prickling sensation she'd experienced after passing the
first bend. She fdt asif she were being watched, a sensation she'd normally heed. But the atmosphere
was S0 blesk she thought it might be her imagination. Adding to her wariness was the fact that there was
smply nowhere for anyone to hide--no perches on the faces of the cliffs, no rubble so dense or high
enough to provide cover. Each section of road they cleared should remain cleared. It was only common
sense.

Then she saw Dario sgnd franticaly. She halted the horse and swiftly fit an arrow into her bow.
Dario held his hand, keeping her in position. She saw him lean forward, asif listening.

Then she heard it--the heavy, measured tread of many boots. Dario reined his horse back, quickly
dipping an ax from hisbelt. He came dowly, eyesforward, listening to the tromp, tromp, tromp of the
approaching boots.

Suddenly, from behind her she heard the same measured tread. L eiriacame about, heart hammering at
thisimpossbility. Shelifted her bow, taring at the bend, waiting for the first face to show.

The boots came closer, moving in from both Sdes asif closing some gigantic pincer with Dario and Leria
in between.

She sensed Dario at her side and they moved together, the noses of their horses pointing in opposite
directions

The sound of marching boots grew louder and louder until they were like kettle drums. Then agreat horn
blew, the boots went stamp ... stamp ... stamp ... three times, hard on the last, and stopped.

Slence



Then the air shimmered and out of dl that nothingness appeared along column of huge, mailed warriors.
Their skin was white as death, lips blood red, and their eyes were great empty sockets as black and
deep as caves.

Leriatook achance and glanced behind her. And her eyes confirmed what mind and heart knew.
The pincers had closed.

They were surrounded.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE ROAD TO CALUZ

Lord Fari watched with mild amusement as the soldiers tormented the two prisoners. A man and a
woman, both stripped naked, were staggering between two ranks of cheering warriors. One Side was
human, the other demon, and they were hurling rocks and sticks at the couple, trying to drive them
toward one group of soldiers or the other.

The game would go on like this, with some interesting variations, until the prisoners had been ripped to
pieces. Then those pieces would be used in stirring games of fiendish polo, pitting mounted demon and
human teams against one another as they whacked gory parts about the field with clubs made of bone.

It wasdl great innocent fun, Fari thought, and he was pleased to see the young soldiers engaged in such
vigorous, morade-building activity.

Thewoman fell afew feet from the demon side and long talons reached for her. She screamed, dragging
hersdf away, long trails of blood raking aong one thigh where they'd caught her. The soldiersroared
laughter, giving the woman time to stagger to the middle of the wide gap between the ranks of
tormentors. They howled louder till when shefell next to the man and he embraced her with bleedings
armstrying to comfort her.

"Oh, good show! Good show!" Fari cried, rapping his skull-topped cane against the ground. Beneath
him, ahusky demon dave shifted patiently under Fari's bulk, dert to hislord and master's every
movement.

Therewasalull in the game as wineskins were passed about to dake dl that happy thirst and Fari sent a
runner with abag of gold to add to the stakes and the excitement.

The rough playing field was set up on the edge of the Black Lands where Irg had camped hisarmy while
he consdered his next move. Fari frowned, absently reaching out ataloned hand--ingtantly filled with a
cup of wine by ademon maid who was as comely as she was attentive.

Actudly, timefor consderation had little to do with the king's planning. Protarus wasin one of his moods
again, so black no one dared come near him except his daves and they had no choice in the matter. HEd
aready killed more than adozen for infractions so small even Fari was Sartled. Lord Fari was known to
have hard views about spoiling daves. He even approved of the occasiona act of casud violence to keep
them anxiousto please. Besides, adave on agibbet in front of your house was a good thing for an enemy
to see when he cameto vist.

Therewasno smilar artificein Irg Protarus actions, however. He didn't even kill them out of anger, Fari
noticed. It was more like afly had been buzzing about, interrupting his melancholia. It wasamelancholy
s0 deep and so dark the king seemed to find a strange comfort and escapein it, asif sorrow werea



thick, warm coverlet he drew over him to blot out the world. Then came the buzz of the fly--a smile when
he didn't want to see a smile, a solemn face when he wanted a smile--and he would flick it away. Claws
erupting from his hands, snatching out athroat, then becoming hands again asthe king returned to his
thinking, eyes only blinking when the body struck the floor.

Protarus had been like that since the attempt on hislife by the boy, Palimak. Fari scratched his horn with
along, contemplative talon. It had been avery good spell, he thought. One that even he, amaster wizard,
could admire. The only error the child had committed when held composed the spdll wasto leave alink
between the giver of the amulet and the taker. So when the king spoke the word "Palimak™ aoud,
triggering the spell, it was the witch who took most of the killing force, not the king.

Theking had suffered enough physical harm to delay the march for severa weekswhile hiswounds
hedled. Hed been left with only one scar no magica trestment could erase, even when applied to the

s f-hedling body of a shape changer. It wasasmall scar thet lifted one corner of hislip into a permanent
smile. It wasn't asneer or agrin, but ady tilt that made you wonder if he knew some secret that did not
bode wdl for you.

Astime went by it soon became agpparent the king had suffered a degper wound. Without warning, hed
suddenly fal into ablack mood and cdl the army to ahdt, only to retire the into the depths of his harem.
When the mood ended held suddenly rise up and order the march to resume, cursing at the delay asif it

were the fault of others.

The consequence was that they were far behind Safar Timuraand his refugee caravan. So far the magical
trail they were following was very weak and would soon fade out entirely. And Lord Timurawould have
eluded them once again--possibly for dl time. The forced hunt could only go on for so long. Eventudly,
either dl the supplies would be exhausted or the kingdom would become so neglected Protarus would
have to pause to put thingsin order.

For thefirgt time since the hunt began, Lord Fari didn't care. It didn't matter to him if they won or lost the
race. He had different goals now. Goaswhich only coincidentaly involved Safar Timura. In short, Lord
Fari had anew view on things, anew way of thinking. Shorter dtill, he wasthinking only of himself.

The game resumed with a blood-curdling scream as arock struck the male captive. Fari glanced up, red
demon'stongue flicking out at the prospect of renewed amusement. Thistime, however, he found himself
bored. The man and the woman were barely conscious, so there wasllittle sport. Fari snorted. The youth
of today, he thought, have even less patience than they have imagination. Some other torments should
have been used well before now. Thetrick wasto keep the game dive and interested as long asyou
could.

Fari hoisted himself up on his cane. It was something he no longer needed--the transformation to
shape-changer had rid him of dl the ailments old demons suffer. But he used the cane anyway, out of
habit, and as abadge of authority. He strode away, his daves scrambling to keep up. The onewho
served as his stool ran the hardest. When Lord Fari decided to sit, he would sit. The dave's most
constant nightmare was that he wouldn't be there, hunched on al fours and steady as arock, when Lord
Fari took it into hismind to rest.

Fari climbed ashort hill, stopping at the crest and leaning on his caneto takein the view. Hisdaves
scrabbled around him, the stool ready to legp into any position, the shade unfurling the wide umbrella
over Fari's horned head, the fan swishing the air with her festhery plumes, the maid at the ready with cup
and jug. Spread out behind him were guards and runners and bearers carrying smal comforts he might
desrewhiletaking thear.



Fari glanced back, taking rare notice of his entourage. The king had more, he thought, much more. So
many to tend hiswhimsit beggared the imagination. Fari shrugged. What did it matter? It was better to
be Grand Wazier than king. He gazed out at the Black Lands, where tornadoes rutted a ghastly terrain
and volcanoes spat their fire, poisoning the air with their stench. To Fari it was a place of beauty and
promise that soothed his old demon'’s soul.

When Lord Fari first saw the Black Lands hefdt asif aveil had been lifted from his eyes. For too long
he had been held in the grip of the wild emotions and sensations of a shape changer. It was difficult to
think clearly, to plan beyond theimmediate goals and chalenges. A demon of more two hundred
feastings, he had seen many kings come and go. Hed survived them al by always being attentive to their
moods, guessing which way they would legp next and racing ahead to that point so he could be there
when they lighted. Not unlike the living stool Fari now sat upon. Court intrigue was second nature to the
old demon. Many a knife had been aimed at hisback by hisrivals. Many adeadly plot hatched with
Fari'sremova & their core.

Hewas not afiend normaly driven by emotions of any kind--other than fear, that is. Fear alone wasto
be trusted. Fear kept afiend wary. Fear could seeinto shadows. Fear could creep around corners
unnoticed. Fear could read the lips of whispering conspirators. Fear could divine the deepest thoughts of
aking. Fear had been with him aslong as he could remember. It was hisfather, his mother, his brother
and sster and most loyal friend. Fear was hislover whom he ardently embraced every hour of every day.

When helooked out over the Black Lands and felt the constant pounding of magic gonewild, Fari
realized he had been without fear for much too long. Hed alowed himself to be overcome by his shape
changer's heart where only bloodmust raged. Fari fdlt alittle ashamed of himself when he redlized that.
The old Fari, the Fari who had kept his head while thousands of others werelosing theirs, would have
made better use of the new powers held gained when he became a shape changer.

It was Fari who was the architect of the Spell of Four, after dl. It was Fari who'd drawn Prince Luka
and Kalasariz into the conspiracy to seduce the king into the shape changer's bond that had saved them
al from Safar Timuras great Spdl| of revenge, which had turned Zanzair into amolten ruin, killing al but
the new brotherhood Fari had formed. The trouble was, he had forgotten hisorigind intent. At thetimeit
had seemed asif he were losing control. Safar Timurawas the Grand Wazier, not Lord Fari. What's
worse, Timurawas such apowerful wizard Fari had no hope of competing against him. It was no secret.
Everyone knew it. And in the game of Grand Waziers, second best is a shadow away from an n's
blade.

The old demon sighed and lumbered about, his entourage shifting with him, those who might impede his
view faling to the ground to let him see what he wanted to see. The king's banner--silver comet
collgpsing onto the red demon moon--hung limp over the huge pavilion that housed his court and
quarters. From the hilltop Fari could see the three smd ler pavilions that made a haf moon frame for the
king'straveling palace. One was his. The others belonged to Prince Lukaand Lord Kalasariz.

Each had his own fear, his own driving ambition. Each sought not just to find favor with the king, but to
control him. To master him. To Lord Fari it only seemed right and just that it should be him. But how to
go about it? How to dip past the canny Kaasariz? And Luka What about him? His hate for Fari was
long and deep. His ambition aso burned brighter, because Prince L uka wanted nothing less than to be
king himself. Something Fari could never dlow him to achieve. It suddenly occurred to the old demon
that Lukaand Kaasariz might naturally seek an dliance. He wondered if they'd redized it yet. He
wondered if their minds had become clear before his own.

He snorted. Not likely. He was not only wiser and cannier, but he possessed more magic than any of
them. But then he thought, Just in case, my dear Fari, just in case ... you'd better plan for the worst.



Then he straightened as he thought of a course of action. Hed begin with the king. All ése should follow
after that. First he had to shake the king from his melancholy. He needed to put the hunger back into Irg
Protarus. To rouse the hunter from his deep.

A find, piercing shriek caught his attention and Fari looked over at thefield, asmile curling up from his
fangs. The soldiers had finished off the victims and were glegfully ripping them to pieces so the next game
could begin. Actudly, he thought, they'd done quite well. Considering their two captives were so
young--barely in their teens--it was realy quite afest to keep them dive so long.

Then he saw atal demon holding up the heads, the greatest prize of al. Many cheers greeted thisgory
gght.

Lord Fari grinned as the idea dawned. He rapped his cane for one hisaides.

Hetossed him a purse of gold, saying, "Buy me those heads.”

* * % %

Renor and Sinch sat easily in their saddles, nibbling on dried fruit while keeping a casua watch on the
entrance to the pass. They'd neither heard nor seen anything amiss since Leiriaand Dario had set out to
investigate the Cauzian Pass.

Renor chuckled. "Old Dario had me about ready to wet my breecheswith al that ambush talk,” he said.
"But | guessthat'sdl it was-tak." He stretched, yawning. "At least he's not wastin' our timefor a
change. We get to rest up while he and Cap'n Leiriascout thetrail for us.”

"I don't know if it was such abig waste of time," Sinch said. He waved at the dark entrance of the pass.
"Sure looks like ambush pieto me. And the only way to find out isto dig intoit." Despite his comments,
Sinch felt asense of great ease and cheer.

"The sergeant's agood sort, don't get me wrong,” Renor replied. "He just goeson and on, isal. You've
got to listen to the whole history of the Tarnasian Wars, or some such, before you cometo his point.”

Again he gretched and yawned, really enjoying it. For thefirst time since they'd entered the Black Lands
Renor fdt safe and quite comfortable Sitting here talking hisfriend about nothing in particular.

"Oh, I don't know," Sinch laughed. Actudly, it was more like agiggle. "Depends on what sort of story
he'stelling. Like the kind you wouldn't want your little Sster to overhear. The other night he told me one
about an old lamplighter in Waaria. Did you hear it?"

Renor laughed in anticipation. "No, | haven't," he said. He nodded at the pass. "Nothing happening there.
So go ahead.”

Sinch chortled, remembering thejest. "Anyway," he said, "there wasthis old lamplighter in Waaria
named Zenzi. And old Zenzi had been lighting lampsfaithfully in one neighborhood for nearly thirty years.
And now it wastimefor him to retire and collect his pension from the king.

"Comes hislast night and when he getsto the first house the family comes out with food and drink and a
few glversto thank him for dl hisyears of service. Samething a the next house and the next. Everybody
liked Zenzi, 0 they were piling on the gifts and making hislast night something redlly specidl.

"Then he comesto the last house on the street and a dave comesto fetch him, saying her mistress wanted
to speak to him. The dave takes Zenzi by the hand and leads him into the house and up the sairs, where
heis pushed into a bedroom, the door closing behind him.



"Y ou can imagine his surprise when he sees there's abeautiful woman waiting for him--dressed in nothing
but afilmy gown and abig smile. 'My hushand isaway for the night,’ she says, rea sultry, then she takes
him to bed and they make mad passionate love. The greatest love poor old Zenzi had ever experienced.
Then the woman claps her hands and the dave bringsin awonderful dinner of the best kabobs and
sherbet and dl the other delicaciestherich get, but Zenzi had never tasted before. When heis donethe
woman pours him some fragrant tea.

"Zenzi startsto reach for the cup, then notices a copper coin dtting besideit.”

"'Pardon, my dear lady,’ Zenzi says, 'but everything has been so wonderful. The hours of love. Thefood.
Thedrink. Everything. But what's this copper coin for?"

"The woman smiled and said, 'Well, yesterday | told my husband thiswas your last night after thirty years
of service. And | asked what we should give you. And my husband answered, 'Screw Zenzi. Give him a
copper!' Thewoman shrugs. 'The dinner,’ she says, ‘wasmy ideal™

Renor roared laughter, dapping histhigh and looking quite unsoldierlike when Lord Timuracameriding
up on hisgreat stalion, accompanied by thirty men.

"| thought there was an emergency here" he said, blue eyesfierce under hisdark brows. "Instead | find
my best men lolling about like tavern sops. Laughing and making merry.”

Renor shook hishead, amused. "Thisisa pretty funny Stuation if you think about it, my lord," he said,
chuckling. "Here we aretdlling jokes--dirty ones, at that. And then you ride up and--"

"Where's Captain Leria?" Safar barked, breaking into Renor's babble. He glanced around. "And Dario!
Where's Sergeant Dario?"

Renor grinned and motioned toward the entrance. " Checking out the pass, Lord Timura," he sad,
choking back laughter. "To seeif there's... hahaha... an ambush! Hahaha"

Sinch snorted laughter. "Did you hear the one about the guys who ate the frogs?' he asked.
Safar dipped hisslver dagger out. He mumbled aspell.

Renor shook his head, laughing so hard there weretearsin hiseyes. "No," he said.

"Wl there was this plague of frogs, see ... And--"

Safar diced theair, casting his spdll, and the two young men were suddenly left gasping and flailing the air
asif they'd been drenched with icy water.

Renor wasthe first to recover. His eyes were wide with shame and fear. "I'm sorry, Lord Timura,” he
sad, voicetrembling. "I don't know--"

"Never mind, lad," Safar said gently. "It wasn't your fault. Now, join the others. Y ou too, Sinch.”

Theyoung men did ashe said. At Sefar's sgna everyone formed up and checked their wegpons and
gedr.

He turned back to the entrance of the Caluzian Pass, probing with his magical senses. Khysmet chuffed
and shifted under him, asif hetoo were investigating. Safar pushed harder. It was difficult to "see” inthe
congtant hail of wild magic that pelted the Black Lands, but whoever had cast the spell of amusement on
Renor and Sinch had left afaint trail. In Safar's magica vison it looked like asilvery path left by asnail.



But it faded away just beforeit reached the first bend in the road.

To Safar it seemed obvious that whoever, or whatever, had tricked the young scouts was trying to keep
their attention away from what was happening down that dark avenue through the mountain. Not for the
firgt time he wished he had Gundarawith him. The little Favorite was an expert a snooping out such

things

He gritted histeeth, forcing his mind away from what might be happening to Leiria. And Dario, oh yes,
mustn't forget Dario. Butit's Leria, dammit, Leirial She hasno stakein thiswholething ... except for me.
Then Khysmet pawed the ground and Safar jerked back. He knew immediately he was being seduced
by another sort of spell and he shook it off like clinging moss. Quickly, he raised amagicd shield over
himsalf and his men so there could be no other such surprises.

Safar leaned forward, patting Khysmet and whispering, “"Who needs a Favorite?' The horse jerked its
head up and down asiif agreging.

Then, without a thought passing between them Khysmet moved toward the pass and Safar sgnaled for
hismen to follow.

They made their way much as Leriaand Dario had done--leapfrogging from one cleared section of road
to the next. Although the passage was narrow, it was till wide enough to carry caravan wagons and so
Safar had little concern he might encounter an overwhelming force. There was plenty of room for him to
deploy hismen in strength, and either fight their way through or retreat to safety, dealing out much degth
and injury to whoever opposed them.

Khysmet moved easily over the rubble-strewn ground, finding firm footing in places where the other
animals sumbled. Safar was | eft free to concentrate solely on the task at hand. His eyes pierced every
shadow, his hearing was acute and his magica senses kept up adow sweep for any sign of danger.

It came without warning--the heavy tread of many boots marching toward them. Khysmet whinnied
adarm and Safar heard his men shout. With agtart he redlized the sound of marching came from both
before and behind him!

Astheair shimmered he scrabbled for ablocking spdll, mind yammering that there had been no sign of a
magica attack, but it was coming just the same.

Then he saw what Leriahad seen: long columns of huge mailed warriors marching toward him, closing
the jaws of the trap.

He reared back to blast them, praying he had the right spell. But just before he struck he heard ashout:
"Sofarl”

Safar blinked. It was Leirias voice.

Shecdled again. "Over here, Safar!™

Helooked in the direction of her voice, then redlized he could see through the warriors asif they were
ghodts.

And there, just beyond, he saw asmall golden pavilion. And in that pavilion, sitting &t their ease beforea
tablefilled with food and drink, were Leiriaand Dario.

Leriawaved to him. "Just push on through, Safar,” she said. "They're harmless. Come and meet our



hostess."

* k% k %

Lord Fari fussed with the heads, pushing astray curl away from the woman's dead eyes, wiping a spot of
blood from the man'spaelips.

"Perfect, your Mgesty," he said. "Just perfect. We couldn't have asked for better heads.”

Protarus gloomed at him from histhrone, eyes hollow, features dowly changing from man to wolf to man
again. Scarred lip twitching indl forms.

"Wheat's so specia about these heads?' he asked in adeadly voice.
"Exactly what | was wondering, Mgesty," Prince Lukasaid.

Heglared at the old wizard, who stood between the two posts that held the heads. "Thekingisill,” he
sad to Fari. "Why are you disturbing him with such nonsense?' And he thought, what an old fool you are.
I've been waiting for you to dip. Now I'll boot your arse the rest of the way down the stairs.

Fari sneered at Luka. "His Maesty will soon be able to judge for himself whether thisis nonsense or
not,” he said. And hewasthinking, Y ou haven't abrain in your noggin, my prince. Y ou were bred to
fight, not to think. Y our father was right not to trust you.

Kdasariz shifted his glance from one demon to the other, highly amused at the barely disguised hate
between them. He kept silent--ready to jump to whichever sde most benefited him.

Protarus motioned. "Get on with it," he said. His voice, however, was less threatening than before. The
game between Fari and L uka had sparked his interest more than Fari's urgent cal for ameeting.

"My mission tonight ismost vital, Your Mgesty," Fari said. "If | am successful in my experiment we will
know the whereabouts of Lord Timurawithin the hour.”

Irg shifted in histhrone, black mood momentarily abated by this news. His features becoming wholly
humen.

Lukasneered, exposing many rows of gleaming fangs. "'l suppose the headsare going to tell us," he said.
"Wevetried that sort of thing before. But Timuras shields are too strong to get past.”

"That'strue, Lord Fari," Protarus said, mildly amused. He was thinking of various torments he could
apply to the old demon after he failed. "It's never worked before. Why now?'

Fari raised ataon, looking abit like an old demon school magter. "'In amoment, Mgesty,” he said, "dl
will beclear."

He busied himself with the heads, taking jars of magica oils and powders from the stand beside him and
gprinkling the heads.

"For mogt of thishunt, Mgesty," he said, "Lord Timura has been dashing all over the landscape. Going in
first one direction, then another, then back again. It made it more difficult to find him, because we
couldn't determine hiseventua god."

"Hehad no god," Lukasnorted. "Except to live another day. HE'srunning, that'sal."

"Do you think that's true, Mgjesty?' Fari asked, daubing abit of ointment on the woman's head. "Does
thissound like Lord Timura? Y ou know him best.”



Protarus frowned. "Not one damn bit," he said, surprisng himsdf alittle by hisanswer. "Safar ways has
agod. A direction.”

Lukawas darmed. "Wdll, of course he has some eventua god, Y our Mgesty. But that's only to find
some place of permanent safety for his people.”

Kaasariz thought it time to insert aneutra comment. ""He has been moving generally toward the
northwest," hesaid. "Taking inal milestraveled, that is."

"That'smost likely accidental,” Luka protested. "We're the ones doing the driving. He'sfleeing in the only
direction left open to him. Which just so happensto be northwest.”

But to the Prince's dismay, Protarus had aready gone past that point. "I wonder what he'slooking for?
he mused. "What'sin that region?"'

Fari pretended to be busy, hiding a smile as he poured golden oil over each head.

Kalasariz thought it was safe for another neutral answer. "Eventualy, Mgesty,” he said, "thereisonly the
Port of Caspan. And then the Great Sea.”

Lukatook heart, smacking one taloned fist into the other. "Exactly!" he said. "In the end, thereé's nothing
but the sea. And if we keep going like we are well have him pinned againgt it. With nowhereto go."

Protarus shook his head, his scarred smile making Luka's heart jump. "Not likely," he said.
"There's onething weve al overlooked, Mgesty,” Fari said. "1 blame mysdlf for not seeing it before.”
"What'sthat?' the king prodded.

"Until afew months ago everything Prince Lukajust said appeared true. Lord Timurawas behaving
exactly as described. Dashing thisway and that with no other apparent purpose than to escape us.

"Then everything changed. Just before the, uh..." he gave Protarus a sympathetic look, "...the uh ... most
unfortunate attack on Y our Mgesty ... he legped onto one road. And then stayed on that road, never
varying hisdirection or using hisusud tricks."

Kaasariz cleared histhroat. "Actualy,” he said, "it happened after Naadan. We tracked him to the
ravine. Hetried to escape, but we had the, uh ... theuh..." he glanced at Protarus "the, uh ... Lady
Sheesan to help us. Then he got on thisroad and went like the hells.”

"He must have made some kind of decision in Naadan,” Protarus said. Then he grimaced, remembering
the magica stalion. "Or maybe even before. Perhaps he meant to go to Naadan al dong. And then ...
and then..." He shrugged. "My logic takes me no further. So he travel sthrough the Black Lands. What
doesthat tell us? Nothing."

He sighed, adding, "Except that Safar is as brave as ever. We have two hundred wizards with us. He has
only himsdlf. And yet he dashes across the Black Lands while we stand here afraid to set our toesin it.”

"It'sthe machine, Mgesty,” Luka pointed out. "We know that somewhere out there a great magical
machine has gone wild. We have to be sure we have the right spells before we proceed. It's the prudent
thing to do, isn't thet right, Lord Fari?'

The old demon brushed away L uka's desperate clutch to rgjoin him on the side of safety. "I don't think
our esteemed Mg esty wants to hear about prudence right now, My Lord," he said.



Kaasariz, the mogt cautious of men, agreed. "Bold actionisthe only course,” he said, digning himself
with Fari. Thinking, you cunning old foul-breathed devil. | just know you have something up your deeve.
Now, let's seeit.

He was artled when the king, asif reading histhoughts, said, "Let's seeit, Fari! What are you leading
upto?

"Why, the heads, Y our Mgjesty," Fari said, "The heads." He gestured at the completed pair. "Beautiful,
aren't they?' He said thisasif they were the greatest works of art, instead of two ghastly things with dead
eyes and dack mouths.

Lukafound reason to murmur appreciatively, as did Kadasariz. The king only frowned, impatient.

"It'slikethis, Your Mgesty," Fari said. "The Black Lands have confounded usfor afew days, no doubt
about it. But they aso give us an opportunity. With al the magical insanity raging out there, it's highly
unlikely that Lord Timuracould maintain hisusua shields. Why, dl my wizardstogether couldn't doit and
asgreat asLord Timuras reputation might be, | suspect he's met his match with that machine.

"So hélll be going naked, asit were. Using dl his powersjust to throw up asmall ring of protection
around his people. There's nearly athousand of them, if you recdl, Mgesty. That is an enormous amount
of peoplefor onewizard to shield, especialy in the Black Lands."

He gestured at the heads. " These people were captives from anearby village. They were born and raised
next to this region, continualy bathed in &l the sorcery lesking out. They had no magic of their own, of
course, but when | saw our soldiers making sport with them, it came to me that they would be very
sendtivetoit." He shrugged, "That was my guess, a any rate. Subsequent experiments proved my

theory.”

"Now | undergtand,” Kaasariz said, amiling, feding pleased hed jumped in theright direction. To sedl his
position he hastened to explain, whether anyone needed the explanation or not.

"Lord Timuraisnot only vulnerableto acasting,” he said, "but those are theided devicesfor the casting

"

"Asaways, My Lord," Fari said, "you are most astute even in matters that aren't your expertise.”
"You aretoo kind, My Lord," Kaasariz murmured.

Lukasaid nothing.

"Enough!" Protarus barked. "Y ou're mooning over each other like apair of harem girls. Do the casting,
dammit! Let's seewhat Safar'sup to!"

* * % %

Safar goggled at the scene, not sure which was red and which the apparition. The threatening horde of
wariors, or Leiriaand Dario laughing and waving in gresting.

Then he had even more reason to goggle as alarge figure rose from the table, saying, "Welcometo
Cauz, Safar Timura. We have been waiting many ayear for your vigt.”

The speaker was femae--a demon femae. And as she spoke she made a motion and the ghostly soldiers
vanished.

She was aspectacular sight. Even taller than alarge male demon, she was dressed entirely in red--ared



gown of thefinest Sampitay sk; red shoes beneath that gown with the sheen of ararejewe. Her talons
were painted red, aswere her lips curling up in ared painted demon smile above fangs like spears. A
ruby crown was set upon her jutting forehead--just above her ivory white demon horn, which was
decorated with red magical symbols.

Big as shewas, demon as she was, hone of these things were the true reasons for Safar's amazement.
What had his complete attention was her gown, which was embroidered with agtartlingly familiar
decoration. The winged, two-headed snake that was the sign of Asper.

She came toward him and Safar whispered assurances to Khysmet, who was still uneasy, then swung of f
the saddle to greet her.

Safar had never been aboard a ship, but in hisimagination the demon queen--for her bearing left no
doubt she was a queen--looked like a ship as she came to him, red gown billowing like grest sails.
Despite her size she wasincredibly graceful, moving with smooth and sweet femininity. An odd side of
him, a primitive side most men would rather not discuss, took note of her remarkable figure. She was
large, yes. A demon, yes. But her shape was the perfect hourglass that dumbfounds al human and demon
males.

When they came together, pausing for the forma greeting, Safar felt shamefaced, like aboy.

She held out her claw, dainty asamaid, saying, "I am Hantilia Queen of Cauz. And chief priestessto the
Oracle of Hadin."

* * % %
In Protarus court Lord Fari was making hisfinal preparations.

"I'll need your help, Mgesty," he said. He motioned to the others, Prince Lukaand Lord Kaasariz. "All
of you must help. To ferret out Safar Timurawe need the full powers of the Spell of the Four.”

Everyone leaned forward, concentrating, as Lord Fari made magica motions over the heads, chanting:

Soeak, my Brother.
Speak, my Sigter.

Speak, O creatures of the Shades!
What road does Timura take?
What goal does he seek?
And what is his heart's desire?

Soul numbing shrieks shattered the air as both heads came dive. Their eyes burned with pain and they
screamed to the heavens asthey rdived their final moments on the sporting field. Their anguish was so
deep that it pierced Irg's shape changer's heart and struck at the core that was still human.

Their wails echoed throughout the roya chamber, hammering a his ears and rattling the smdl, scarred
thing he called a soul. He wanted to shout at Fari to end their agony and his misery, but he clipped it off,
gagging on guilt. To do otherwise would show a dangerous weakness.

Then, thankfully, Fari waved a claw and the wailing stopped. Two pairs of haunted eyes turned to regard
the demon wizard.

"Speak, my sgter,” Fari chanted. "Speak, my brother. Grant usthis boon and we shall release you from
al your cares”

The woman spoke first, voice quaking with pain. "Heisnear!" she said. "Heisvery, very near!”



Then the man, in equal agony--"Y es, heisnear! Run my friend, run from these devilg"
The woman shouted--"No, don't run! Please don't run! Save us, Safar Timural Save us!”

Fari chortled. "What willful heads," he said to Irg and the others. "No matter. They're very young and so
it'sto be expected.”

Then, to hisvictims--"Lord Timuracan't hear you. And even if he could, theréd be no help. You arein
our care, my lovelies. Only | can help you. Now speak. What road does Timura take?"

And thewoman said, "Theking's road.”

"What king?" Fari pressed. "Tell ushisname.”

"Protarus," the man croaked.

"Timuraand theking," the woman said, "travel the sameroad.”

Fari was clearly puzzled. Luka, seeing dender hope, said, "'l knew this was nonsense from the start.”
But Protarus shouted, " Silence, you fool!"

The outburst surprised Irg) as much as the demon prince. Mysterious as the answers were, they made
ghostly, skin-prickling sense.

Emboldened, Fari continued. "What goa does he seek?”
"Hadin," thewoman said. "The Land of Fires"
And the man said, "Two were together. But now thereisone.”

Irg) shuddered as the words unleashed memory's flood. Suddenly hewas aboy. And Safar was with
him, cagting the demon bones to see what the future held.

He remembered the red smoke hissing up, rising like asnake. Then out of the smoke amouth formed,
curving into awoman's seductive smile. Then she spoke, and he could hear the words clear echoing
down thelong corridor of years.

"Two will take the road that two traveled before. Brothers of the spirit, but not the womb.
Separate in body and mind, but twins in destiny. But beware what you seek, O brothers. Beware
the path you choose. For this tale cannot end until you reach the Land of Fires."

Then hewas jolted back to the present as Fari asked thefina question:
"Whét ishisheart's desire?'

And thewoman said, "Love."

And the man said, "Hate."

And Fari shouted, "Answer clearly, or I'll blast your soulsto the Hellg!™

But once again Irg could glimpse cloudy meaning and the two words, "love" and "hate’ churned about in
hisguts.

Kaasariz spoke up. "Some of my spiesarelike that. Ask the time and they count the grains of sand in the



glass. Perhaps our questions are too generd .

Fari took heart and tried again. "Tell me brother, tell me sster, whereisLord Timuranow?'
"Cduz," the man answered.

Fari was pleased. "Who does he seek there?"

"The Oracle of Hadin."

"Now it makes sense!” Kdasariz said. Heturned to Irg. "Thereisafamous oracle at Cduz. Cdled the
Oracleof Hadin, | believe.

Fari could see hisvictimsweretiring. He wracked hisbrainsfor alast question.
Then, "Tel me brother, tel me sster, what is Lord Timuras purposein Cauz?'
The answer camein aghastly chorus. "To kill theking.”

Then their eyeswent lifdess, their lips dack, and blood gushed to the floor.

Fari turned to address the king, rattling histaonsin glee. But when he saw the state Protaruswasin, he
kept his silence. He noticed Kaasariz and Lukawere also staring in wordless fascination. The king was
flickering from one shape to the other at ablinding rate, claw and maw and handsome human profile
winking in and out of existence.

Irg) knew his emotions were an unchecked torrent, but he couldn't help himsalf. The announcement that
Safar sought his death had unaccountably ripped him from hismoorings. He suddenly felt asif hewere
the hunted, instead of the hunter. He knew this made no sense. Safar was the deer, Irg) the bowman.
Stll, hed fdt achill run down his spine when the words were spoken: " To kill the king.”

Then fear turned to mad outrage. Thiswas betraya! Safar was hisfriend! How could he possibly plot to
nate afriend? Never mind that Irg tried to kill Safar long ago and had sought his death since.
Never mind that Safar had struck back furioudly, nearly killing Irg and destroying his kingdom. Deadly
blows had been exchanged many times over the years. Safar Timurawas clearly hisenemy. But why did
Irg till feed hewasalso afriend? A friend bent on betraya and murder?

All these thoughts and emotions stormed about his heart and brain, then anger took root and bloomed
into amighty tree, soreading strong branches of rage all through his body from toe to nape.

With anger came cold reason and purpose and fully human now, he rose to hisfeet. Golden beard and
head and crown glowing in thetorch light. He was Irg) Protarus, by the gods! The King of Kings. Lord
of the Shape Changers. Greater even then the Conqueror Alisarrian, who was amere mortal, wizard
though he had been.

"Weadl oweyou agreat debt, my lord," he said to Fari, who visibly preened, not caring if Lukaor
Kaasariz noticed. "Now we know not only exactly where Safar Timurais hiding, but we know that
Cauz hasbeen hisgod dl dong.

"Timurais not aman to just run and hide. He was mountain born and people who live so high above us

al have courage and will bred into them. They bregthe air so thin it would make you faint. | lived among
them once, so | know. | was weak and light-headed for days before | found my footing. In fact, | think

that's the reason for it. The reason Safar and his Kyranians have managed to defy usfor so long.



"It'stheair, dammit! And | curse mysdf for missng it al thistime. I'm aman of the plains. The air isthick
and healthy on the plains. Now water, that's scarce and all our wars rise from that. But water is nothing
compared to air. Can you imagineliving in a place where you had to fight for the very air to sustain you?"'

No one answered. Theking's anger made speech unwise.

"They can aso see! Oh, by the gods can they see! Up in that eagle's nest they called Kyrania, they could
see the mogt amazing horizons. Horizons so distant they confounded me. Me, asimple man of the plains
wheredl isflat and you drown in the air and you can't imaginewhat it redly isto see. All theway around
you--all thetime. That'swhat separates Kyranians from ordinary mortas. The power to see.

"That's another thing we must remember. Safar isthe greatest Kyranian of them all, for he can seethe
future. And sometimes | think he can imagine more. If thereisa place that lies beyond the future, Safar
can seeit.

"But he hasto kill mefirgt.” The king dammed histhrone over, shattering the wood against ground.
He turned to Fari, who was frightened, no longer so desirous of the king's attention.

"Tell me, Lord Fari," he said, histone fearfully close to the one the demon had used addressing the
heads, "And tell metrue. Does Safar haveto kill meto get to Hadin? Isn't that what your heads were
tdling us?'

Fari caled on dl hisskillsto dip to amiddle course. He shrugged.
"Who can say, Your Mgesty?' hesaid in hismogt oily voice. "Our casting was not plain on that point.”

The king merely nodded, so Fari braved thinner ice. "We should be practica aout this, Y our Mgesty,"
he said. "Hadin is so far away it was known as World's End by the ancients. Surely, this placeis out of
anyone's reach.

"Far-seeing though he may be, | think it would be wiser to surmisethat Lord Timuras goa ismore
reasonable. Forget about World's End. Think of Esmir, only. It would be far seeing enough of Lord
Timurato conclude that hisanswer wasin Caduz. In the center of the Black Landswhere amagical
machine has gone wild.

"He must overcome the devil machine, the desolate land, the low spirits of his people--everything--to
consult with the Oracle of Hadin. And there he must pray that he can find ameansto kill the most
powerful kingin higory."

He snorted. "Come, now, Your Mgesty! That isseeing very far, beyond not only the future, but hope
itself. And asfor the businesswith the air, Highness, | think he's breething something very thin indeed to
conjure up such an impossible task.”

"Here, here" Lukasaid, making the king smile and gaining back abit of grace.

"Lord Fari speakswisdy, Mgesty," Kalasariz said, tipping awink at the old demon that meant, 'We
must talk.'

Although no plan had been set, the unholy three, asIrg) had cometo think of hisbrothers, acted asif
victory had aready been won. They caled for food and drink and music and dancersto celebrate. Irg
tilted his scarred lip, making them believe he was fooled by their actions.

Oh, but hewas cold, so cold. Damnation he could seeit clear. Like Safar could see distant horizons.



Irg) was no fool--even though hewas aking, and kings, it is said, make the grandest fools of al. He
knew what was going on. His brothers of the spell conspired against one another and they dl conspired,
separately and together in various aliances, against him. Sheesan had warned him about that.

Hefdt apang, thinking of that strange, beauteous witch. How could she have borne appearing like such
acrone, when she had been awoman of such beauty and wonder. She had her own designs, of
course--some of which sheld even admitted. But that hadn't bothered him. Irg had learned early that no
one addresses royalty without base motives. Even Safar, pure, humble, "I'm only a potter's son," Sefar,
had something he wanted when he joined Irg in hismission. He wanted Irg's power. Safar was jedl ous
because Irg Protarus was favored by the gods! Destined at birth to be king of kings.

But what was it Safar claimed he wanted? Oh, yes--to save the world. What a lie that was!

Irg scraped at his chair with aheavy ring, smiling at hisfalse brothers asthey drank and made merry
jests about the human and demon maids who danced for their pleasure. They pretended to chatter
happily about their king, their wise, strong king, and how they would stretch every tendon in his effort.
Taking about this plan of attack and that.

Fari was saying something about gathering al hiswizardsto cast aspell to protect them al from thewild
magic of the Black Lands. Lukawas laying plansto cregte the greatest mounted shock forcein history.
Asif the Kyranians were the half million demons Irg once defeated to gain his crown, instead of a
handful of hagtily trained peasants. And Kalasariz--Damnation! Safar warned me about him, 1'd better be
careful--Kaasariz was dipping up to Fari, saying thisand that and glancing in Lukas direction. What Irg
would have to watch for was when Kaasariz looked in his direction.

In some ways Lukaand Fari were easier to understand, he thought. They were demons. Conspiracy
came eadly to demons. But Kaasariz--oh, be careful of Kaasariz--was of adifferent cut. The least of
which wasthat he was human. And humans, Irg thought, were superior to demonsin hatching a

conspiracy.

| should know, he thought. | am the result of congpiracy--from whom my father would bed on aroyd
night, to my mother's scheming against his harem. His mother had been a gentle sort, loathe to use
poison. But when it came to her son and dreams of being mother of aclan leader, her hand was steady
when she poured.

Irg's mother had taught him about secrets. Keep your own counsdl, she'd said, no matter who tellsyou
what is closest to their heart. They are lying. Know this, son, and build greater lies and you will be safe.

Irg) had such asecret. HE'd guarded that secret more closely than even hislove for his mother. If she
were here he'd lie to her face and know she'd be proud of him.

His secret was that thanks to the witch who desired to be his queen, he had the meansto break free of
the loathsome bond he/d made with these fiends. He ached for the moment when he could cast the spell
shed taught him and destroy them.

But first he'd have to catch Safar. Oh, yes, | must not forget--and his scarred lip twitched--the child,
Palimak. Before she died the witch said the child wasn't redlly necessary. Although the spell would be
more powerful if Irg had them both--like the heads on Fari's stake.

Then | can befree, Irg thought. Free!

A winsome demon maid pranced in front of him. Shewas hdf again hissize and of aform held only killed
before, not caressed. But he suddenly found himself desirous of her and so he motioned and she cameto



him, pressing strange but somehow familiar partsagaingt him.
He plunged into her embrace, thinking, | wonder what Safar is doing now?

| wonder how hefinds Cduz?

CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE VEIL OF LIES

Leriaand Dario waved their wine cups and chorused--"Long live Queen Hantilial™

Then Leiriawhacked Safar on the shoulder, saying, "What do you think of Queenie, here?' She made
curving motions with her hands, then winked. "Nice package, don't you think?"

Dario whacked his other shoulder, then leaned in, doshing wineinto hisboots. " She likes you, melord,”
he stage whispered. He hiccuped, covered his mouth, then said. " Couldn't hel p but--hiccup! --notice.”

Safar samiled, then turned to Queen Hantilia. " Are they drunk or in your spell?" he asked.

"A little of both," the queen answered. Sheflicked up two taons--rather daintily, Safar thought,
considering each was a curved ruby dagger six incheslong. "Firgt, you'll have to admit that thewine is
rather good.”

Shetoasted Safar and drank. He eyed his own glass, cast aspdll to search for ill intent, found none, and
50 he shrugged and drained hisglass. It was delicious, asif dl thefruits of the Valey of the Clouds had
been turned into the rarest of wines,

"Ambrosa" he sghed. He hooked the jug onto the table, asking, " Shdl we have alittle more?’ She
nodded, and Sefar refilled their cups.

Leriaand Dario started sniggering and whispering to one another like excited children.
"Now that we have the drunk issue settled,” Safar said, "tell me about the spell.”

The demon queen shrugged, well rounded bosom lifting her gown most dightfully. "1t's completely
harmless," shesaid. "l just didn't want them to have to worry until | talked to you."

She gestured, saying, " The same with them." His men, hardened scouts dl, were sprawled next to their
horses, laughing and drinking wine served by giggling maids, many of whom were demons. They wore
red robes like Hantilias, athough not asfine, also bearing the twin-headed snake symbol of Asper.

"Trust me, it'saharmless spell,” she said. "Their troubles and worries have been momentarily interrupted.
That's enough to make anyone drunk--no wine required, my dear Safar. And | promise you therewill be
noill effectswhen they awaken.”

Safar glanced around and saw that other than the maids, the queen had no guards, no roya entourage. "l
could lift the spell mysdlf, your highness" he said, haf-teasing, "and cast afew of my own. Then the
tableswould be turned. And it would be you and your servantswho would bein my thral." He smiled.
"I'd make it as pleasant as possible, of course.”

Hantilialifted aclaw to her mouth, covering pealing laughter. It was quite musical, Safar thought. Strange
that a demon should sound so melodious.

"But you are dready in my thral, my dear, dear Sefar,” she said, chuckling. "Haven't you noticed?’



Safar drank alittle more wine, measuring his faculties as he did so. The queen spoke the truth, he
thought. He sensed danger, but he felt cheerful about it. He found her company mogt ... simulating? And
he was anxiousto learn more.

"You'reright," hesaid. "Thewineisgood. The spell isgood. No harm intended.”
Hantiliasmiled. "And the company?' she asked archly. "Do you find that pleasant aswdll?'

Safar grinned, raising his cup. "1t was boorish of me not to praise my hostess" hesaid. "Yes, | find the
company most charming. Mysterious though she may be."

Hantiliaheld out aclaw. "Comewith me, Safar Timura, and al will bereveded.” She gently took his
hand and led him toward a shd e outcropping bulging from the cliff face. "Well sart with Caluz."

Safar glanced down the caravan road. "1 thought it wasin that direction,” he said, pointing. " Through the
Cduzian Pass™"

Hantiliashook her head. "That way was barred by the Guardianslong ago,” she said.
Safar puzzled. "The Guardians?'

"Those ghostly warriors who greeted you," the queen answered. She pointed at the many cave mouths
that pocked the walls of the passage. "For generations the people of Caluz buried their mightiest heroes
inthosewadls. They are caled the Guardians because their ghosts protect the city from any who might
comeagaing her."

Safar made aface. "So they aren't harmless,” he said.
"Not at dl," Hantiliareplied. "Asyou would soon have learned if your intent was other than peaceful .”

Then without further ado she waved at the outcropping and Safar felt ajolt of magic. "Open,” she
commanded--and the rock face dissolved into amisty curtain.

"Thisisthe new road to Cduz," shesaid. "Infact it'sthe only one. Even with the Guardians assisting us,
we've had to close off the other pathways to defend ourselves from the nasty business going on these

days:”

For some reason this comment had afase noteto it. But before he could consider further, shelet go his
hand and stepped through the mist, vanishing. Safar hesitated, glancing back at Leriaand Dario, who
were dill happily under the spell. Hefollowed.

Safar fdt adight chill, then atingling sensation and suddenly he was shielding his eyesfrom abright sun.
There was awarm breeze carrying the scent of flowers and ripening fruit. Hiswizard senseswere aso
pleasantly entertained with fragrant spells carried on gentle magical breezes.

"Onceagain, Lord Timura," Hantiliasaid, "welcometo Cauz!"

Hisvision cleared to be treated to a marvelous sight. They were standing at the crest of aroad that
curved down to meet asmall, graceful valey. There were farms and fields and wooded hills nourished by
two riversthat ribboned down from high blue mountains. On a bluff near where the riversjoined there
was abeautiful city, al slver with agrand palace towering over thewalls.

Below the castle was the Temple of Hadin--a huge stone turtle crouched at the end of a peninsulawhere
the rivers met to form a single stream. The turtle wasidentical to the miniature idol that was hometo



Gundara and Gundaree down to the red painting on its back of avolcanic idetopped by afire bresthing
demon. Blissful magic streamed from the temple, churning out spells of health, happiness and prosperity.

All in dl Cauz seemed awondrous place where birds dways sang, butterflies sweetened the air and its
inhabitants happily tilled the fields, tended the markets, or fished therivers.

As helooked, the warning from the Spirit Rider rose up and he heard her whisper, "In Caluz, all is not
asit seems. Look for the truth beyond the veil of lies."

"How perfect thisworld is" Safar said. And then he couldn't resst adding sarcasm: " The only thing
missingisafat pink cloud hanging over therivers”

Hantiliagrimaced. "1 told them you'd ferret it out soon enough.”
"| supposetherea Cauz isdown that road you told me was barred,” Safar said.

Hantiliafrowned. "Yes, itis. I'm sorry | lied to you." She shrugged. "My priestesses and advisors were
afraid you would turn back if you knew the truth. Immediately, that is. | assure you | had no intention of
keeping it from you for more than afew days."

"Y ou mean, until 1 had brought al my people here," Safar said. "All one thousand of them.”
Hantiliasighed again. "Am | so trangparent?’ she asked.

"No," Safar said, "it'sonly that I've had much experience with royaty. Even when they have the best of
intentions, kings and queens have acertain way of thinking. | merely followed that route.”

He laughed. "Also, wouldn't | befairly dim-witted if | didn't notice such things as the absence of certain
large celetial bodies." He pointed to the bright blue sky. " Such as the Demon Moon." Hantiliasaid
nothing. She only looked more embarrassed. "Findly," Safar said, "there's the machineitself.” He pointed
at thegreat turtleidol. "That is certainly not what's causing al the misery in the Black Lands.”

"Actudly, itis" Hantiliasad. "Except what you are looking at isamanifestation of the real machine. A
mirror image, so to speak. It'stheresult of aspdll the Oracle cast just as Caluz was being destroyed.”
Shewaved at the city and the pleasant valey. "Asisal this"

"What of the original inhabitants?' Safar asked. " Such as the priests who asked my ass stance long ago."

"They'redl dead, it grievesmeto say," Hantiliareplied. "But you'll be pleased to hear afew of the former
inhabitants escaped here. Into thisfalse Cduz."

Safar perched on arock, then took off his cloak and placed it on aflat spot next to him. He motioned to
Hantilia. "Why don't you make yourself comfortable,” he said, "and tell me the tale”? From the beginning,
if you please"

Once shewas settled she said, "Just as| told you, | am Queen Hantiliaand | redlly do rule here. I'm aso
chief priestess of the Oracle. But it wasn't dways so. | am apilgrim likeyou, Safar Timura. My kingdom
wasin adisant land, arealm so smal and so peaceful that when Manaciawas king of the demons he
bardly knew we existed.

"There, | was a0 the high priestess of the Cult of Asper.”
"Pardon,” Safar said. "'I've never heard of such athing.”

"Therearefew of us," Hantiliareplied, "but our origins go back very far." She nodded at the temple. "For



instance," she said, "one of our mythsisthat Lord Asper discovered the magica properties of this place
and st the forces in motion that led to the creation of the temple and the machine.

"But back to my tale. Scarce as we were, when the barrier fell between demon and human lands the way
was opened for our religion to spread. Soon there were small groupslike us dl over Esmir. We mingled
together, humans and demons, dl in the spirit of Asper'steachings.”

Hantilia blushed--her skin turning a degper shade of emerad. "Some even became lovers. A few
married. Fewer still managed to bring forth achild.”

Safar's heart bumped. Hantilia saw hisreaction and said, ™Y ou have one such child with you, |
understand. The Oracle spoke of him."

"Yes" Safar said. "Hisnameis Pdimak."

Hantiliafrowned. Then her brow cleared. "Ah, now | understand. It isin the Waarian tongue. Palimak
means promise, doesit not?’

Safar nodded. "Yes."

"A lovely name," she said. Then--"It isquite likely the child comes from just such aunion asthosel
described. Infactitisimpossblefor it to be otherwise. And I'll tell you why.

"When the Demon Moon rose and ill befell the land many of uswere forced to flee our homes because of
sckness and starvation and evil things crawling out of the earth. My kingdom was one of the early victims
and my people and | became refugees, wandering Esmir, finding our living where we could. The others of
our cult did the same. Many did not survive. | suspect Palimak wasthe child of such a couple--demon
and human--who met with misfortune during that time and he eventualy came into your care. Someday
you must tell methet tae.”

Safar bit into the bitter memory of Nerisaand grimaced. "Someday," wasdl he said.

The queen saw his discomfort and steered her remarks past that desolate trail. "The day arrived when
thingswere at their wordt,” she said. "1 didn't know how | would find food and shelter for my people.
Then the Oracle appeared to me."

"The Oracle of Hadin?' Safar asked.

"The very one. Y ou'll meet her soon enough. At least | pray you will agree to such amesting. But to go
on. The Oracle appeared and commanded me to make my way to Cduz. She said the fate of the world
depended onit. | learned later she made many such appearances to members of our cult throughout
Eamir.

"Soon dl of uswere streaming toward Cauz. Our strength grew as we came together and the journey
was made easier because we no longer had to fear bandits. We arrived in Cauz just before it collapsed.
The city wasin apanic because the Oracle wasissuing dire warnings. But the Caluzians only became
more hysterical with each passing day. And so dl the things she urged them to do were left until it was
too late"

Safar frowned, remembering the old Caluzian priest who'd told him his people were of that temperament.
"Thelast | heard,” he said, "the city leaders were going to divert therivers, which would effectively shut
off the machine. It seemed like agood plan to me. What went wrong?'

"The Demon Moon," Hantiliasaid. "No one took itstides into account. At the time the plan did seem like



an artful solution. After the damswere built and the new channels dug the machinefdl silent for along
time. Then the influence of the Demon Moon became more powerful.

"Theriver tides began to rise, overflowing their banks. Thiswent on day after day, the floods reaching
higher each time. The peoplefilled bags with sand and stacked them aong the riverbankstrying to halt
the flow. Finally the currents jumped back into their original courses and the machinereturned to life. This
time worse than before.”

"| saw the Black Lands," Safar said. "'l saw what the machine has done.”

"Asl said," the Queen continued, "the Oracle warned of the disaster dl aong. She'd urged a course of
action, but only the priestslisened. Thisiswhen | arrived in Caluz with my followers. And at the
pleadings of the priests--and the Oracle's command--we did al we could to help construct her spell.”

Hantilia paused, lines of sadness creasing her face. She wiped an eye with her claw, then said. "'l have
seen many thingsinmy life. Horrible things. But the day we cast the spell overshadowed dl the horrors
I'd seen before. It istoo painful amemory for me to recount.

"Sufficeit to say, Cauz was destroyed and the priests al died nobly, staying until the end so the rest of us
could escape.”

She gestured at the lovely scene that was the false Caluz. " And weve been here ever since. Waiting for
you."

Safar sghed. "What do you want of me?' he asked.

The Queen'seyesdlittered. "Only to save our lives, Safar Timura," she said. "For without your help dl of
uswill be dead within the month.”

* k k %

Leriawas mortified. Although her memory was hazy from the moment she met Queen Hantiliauntil the
spell waslifted many hours|ater, she had flashes of seeing hersdf and Sergeant Dario behaving like two
tavern sots.

"I dont likethis" she said to Safar, who wasriding beside her on Khysmet. "We're trusting everything to
acomplete stranger.”

Safar chuckled. "Y oure only embarrassed,” he said. "Don't be angry with Hantilia.™

"I'm not angry!" Leiriasnapped. "I just don't know the bi--uh, know anything about her. Oh, | understand
the spellswere the gentlest way she could handle us. And that certain things were done because the
Oracle of Stupid Hadin wanted it that way. So | have nothing to hold againgt her. Infact, | quitelike
Hantilia. For someonel only met, that is.”

She suddenly grinned at Safar, adevil'sglint in her eye. " Although a certain friend of mine--who shall
remain nameless, but whose sedl bearsthe letters S.T.--seems to have gotten a great deal more out of
that first meeting than | did.”

"Ouch!" Safar laughed. "Come on. Y ou're just jabbing at meto relieve your own frugtration. Go back to
being embarrassed. Seeif | care. You'reright. Y ou were atota fool and should be ashamed of yourself.
There. Chew on that, my sweet Leria”

"You can't get off that easily,” Leriaparried. "Admit it. Y ou're attracted to her.”



Safar blushed. "A little," he said.

"Even though shesademon, right?"

Safar's reply was amuttered, "Right.”

Leriasnickered. "Now you know how Pdimak was made," she said. "First hand, or claw, or whatever."

Another mutter--"Whatever." Then, firm--"Do you fed better now, my dear Leria? After putting mein
my place?'

"Surel do,” Leiriasaid, eyesdancing with fun. "But what about you? And Hantilia? What do you intend
to do about it?"

Safar squared his shoulders. "Nothing," he said. "Except noteit asacuriogty of nature.
"Don't mekemelaugh,” Leiriachortled.

"You arelaughing.”

"W, who wouldn't?"

"All right! All right!" Safar snapped, switching moodswith Leria "Let'stalk about something ese.
Something depressing and morbid like your premonitions of doom and betraya.”

"I didn't say thet," Leiriaretorted. "I only said we were trusting an awful |ot to someone we don't know.
We're fetching the entire caravan to Cauz. Or whatever that placeis. Y ou say there'stwo of them, I'll
take your word for it. Anyway, we're throwing oursel ves on the mercy of these people.” She shuddered,
remembering. "And those ... Guardiang I'll never forget how helpless| felt when | redlized they wereal
ghogts. And they could hurt me, but | could do nothing to them!”

"Don't worry about the Guardians," Safar said, matter of factly. "I can take care of them."

"Sureyou can, or a least | believe you when you tel me something like that. Y ou're amighty wizard, and
al. But well ill be outnumbered. They can overwhem usat will."

"That'strue," Safar said, "'but you're forgetting something. They need me to stop the machine.”

Leriabecameangry. "l just don't want you to get killed, Safar!" she said. "That'sall. What's down in that
damned temple? Who is the Oracle? She could be the great devil queen of al devil queens, asfar aswe
know. What if it'satrap?’

Safar sarted to laugh. "Thanks," he said. "I feel much better now."
"What are you talking about?'

"Y ou just reminded me of the worst thing that could happen.”

"Y ou're damn right. Death iswhat could happen.”

"No, the worst thing that could happen isthat we'd be killed by Irg)."

Another laugh. "And can you imagine how angry hed beif we died in Caluz before he could catch us? If
| could see hisfacejust as| died, 1'd go to my grave a happy man.”

"I never thought about it likethat," Leiriasaid, smiling. "Y oureright. It does make you fed better."



They cameto thetop of ariseand reined in to | et the others catch up. Some miles away they could see
the caravan crawling across a barren plain to meet them. It was|ate afternoon--the worst time of day in
the Black Lands--and the heat wasintense, the air thick with sulfurous fumes from the distant vol canoes.

"Atleast theair issweeter in Caluz," Leriasad. "They'll be glad of that.”

Safar didn't answer and she turned to see him drawn up stiff, peering hard at the caravan.
"What'swrong?"' she asked.

"I'm not sure," Safar said. He pointed. "But ook at that crater. Just to the left of the wagons.”

Leriafound the crater. Although large, it was only one of hundreds scattered across the plains. The road
skirted them dll, so after atime she'd grown used to their presence.

"l don't see anyth--" Something swirled in the entrance and she broke off.

Then the swirl became an immense cloud of bats flying out of the crater--risng in athick column.
Leriardaxed. "It'sjust the bats," she said. "They fly out every night about thistime.”

"It's...not ... judt ... the ... bats!" Safar gritted. Then he shouted, "Come on!™

As he charged down the long hill he had aflicker of memory of another such time. Irg had been with him
then.

Racing down the snowy pass to save the caravan.

* * % %

Pdimak was dreaming of the machine. He was adeep, dmost in astupor from the heat, and in his dream
he saw the machine as ahugeturtle, agigantic clockwork toy with immense sngpping jaws and it
lumbered toward him on mechanical feet.

He jumped into alake and made himsdlf afish and swam away. But the turtle came after him and itslegs
became like revolving oars and it churned through the water a an amazing speed. He swam fagter, fast as
he could, but the turtle got closer, closer, jaws snap snap snapping, snap--

"Wake up, Little Magter!" came avoice. "Wake up!"

Pdimak's eyes blinked open and he saw two smdll frightened faces hovering over his chest--Gundara
and Gundaree.

"What'swrong?' he mumbled, rubbing hiseyes.
"Can't you fed it?" Gundarasad. " Something'swatching!"
"And it isnt avery pleasant something, either,” Gundaree added. He shuddered. "Kind of oily."

And that wasit! Palimak could fed it, fed something watching, something big, something mean and
something ... oily! But thick. Redl thick. And hot! How could it live and watch and be so hot?

"Let'sgo!" hesad, jJumping up.

Thetwo little Favorites fled back into the stone idol. He pocketed it and legped out the back of the dow
moving wagon.



The Timurawagons were about haf way down the long line, herd animals straggling behind thelast
wagons with boys driving them aong. Beyond them was the rear guard. Perhaps twenty armed men. Up
front--past the lead wagons--was another force of fifty. In between and aong the both sides of the road,
people and children walked, talking listlesdy in the heat, burping babies, or flicking sticks at goats and
[lamas to keep them together.

Palimak stood in the road, |etting them pass by. He turned, searching for the source of his discomfort.
Then he caught it. On the other side of the road!

He ducked under acamel, swatting itsjaws asit tried to snap at him like that damned turtle. Oops!
Shouldn't say damned. It made Grandmother mad.

Then he saw the bats streaming out of the crater. He looked up at the huge black cloud swirling above
the caravan. Normally the bats flew away. But thistime they were staying in the same place! Millions of
them!

"Isit the bats?' he asked.

Gundaras voice came from his pocket. "It's not the bats!”
"Definitely, not the bats!" Gundaree added.

"Quit repesting everything | say!" snapped Gundara.

"l wasn't repegting. | was emphasizing.”

"Oh, shut up!"

"Don't tel meto shut--"

Pdimak dapped his pocket. "If | get killed or something," he said, "you'd better learn to like oily stuff.
Because that's what your new master's going to be. Big and aily!"

"And hot," Gundaree said. "Don't forget hot!"
Pdimak sghed, "Okay, he'shot! But whereishe?!

Then he caught it. A filthy presence at the crater's edge. About fifty feet away. And he could fedl it 0ozing
out.

"Thereheid" Gundarasaid. "Wed better get you out of here!™

"Lord Timurawill kill usif we let something happen to you!" Gundaree added.
"What spell should we use?' Gundaraasked histwin.

"I'd suggest running,” Gundaree said. "We can think of one while were running!"
"Good idea. Do you hear that, Little Master? Run! Run likethe Helld™

But Paimak was dready running asfast as hislittle legs could go. But he wasn't running away. Hewas
racing toward his Grandfather, who was driving the lead Timurawagon.

"Grandfather!" he shouted. "We haveto get out of herel”

Khadji heard the boy and turned to see Palimak running toward him. "What's wrong?' he shouted.



Palimak twisted hisarm to point, il running. "Back there! It'scoming!”

Khadji jumped off and swept the child up. He was artled to see his eyes glowing fiercely yellow and he
could fed the boy's sharp little claws biting into hisarm.

"What's coming?'

Pdimak camed himself down, eyesflickering back to normal. "It'sagreet big magic thing, Grandfather,"
he said, spreading hisarmswide as he could. "And it's going to get usdl if we don't run.”

He sguirmed to be freed and Khadji let him go. He landed lightly on hisfeet, like acat.
"Quick, Grandfather!" he shouted. "Sound the darm!™
"Cdm down, son," Khadji said. "L et's see what it is that's bothering you."

Helooked around, saw the bats, smiled and looked down at the boy. "It'sjust the bats," he said. "They
won't hurt us."

Paimak stamped hisfoot. "It's not the bats!" he snapped. He pointed at the crater. "It'sin there. And it's
coming out and you'd better blow the stupid horn!"

He saw his grandfather flush with anger and redlized he wasn't getting through. To Khadji hewasjust a
little boy who'd suddenly become very rude.

But there wasn't time to fool with that adult stuff. He didn't have time to argue or explain. He knew what
he could do, suddenly felt the knowledge and power to go with it. Still he held back, reluctant to take
action. Thiswas his Grandfather, after all!

"Please, Grandfather," he said, "Please, please, please. Blow the horn!™

"I'm losing my patience with you, young man!" Khadji said in the tones adults used when they'd had
enough.

"I'm sorry, Grandfather," Palimak said.

And then he cast the pdll, right hand shooting out, claws uncurling from hisfinger tips, eyesglaring
ydlow.

Khadji twitched asthe pdll hit him, stiffening to hisfull height. He looked down on his grandson with
fond eyes. Such awiselittle boy.

"Please blow the horn, Grandfather,” Palimak said as nicely as he could.
"Sure, son," Khadji said, abroad smile on hisface. "Right away!"

Khadji jumped up on the wagon and grabbed the long warning horn that every family leader kept nearby
at al times. He blew three blasts--the signd for everyoneto go like the blazes and ask questions | ater.
Palimak knew thiswasn't the best plan of escape, but it was al he could think of. Other horns picked up
the warning and joined in the cry. People shouted, whips cracked, animals bawled, and the caravan
surged forward at a much greater speed.

Khadji smiled and waved happily at Paimak as he drove the wagon away. The boy waved back, feding
very bad about what he'd done.



"All right, Little Master," came Gundaras voice, "'so you don't like running. | hope you can think of
something pretty quick.”

"Frankly," Gundaree added, "were out of suggestions.”

CHAPTER TWENTY
BEAST OF THE BLACK LANDS

Palimak waked dowly back to the crater. Wagons and animals streamed past, people running beside
them, horns blowing, camels bawling, geese shrieking, children wailing, parents shouting, awhole
cacophony of panicked flight.

Asfast asthey were moving, he could tell it wasn't fast enough.

It was getting darker and oil lamps and torchesflared into life, so the caravan became like a stream of
garsflying low acrossthe land. A passing wagon hit arut and alamp cameflying off, shattering against
the ground to leave asmall pool of flaming ail.

"Thisthing ishat,” Gundarasaid, "but he doesnt likefire."

"Freisabsolutdy not one of hisfavorite things" Gundaree added. " Apparently hel'srather vain about his
appearance.”

And then agreet voice shouted: "Hate!"

It echoed across the blesk plain, striking lightning on the highest rocks. Overhead, the immense swarm of
bats shrieked and Palimak's heart jumped so high he thought it was going to fly out of histhroat.

Agan camethe shout: "Hate!"

And then Palimak was trying his best to catch and swallow his heart as the crater began to bubble and
froth, foul steam rising to meet those dhrilling bets.

A scum formed, cracked and then amighty head emerged, dl tarry and stuck thisway and that with the
white bones of angry things that had died long ago. Skulls made its eyes. Ribbed spinesitsnose. And its
mouth was a graveyard clutter, opening wide, bone dust expelled in acloud asit shouted:

"Hate!"

It rose out of the crater, shoulders following head, then arms and trunk and limbs, climbing higher and
higher. A massive black tarry beast, dl pitted and scarred with oil bursting from those scars and bleeding
down the Sides.

The creature's head moved dowly, looking for the cause of itsterrible wrath.

Thenitseyes, dl aboil with grinning skulls, fixed on Paimak.

* k x %

Safar rode full out, urging every ounce of speed he could from Khysmet. Even so, when he saw the beast
rise from the crater to confront Palimak he feared he'd be too late.

Far below he could see the crush of fleeing people and wagons and animas race up the hill toward him,
flooding the road from bank to bank like asolid wall of onrushing water. Hed never bresk through to get
to Palimak.



He saw anarrow trail to the Sdethat looked like it might lead in the right direction. He shouted for Leiria
to meet the panicked horde and guide them, then turned down the trail, praying he'd made the correct
decison.

* * * %

Pdimak was frozen with fear. Hiswhole being fixed on those ghastly eyes and bony mouth splitting open
into ahorrible smile. In the background he could hear sounds of panic as the caravan fled the horrible
presence.

Then Gundarasaid, Y ou should haverun, Little Master.”
And Gundaree said, "It isn't niceto say, 'l told you s0."
"Shut up!" Palimak shouted to them both, breaking from his trance.

Heranto the poal of flaming oil. He made a scoop of his hands and skimmed through the heart of the
fire. The light came off, spilling out in beads, but Paimak quickly make aglowing bdl of them, holding the
bal firmly between hishands.

And the beast shouted--"YOU | HATE YOU!"

Pdimak jumped, burning himsdf on theinvisble flame, but he kept his concentration. Pulling up the spell,
putting together dl the parts of it--light and fire, it was hard, alot of piecesdon' fit. Hurry! Hurry! Don't
pay atention when he shouts. So what if he's close--oh, boy ishe close!

"Listentome," he said to the Favorites. "Remember the spell we practiced? Fire follow light?"
"That'sagood spdll," Gundarasaid.

"l don't know if | fed likeit," Gundaree grumbled. "He said 'shut up' to us. Which was avery rude thing
tosay."

Animmense shadow fell over them. Palimak hunched his shoulders, holding the bdl of light closeto his
somach.

"I gpologize, dl right?' he said. " Sorry and double sorry. Now, do it!"

He turned--looking up and up, head craning back, feding like such asmall boy. Standing beneath aliving
mountain of tar and bone. So close that when the pustules of il broke they ran down the smoking skin to
poal a hisfest.

The creature's breath was a hot, foul wind of gritty magic blasting away at his senses. But he closed his
eyes and stuck out his chin taking thewind full on hisface.

And he chanted:

"Palimak, Palimak,
Herel come!
Demon boy,

Or people boy--
Guess which one!”

Hethrew the bal of light as high he could, casting the spell, feding Gundara and Gundaree push in behind
it. Blowing it bigger and bigger until it looked like awatery sun when it crashed into the beast's face.



Dazzling light splashed into the cresture's eyes and he reded, screaming asif the light had been acid.
And Pdimak shouted, "Firefollow light!"

The Favorites fed him their powers and Palimak's right hand speared out, pointing finger becoming a
long, sharp talon. There was a searing from within asthefire legped from the oil pool to his body, then
shot out of histaon, racing to join thelight.

A huge blast followed as the two forces were rejoined and the beast roared in pain, stumbling back, head
burgting into flame. It beet at its skull trying to put the fire out, but then its hands caught and it was
shouting and wailing in agony. Hailing and screaming helplesdy.

"Got you!" Pdlimak shouted.

"I wouldn't be too sure about thet, Little Magter," Gundara cautioned. ™Y ou might have just made him
madder."

"Maybe you'd better consider running again,” Gundaree added.
To hishorror, Palimak saw the beast had managed to put out most of the flames and was recovering.

What would he do now? The spdll had left him drained and he was frightened that even if he could think
of another spell he'd be too exhausted to cast it.

"Wait!" Gundara said with sudden excitement. "Here comes help!"

He no sooner spoke than a score of mounted warriors rushed onto the field to do battle. Shouting
Kyranian battle cries they charged the beast, firing arrows and waving swords and battle axes.

"Let'sthink about that running option again,” Gundaree said. "There'sjust enough time.”
Stll, Paimak didn't budge. Frightened as he was, he'd determined to make a stand.
"Such astubborn child," Gundarasaid.

"I'm definitely going to tell hisfather,” Gundaree said.

For amoment it looked asiif the mounted charge was having some affect. Pierced by arrows and spears
and dashing blades, the beast shrilled pain, bleeding oil from many wounds.

"Hate!" It shouted. "Hate!"

Then it suddenly drew itself up, towering three timesthe height of the warriors. The beast's mouth
yawned open, agreat black hole ringed by white skeleton lips.

First smoke belched out, thick, evil-smeling clouds that burned the eyes and seared the lungs.
Then it vomited boiling oil. A great steaming river of it, splashing over the attacking men.

Their crieswereterrible, but only afew caught thefull blast. They wereleft groaning on the ground, while
the others wheeled about and fled.

* k x %

High above, Leiriahad commanded a position at a bend in the road, shouting into dazed faces, smacking
panicked men with theflat of her sword.



"Get themin order! Get them in order!” she shouted, hauling the calmer ones out of the crowd and
pointing a the hysterical mass.

Gradually, some order took form as her deputies waded in to straighten out the confusion. Then acamel
reared up, frightened and bawling and lashing out with itsfront feet. It came down, nearly smashing over
awagon, but people caught the rim and tilted it back up. Asit crashed to the ground the camel panicked
even more, roaring in fear and trying to bite anything in sight.

Lerialegped over two men who were scrambling to get away from those flat, deadly teeth.

The camd's head snaked toward her, eyes wide and glazed, bloody gums and teeth exposed in a
panicked snarl.

Leriaducked, letting the head sweep past her, then jumped for the rear.

She caught the anima asit came about, jabbing the camd in the hind quarters with her sword. It bawled
and galloped up the hill, caroming off of several wagons, bowling over afew people, then disappearing
fromgght.

Leriaturned, shuddering relief. Then she saw the beast and the fleeing men. Saw the wounded flailing on
the ground.

And Pdimak, very smal, very alone, looking up &t the beast.
They was no way she could reach him. Groaning, she looked thisway and that, wondering:
Whereis Safar?

* k k %

The beast |ooked down at the injured men and horses. He held up atarry hand, bel ching wresaths of
smoke.

"Kill later you!" hethundered. "First kill hate!"
He stepped over them, coming toward the road, eyes sweeping the ground for hissmall enemy.

Then once again the beast settled its awful eyes on Paimak. Bone cracked asits mouth opened into a
ghedtly grin.

"I'm going to missyou, Little Master," Gundarasniffed.
"It'll be athousand years before we find somebody as nice as you," Gundaree added.
And the beast shouted--"Hate! You | hate!"

It somped forward, ground rumbling under its weight and Palimak conjured up al the power he could
find. The Favorites rushed to help him, squeezing out every drop of sorcerous energy, but it wasonly a
dimtrickle and Pdimak fdlt asif hewaslifting aninfant'sfist againg agiant.

He heard someone shout his name and he turned to see aglorious sight charging toward him. It was his
father and Khysmet flying acrossthe plain, the red Demon Moon grinning behind them.

"Parli-mak!" hisfather shouted, voice stretching across the distance between them, long and dow and
swert like grandmother'staffy. " Parli-mak!™



And the beast said, "Hate! Kill you hate!"

An immense hand swept toward him, tarry fingersthe size of ancient swvamp stumps, opening wideto
grasp.

Paimak closed hiseyes.
Then there was arush of sound and sensation and a hand grabbed him by the collar.

He waslifted up, but so dowly, hdlsit wasdow! Like hewas coming up from the same dreamlike
depths where the giant turtle had pursued him. Someone--someone he loved, someone who loved him
possibly even more--was heaving, kicking, fighting the heavy drowning weight, turtle jaws going snap,
snap, snap, kicking hard for the surface.

The dream shattered and everything sped up. Real sensation returned, but in quick jerks--A rushin his
ears. Snatched from the ground. Beast pitting Hate! Blistering splatter across hislegs as he was
snatched to safety. Then al was normal--but upside down normal--as he opened his eyes and saw the
ground racing past beneath him.

It nearly made him sick.

Hetried to rise, but hisfather pushed him down with one hand as Khysmet plunged away--contorting his
body as he dodged from sde to side. Pdimak felt like ahuge ungainly weight that shifted wildly as
Khysmet avoided attack. He saw torrents of smoking oil shoot past, curl into them, then be hurled away
as Khysmet changed course, bending asif he were double-jointed.

Then hisfather reined Khysmet in and the hat was so sudden Palimak's ssomach hit an unforgiving wall.
Acid contents splashing about, then racing for histhroat.

Hisfather dropped him to the ground and he fell on his knees, spewing.

Paimak wiped his mouth and looked up. His father's eyes were bluer and degper than he'd ever seen
them. Wells of blue, dark seas of blue, so sad and all-seeing in the moment passing between them that
Pdimak nearly wexpt.

Hisfather spoke. "Stay there, son. I'll be back as soon as| can.”

He hdld the reins tight as spoke, steadying Khysmet who was pawing the earth, anxiousto get on with it.
Then he whistled to the stdlion and they whirled in their tracks and charged back to face the beast.

"Get ready,” Gundarasaid.
Palimak fell from safety to fear so fast he thought he was going to throw up again.
"Reedy for what?"

"As| seeit--tdl meI'mwrong if you think differently...” Gundaree said, so dow in hisreply that Paimak
thought he'd go mad, watching hisfather and Khysmet plummet toward the hideous creature. "...but in
my view we have two choices"

"Run," Gundarabrokein.

"Y es, we could run,” Gundaree said, impatient with the interruption, but keeping histemper so he could
make his point. "Running isgill avery good idea," hesaid. "A courseweve urged dl dong.”



"I hope you tell your father that,” Gundara said, "because he's going to be readlly mad when thisisal over.
And it wasn't our fault.”

"Never mind fault,” Gundaree said, such an uncharacteristic statement from him that Palimak's attention
wasriveted. "The point is, we're looking at life and death, and who our new master isgoing to be if
something isn't done right away. The beast is stupid. | don't mind that. We've had stupid before. But he's
adsoredly, redly dirty. An affront to al civilized beings. | definitely do not want thet ... thet ... thing, for a
megter!”

Pdimak saw hisfather closing on the beast, the huge, hideous figure turning to fix on them.
"S0000, if we're not going to run--" Gundara began...

"...Which we till advise--" Gundaree poked in...

"...We might consder helping the Magter," Gundara completed.

And the beast shouted, "Hate!"

Pdimak saw Khysmet rearing up, hooves dashing the air, bolts of lightning cracking out. He saw his
father reach behind him, scrabbling at the saddle, then plucking ajavelin from its sheath benegth the
cantlelip.

Ashisfather reared back to throw, he saw the javein tip flare. The flare legped to join the crackling fire
from Khysmet's hooves, shooting up toward the beast.

Pdimak dug down, clawing past layers he never knew existed, finding untapped reservoirs of magica
power. The effort took everything the boy had and hefell to hisknees.

"Now!" the Favorites shouted in chorus.
The beast was reaching for hisfather when Paimak cast thejoining spell.

He was so empty he had no mind, no soul of his own. Everything was focused on the spell. He legped
onto the spell's back, clutching astightly as he could, magica winds buffeting hisface. Palimak collided
with hisfather's spell, burst through the walls, then was swept onward and upward a a heart-stopping

Speed.

Then he entered a never-never state where he was floating like a high meadow moth on a spring wind.
He could see dll the parts of hisfather's spell, awondrous flock of soaring birds with more colors, it
seemed, than there were rainbows in the world to make them.

Palimak turned, relaxed and lazy, till speeding aong, but feding easy about it. Timeto think. Timeto
consder. Timeto marve at the complex beauty of the spell, but marveling more at the e egant smplicity
of itscore.

Hisfather's pell made him fed asif held just logt his childhood. Everything before this moment had been
agame. A slly little boy amusing himsdif.

Now he could see what real magic was. See it and admire it through the eyes of an adult. Hewas
confounded and excited at the sametime. Tone desf a one moment, acute musical hearing the next, with
al those magicd notes spurting out like aharp played by amadman. But then it al made sense. He could
seeit, hear it, fed hisbonesthrob withit.



Magic asit should be.
And he thought: So that'swhat it'slike to be awizard!

Hisfather shouted awarning and Palimak kicked away just in time, spirit self plunging back into his
mortal form. Then hewasasmall boy again, watching the white hot spear sink into the beast's face.

It thundered agony, grasping the magica spear between both mighty hands. The beast heaved, screaming
louder ill, then there was agreat blast of light and the beast exploded into flames. The force was so
great it hurled Palimak away and for amoment he thought he was his spirit sdlf again, flying with the
sorcerous winds. Then he struck, landing heavily on his back, the air knocked out of him.

Hefought for breath, desperate to get up, to get moving before the beast struck back.

Then he found hisfather stlanding over him and relief rushed in aong with returned bresth and he
shuddered in dl the air he could hold. Safar knelt beside him, trying to smile to cover worry and feding
hislimbsfor sgnsof injury.

When Palimak could spesk again, he asked, "Did we get him?"

Safar glanced over his shoulder at the scattered pieces of the beast. Hot tarry lumps, big and smdll, with
white bits of shattered bone showing through.

Heturned back. "We sure did, son," Safar said, scooping him up. "Asgood as any pair of wizards
could.”

Pdimak grinned weakly, proud to beincluded. A moment later he was aboard Khysmet, nestled against
hisfather and they wereriding dowly after the caravan--back in order now and climbing the hill.

Hewastired but his mind was abuzz with dl kinds of thoughts and possibilities roused by his experience.
"l want to learn to be ared wizard, father," he said. "Like you."
"I've dready been teaching you, son," Safar said.

Palimak frowned. "Maybe s0," he said. "But | don't think I've been listening red well." He sighed.
"There's so much to know," he said, thinking of the elegance of hisfather's spell. "So I'd better hurry and
learn before | get too old.”

Safar chuckled but didn't answer. Then a sudden thought struck Palimak and his eagerness turned to
dismay.

"| think I'm going to bein big trouble," he said.

"I kind of doubt that," hisfather said. "Y ou're the hero of the hour, son. Y ou saved the caravan.”

Pdimak shook his head. "But | had to do something redly bad,” he said. "1 was mean to my grandfather.”
"Hell forgiveyou," Safar said. "Whatever it was."

"Hewouldn't listen to me," Palimak went on. "So | put aspell on him and made him do what | said.”

Safar looked down at him, his eyes unfathomable. Paimak thought he even looked alittle sad. Then he
saw aglitter in the depths.



"When | was going to wizard's school,” Safar said, "they had a specia classfor firs year acolytes called
‘The Ethics of Magic.' Naturdly, it only lasted aweek, and no one ever attended.” He snorted humor. "In
fact, it was the only class at the Grand Temple of Walaria where students were expected to chesat. Y ou
could buy the tests from the teacher for Six coppers. Four if you were on scholarship.”

"Did you cheat, Father?' Palimak asked. "Did you buy thetest?"

"| confess| did, son," Safar said. "I didn't have any choice. The master of the course didn't attend either
and the only way you could take the test was to buy it with aset of answers. But | did fedl guilty about it.
And | suppose that's the best you can do. Keep agood, healthy sense of guilt at hand.”

"And then till do what you think have to do?" Palimak asked, troubled at this new and very difficult
world being reveded to him.

Safar squeezed hisarm. "That's the closest to the truth that | can get,” he said.

"But what about the gods?' Palimak protested, thinking of the lessons he learned at the Templein
Kyrania. "Don't they tell you that one thing isright, and another thing wrong?*

"I've never had onetdl me," Safar said. "Only their priests. And priests are no more honest than the rest
of us. Maybe even less, since there's so much temptation about when you make your living fromsin.”

Palimak was amazed. Each leve of thislarger world obvioudy became more complicated and confusing
the higher you climbed. Or maybe he was going down. Maybe to know wasn't up, but down, down, and
then down some more. All the way down along flight of dark stairsthat descended forever.

He looked up at the boiling skies of the Black Lands and the grinning Demon Moon.

"What'swrong with the gods, anyway?' he said, alittle angry and self righteous. "Can't they see? Can't
they warn you? Are they adeep or something?"

Pdimak felt hisfather suddenly tense up. What had he said wrong? Then Safar relaxed.

"I'll tell you ariddle," he said. "When you figureit out, you'll know as much as anyone in the world about
what the gods are up to."

"I'm good at riddles,” Palimak said. Then he frowned in exaggerated demondration. "Go ahead,” he said.
"My riddle machineisdl theway on."

And so Sefar recited the Riddle of Asper:

"Two kingsreign in Hadin Land,
One's becursed, the other damned.
One seeswhatever eyes can see,
The other dreams of what might be.
Oneisblind. One's benighted.
And who can say which issighted?
Know that Asper knocked at the Castle Keep,
But the gates were barred, the Gods Asleep.”

Pdimak listened closdly, setting his sharp little mind to work on the pieces. But no matter how hard he
tried, the puzzle refused to make itsdlf clear. Findly, he gave up.

"l suppose you haveto think about it aredl long time," he said.



"| suppose so," Safar answered, dry.
"Do you know the answer, Father?' he asked.
Safar shook hishead. "No | don't son,” he said. "No | don't.”

Then from overhead came the cry of many bats and Safar |ooked up to see that the black swirling cloud
was gtill there. Except now the bats seemed more excited than before, shrieking and flapping excitedly as
if suddenly disturbed.

"What's wrong with the bats?' Safar asked.

Pdimak yawned, exhaustion suddenly overcoming him. "Nothing, Father," he said. "It was never the
batg"

Hefell adeep, but Safar kept his eye on the bats as he rode aong, wondering at their odd behavior.

* * % %

Far away at the edge of the Black Lands, four giant wolves prowled a hilltop. A great spellfire swirledin
the center of the hill, shooting off sparks and spears of flame. The wolves paced about thefire,
sometimes on al fours, sometimes on hind feet, growling and grinding their teeth.

Their huge glowing eyes werefixed on the heart of the spdllfire, where an image of the Black Lands
whedled about. They were looking down from agreat height, gaping crater to one Sde, awide track
running along it. They could see the blasted remains of the beast. And far up ahead the lights of a caravan
werewinking on, curving up along hill.

But immediatdly beneath them, trotting aong the track after the wagons, wasthe sght that had them
growling with delight, shape-changer's hunger stoked into hot-bellied pain.

It was Safar Timura, riding amagnificent horse, carrying adesping Paimak in hisarms.

Then Timuralooked up--staring right at them. It was so sudden they were startled and drew back,
growling warnings asif Safar'simage were about to attack.

The image became clouded and confused astheir spell concentration weakened.
"Kill him!" they snarled. "Kill hisbrat! Kill hisbitch woman!"
The creature who was Irg) Protarus recovered first, roaring at the image, "Enough! I've seen enough!™

And the image shattered.

* k% k %

Safar's hackles prickled as the huge black swarm of bats suddenly broke apart. Their crieswere wild,
hysterical, asif they had been adeegp and now danger had suddenly awakened them.

Then, just as quickly asit began, the hysteriaended and they formed up again and flew off in an orderly
fashion. A great long, blunt-tipped arrow aimed out of the Black Lands.

Safar shivered and at the same time Khysmet quickened his pace.

The hunters were out and it wastime to get off the road.

* * * %



Irg paced the edge of the hill, staring out into the Black Lands, scarred snout moving thisway and thet as
he searched the barren plains.

In the background he could hear his spell brothers howling orders and his great army muscling into life.
Demon steeds shrieked and clawed at one another astheir masters booted them into formation. Humans
threw their shields over their shoulders and settled their battle harness and weapons for the march.
Cooks and supply men were scattering the campfires and loading the wagons. Demon and human
whores fought each other for space aboard those wagons, dapping or comforting frightened children and
kits, depending on their temperaments.

Irg ignored dll this, searching the glowing skies beneath the Demon Moon. Thewait seemed
interminable. Hisanger and blood lust grew by the minute.

Then he saw it--the huge cloud of shrieking bats, streaming out of the Black Lands.

His senses exploded into exquisite life and he howled in joy at the sight. Then the bats were overhead,
whedling about the sky, once, twice, three times. Then they flew off again, heading back the way they
had come.

Like an unleashed balt Irg charged forward, bounding down the hill after them, howling for hisprey. His
spell brothers charged after him, fanning out to sweep up anything and everything in their great snapping
jaws and deadly talons.

Behind them came Protarus army. Thefirst e ements had aready topped the hill and were pouring down
the other sde. They wereled by five hundred mounted demons, their spears making adeadly forest, their
battle cries ululating across the lightning blasted terrain.

Within moments the whole plain was sivarming with men and demons--led by the four immense wolves
who were their magters.

It was ajuggernaut aimed straight at Cauz.

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
DARK PARADISE

After ayear of desperate flight and miserable camps, the Kyraniansfdl into the embrace of Cauz asif it
were the softest and deepest of pillows. They were warmly welcomed, with hundreds of people and
demons streaming out to greet them with gifts of choice food and delicious drink and al manner of
clothes and goodsto replace their trail-worn things.

Queen Hantilia provided them with alarge, lightly wooded field to make their temporary home and
supplied them with every luxury imaginable, until soon the field seemed more like a pleasure camp for
royaty enjoying afew weeksin the bracing outdoors. They settled into colorful pavilionsfilled with thick
carpets and pillows. Cheery cooking fires were scattered among the pavilions, each with tablesand
benches so the Kyranians could imagine they were at home, gossiping and sharing leisurely medls.

Portable bath houses were set up along theriver and the Kyranians reveled in an orgy of hot soapy
baths, soaking away months of grimein steaming kettles big enough to hold afamily. Then they dl
donned their new clothes and strolled through the trees, or dong the nearby river bank, fegling clean and
without care.

Specid attention was paid to the soldiers and horses hurt in the encounter with the beast. The Queen sent
her best hedlersto treat them with magical herbs and ointments and soon they were up and about, injuries
fading, enjoying their new home as much astherest.



Every day wasagloriousday in Cauz. The sun aways mild, the nights pleasantly cool and the
remarkable absence of the Demon Moon made everyonefed asif alarge weight had been lifted.
Children played, lovers swooned, mothers and fathers enjoyed many stolen moments alone, asdid the
grandparents. At night those who could make music made it and everyone danced and sang away their
troubles.

It was agrand holiday for one and al--except Safar, who disappeared for severd days of intense
conferences with the Queen and the top Caluzian priests and scholars. His absence only made everyone's
mood lighter. For ashort time they could forget about Irg Protarus, prophecies of adoomed world and
their desperate journey to far off Syrapis. Safar was dealing with such things. And when he decided what
they should do next he'd come and tell them. Who could say when that would be? So let's enjoy life,

grab what we can fromit for the dark dayswill return soon enough.

Y et there was aragged edge to their joy. Snatched asthey were from a place where fear had become
ordinary, the Kyranians went about their pleasures at afrantic pace. Legping from one activity to another.
Always glancing over their shoulders, waiting for the predestined shadow to fall.

Only Pdimak and Leiriawere unaffected. Only they saw the mirror cracksin the perfection that was
Cduz. Leriabecause she was asoldier and had asoldier's healthy suspicion of al things. Palimak
because he was a newly serious boy, a self-gppointed wizard's apprentice to hisfather, whom he was
worried would leave him out of the main action. Whatever that was going to be.

One evening while they were walking together dong the river looking for alikely fishing spot they came
upon asmall park with adozen or more Cauzians--both human and demon. Some weretaking theair
aone, somein company, and there were severd family groupswith children or kits.

As soon asthey saw the two Kyraniansthey al rushed over to bow and smile and murmur greetings.
Saying, "How isthe Lady Leriathisevening?’ Or, "Doesthe Y oung Lord Timurafind himsdf well, we
pray?' And "May the blessings of Lady Felakia be with you!"

Asthey spoke they spontaneoudy handed the two little gifts, abracelet or necklace for Leriahastily
gripped off by the owner, asmall top or aball for Palimak, willingly given by smiling children. Leiriaand
Pdimak made palite replies and tried to fend off the gifts but it was no use, so they stuffed themin their
pockets, thanking everyone and grinning until their jaws ached.

A moment later the Caluzians al chorused farewdls and trooped off, pleasant laughter trailing in their
wake.

Lerialooked about the empty park. "They certainly leftin ahurry,” shesaid. "'l fed like we brought
something odorousto a party.”

Palimak snorted. "They're just so nice they make me sick!" he said. "But they never redlly want to talk to
you. Or play with you. They just say, 'How are you, Y oung Lord Timura? And 'May the gods be kind to
you!' Things like that, but soon asyou try to say something back they pretend they're busy, or going
someplacein ahurry, and run away."

"| thought | wasthe only oneto noticethat,” Leriasaid. "l went into the city the other day and you should
have seen the fuss everyone made over me. Then they suddenly melted away and al of sudden the street
was empty and people were closing their doors and shutters.

"The same thing happened when | went into atavern to get adrink and some company. At first they were
al my friends, buying me drinks and welcoming meto Caluz. Next thing | knew the tavern was empty
and the innkeeper was making excuses about having to close up early.”



"What'swrong with them, Aunt Leiria?' Palimak asked.

"I don't know, my dear,” she answered. Then, thinking she might be neglecting her auntly duties, shetried
to sound more kindly. "Maybethey'redl just very frightened and trying to put abrave face on things. The
gods know they have aright to their fears. From what your father said they're under some curse and
don't have much longer to live, unless he helpsthem.”

"Maybe..." Pdimak said doubtfully. He thought aminute then said, "What if they haveto beredly nice
and happy al the time because that's the way the machine wantsit? What if they don't have any choice?"

Hewaved at theidyllic scene around them, taking in twittering birds and flitting butterflies. "L ook &t it,
Aunt Leria" hesad. "Everything's too nice! It'snot natural. It hasto be the maching!™

Reflexively, Leiriaturned to look upstream at the great stone turtle squatting over the place where the
riversjoined. Water poured out its mouth, thundering into the wide basin below, sending up amist laced
with many rainbows.

For amoment she thought she saw something. A flicker of another scenelaid on top of thisidyllic vision,
but black like ashadow cagt. In this, the turtle god was the size of amountain with lighting crackling onits
back. And instead of water pouring from its mouth, therewas ariver of fire. Then the vison vanished and
dl wasthesame again.

At firgt she thought she wasimagining things, but then Paimak said, "Did you seeit, Aunt Leria?' His
voice was excited with just atouch of fear. "Did you seeit?!

"Yes," shesad, amogt inawhisper. "l saw!™

* * % %
High above in Queen Hantilids slver paace Safar was having his own problems.

He paced the lush waiting area outs de the Queen's courtroom, alittle red-robed serving maid trotting
behind him with aslver decanter of winetofill the glass he clutched in hishand. Behind the closed doors
he could hear the low murmur of the Queen's aides, discussing hisrequest. A request he had made three
days before and still had no answer.

His mind was buzzing with dl manner of questions and half-formed conclusions. Many of them quite
gmilar to Leridsand Paimak's

Y es, the Queen and her subjects were strange, yes, the wonderland spells emanating from the Temple of
Hadin were too good to be trusted, and, yes, the citizens of Cauz faced eventual doom from the machine
and had every reason to be frightened in the extreme, but somehow they spent their days with pleasant
smiles pasted on their faces asif life could be no sweseter.

Safar paused at the window, which looked out over the Temple of Hadin. If he could have seen far
enough he might have spotted Palimak and Leriasirolling along the path by the river. He spped hiswine,
thinking, piling till more questions on hisplate.

For instance, there was the matter of the twin Caluzes--one good, one evil--which made things
complicated to the extreme. When he'd queried the Queen's wizards and scholars about the
phenomenon, they became blank-faced, uncomprehending. Their own Situation was too complex to
fathom, much less factor in such minor things asthe cause of it al. Their main worry wasthat Safar would
refuse, or be unable to help them. So they coated every difficulty with such asweet layer of honey Safar
came to doubt most of what they said.



In the courtroom there was a hush as the Queen spoke and Safar turned his head to listen. But her voice
was S0 low it was swallowed by the thick silver doorsthat closed off the chamber.

Safar let the serving maid refill his cup, giving her an absent smile by way of thanks.

Hantiliawas as serene as her subjects, he thought, but seemed more willing to spesk her mind. Her
magical resources were great, so she wasn't quite as affected as the others by the dream-spinning
machine. Possibly it was because she was spinning so many of her own--and al were aimed directly at
Safar. It was an innocent thing, an unconscious thing, or so he supposed. Although she was ademon and
he was human, she found him attractive and was sending out many signals and spells that made her
aluring. How he should or would react remained to be seen.

He pushed dl thisaside for another time--if there ever wasto be such atime. There was urgent business
to attend to before he began to plumb this and the other mysteries of the odd mirror worlds that made
Cduz.

Safar resumed his pacing. Hed rarely been so frustrated. He'd expected to be rushed off to the temple
immediately where he would consult with the Oracle hed come so far to see. The queen said the Oracle
of Hadin and al her people had been waiting for hisarrival, so one would think they'd be just as anxious
for theforetold visit to begin. Except there was apparently more to consulting the Oracle than just
marching into the temple and announcing his presence. He was told there were e aborate purification
ceremonies that had to be performed first. Ceremonies and spell castings that would take aweek or
more. So he was bathed and oiled and suffered so many hoursin incensefilled roomsthat he felt like
smoked mest.

Meanwhile, he fretted and gnawed at his growing worry that al would be for naught.

Uppermost in hismind was whét to do about Irg). The question wasn't if his enemy would show up, but
when. The flash of awareness Safar had caught of Irg's presence had been very strong--asif Protarus
had been newly energized, stronger in purpose and determination than ever.

Safar would just as soon not be here when Irg and his spell brothers showed up with their vast army.

The only reason he had tarried in this cursed place was because Asper's ghost had said the way to
Syrapiswas through Caluz. How this could be, he didn't know. But he had to take the chance. Safar was
more convinced then ever that only in Syrapis would he find the key to the disaster that was overtaking
theworld.

The disagter blowing on poisoned windsin far Hadinland.

The serving maid offered more wine. Safar hesitated, then shook his head, no, and returned his now
empty cup.

He smiled, thinking, many things besides Irg) Protarus could stop him from reaching Syrapis. Life being
what it is he might even choke on awine cork and that would be the rather foolish end to the saga of
Safar Timura, son of a potter who rose to become the king's chief wazier, only to die trying to get at his
drink.

Just then, while he was grinning a his own imagined clownish demise, the doors boomed open and a
troop of robed priestesses with serene eyes and pleasant smiles came to escort him into the Queen's
presence.

Hetried to read Hantilia's expression as he approached the gilded throne, but al she presented was a



sweet smile on her oddly--to him--beautiful demon'sface. He also couldn't tell from the atmosphere of
the courtroom if adecision had been reached. The Caduzians only watched his progress down the main
aide, murmuring little pleasantries as he passed.

"My dear, Lord Timura," the Queen said after held reached her and bowed his respects. "Please know
that we've given your proposa our full attention. We've discussed it for many hours. But, frankly we find
ourselvesin agreat quandary.”

"What could be so difficult, Mgesty?' Safar asked, keeping histone asforma and distantly polite as
hers. They'd met many timessince hisarriva, but dwaysin more intimate surroundings. "1 only want to
make a casting--under the close guidance and full assistance of your best mages--to determine when we
can expect Irg Protarus.

"I've not only promised, but shown magica proof that he will be unaware of this cagting. It will in no way
draw hisattention, or the attention of hiswizards."

Safar raised his hands, turning them palm up. "What could be smpler than that?' he asked. "Or more
vita? After al, you must be as concerned as| am that an army will soon show up to knock on your
doors."

"I don't agree," the Queen said. "We are well hidden. How will this Protarus find us through the secret
gate?'Y ou saw for yourself how well hiddenitis. Only the cleverest wizard would ever find it, much less
unravel the spell locks."

"Don't make that mistake!" Safar said, emphatic. "Believe mewhen | say that Irg will find the way. It
may take him awhile, but he has more than enough magical resources at his command.”

"Y ou forget the Guardians,” the Queen said. "They will protect us now, asthey aways have. Nothing has
ever managed to get past them! Only those we favor are permitted through, such as pilgrims and innocent
wayfarers escaping the Black Lands.”

"And I'm telling you that you don't know what you'refacing,” Safar said, deliberately letting some of his
anger show. "Irg Protarusis an enemy who once conquered dl of Esmir. And he's quickly bringing it
back under his command. He will hammer your Guardiansinto ghostly dust and crack your gates open
and spill you out like an egg.

"Findly, Y our Highness, this something | Smply must ingst on. If no one here will take the threat
serioudy, I'll have to gather my people and leave before Protarus arrives. And there will be no meeting of
Safar Timuraand your blessed Oracle of Hadin, ameeting that | am now beginning to think wasabig
mistake on my part for ever even thinking about.”

Safar's bluff got the result he intended. There were gaspsin the courtroom. The Queen gave him alook
of great concern, clutching her robe a the breast. "But you don't understand, my dear Lord Timura," she
sad. "We aren't refusing you out of some mean-spirited motivation. Our surviva isa stake asmuch as
yours, after dl. Thered fear isthat the casting will ruin everything we've done. Y ou're amost reedy for
your meeting with the Oracle. What if your spdll conflicts with the magica preparations we've aready
mede?'

"Why didn't someone say that was the worry, Y our Highness?' Safar asked, bewildered. "Why dl this
unnecessary secrecy? Let me meet now with your best scholars and well have the answer within the
hour."

The Queen shook her head, no. "I'm sorry,” she said. "That isn't possible. Y ou would haveto delve into



thingsthat are forbidden for you know in advance.”

"I've never seen aStuation in which ignoranceis good for anyone, Mgesty,” Safar said sharply. "And if
thisdecisonisfind, | redly must take my leave. My people and | will be on the march again by
tomorrow at dawn."

"But wherewill you march to, my dear?' the Queen said, findly cdling hisbluff. "Thereisonly oneway
out of Cauz. And that's the way you came. Back through the Black Landsto face an oncoming army. As
| said before, the road ahead is blocked. What | kept from you then was that we sealed it because it
leads right into the heart of the real Caluz, the mad Caluz, the Caluz where no mortal could possibly exist
for more than afew moments.”

He caught an odd note in her tone as she spoke the last, but when he tried to catch her eyes she averted
them.

"So you see, Lord Timura," she said, "thereis no escape for your people. They are trapped here, it
grieves me deeply to say, dong with my own subjects. And what happensto uswill happen to them.”

At that moment Safar fully understood the nature of the trap held been drawn into. And if hefalled in his
mission here, there was no getting ouit.

"I'm sorry, Safar, my dear," Hantiliasaid, low. "But you see how it is?'
Safar saw. Just as he saw there was no malice intended by Hantilia or anyone here. It wasjust so.

"All of uscame here at great cost," she went on. "It was and gill isaholy mission. We must trust and we
must believe, or everything islost. Not just for us, but for the world itsalf. Perhapsit's made us a bit mad.
I'm sure you think that when you see us smile when thereis only reason to weep.”

Safar thought they probably al were mad, including Hantilia. Then it cameto him there was moreto it
than that.

"When we cast the spell that made this place," Hantilia said, "the Oracle warned us we would not be the
same as before. She said we would leave part of oursdvesin the rea Cauz, the city wefled.”

Somewhere in the courtroom someone giggled. There was an hysterica edgeto it. Hantilianodded
toward the sound. "It's easier to bear than weeping,” she said, "so | suppose we can't complain.”

Safar knew he was defeated. He had no choice but to go on. "When will | see the Oracle?' he asked.

"In three more days," the Queen answered. "After | have undergone my own purification. | won't be able
to seeyou until then.”

"What about the boy?" Safar asked. "I'll need Palimak, you know."
"When | send for you," she answered, "bring him aong. Hell only need afew hours of preparation.”
Safar stared at her, redizing there was till agreat deal more he didn't know.

He made one more attempt. "Thereis one other thing I'd like to ask," he said. " Something that has
mydtified me more than anything ese”

"And what isthat, my lord?" the Queen asked.

"You are al adherents of Asper," Safar said. "Y ou wear robes with his symbol--the two-headed snake.



Y ou spesk his name with zealous reverence. Y ou even describe yoursalves as members of the Cult of
Asper. True?!

"Quitetrue," Hantiliasaid. "But what isthe question?'

"Why isit none of your are curious about what | know of Asper?' he asked, noting the sharp reactions dl
about. "1 have studied him most of my adult life. | doubt thereisamagein al Esmir who knows as much
about histeachingsas| do. I've even shown some of you hisbook, which | have in my possession.”

He dipped the little book of Asper from hisdeeve and held it up. "Thisisquiterare, you know," Safar
said. "l got it at great persona cost. And yet none of you have asked to seeit. | would have thought
you'd have ateam of scholarsand clerks awaiting my arrival so you could copy down hiswords.”

Hantilia sighed wearily, then said, "We are forbidden to spesk of it to you. | can say ho more.”

"Yes, but do you have anything likeit?' Safar pressed, waving the book. "If not, do you possess any
artifactsfrom Asper at al?’

Another long slence, another shake of the Queen'shead. "Again,” she said, "I am forbidden to answer.”
"Yes, yes, | know," Safar said, not hiding his disgust. "Have patience and dl will be reveded.”

Hantiliasighed, then leaned forward from her throne. Safar felt her cast the gentle spell that made her
perfume headier, her presence soothing with just ahint of sensudity. But he pushed it away. She drew
back and for amoment he thought she was offended. Good, he thought. That's how | meant it.

Then she sighed again. "It'sthe best | can do, Safar,” she whispered. "Please trust me."

* k k %

Safar was in adark mood when he entered the Kyranian encampment. It was made fouler by the holiday
gpiritin the air, music and dance and hilarious chatter in the face of what he knew to be amost
guestionable future. Khysmet caught his bad temper, laid his ears back and nipped at the barking dogs.

They made agloomy pair riding through the camp and when people saw them they stopped what they
were doing--music and laughter cutting off in mid-peal--and stared as they passed, faces turning dark
with worry. Hiskinsmen's plummeting emotions sartled Safar from hismood and hefdt guilty for being
the cause of it.

He could see the dread in their eyes that maybe held returned to announce their brief stay in paradise was
ended and they must once again resumetheir fearful journey.

Safar hadtily pulled on his old entertainer's persondity, waving and laughing and shouting jokes and
words of cheer. Khysmet did the high step asif born to the circus march and soon everyone's joyous
mood returned. He pushed on, smiling until hislips ached, until he came to the place where hisfamily had
set up camp.

All hissgters and their husbands were gathered about a big, rough plank table, eating and making merry
while the children played games under the trees. In alittle potter's shelter his mother and father were
making small clay necklaces as giftsfor the young ones--painted jesters, with skinny limbs and peaked
hats riding jauntily over long beaked noses. Toys in the shape of the Jester God, Harle, were an ancient
favorite of Kyranian children.

His mother, who was running leather thongs through holes bored into the caps, was chatting gaily with his
father when Safar rode up and dismounted.



When she saw him her face it up she dropped what she was doing. "It's Safar, Khadji!" she cried.
"Comehomejugintime!”

Sheran over and embraced him while hisfather looked fondly on. "We're having a celebration, dear,"”
shesad. "And | was so hoping you'd come.”

Myrnapulled back, eyes shining. "Thanksto you," she said, "we're safe at last. And in such abeautiful
place! Why, it'samogt as beautiful ashome!™

Safar didn't know what to say, so he embraced her and murmured the usua loving evasions sons and
daughters use when they believe one of their parents has lost dl touch with redlity. Such as, "1'm happy
that you're happy, mother, dear.” Or "Yes, I've missed you too.”

And so on until his mother rushed off to fetch him a plate of the tastiest morsels from the feast. When she
was gone, he eyed hisfather, who was painting smiling faces on the toy jesters.

"Y ou've made your mother very happy coming home today, son,” he said. " She and your sisters worked
hard on thisfeast."

"What is she cdebrating, father?' he asked, till smiling, il trying to hide his concern.
"Why, our deliverance, son," hisfather said brightly. "Didn't you hear what she said?'
Safar wasfinally tested too far and his smile dissolved. "Of course | did," he said. "But that'sridiculous.”

To hissurprise hisfather's eyes seemed to glaze over and like achild shutting out harsh wordsit didn't
want to hear he started humming abright little tune.

Safar kept going, trying to break through. "For the gods sake, father!" he said. "No one's been delivered.
No oné's safe. Y ou know that aswell as| do. Why are you letting mother think differently?”

But the whole time he spoke his father kept up the humming. When Safar findlly realized he wasn't getting
through and gave up, Khadiji broke off and resumed his side of the conversation.

"Itssuch ardief to al of usthat you found thisplace, son,” Khadji said. "To think we no longer haveto
go al theway to Syrapisto find our new home. The people here are so wonderful and generous. Why, |
heard only yesterday that the Queen was sdlling you agood bit of land so that we can rebuild Kyrania
right here.”

He blinked back tears of joy. "Y ou can't imagine how proud you've made your mother and me," he said.

Safar gave up. It was clear hisfamily and friends had been afflicted with the same insane but merry spell
asthe Caluzians. He would have to do something about that soon, but just now he didn't have the heart.
So he hugged hisfather and kissed him. Then his attention was drawn to the pile of completed jester
necklaces. He picked one up to examineit and felt afaint buzz of mild magic.

"Where did you get the clay for these, father?' he asked. "They're quite ... uh ... unusua.”
Khadji pointed up theriver. "Theresanice bed of it around the next bend,” he said.

He grabbed some up from apail, skilled fingers forming another jester. "Palimak discoveredit,” he said.
"And | must say I've never seen clay as perfect asthis. A nice neutra gray color, not too sticky, not too
gpongy, and it firesin no time at al. And not one shattering out of the scores I've already made.”

Khadji scratched his head, thinking. Then hesmiled. "Infact,” he said, "it was Palimak'sideato make



these jestersfor the children.” He chuckled. " Such athoughtful boy."

Safar narrowed his eyes when he heard that. He looked down at the large pile of completed jesters.
There were dso severd trays of othersready to go into the oven. Plus, Khadji was painting severa
dozen more.

"Therésalot more here," he pointed out to hisfather, "than there are Timura children.”

More chuckling from Khadji. "Wdll, after we talked about it for awhile, it seemed like such agood idea
that we decided to make enough for everybody."

Safar goggled. " Everybody?”

Khadji nodded, firm. "Before were done every Kyranian, down to the newest infant, will have one. The
best of luck from Harle, the king of luck, hanging about our necks.

"Now isn't that agrand gift for everyone?' hisfather asked.
Safar nodded absently, puzzling over dl this. What was Pdimak up to?" Sure, father, sure," he said.

"Wadl, it'snicetalking to you son," hisfather said. "But I'd best get back to it. I've got more than a
thousand of theseto make."

He started getting busy, pinching out more jesters and laying them on afiring tray. Becoming so absorbed
in hiswork he seemed to forget his son's presence. Safar gently took hisarm, sopping him. His father
blinked at him, awareness coming back.

"Whereis Pdimak, father?' Safar asked.

Khadji again pointed up theriver. "At the claybed,” he said. "He'swith Leiria, so you don't haveto
worry. They're fetching more materid for the jesters.”

Safar just smiled, gave hisfather another hug, and swung up on Khysmet. "Tdl mother," he said, "that I'm
off to see Palimak. And to save us some of that delicious food."

Hisfather didn't hear him. He was humming merrily again, totally absorbed in hiswork. Safar shrugged
and headed up theriver.

He eventudly found them standing on a hill, supervisng ahdf dozen willing ladswho were digging up
buckets of clay from theriver.

"Besureand cleanit red well," Palimak admonished two young men who were washing the debrisfrom
theclay.

"Youthere" Leiriacdled to another group. She pointed to severd pails of finished clay. "Grab acouple
of those buckets and trot them down to Khadji. He should be getting pretty low by now."

The ladstook al thiswith such good nature that Sefar wasimmediately suspicious.
When Palimak and Leria spotted Safar they both jumped in startled guilt. Palimak ducked behind Leiria.

"| takefull respongibility,” Leiriasaid. Shesad it boldly, but he detected a quivering note of
embarrassment.

Safar sghed and pointed at the working youths. "Let them go," he said wearily.



"Yes, father," Paimak squeaked. Then, hisvoicealittle firmer, "But you haveto let me do it my way. If
they wake up too quickly they're going to fed pretty bad.”

"Go ahead," Safar said.

Pdimak ventured out from behind Leiriaenough to wave ahand at the boys. "Y ou're suddenly dl fedling
very tired," he said, trying to sound commanding. The boys dl stretched and yawned. "That'sgood,”
Pdimak praised. "Redly, real deepy." More stretching and yawning. " So now that you're so deepy,”
Pdimak said, "you al decide to go home and take alittle ngp. And when you wake up you'l fed just
great and you won't remember anything.”

The young men al nodded, then put the buckets down and wandered back toward the encampment,
yawning and mumbling deepily asthey went.

"Don't worry about them, father,” Paimak said. "They'll befine" He gestured at the buckets of clay
stting by the shore. "Besides, we were dmost done anyway."

This brought a hot glare from Safar. "Ooops," Paimak said, clapping ahand to his mouth.
Leriagroaned. "l wish you hadn't said that.”

"We have aawfully good reason, father,” Pdimak said. "Honest."

"Hesright,” Leriasad. "Wedo."

"Goon," Safar said, climbing off Khysmet. He patted the animal, drawing on its powers of patience. "I'm
listening. And it had better be as good asyou clam.”

Pdimak swallowed hard, but Leiriahad acompletely different reaction. She blew. "Listen here, Safar
Timura," she said, stlanding tall and hooking her thumbsinto her sword belt. "'In case you haven't noticed,
everybody here has gone insane. They are in hap-hap happy land, where the bees don't sting and the
wolves graze on grass like the lambs.”

"I noticed," Safar said, gritting histeeth. "But that doesn't give--"

Leriastomped aboot. "That doesn't give you theright,” she said, "to come storming in hereto dump a
camd load of grief on us, after being gone for the gods know how long, and not aword from you, by the
way, and were here with al these crazy people not knowing what to do."

Safar wasrattled by thisverbal assault. "Still," he said, "you have to admit--"

"Admit nothing!" Leriastormed on. "What if something happened? What if Irg atacked right now?
Everyonewould just stare and giggle while hisarmy cut them down!™

Now it was Safar's turn to be stung by guilt. "Y ou have astronger point than you redlize about Irg)," he
said. "But, honest to the gods, couldn't you have waited?!

"| repeat my last question, Safar Timura," Leriaground in. "What if something happened?’
"It redlly isagood plan, father,” Palimak made bold to say. "I got theideawhen | found the clay.”

He pointed at the gray, dug up pitsat theriver'sedge. "Leriaand | went fishing right over there. Whichis
how | found al that fantastic clay.”

Pdimak glanced at hisfather and decided a sdlf-serving aside might be caled for here. So he made his



eyesrounder and more innocent as he said: " Grandfather has been teaching me ever so much about clay,
father. And I've been doing my very best tolearn dl | can. And so that'swhy | noticed the clay right off.
All because of my wonderful, wonderful grandfather, who | love more than anything anyone can mention
at al. So you can imagine, father, how bad | felt when | put aspell on him. Again! | mean, that'stwice,
now. And | knew you'd be mad, because | was mad at mysdlf, but like Leiriasaid, what were we going
to do?

"Nobody would listen to me. They wouldn't even have listened to Leiria. They'redl crazy, father! Just
like Lerriasaid. So we had do something! And | figured out what to do soon as| saw that clay. | was
looking at how the water comes out of the turtle. Y ou really ought to take aclose look at that turtle,
father, becauseitisredly, redly strange.

"Anyway, | saw right off the clay was not only the kind of stuff grandfather thinksis the absolute,
absolute, best, but it so had alittle bit of magicinit. And | that'swhen | got theideal"

"Y ou should have waited," Safar said again, but rather glumly, with littleforcetoit. "I could have talked
to my father. And thoselads. | could have spoken to them and convinced them with little trouble to help
us makethose amulets.”

He shook hishead. "1 know what you're up to. Y ou were going to supply everyone with an amulet of the
jester--and that was clever, Palimak. But perhaps alittle too mature.” He looked pointedly at Leria.

She blushed. "Guilty," she said. "I'm an outsider. Outsiders noticed things. And one of thefirgt things|
noticed about Kyraniaisthat the tots are crazy about anything to do with Harle, the Jester God."

Leriagave him adefiant look, tilting up her chin. "Since adults are only children in not so pretty skin," she
sad, "it only seemed logica that it would be afigure loved by everyone. From children to the gray hairs.”

"And at the proper moment, | presume,” Safar said, ""Palimak was going to cast aspell to wake everyone
up to amost unpleasant redlity.”

Lerianodded. "It was acting for the grester good,” she said. "We were thinking about saving lives."

"That'sright, father," Palimak piled on. "For the ... what did Leriacal it ... oh, yeah--"The Greater
Good.' Sure! That's what we were doing.” He threw his shoulders back, intoning, "Acting for the greater

good.
"Oh, bullocks dung!" Safar snorted. "Y ou've both gone as mad asthe otherd!™

He dropped Khysmet's reins, whedled about and stalked away, muttering, "1'm raising a despot!
Befriended another aswell! And I'm responsible! By the gods above, if they are awake and listening,
please strike me dead on the spot!”

Leriaand Pdimak trailed dong, shrinking at his mutters. Although they knew they were right, so was
he--perhaps even more so.

As Safar stdked up the hill he thought, what aridiculous, quite human situation thiswas. It was certainly
worthy of Harle, who had a darker sense of humor than most redized. What ajokewedl are, he
thought. Struggling with sllly mora points while the whole world melts about our ears. I'm Palimak's
mora mentor, hammering away at rights and wrongs asif they werered. Asif they meant adamn. Asif
the gods were suddenly going to gir in the heavens and take notice that one smal person, on one small
world, was sticking to hismord principles. Principles supposedly handed down from on high and
thereford objects of much heavenly interest.



He recalled afragment from Asper:
"Why do | weep?" he'd asked.
And Asper'sanswer, after afew other rhymed musingswas.

"I weep because Harle laughs!
So why not laugh ingtead, my friends...
And make the Jester's tears our revenge?"

So Safar laughed. Laughter poured from him, bursting like a pent-up flood suddenly released after much
hammering on humor's gate.

He doubled up, holding his sides, wracked with laugh after laugh. What was he worried about? What did
it matter if hisson, aided by hisbest friend and former lover, cast spdll nets of endavement over hisfather
and mother and innocent Kyranian lads? It was well meant, that was all that mattered. We're only trying
to save theworld, here. So we bend things abit for the "greater good.” What'sthe harm in that?

And wasn't he doing worse?
And wasn't he going to ask even more?

Pdimak and Leiria caught up to him. They watched in silent amazement as he choked and gasped
laughter.

Then he stood up straight, wiped hiseyes and chin, and said, "I love you both, anyway."

He continued up the hill, taking the last few stepsto the summit with his arms draped over both of them.
Hewas il laughing, athough not so uncontrollably. Jugt little outbursts, with chuckles building and falling
in between. They grinned crazily, not knowing what he waslaughing at and if they had they wouldn't have
understood. But they grinned anyway. Grinned in empathy, strangely sorry that whatever they had done
hed made him laugh likethis.

When they came to the top of the hill Safar paused to catch his bresth. Below them was abroad field
decked with many festive banners. And in the center of that field was a huge tent shot with bright,
dazzling colors.

A familiar voice thundered from that tent, chanting ajoyous, heart-wrenching refrain:

"Comeone, comed|! Ladsand maids of Alllll ag-es! | now present to you--Methydia's Circus of
Miracled

"The Greatest Show In Esmir!"

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
THE GIFT FROM BEYOND

Pdimak was circus struck. All his cares, dl histroubles, dl histoils smashed away by alightning sorm of
the senses--color and music and smell and thrilling action crashing here and there and everywhere, dl
seeming chaos.

His attention, no, his whole being was snatched from one amazement to another, each sight anew
experience exploding al that had come before.

But it couldn't be chaos because everything seemed to have adirection, agoa, a point, amoral, astory
with heroes and villains and abeginning and middle and end. It was madness--ddlicious, soul-satisfying
madness--but mogt of al it was orchestrated madness.



Commanding it dl wasthe circus ringmagter, afantastic, muscular dwarf with alion's skin tossed over his
magnificent torso like an ancient hero.

He had an incredible voice that reached everywhere and everyone, booming and intimate at the same
time

At the moment hewaslit by abrilliant pool of light. And he was shouting:

"And now, without further ado, we present our star attraction. A wonder of al wonders.

"A gift from the heavend"

Music blared and the dwarf gestured--hand coming up dowly, dramatically, commanding complete
attention. A dowly opening fist, reaching for the heavens, promising entire volumes of mysteriesthat were
about to be revealed. Music somehow diding under al that anticipation, lifting it higher and higher ona
rhythmic out-rushing tide of drumsand pipes and strings al running toward the Mother Moon of
imagination ... and beyond.

And dl the while the dwarf was saying, "Only the gods themselves could have created the wonder you
are about to see, my friends. A marvel, amystery, unveiled before your very eyes.

"Look, my friends. Look high above! Look to the heavens themsdved!”

As he spoke the musi ¢ and the gesturing hand crept up to the penultimate point and al eyeswerefixed
on the dwarf'sfigt asit came fully open.

Pdimak jumped as cymbals crashed and a shower of sparkling bits burst from the dwarf's mighty hand,
shooting up and up, carrying Palimak and the whole audience with it to the very top of the tent. It hung
there for an agonizing moment, swirling and bailing like atroubled, many colored cloud, dowly forming a
glittering curtain of sugpense. Seemingly held up only up by the building music.

And the dwarf said, "Ladies and gentlemen, lads and lasses, beings of al ages, | present to you the one,
theonly..."

A sillful pause asthe music reached its climax...

And then, in an enormous voice that filled the tented arena:

"Aran!"

Cymbals crashed and the curtain burg, shattering in every direction.

Pdimak, aong with the entire audience, gasped as dl wasreveded and they saw agloriousfigure
dancing high above them on awire so thin it was nearly invisible.

And the dwarf roared:
"Aran!

"She's haf dragon, haf woman, my friends! And oh, what awoman sheis! A greet beauty, awonder,
known in every nook and cranny of Esmir. Thousands, tens of thousands, have been thrilled and fulfilled
by her wondrous fests."

As he spokefiery bitsrained down on the performer and Palimak oohed and ahhed at the sight--a
blazing shimmer sattling on Arlain like acloak, setting off her startling body. She was aheady, enthralling



sght for everyone, but especidly asmall boy. For beside the scraps of see-through gossamer Arlain was
clothed only in thetiniest of breast coverings, plusthe merest scrap of amodesty patch about her loins.
The covered part was al too human. Therest of her wasjust as striking and oddly seductive--an elegant
white dragon who breathed fire through pearly fangs and lips, exploding dl the particles drifting about
her.

Pdimak wasingantly in love. He could see nothing, fedl nothing but the presence of the strangdy
beautiful Arlain. And amidst dl his menta bewilderment one thought lesped out from the rest: She'sjust
likeme! Except she's half dragon and I'm haf demon. Other then the Favorites, Gundaraand Gundaree,
Palimak had never seen abeing quite like himsdlf.

The boy sat between hisfather and Leria, hypnotized by Arlain, the audienceswild applause flowing
over him.

Hed never atended acircus before, dthough he'd often tried to imagine one. The moment he entered the
tent--before held even seen Arlain--Paimak's wildest circusimaginings became pale things. Not worth
ever thinking about again.

It was a place of giddy lights and wonderful music, a place of mystery where performers did impossible
things--flinging themsel ves across amazing heights, disappearing and appearing in clouds of fantagtic
smoke, hilarioudy costumed clowns--six of them--clambering out of abox too small for even one.

There was a turbaned snake charmer whose horn seemed to contain the sounds of al instruments, from
stringsto drums and pipes. But his snake was even moreincredible. It rose six feet above the basket,
weaving in timeto the music, and it when it turned its head in Palimak's direction he gasped when he saw
aman'sface. Then there was the acrobat clown--a husky, seemingly normal person, except that he had a
very smdl head, which hewould continualy lose--literally! The head tumbled off his shouldersand into
his hands. Then you could seeit still attached by along rubbery neck and the acrobat would pretend to
fumbleto get it back on, his eyes and mouth contorting into a series of faces, each more comica than the
other. Best of dl wasthe master of ceremonies, the dwarf with the muscles of agiant, who spun the tales,
leading the audience from one breath-taking act to the next, plus performing in half-a-dozen roles at the
sametime.

Pdimak was stunned by all these amazements. They seemed magicd, but yet there was not one bit of
real magic being used. Otherwise he would senseit. Thewholeideaof thisillusion without sorcery swept
him away to the Land of the Circudl

Therdlief of being freed from hisnorma cares made him fed aslight asabaloonriangin clear Kyranian
skies. Although hewas small, the weight of the world had been heavy on his dender shoulders. He was
only trying to do his best but there were so many newly discovered shouldn'ts and oughto's--with many
mora gradients of dark to light in between--that sometimes he thought it was a conspiracy concocted by
adultsto keep childrenin their place--whatever that might be.

Herein the circus, however, everyone was equa. On either sde of him hisfather and Leiriawere
reacting like children, laughing and dlapping in glee.

For amoment he became more aware of the audience, looking around and seeing they were dl
Cduzians, both human and demon, from infant to granny, completely fixed on the performance. Thisled
to him to the redlization that there was some other strange kind of magic in the air. The members of the
audience al fed on one another's excitement and joy, becoming awarm, quivering whole reacting as one
to the eventsin the big center ring. It was aso the first time he'd seen honest emotion from the Caluzians.
What he noticed most, however, wastheir laughter. He strained hard to think what was different about it.



As close as he could get was that it seemed to come from someplace real--a sort of ahome for laughter.
And this gave shape and form to their laughter instead of the hazy, spdll-induced giggles he normally
heard.

Thinking this made him suddenly fed very adone, gpart from everyone else, examining them, looking at
them through the pale, cold glow of hisdemon side. It was unsettling and his belly lurched. He wanted
badly to regjoin them, to be once again part of that warm, quivering mass that made the audience.

Then he saw Arlain and got hiswish.

* * * %

Safar watched the emotions play across Palimak's face, grinning in memory of hisown firgt introduction
to the art of entertainment. It waslong ago and far away, but it wasthis very same circus. Methydias
Flying Circus, except they no longer flew and Methydia, aas, was dead.

Even without the wondrous Methydia--who had been not only agreat diva, but a powerful witch--the
performance was every bit as marvelous as Safar remembered. Arlain was dazzling, witness Paimak's
enchantment. And there was his old mentor, Biner, the massve dwarf, who had taught him everything he
knew about showmanship and illusion. And he was pleased to see Elgy and Rabix--the snake
charming/music act--were just as skilled as ever. No one would ever guessthat it was the snake who
wasthe "brains' behind the act. Poor Rabix had the mind of amouse, playing hisinstrument wonderfully,
but following Elgy's commands. Findly, there was Kairo, he of the smal detachable head and dmost
superhuman acrobatic talents.

Safar didn't know how hisfriends came to be here, athough somehow he wasn't that surprised. Circus
people had away of showing up in the most amazing places and at the most interesting times.

* k x %

Leriawas as entranced as anyone, but she couldn't help looking over at Safar, trying to imagine him as
one of the performers.

It was surprisingly easy. Hisface was dight, shedding years of care and she could suddenly seem him as
adashing young showman, dressed in tights and a swirling cloak, steding the hearts of dl the women with
hismagica feats and athletic derring-do.

In the center ring there was aromantic aeria ballet going on, with moody lights and contemplative music.

Music that alowed uneasy memoriesriseto be examined in aless hurtful light. Bursting pin bubbles of a
regret you could savor and enjoy like arare and effervescent wine. The kind of wine once tasted with a
lover. And you remembered itsflavor like you remembered the touch of his body.

Sheimagined Safar, innocent and free. A handsome young performer whose eyes were only on her ashe
moved from one seductive act to the next.

And she had the dreamy thought: I'd have liked to have known him then. Who knows? Perhaps things
would have worked out differently.

Then the music made a sharp change and two clowns rushed out into the center ring.

And Leriasnorted, thinking, Will you be serious, woman! When Safar came into your armsit wasto
mourn Methydia

Methydial



Your firs dead rivd.
And the damned owner of thiscircud

Methydiahad not only been Safar's lover but his teacher as well--as only a skilled older woman can
teach ayoung man.

For afleeting moment Leriaimagined shewas awise, gray-haired beauty, coiling around ayouthful
Safar.

Then shelaughed doud at herself. No one noticed. They were too busy howling at the clowns--Arlain
chasing Biner about the ring, shooting sheets of fire a the seat of his pants.

Leriajoined in, laughing & Biner's comic yelps and leaps, |etting the circus take her away.

* * % %

Pdimak stood before his new goddess, blushing and gul ping and wishing mightily that he knew a spell to
untie histongue so he could spesk.

Arlain looked down at him, adelighted smilelighting her dragon'sface. "My goodneth,” shelisped.
"Y ouretho handthome! Jutht like Thafar!"

Pdimak's tongue came unstuck. "I'm not redlly hisson,” he said to hisingtant humiliation and regret. He
thought, what astupid, stupid, thing to say! Not his son! What must she think of me?

They were in the wardrobe tent, awarren of trunks and costumes and circus props, with along bank of
mirrored makeup tables on one side cluttered with cosmetics and paints and colorful masks. Safar and
Leiriawere a the far end of the tent, surrounded by Biner and the other members of the circus. It wasa
glad reunion and there was much laughter and drinking and shouted remembrances of shared adventures
on theroad.

A moment before Palimak had been safely buried in the middle of that chaos, much fussed over by one
and dl, but it was so noisy and everyone was so excited at seeing hisfather, he only had to smile and nod
inreturn. If he said something stupid it didn't matter, because no one could hear him anyway. But then
Arlain, who had cooed and gushed over him even more than the others, had drawn him aside "tho we
cantalk." Hewasthrilled, then he was chilled, and when he stood before her--alone with this perfumed
goddess at |ast--and opened his mouth he/d made a compl ete ass of himsdlf.

Pdimak struggled for wordsto set hismistake right. He said, "1 mean, | am his son. But, uh, not his son.
I'm kind of like ... you know ... adopted. | don't know who my redl father is. Or my mother, ether.”

As s00n as hewas done he gave himsalf amental kick. Arrgh! That wasjust as stupid, he thought. If not
supider!

He hung his head and kicked at the tent floor, not having the dightest ideawhat to do or say next. He just
wanted to escape before she started laughing a him.

Arlain saw hisdistress and sank gracefully down on awardrobe truck, lovely whitetail tucking around
her legs as she sat, her eyes now closer to Paimak's level.

"Tho | gueth we have thomething in common,” she said.
Palimak's head jolted up. "What?' he asked.



Arlain sghed. "I don't know who my parenth are either,” she said. "I'm an orphan. Jutht like you." She
shrugged. "1 think my father dropped me when he wath changing the netht.”

Palimak forgot his embarrassment. "Were you adopted too?" he asked, feeling very sorry and very
protective of her.

"Y eth. But not by very nithe people,” she said. She glanced over at Safar, who was engrossed in astory
Elgy, the human-charming snake, wastdling. "Y ou're redly lucky to have afather like Thafar.”

Palimak threw his shoulders back, smiling and proud. "He's the best father any boy could have," he said.
"The best in thewholeworld!"

"Thatth what | dwaysimagined,” Arlain sad. "From thefirtht timel met him." Sheleaned closer, afdlow
congpirator. "1 had athecret cruth on him, you know," she said. "But don't tell anybody | thaid that.
They'll testhe me. And | don't like to be teathed.”

Palimak promised he wouldn't. "I don't like to be teased, either,” he added with such solemnity that
Arlain couldn't help but giggle again.

Thistime, however, abit of smoke puffed from between her lips aong with afew flames.

"Oopth!" she said, covering her mouth with adainty paw. "I'm thorry! Thometimeth | get all exthited and
forget I'm adragon. And | accithidentaly thet thingth on fire! I'm tho clumthy, you wouldn't believeit!
People get tho mad at me!™

Pdimak was absolutdly charmed by this confession. Arlain suddenly seemed lessintimidating. More like
an older sster with ordinary foibles, instead of agorgeous, distant idol.

"| accidentally set my grandmother'swagon on fire once," he said, trying to make her fed more
comfortable. Y ou can't believe how mad she got!" He sighed. "'l guessit's hard for people to understand
that you can't dways helpit.”

"| uthed to worry about it al thetime," Arlain said. "But now | don't worry tho much. | wath born thith
way! Haf one being, half another. Nothing | can do about it. | mean, nobody athked meif | wanted to be
born."

Shelooked a him, smiling asmilethat melted hisheart. And then she said, "I thuppoth it'th the thame
withyou."

Pdimak's eyes widened in astonishment. "How did you know?" he asked.
Arlain pretended confusion. "Know what, my thweet?"

Pdimak ducked his head, suddenly embarrassed, although he didn't know why. He wanted to speak, but
there was aknot in histhroat that wouldn't dlow it. He coughed, trying to clear a suddenly constricted
throat.

Arlain sad, "I'mthorry, | couldn't hear you," asif the cough was a statement.

Her voice was s0 kind Palimak chanced an answer. Head till down, wanting to get it over withina
quick mumble, but forcing himself to make hiswords clear.

Hesaid, "How did you know that I'm ... well ... uh ... what do you call it ... specid, | guess ... Yeah.
Specid. Likeyou."



He wanted to say more, but histhroat constricted. He coughed again, trying to fight past it, but what
came out was till badly crippled.

"Except I'm half demon, instead of dragon. How could you tell? | try to be redly careful because people
get dl upset when they find out. And not just human type people. Demons act the same way."

"You didn't do anything wrong," Arlain said. "1 jutht thort of guethed. Maybe beingth like uth recognize
each other right away."

She giggled, purposely letting alittle smoke and fire leak out. But thistime she didn't say, "oops," or
gpologize.

Instead, she said, "Not that you can't tell thoon ath you meet me,” she said, hand moving gracefully
through the air, going from dragon face to lush woman'sbody. "I can't hidewho | am," she said. "It wath
written al over me by my mother and father.”

He nodded, but it wasn't anod of understanding. It was an abrupt nod, anod urging her to go on. To
explain more. Mind full to burgting with questions, questions, questions. Questions he couldn't put aname
to. Questions he didn't know he wanted to ask. A whole tangled fishing net of questions suddenly
dragged from the depths and needing an answer. All boiling and roiling about, tantdizing slver flashes of
questions, but nothing that could be picked out in dl that frantic wriggling.

Ashismind raced through dl these things Arlain was observing him closely with her dragon
eyes--wonderful eyes, eyeslike an eagle, eyesthat could seefar and near and everything in between,
eyesthat could look into your heart.

Pdimak desperately wanted to make some meaningful gesture--something that would show Arlain how
closein nature and kind he felt to her. But he was only aboy and he hadn't the words, so inthe end he
blurted:

"Look at thigd" Grinning and holding out a hand, eyes suddenly flaring yellow as claws needled out from
hisfingers. Then he leaned forward, blew on the claws and his breath became a swirl of colors-a
meagical imitation of Arlain's dragonfire--playing it acrossthe claws, turning them thisway and that asif in
forge. Then therewasadap! asthe colors burst and Paimak held up a hand that was quite ordinarily
human again.

"See?" hesaid, awhole flood of meaningsintended in that single word.

Arlain blinked--and to Palimak she caught al his meaning in that blink--then she clapped her handsin
delight, making his heart legp.

"Oh, my goodneth grathiouth,” she said. "That'th marveloth! Y ou thould be in the circuth!™

Paimak goggled. "Redly?' he said. Then, doubtful. ™Y ou're not just saying that to be nice, are you?"
Arlain drew hersdf up, dignified. "Thirtainly not! | know aborn thowman when | see onel”

Then sheleaned close and asked, "Would you like meto teach you?"

Pdimak's eyes became very wide and very round. "Sure," he said, heart drumming, thinking of dl the
things he had seen at the performance, flipping through the thrilling feats and excitement, picking what he
like best.

And hesaid, shy, "Could | learn how to be aclown?'



* * % %

Safar glanced acrossthe tent, smiling, alittle drunk at the sight of Arlain and Palimak together. Biner,
doshing drink into their cups, followed his gaze, then back again, understanding and enjoying Safar's
amile

"Damnedest’ thing 'bout the circus,” Biner said, "is she dwaysfinds her own." He examined his cup,
grinning a memories of old times. "Look at how it waswith you," hesaid. "Layin' out in the middle of the
desert, mostly dead, then the circus comes aong, seesits kindred, and swoops you up. Next thing you
know you're earnin’ your keep wowin' them at thefairs.”

"It seemed likeamiracle a thetime," Safar said, remembering Methydias great airship sweeping across
the desert toward him. Then he thought of what happened later--all the glorious circus adventures, the
gpplause, the camaraderie, the long nights of loving and learning with Methydia

And hesad, low, "I guessit redly wasamiracle.

Acrossfrom them Leria peded laughter a some jest told by Elgy. The other performersjoinedin,
waving their arms, spilling their wine, completely wrapped up in the party.

Safar looked at Biner. "Speaking of miracles," he said, "maybe you'd better tell me about this new one
before we get too drunk.”

"Y ou mean how we cometo bein Cduz?' Biner sad.
"Exactly."

Biner eyed him, owlish, amusement in hiseyes. "Some might call it amiracle" he said, "somemight call it
acoincidence." Hetapped his head. "Some who thinksthey know it dl, call it smoke and mirrors." He
made agrand gesture--"Illusion! But no matter how smart they think they are, how sharp-eyed, knowin'
al thetricks, the circus dways gets 'em. Pulls them in. Makes them want to believe so much they ignore
the wires even when the lightman's drunk and you can seethe glint plain asday.”

Safar shook his head, amused. He said, "Either I'm redlly, redly, drunk," he said, "or I'm not drunk
enough. But somehow that makes sense.”

Biner doshed morewineinto their cups. "In questions of drunkenness, lad,” he said, "it'sbest to figure
you aint had enough.”

They drank as Biner gathered histhoughts, then he said, "I'll give you the poster linefirgt."
Hegrinned at Safar and said, "Methydia sent usl”

Safar nearly spewed out hisdrink.

Biner chortled. "Got your atention?”

Safar swalowed hard, wiping the spillover from his chin. And he choked, "Go ahead.”

Ever the showman, Biner said not another word but climbed to hisfeet, hooking up thewine skin ashe
rose. He ssumped away on histhick, short legs, leading Safar to aroom off the main tent. Biner turned up
an oil lamp and Safar saw the room was crowded with trunks. They were huge things, heavy with dl
sorts of circus gear, but Biner pushed them about asif they weighed nothing at all.

When there was enough room he perched on the lid of avagudy familiar black trunk, covered with



leather and bound by thick iron straps. He gestured at a place across from him for Safar to Sit, took a
dug of wineright out of the skin and passed it to Safar.

"Sad times" he 9ghed, "when last we met.”

The sigh stirred bitter memories, carrying Safar back to another tented room where Methydiawas laid
out on arough cot dying; Safar and others gathered about her. Outside awhole city wasin flames,
people weeping and wailing as Irg's soldiers led them to their doom. Through the canvas doorway they
could see the smoking ruins of the wondrous flying ship that was the heart, body and soul of her circus.
All dead and dying now. Methydia clutching his hand and begging him to forgive Irg), to go with him,
saying it was hisdestiny. That it wasfor the good of dl.

Safar was young, easily moved by death bed appeals, and he'd agreed. There wererare daysthat he
didn't think that hed made a grave mistake.

Then he heard Biner speak and he blinked back to the present to hear the dwarf say, "We wasn't much
of acircus after that. Methydiagone. Airship burnt. No spirit in us. So we couldn't put any into the
crowds. Our actsfdt flat. No spark, no suspense. All of usjust going through the motions.

"Not that we didn't care, we just couldn't do anythin' about it. Worseit got, the harder it got. And pretty
soon we were hardly sdllin’ any tickets, cause the word had gone out of ahead of us that we weren't
worth seein’.

"We wandered around like that, hittin' whatever fairswe could. Sometimesworkin' for not much moren
our suppers.”

Biner smiled a Safar, "Not that we werein danger of starvin', thanks to you. We had that fat purse of
gold you gave us. Which is how we got through those times. Hells, maybe we would've woke up sooner
if wedidn't havethat cushion. Maybe it madeit easier to mope and moan and fed miserable. So instead
of the best circusin al Esmir, we were the saddest.

"After awhile maybe you even gart liking being miserable, dthough you don't know it."

Safar nodded. "I'vefelt that way mysdlf,” he said. "It becomes an odd sort of addiction. The emotional
version of an opium merchant who loves hiswarestoo well."

"Aint that s0?' Biner said. Then, "But one day we woke up. Threw away the pipe and opened our eyes
to what was goin' on around us.

"It was at aperformance, last show of the last night at aweevily littlefair. Y ou know the kind. Where the
folks don't have much more'n corn dust in their pockets--and that'swormy.”

Safar smiled. He remembered towns like that when he wasin the circus.

"Anyway," Biner continued, "there wasn't but maybe twenty people in the house. And they were so
bored even some of them were leakin' away. Then it happened. Right in the middle of the big clown act.
Where Arlain's chasin' me around the ring, settin’ my britches on fire?

"All of asudden akid gtart'scryin'. And | mean, redly, cryin'! It wasthe most mournful cryin' you ever
heard in your life. Like the world was endin' and the kid's scared and wants its momma but then he
suddenly knows, way down deep, that when the world ends so does his momma and that is more than he
can bear.

"It stopped meright in my tracks. I'm standin' there, asson fire, but dl | can see and hear isthat kid,



clutchin’ at araggedy woman beside him, bawlin', 'Momma Momma!' My heart breskin' with every cry.
And I'm not the only one. The whole audienceislookin' at him and pretty soon they're legkin' tears and
behind me | hear Arlain say, 'Poor thing,' and | know she's cryin’ too. And so were the others, Elgy and
everybody. Likeit was afunerd instead of ashow.

"Thenit hitme"
"Wait aminute," Sefar said, "last | heard your asswas till on fire."

Biner laughed. "It surewas," he said. " And maybe that's what got me unstuck, because the firgt thing that
hitsmeisthat my behind feelslikeit'sbeing grilled for supper. So | put it out. Stuck my butt in a bucket
of water like | dways do. And there's a hiss and the seam'srisin’ up around me and | Sart laughin’ at
myself. For thefirgt timein ages| could see mysdlf asaclown again, seein my head what aslly figurel
was, squattin' in the bucket. Which, when you think about, iswhat most of usaredoin' in redl
life--squeattin’ over our troubles without much of aclue that anythin' eseis happenin' ‘cause our atention
isfixed on our sore asses.

"Then| think, well, weredl foolsgoin' to afools hell, so godsdamnit all!
"Damn everything but the circud

"So | come up out of my bucket and | see that I'm no lonesome genius, because Arlain and the boys are
thinkin' the samething. We dl amile a each other and | give the high sign and boom! Elgy and Rabix
strike up the band and boom! we start al over again. Right from the top. The whole show. But thistime
we're playin' right to the kid.

"Every trick, every laugh-getter aimed for the kid, who's till cryin', ill calin' for hismomma, but after
awhile hiscries get quieter, tearsgoin' from ariver to atrickle, until just when me and Arlain did the pants
on fire number again the kid getsto laughin." Startin' with agiggle, then asnicker, then an dl out belly
laugh that wouldn't quit.

"Thewhole audienceiswith us now, laughin' dong with thekid. Havin' thetime of their lives. Don't
matter what waits for them outside, how bad it might be, how bad it might get, thisisthe circus. And
when you are at the circus you are free and nothin' can get to you long asthe music's playin' and the
clown'sare clownin' and Arlainisflyin' high over your heads, beautiful and makin' dreams cometruein
thear."

Biner's eyes misted over at the memory. Then he coughed, coming back. " Jump to the chase. We put on
one hdlls of ashow. Sent the folks home happy, especidly that kid. Just like the old days. Afterwards,
we sat up al night and gave each other hdllsfor forgettin' we were circus people. It'snot atrade, it'sa
cdlin'. Likeaholy misson. And the harder the times the more folks need us.

"But mogt of dl we talked about how ashamed Methyida would of been for forgettin' dl that. So the next
day we packed up the tents and hit the road again. Playin' thefairs and festivalslike before. But thistime
we had purpose. Thistimewe had heart. Wewere ared circusand it made al the differencein the
world."

There was arespectful sllence as both men contemplated circus mystique, passing the wineskin back and
forth.

Then Biner winked, humor a bright splinter in hiseye. "GuessI've given you enough of abuildup,” he
said. "Maybe | ought to get on to the feature act.”



"l wish you would," Safar said, dry. "I bought the ticket for the big tease. Which wasthat Methydia sent
you. If that's not the case, | want my money back."

"Never fear, my lad," Biner said. "Thisisan honest circus. The sucker--1 mean, the honored
customer--adways gets what he paysfor.”

Helumbered to hisfeet, saying in hisringmaster'svoice, "L adies and Gentleman, lads and lasses of dll
ages..." hauling the trunk around until it stood out clear inthelight, "...I now present to you--"

He stopped in mid cry, hand flourish indicating the trunk. Then he winked again and said, aoruptly normal
voiced, "Recognizeit, lad?

Light dawned and Safar nodded, excited, "It's Methydias," he said.

"That'sright, lad,” Biner said, throwing back the top, reveding a bright jumble of costumes and small
boxes and jars and packets and glittering bits of thisand that. "It's Methydias Amazing Trunk of Tricks."

"That'swhat shecdled it," Safar said, amiling at the memory. "Her Trunk of Tricks. If you needed to fix
your costume, or your act, or even if you were sick, she could always find something in the trunk that did
thejob."

Biner started rummaging, tossing things aside, "Arlain came on this about ayear or so ago,” he said,
talking as he worked. "Wed forgotten all about the thing and it got lost in al our gear. But then one day
Arlain had anew ideafor her act and she was lookin' for somethin’ to help her out and while shewas
diggin' around she found Methydiastrunk.

"Well, she figured she was saved, because whatever it was she needed just had to bein thistrunk. So
she started going through it, just like I'm doing now."

Biner was near the bottom, sweeping out the last things. Then he turned, gesturing for Safar to come
closer, saying, "And then she saw this..."

Safar looked insde. At first he was puzzled: the trunk was empty. Then in the center he saw a scrap of
white lace, no bigger than athumbnail and he automatically reached to brush it aside, but it stuck there,
stubborn. He plucked at it, but it remained fast.

"Just giveit abit of atug, lad,” Biner advised.

So hedid, pulling gently, feeling some resistance, then it started to give and he waslifting up arectangular
lid! He goggled at it, redizing it was dangling from the lace, then, wide-eyed, he looked down and saw
the hidden compartment held reveded. It was about six inches wide and afoot long and lined with thick
black velvet. Sitting insde, cushioned by the velvet, was aglass case.

Safar looked up &t Biner, hesitant. "Go aheed, lad,” the dwarf said. "Take her out."

Gently, Safar lifted out the case. Asit emerged into thelight it glittered and shimmered with color.
Begging the eyeto look closer and be amazed, so Safar did, heart tap-tapping like a cobbler's hammers,
pams moist with excitement.

When he saw it he gasped like aboy.

"It'sthe Airship!" he cried, holding the case out to Biner asif he didn't know aready. "Methydias
Airship!"



"Sureitis, lad,” Biner said, abig grin lighting hisugly face. "A perfect replicafrom stem to stern.”

And indeed it was, awondrous ship with graceful decks dangling beneath two marvel ous balloons that
made it acreature of the air, rather than the sea. All in perfect scale down to the copper burnersthat in
red life provided thelifting power.

The lead baloon bore Methydia's beauteous face, with huge exotic eyes and sensuous lips. Benegth it
wasthe legend: "Methydias FHlying Circus of Miracled"

"It'ssored," Safar breathed, "l fed asif I'monit.”
"Therésmore, lad,” Biner said. "Y ou il ain't seen the whole show. Not by half!"
He pointed at the chest. "There's somethin' esein that compartment. Somethin' you missed.”

Safar glanced where he was pointing and saw asmdl roll of white parchment with ablue ribbon tied
around the middle and creased where the edge of the case had rested. He handed Biner the glass case
and lifted out the scrall.

He did the ribbon off and as he unrolled the message he could smell Methydia's perfume floating up from
the parchment. It made it seem asif she had suddenly entered the room and al he had to do wasturn
around and see her warm amile.

Then the scroll was fully open, revealing asmple message written in Methydia's elegant, flowing hand:

" To Safar
My heart, my love
My life
Methydia"

"When we saw that," Biner said, “we knew the ship wasn't just a pretty modd."
Safar raised his head, dazed. "What?"

"Theairship, lad,” Biner said. "It'snot atoy! It'sred, lad! It'sred!"

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
THE JESTER'SLAUGH

Safar goggled at the mode of the airship, then at Biner, saying, "What do you mean, it's real ?"

The dwarf shook hisbig head, laughing. "Y ou'relookin' a me," he said, "like you think | just cut the last
sandbag loose and now there's no tellin' when I'll ever cometo ground again.”

He put the glass case on the trunk between them. "Maybe you'reright,” he said. "Maybe old Biner has
findly lost hisway. Or maybe | was dwayslogt, which ismore likely the case. Point is, crazy or not,
Arlain, Elgy ... dl of us... were so certain what Methydias gift meant that we've scoured heaven and
Esmir to find you.

"We amost gave up acouple of times, because with you on the run from Irgj--duckin' and dodgin' and
keepin' out of sght--it seemed like we'd never track you down. Then a couple of months ago we ran into
aparty of those Asper heads.”

"Asper heads?'

Biner grinned. "That'swhat we call Queen Hantiliaand her crew. Not that they're not al nice beingsand



such. Hospitable as can be. And you couldn't ask for a better audience. Still you have to admit they're
damned strange. Happy al the time, but there's something sad and maybe even alittle desperate about
them.”

"So I'venoticed,” Safar said, dry.

"Anyway," Biner went on, "as luck would have it the group we met up with waslate to the party. Or
whatever it isthey're throwin' herein Caluz. They were broken down on the road and we helped them
out. Naturaly, we noticed the robes they were wearin', with the Asper symbols on 'em. And just as
naturally we knew you were red interested in anythin' to do with the old boy. So we asked and they
babbled their heads off about the Oracle orderin’ them al to Caluz. Not only that, they said the same
Oracle predicted you would be there. That the stars and planets were dl linin' up for abig show and
you'd be the main attraction. A command performance, so to speak.

"Wdll, we dl figured there were too many coincidencesto sail over. And that crazy asthose Asper heads
might seem, we'd be damned foolsif we didn't see what was what. Make along story short, we went
adong with them.”

He eyed Safar, chuckling. "So herewe are ... and hereyou are ... 0 | guess those Asper heads aren't so
crazy dter dl."

"Apparently not," Safar said, smiling. "And they're aren't enough words to thank you for what you've
done. Y ou risked your livesfor me."

"Some of it wasfor you," Biner said. "But modtly it wasfor Methydia. It'swhat she would have wanted
usto do." He hooked up the wineskin and drank. Then, "Now maybe I'd better explain about the airship
bein' red and stuff.”

Safar took the wineskin from him. "Wait'll | catch up to you,” he said. "I think I'm going to need it." He
drank deeply, wiped hischin, then said, "All right. I'm ready."

"Actually, it's pretty smple,” Biner said. "But | won't begrudge aman agood drink whether hesgoin' to
need it or not.

"Seg, it'slikethis. Methydiaadwaystold usthe airship was made by two old lovers each tryin' to get the
better of the other. She had different versions of the story, dependin’ on her moods, but they al pretty
much worked out the same. Which was that the airship was built of arare wood that was extralight, but
gtill real strong, plusit was powered by specid spdlsto help the burnerslift the balloons.™

"Sheadso said it was one of akind," Safar pointed out.

"You'reasright asyou can be, lad," Biner said. "But you weren't with us much more'n ayear. So you
couldn't of heard dl the things she said on the subject. Like thereal particulars on how the ship was
made.

"The main thing was, she said it was cast from amodel. In other words, asmall version was madefirdt.
And the airship proper was made from that. We got the idea it was abig damn spell, somethin' that took
daysto cast. But we dways thought she meant the big ship was copied from the model. M easurements
taken, or whatever, and copied with saws and hammers and big planks of that rare wood.

"But soon as we found the model and saw that note we started thinkin' differently. She was obvioudy
thinkin' of givin' thisto you before she died. Waitin' for the right time, like maybe when you left the circus
to go do what you had to do. And believe me, if Methydia thought this was important enough for a



farewel| gift, it wouldn't be any damned toy. She didn't hold with that kind of silliness and there was no
way shed picture you wanderin' around with a pretty glass case under your arm all thetime just so you
could remember her."

Safar touched the delicate crystal housing the model. "I see what you mean,” he said, running hisfingers
aong the edge. "I wonder how it works."

" She probably intended to tell you in person,” Biner said. "Which iswhy theré's no directions dong with
the note. Hells, we couldn't even get the case open. It appears like all one solid piece with no seams,
muchlessalid.”

Biner Sghed, eyes becoming moigt. "I guess she wasn't figurin' on dyin' when shedid.”
Safar only shook his head. What could he say?

Then hisfingers bumped against asmall gold stud. There was ahot snap! of static and snatched them
away. "Ouch!" he said, sucking on hisfingers. Then helooked closer and saw alittle red needle point
gticking up from the stud.

"Hold on!" he said, excitement overriding the sad memories. "'l think | seeit!”

There were seven other studs arranged in a pattern. Gingerly, Safar pressed them one by one, but with
the surprise gone the sensation was nothing more than abarely painful pinprick. As he touched each stud
ared needle point popped up, just like thefirst.

Biner leaned closer to look. He scratched his head, puzzled. Then he brightened. "Maybe we haveto link
‘em, somehow," he said. "Y ou know, like awire or athread, goin’ from point to point?"

Safar nodded. "Let'stry it."

He found arough spot on his deeve, picked a piece of thread free and pulled it out, snipping it off with
his teeth when he thought he had enough. Then he wove the thread around each needlepoint until they
were all joined together in aweb of thread. He stepped back, waiting. Nothing happened.

Biner shook hishead. "Maybeit's somekind of specid pattern,” he said. "Troubleis, unlessyou got
lucky it could take years before you hit on the right one.”

Safar amiled. "Fortunately,” he said, "'l know aquicker way to find out.”

He dipped thelittle Slver dagger from hisdeeve and laid it across the web, chanting an old, religble
unlocking spdl:

"Conjure the key
That fitsthe lock.
Untangle thetraces,
And cut the knot."

Suddenly there was a hiss and the case filled with smoke. The top of the case snapped open and the
gdesfdl away and the room wasfilled with the smdll of aheavy incense.

Theairship bloomed into life, tiny burners blazing, bellows pumping, twin balloons sweling, bigger and
bigger until the ship lifted off the trunk.

"By thegods,” Biner breathed, "it realy doeswork! We weren't crazy, after dl!”



Safar caught the model before it could float to the cealling. Instantly it became lifeless again. He gazed &t it,
thinking this might just be the edge he needed againgt Irg.

He cradled the airship in hisarms asif it were the woman who'd loved him enough to make him such a
gft.
And he whispered, "Thank you, Methydia. Thank you."

* k% k %

Queen Hantilia smiled down at the scene--Safar cradling the mode, Biner grinning at hisfriend, trunks
stacked aong the canvas walls of the storage room.

"It's going exactly aswe wished,” she said to someone behind her.

A red-robed assistant moved closer, peering over Hantilia's shoulder a ahand mirror lying on the
Queen's makeup table. It wasamagica stage, lit by five red candles, where Safar and Biner played out
their dramain ministure.

Safar's voice floated up, "Thank you, Methydia. Thank you."
The assistant giggled. "How sweet,” she said. "And right on schedule, too, Y our Mgesty.”

Hantiliawaved a claw and the scene disappeared. "1'd rather alow thingsto boil abit more," she said.
"So let's give it another day. Make some excuse for the delay that won't arouse suspicion.”

"Yes, Mgedy," the assistant said.

"It shouldn't be difficult,” Hantiliasaid. "Even though weve forbidden it, | know Lord Timurawill be
samply bursting with spellshe needsto cast.” She chuckled. "Thiswill makeit easier for himto hide his
work."

"Indeed, Mgesty," the assistant said.

"And that will give ustime," the Queen said, "to be absolutely certain everything isready for The Grest
Sacrifice”

"All will be done as you command, Mgesty," the assstant said.

Hantiliasghed. "What apity," she sad, wiping an eye. "He's such ahandsome young man.”

* * * %

As Hantiliapredicted, Safar was vastly relieved when news was ddivered that the date with the Oracle
had been delayed one more day.

Leiria, on the other hand, was suspicious. "If it were abargain sword in asmithy's shop,” shesaid, "I'd
passit by, thinking the price was so cheap it'd be certain to shatter at the worst possible moment.”

Thetwo of them were strolling along the riverbank, discussing Hantilials message.

"l don't know," Safar said, "it seemed reasonable enough. Something went wrong during the purification
ceremonies. So certain steps had to be repeated. That sort of thing happened all the time to the priestsin
Wdaia"

"It fill doesn't smell right to me," Leiriasaid. Then she eyed Safar. " And what about you?' she asked.
"Why the big change? A couple of days ago you were worrying the bit to get on with it before Irg)



showed up.”

Safar shook his head. "I'm till worried," he said. "But as things stand now, if he did show up we'd be
chin deep in atemple privy on feast day. To Sart with, al our people are wandering around in aCaluzian
pink cloud and it'll be at least two days before Paimak's spell isready. Then they'll have to be organized.
Soldiers whipped into shape as fast as we damn well can. Some kind of rear guard action devised so we
can escape. The wagons packed and ready, animals fed and watered and everyone set to go at an
ingtant's notice.

"Asitisnow, most of thework isgoing to be on your shoulders, Leria. | don't know what's going to
happen when Paimak and | finaly get to meet with the Oracle. Or how long welll be avay. Or,
hells-let'sfaceit--even if well makeit back. So, it's going to be up to you, Leria. Up to you--my
dearest friend--and by the gods sometimes | think you must be crazy to put up with usall.”

Lerialaughed. "I'm herefor the flattery,” she said. "What €lse?"

Then, more serioudy, "Let'sgo back abit on your list of to do's,”" she sad. "I'm stuck fast on the part
about escaping. And | have not one, but three questions. First, what escape? Second, how escape?
Third, and most important of al, where escape?!

Shelooked around her--the gurgling river, the idedlized blue mountains beyond, the exatic city gleaming
on the hillsde overlooking the great stoneturtle.

"Hells" shesad, "l don't even know whereweredly are!™

"Think of it asabig bowl turned upside down in the Black Lands,” Safar said. "Everything under the
bowl is happy and safe--for the time being. Everything on the outsdeisjust like it was before.”

"Except, maybeworse," Leiriasad.
Safar nodded. "Except, maybe worse."

Leriachuckled. "What kind of leader are you?' she said. "Where's the cheery words? Where'sthe lies
that thingswill surely be better?”

Safar pretended to be hurt. ™Y ou should have morefaithin me," he said. "Next you'll be doubting that |
haveaplan.”

"Doyou?'

Safar grinned. "Actudly, no," he said. "But I'm working on it. Which isthe main reason why I'm glad
Hantiliagave us another day. Intended or otherwise.”

"Oh, my!" Leriasaid. "Coming around full circle and attacking my flanks, are we? Cutting off my
argument with sneeky logic. Now, isthat fair?'

"l never promised fair,” Safar said. "1 only promised aplan.”
"Serioudy," Leriasad. "Do you even have an inkling?'

"A few glimmers" Safar said. "To begin with Irg will most certainly come through the same gate we
used." He pointed east to the high shde cliffsthat divided Caluz from the pass. "So we can't run in that
direction.”

"We could delay him at the gate,” Leriapointed out. "A small force could hold him there while the rest



"l likethat," Safar said. "Thefirg thing we should do then, isto take the airship ashigh we can and get a
peek on the other sde of the cliffs. That will give usanideaof how closelrg isgetting and how much
timewe have."

"But how do we get out of here?' Leriasaid. "Which way do we run?'

Safar pointed north, toward alow range of mountains marked by two high peaks. "Through those
peaks," he said. "Somewhere beyond those mountainsisthe Great Sea. If we bear alittle west we ought
to hit Caspan, where we can hire some shipsto take usto Syrapis.”

Leriagrimaced, saying, "Yes, but how far away isit? A week'sjourney? A month? And another thing,
what's between us and the sea? More of the Black Lands? Rough trails or a broad caravan track?
Cordean's maps aren't any help. The onesfor thisareaaretoo old to trust.”

"If we havetime," Safar said, "we can usethe airship to find out.
"Assuming you can figure out how to turn that modd into ared airship, that is," Leriapointed out.

"Exactly,” Safar said. "Which isanother reason we need time. With luck I'll have it worked out before |
go. But chances are, once again, it'll be you--with the help of Biner and Arlain--who will be doing the
looking. And mapping the escape route.”

Lerianodded. Shewas quiet for amoment, then she said, "I have to ask this. What if you don't return?
What if you and Palimak don't makeit?"

"Then you makeit, Leiria" hesad, giving her shoulder a squeeze. "And, please, get as many of my
people asyou can out of harm'sway."

"Should | go onto Syrapis?' Leriaasked.
"It'stheonly placel know of," Safar said, "that will be safe for awhile.”
"And after that?"

Safar face darkened momentarily, then he suddenly brightened. "What the hdlls the difference?’ he
laughed. "To misquote agood friend of mine, the ‘journey will probably kill you anyway."

* * % %

Pdimak eyed the cable doubtfully. It stretched from the platform he was standing on to another platform
about ten feet away.

"Go ahead, my thweet," Arlain said, "Wewon't let you hurt yourthelf."

The cable was only about six feet off the ground, but to the boy it seemed much higher. Arlain was
posted on one side of him, Kairo on the other.

"I don't know," Palimak said, "it looks kind of scary."

"Y ez done jus fine when she were lower, me boy," Kairo said. "Matter of fact, old Kairo's never seen
anyone taketo thewire so quick like."

"L etthon number oneinwirewalking,” Arlain said, "ith that height doethn't matter. Anything you can do at
ground level ith no harder than when you're al the way to the top of thetent.”



Paimak giggled nervoudy. "Areyou sure?!

"Thure, I'mthure,” Arlain said. "I thtarted out the thame way you did. And tho did Kairo. Firtht you put
the wire on the ground and thee that it redlly ithn't that thmdll. It only lookth that way to the audienthe
whenit'th high up. Then you raith it off the ground alittle wayth tho you can get uthed to the way it
thwayth back and forth when you move."

"We gotsyez up to six feet dready,” Kairo said. "After this-why, the ky'sthe limit! And that'safact,
me boy, not smoke blowin'."

Arlain glared a Kairo. "Pleathe!” she said. "Thome of uth are thenthitive about that word.”
Karowinced. "Sorry!" Then to Pdimak. "But yer gets me point, right?’

Pdimak eyed the distance again, gathering courage. Licked hislips. Nodded. "Right.”

"Lovey!" Arlain said, waving her tail in excitement. "Let'th go, then. Thout out when you're ready!”
Pdimak gulped. "Rea-dy!" he said, voice quavering.

Hetook hisfirst step. The cable gave dightly under hisweight, but remained steady.

"Keep yer toes pointed out,” Kairo reminded him.

"Got it!" Palimak took another step. "Toes out and eyesaimed & where I'm going.”

Hetook severd more steps, gingerly at first, keeping his outstretched arms steady, resisting the natural
but wrong-headed temptation to wave them about and overbalance himsdlf. Arlain and Kairo paced with
him, ready in case he should fall.

"Very good, my thweet!" Arlain said.

Taking heart, Paimak picked up the pace and to hisimmense surprise it suddenly became much easier to
keep hisbaance.

"That'sit, me boy," Kairo said. "When it comesto wirewalkin' the sayin' is-'briskly doesit ... and dowly
goesthefool.™

Pdimak had no wish to be afool--or a"rube" in his growing vocabulary of circuswords. A "rube," he
gathered was lower than low. Anignorant, "cud chewing civilian"--another circus disparagement.

He blanked the surroundings from his mind and instead imagined himself strolling dong agarden path.
Before he knew it he found himsalf stepping onto the opposite platform. Palimak spun about, gaping at
what held done. Then the gape became a bright beam of pride.

"Tada" he shouted, raisng hisarmshigh in victory.

Arlain applauded, shooting a sheet of smoky flameinto the air, while Kairo lifted his head high above his
shoulders and cheered.

"Ithn't that wonderful ?' Arlain crowed. "Lookth like we have anew member of the thircuth!”
Paimak goggled a her. "Redly?’

"Abtholutdy,” she said. "And it couldn't come at a better time, ithn't that tho, Kairo?"



Kairo let hishead fal into hands and pumped it up and down in an exaggerated nod. " That's the truth, me
boy," hesaid.

Pdimak giggled at the strange sght--the face grinning a him from its nest between Kairo's pams--long
tubular neck snaking up to his shoulders. His body jerked and the head snapped back into its proper
place.

"Weve been short an act for months, now," he said, looking quite norma again.

Paimak clapped hishandsin glee. "Wait'll my father hearsthe news" hesad. "I'll be acircus man, just
likehim."

Then helooked at them, suddenly shy. "But maybe I'd better practice some more,” he said. "If it'sall
right.”

"Sure, yer can, me boy," Kairo sad.
"Great," Pdimak sad. "But let me announceit fird."
"Announthe away," Arlainsad.

Palimak threw his handswide, in imitation of Biner'sringmaster pose. "L adies and gentleman!” he
shouted. "Lads and lasses! Beings of al ages! Methydias Flying Circus now proudly presents...

"Half boy, haf demon, haf fly and that's three haf'srolled into one. Brought to you at ... Enormous
Expense!

"Pdimak The Magnificent! Ta-Dal"
Then without warning he bolted out on the wire.
"Wait!" Arlain shouted, but it wastoo late.

Inablink of the eye Palimak was aready a the midpoint of the wire while she and Kairo raced on either
side of the cable trying to keep up. The boy nearly overbaanced in the center, swaying for amoment,
amost looking down and losing it, but then he remembered to fix his eyes and mind on his distant goal
and he kept moving, pushing through the momentary clumsiness, until he regained hisbaance, practicaly
gorinting along the wire until he reached the other sde.

Once again he shouted, "Ta-Dal" and made aflourishing bow to even greater cheersfrom hisnew
friends

"What'd | say?" Kairo cried. "The boy'sanatura!"

"Let'sgo higher!" Palimak crowed, jabbing afinger at the dim heights of the circustents. "All the way the
way to thevery, tip, tip top!"

"Thlow down, thweetneth,” Arlain laughed. ™Y ou're going too fatht for uth.”

"She'sright, me boy," Kairo chuckled. "Besides, before we go any higher yer gotsto learn the next most
important thing about wirewakin'."

"What'sthat?" the boy asked.

"Y er gottaknows how to fal,” Kairo said. "Because if therés onething that's certain in thislife, me boy,



it'sthat someday, somehow, abody's gottafal.”
"Thetrick," Arlain added, "ith to not get killed when you do."

* * % %
Gundaree bounced up and down on his chest, chanting, "Padimak'sin luu-uve. Paimak'sin luu-uvel™
"Shut up!™ the boy snarled, pulling the pillow around hisears.

"Don't say shut up, Little Master," Gundaraadmonished. Then, to histwin, "Stop teesng him! Itisn't
nicel”

Gundaree giggled. "But it'sthe truth!" He wrapped his arms about himsdlf. "Ooh! Arlain,” he mocked. "'|
luu-uve you so much!™

At that, Pimak lost histemper. His eyes suddenly glowed demon yellow. He pointing afinger & the
Favorite, who gleegped as a sharp claw emerged.

"I don't likethat!" he said.

Gundaregs little demon face drooped into infinite sorrow. Even hishorn seemed to sag. Big tearswelled
into hiseyes. "I'm sorry, Little Master," he sobbed.

For achange Gundara didn't gloat over his brother's misery. From thelook in the boy's eyes he thought it
best not to draw attention to himself.

Gundaree sniffed, wiping hisnose, and Paimak's anger dissolved. Hefet ashamed of himsdlf for
frightening the Favorite,

"I'm sorry firet," he said. Y ou werejust playing. Y ou didnt mean it and | shouldn't have gotten so mad.”

The small crisis past, both Favorites brightened considerably. "Who cares?' Gundaree said. "We're back
inthecircus again, that'sthe point.”

"The point indeed, lesser brother,” Gundara sneered as only he could sneer--little human features
elevating into high snobbery. "Instead of teasing our poor magter, we should beingructing him." He
turned to Palimak, face rearranging itself into something more respectful. "We learned some excellent
circus tricks when we toured with your father. If | do say so myslf.”

"You always say s0 yoursdf, Gundara,” his sibling mocked, hands on narrow hips. "And that's because
you're only talking to yourself because you're so stupid no oneislistening.”

Gundarasighed. "I'm only glad our poor mother isn't dive to see what her son has cometo.”

"Don't talk about our mother!" Gundaree shouted. "Y ou know | hatefttuh..." The rest waslost as Palimak
clamped his pillow over both Favorites, shutting off the quarrel.

Pdimak laughed at the muffled sounds of protest. "1 should have thought of this before,” he said. Then,
"Y ou have to promise to quit arguing, or | won't et you out.”

He bent an ear close and heard mumbles of what sounded like surrender. "Good," he said, lifting the
pillow away to reved two very rumpled Favorites. "Now it'smy turn to talk."

Gundaree, adtickler for tidiness, brushed himsdf off. "That wasn't nice," he said. "Pillows have feathers.
And | hate feathers. They givemearash.”



Gundara plucked here and there, restoring a semblance of dignity. "If you wanted to spesk, Little
Madgter," he complained, "al you hadtodois ask!"

"ThenI'm asking," Palimak said. "Y ou were talking about teaching me some circustricks. And | wanted
to ask, werethey magical circustricks? But you kept arguing and arguing until | thought | was going to go
crazy because you wouldn't let metalk.”

Gundaree shrugged. "Of course, they're magic. That's what we do, right? Magic. Were not sweaty
acrobats, or jugglers, for goodness sakes."

"Wedo not like to perspire,” Gundara sniffed. "Cdll it afault, if you like, but we were made for royaty
and perspiration and royaty don't go together at al.”

"But you liketo eat, right?" Palimak asked, rummaging around in his blankets.

Both Favorites eyed hisfumbling, then licked their lips asthe boy drew out agreasy sack of treats, saying
they certainly did like to est.

"Heréstheded," Pdimak said, shaking the sack. Both Favorites davered at the smell of good things
wafting out. "I'll trade you atresat for every trick you teach me. All right?"

Gundaree and Gundara made enthusiastic noises of agreement and before very long they were stuffing
their mouths, while suffing Pdimak'sbrains.

He worked them hard and he worked them late and before they were done both Favorites were fat, full
and happily perspiring.

Palimak was so absorbed he didn't sense the dark figure that crept close to histent to listen. Gundara
and Gundaree noticed, but there was no danger so they didn't mention it. Epecidly since thefigure was
Safar. He stood there for nearly an hour, face a portrait of fatherly pride at the boy's newly discovered
circustalents. Arlain and Kairo wereright. Hewas anaturd.

Then alight dawned in hiseyes and his smile widened. The boy had just given him anidea. Anideathat
might solve two problems with one blow.

* k k %

"Step right up, my friends,” Safar shouted. "Don't be shy. Admission isfreetoday, ladies and gentlemen.
That'sright. Freg!”

Dressed in thered silk shirt and white pantaloons of acircus barker, Safar was manning the ticket
counter, caling out to a crowd of bemused Kyranians. Behind him the circus had been set up in the open,
complete with stands surrounding awide ring, colorful banners blowing in the breeze, and trapeze and
wire walking equipment dung from high poles. Half the sands were dready full of Safar'sfelow villagers,
who were being entertained by the clowns. Therest of the Kyranians were ether filing through makeshift
gatesto join the others or crowding around Safar's booth. He was thoroughly enjoying himself in hisold
role asaticket sdller, ddighting at the looks of amazement he was getting from his kinsmen. None of
them, even hisown family, had ever seen thisside of him.

He kept up the patter. "Y ou heard right, my friends. | said free."
Safar dapped five coins on the counter. "Not five coppers, whichis our usud price.”

He made a motion and the crowd gasped as one of the coins vanished. "Not four.” Another motion,
another disappearing coin. "Not three ... not two ... not even--" He held up the remaining coin--"one



clipped copper.” Safar flipped it into the air and to the crowd's amazement it hung there, turning over and
over.

Safar gestured and there was abang! and the coin burst into colorful bits of paper. Everyone jumped at
the noise, then applauded as the paper rained down on them.

When the applause faded, Safar jumped back into verbal action. "In just one hour, friends," he shouted,
"you will see sghtsthat have dazzled the greatest courtsin Esmir. Thrills, chills, and sometimes even
Fpills. A specid performance. For Kyraniansonly. And dl for free.”

Safar held up one of Paimak’s clay amulets--the Jester hanging from alegther thong. Next to him were
severd boxesfilled with Smilar anulets.

"And that's not dl you get, my friends" he cried. "Besides the most exciting performance you have ever
witnessed, we have aspecia gift for each and every one of you."

He waved the amulet. "It's the Jester, |adies and gentlemen, lads and lasses. The Laughing God! The
dayer of ill humored devils. The Lord of Luck! Prince of Good Fortune! All wrapped up in thislovely,
magica amulet, guaranteed to ward off evil spdls.”

The Kyranians oohed and aahed at the gift. Scores of people pushed forward, waving their hands,
begging Safar to give them an amulet and let them enter.

"No need to crowd, my friends,” Safar shouted as he handed amulets out by the fistful, "there's plenty for
al”

He stopped a blushing young mother, babe in arms, who was too shy to take more than one. "Don't rush
away, my pretty. Y ou're forgetting the baby. He gets one too.” She gratefully accepted it and sped away
to see the show.

Safar kept handing out the amulets, reminding people to put them on so "the Jester can get to work for
you right away. Wasted luck islost luck, my friends. Remember that!" The Kyranians streamed through
the gates, amulets dangling from their necks and found seets in the stands. Soon the whole village was
accounted for and Safar rushed away to change costumes.

Thefirg act was about to begin. And he wasthe star.

* % % %
Meanwhile--far away, but too close, too close...

Irg raged againgt the Black Lands, driving histroops mile after mile until they dropped, exhausted; lifting
them again by hiswill oneto go onward, onward to Caluz, pummeled by nature and magic gone wild.

Asthey marched the earth heaved under them, splitting and groaning open, eager to swalow whole
regiments if they werefool enough to come near. Vol canoes shuddered and burgt, tornadoes and sand
sormslashed out with no warning. Vicious pdlls, insane pdlls, rained from the blesk sky like ash,
burning spirit and skin until they thought they could bear no more.

But then Irg would turn hiswrath on Fari and hiswizards, demanding countering spells, hedling spells,
spellsthat would put heart into his troops again. He worked Fari and the wizards even harder than the
soldiers. A warrior by birth and inclination, he empathized with the demons and men who made up his
army. Even through the cold view of a shape changer he dtill bled when they bled, hungered when they
hungered. If held had any love in him left he would have lavished it on them--human or demon, al brother
warriorstogether.



Wizards were a different matter. A creature of magic, Irg distrusted dl sorcery. A soldier at heart, he
thought wizards and war magic were only necessary evils and he was disdainful of the soft-fingered spell
makers, be they demon or wizard, who made up Fari's private corps. And that'swhat it was, aprivate
army within an army, avery dangerous Stuation for Protarusif helet it go on.

For now hewasletting it be, even going so far asto let Fari think he wasin supreme favor with the king.
Just as he allowed K& asariz to believe what he wanted--and L ukathe same.

Poor Luka He thought he was out of favor now, thefool in Irg's eyes. Thiswas true as only amonarch
can makethingstrue, especialy king to lesser king where every frown or sneer isaniron bolt to the
heart. Soon, however, he would make the prince glad. Lift him high up in the roya favor of King
Protarus. But at the moment he needed Fari and his miserable wizards, so it was Fari's turn to smile now,
no matter how weary that amile.

Irg took joy in demanding more from Fari and his sorcerersthan he did from histroops. He ground it in,
commanding more than they could give, then pushing harder and getting it after dl. Spell by
strength-draining spell from the wizards, blister by bloody blister from his soldiers, every moan
subtracting another inch from hisgod.

Even s0, Irg was acommander who led from the front, demanding as much from himself asthe others,
S0 no one had reason to complain they were being asked too much.

That night, while Safar was rejoined with hisold circus mates, Fari and his sorcerers had cast yet one
more spdll to shield the army from the ravages of the Black Lands. It was only good for three hours at
the most and now Irg--in full wolf form--was charging across the fiery landscape, leading hisarmy asfar
as he could before time ran out and they had to regroup to cast another protective spell.

A poisonous yellow fog was clamped upon the land and Irgj could barely see the cratered road before
him as he bounded dong on al fours. Behind him he could hear the tramp of hisarmy and over that the
howls of Fari, Lukaand Kdasariz, urging the soldiersto hurry, hurry, hurry!

For Irg the most agonizing part of the ordeal was knowing that Safar and the Kyranians had passed this
waly before with seeming ease. Only one of hiswagons had been found abandoned on the caravan track,
whilelrg'sarmy waslosing severa aday. Many of the king's animas had also died, or weretoo sick or

injured to go on. Y et not once had they found even alost goat from the Kyranian caravan.

He couldn't understand how it was possible for Safar to accomplish so much single-handedly and with no
lossesto speak of. Where did he find the will, much less the power?

His spell brothers-Fari, Lukaand Ka asariz--had promised their king once Safar and the demon child
were captured dl their powers would be his. Then he would be not only king of kings, but the most
powerful sorcerer in Esmir.

Once, that promise had been what drove him. Capturing Safar and taking his powers had been Irgj's
obsession, hisburning goal. But not any longer. Not since Sheesan. Now he had an even greater reason
to bring Safar to ground. He had the witch's spell that would free him from his spell brothersforever.
Then he could be atrue King of Kings. A great emperor unchained from those foul crestures who had
tricked him into spell bondage.

It wasthis new god--ashining promise--that kept Irg) from faling into despair. But sometimes he
couldn't help but wonder--what was it that kept Safar going? What did he seethat Irg didn't see?

And most of dl, what did Safar want?



Tolrg, that had aways been Safar's greatest mystery. Even when they were boys and fast friends he'd
never been ableto get Safar to admit his deepest desires. He kept saying he only wanted to remainin
Kyraniaand be a potter like hisfather and grandfather. Which had to be alie, for how could someone as
powerful as Safar be satisfied with so little?

Irgj's spell brothers said Safar wanted Irgj's throne. This made a great dedl of sense--for what could be a
greater goa for one such as Sefar Timura?

Y et sometimes Irg wondered. When his moods were the darkest and most foul he thought, what if they
arewrong?What if that's not what Sefar wants at al?

And if that were true--what in the hdlls could he want?

A hot blast of wind swept the yellow fog away. The Demon Moon was &t its brightest and the barren
landscape legped up under its harsh red glow. Many miles distant Irg could see the huge black range
where the road ended. Just beyond, his officers and aides dl agreed, was Caluz.

Blood suddenly boiling with eagernessto get at hisprey, Irg lifted hiswolf's snout to howl. Just then the
shield dissolved and the howl was strangled off by the thick yelow fog rushing in again.

Irg) gasped for breath, shifting into human form and rising on two legs. Then the wind shifted and it was
easer to draw breath--big, gulping lungsful of the hot, foul substance they caled air in the Black Lands.

He heard Fari roaring orders to his mages and turned to see twenty demonsin wizard's robes | ofting five
spell kitesinto the sky, each so large that it took four strong demonsto control them. The wind whipped
the kiteshigh into the air, lighting crashing dl around them. Electricd fire ran down wiresto the ground,
where they were attached to large jars with magica symbols painted on them. The jars glowed with

every lightning strike, dowly building up the spell charge. When they were "filled up,” Fari and hiswizards
would create yet another shield to protect the army for afew more hours.

Irg tugged at hisbeard, growing angry at the delay.

Then one of the kites broke free, wrenching groans from the wizards who knew they'd suffer Fari'swrath
for the delay the accident would cause.

Irg watched the kite fly free across the boiling night sky and he had a sudden yearning to fly withiit, to
sail away to a place where he could shed crown and scepter and become an ordinary man, with ordinary
cares and ordinary dreams.

And then the thought struck him--isn't that what Safar had said he'd wanted al aong?

Just then abolt of lightning struck the kite and Irg was suddenly, unreasonably, gripped in the jaws of
despair. He groaned asthe kite burst into flames and plummeted toward the earth, coming apart asit fell,
shattering into thousands of fiery hits. Before the burning mass hit the ground a blast of wind swept it up
again, carrying it high into the sky--like ameteor shower in reverse.

Irg's hopes soared with it, climbing higher and higher, then pausing to hang just beneath the
blood-stained heavens.

Thereit took on astrange form--a human-like figure with afamiliar cap and beaked nose. All sputtering
with multi-colored fire,

Then it dawned on him--It was the Jester. The playful god. And the Crown Prince of Luck.



Irg smiled at the omen, confidence flooding back, making him fed stronger than ever before.

It was apromise, he thought, of thingsto come.

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
ASPER'S SONG

Biner sood in the center ring, resplendent in his dashing ringmeaster's costume. "L adies and gentlemen,”
he cried. "Lads and lasses of all ages. Welcome to the circus!™

The Kyranianswere rapt, dl wearing huge smiles, clutching their jester amulets and listening closdly to
Biner'severy word.

"Thisisaspecid program today,” Biner continued, "for al our Kyranian friends. So we won't begin the
usual way. Firg off, | want to tell you that our little company has dways held Kyrania dear to our hearts.
We had the rare good fortune of meeting one of your sonslong ago and heard dl about you." He
grinned. "That young man, by theway, isknown to you as Safar Timura. Some might even cal him Lord
Timura. But when he performed with us he was known far and wide as'Safar The Magnificent!™

He chortled and the crowd laughed with him, especially Khadji and Myrna and the other members of
Safar's family who had front row seats of honor.

"Canyou imagine, Myrna," Khadiji whispered. " Our Safar who was always so clumsy when hewas
little?"

"That was from your Sde of thefamily,” Myrnateased. "From my side he got 'Magnificent!™
Khadji pretended he didn't hear. "Quiet, please, Myrna," he whispered. "I'm trying to listen.”

He pointed at Biner, who was saying, "It was aname well deserved, my good people. For aswe dl
know our friend Sefar is remarkable in many ways."

Led by Myrnaand Khadji, the crowd made loud noises of agreement. Biner used the diversion to pam a
handful of explosve pdlets.

"So put your hands together, ladies and gentlemen, lads and lasses, and give warm welcome to the one,
theonly..." Biner made adramatic gesture, at the same time flinging the pellets to the ground, shouting,
"...Safar The Magnificent!”

There was a heart-stopping blast of fire and acloud of smoke, red and green and white, burst up. The
crowd gasped and al eyeswere fixed on the thick, swirling mass. The smoke cleared and there were
more gasps as three figures emerged, posing nobly on asmal platform decorated with magica symbols.
In the center was Safar, wearing ceremonia wizard's robes. On hisright was Palimak, decked out in his
miniature soldier's outfit. To hisleft was Leirig, proud and tall in her glittering armor. In her handswasthe
black box containing the model of the airship.

The stands exploded as dl the Kyranians cameto their feet, clapping and cheering their village heroes.
Safar motioned to his companions and they all bowed together, boosting the applause to even greater
heights. Hed lost none of his skills with an audience, knowing how to take people to the edge, then bring
them back again just before exhaustion crept in, making them dull and less receptive for a performance.
But thistime he had to press them past that point--treating the opening of the show asif it werethelast
encore after along evening's entertainment. He wanted them limp and receptive to dl his suggestions, so
when the cheering started to fade he turned, sweeping ahand out to indicate Paimak.

The boy had been well-rehearsed and he drew himsdlf up and gave them al a snappy sdute. It had its



desired effect--another long round of thunderous applause. And when that began to diminish Sefar
immediately turned to Leiria. She held the black box over her head asif it were atrophy and athough no
onein the audience had the faintest ideawhat wasinsde, thistriggered anew burst of cheering.

His eyes swept the crowd and he felt an dl-too familiar pang of guilt when he saw al the happy grins
pasted on their faces. Safar's firgt job was the compl ete opposite of what any circus performer desired.
He had to turn those smilesinto grimaces of misery. Then hisgazefell on hisfather and mother and he
saw the merry insanity in their eyes. The machine's spell made them look foolish and his parentswould
rather be dead--much less miserable--than not to have al their considerable wits about them.

S0 he steded himsdlf and when he felt the audience reach itslast dregs of energy he threw up hisarms
and shook his head, urging them to stop, saying, "Thank you, thank you, my friends. But, please. Please.”
His voice was magically amplified and had the ring of command, not pleading.

Then he brought his hands down and athough there was no magic involved, it seemed like sorcery when
the crowd noise sank aong with his hands. And the people dropped into their seats with happy
obedience. Their spiritswere like soft clay waiting to be molded by him.

He whispered to Palimak, "Are you ready?"

Pdimak glanced down, checking the two black dots on his deeve. They weren't dirt specks, but
Gundara and Gundaree shrunk to the Size of fleas. "Ready, father,”" he whispered back.

Safar nodded and turned back to the crowd. "I hopeyoull dl forgive me," he said conversationaly, "if |
seem alittle clumsy up here. It's been more yearsthan | like to admit since my circus days." There were
chuckles of understanding from the audience. "And if you can't find any forgivenessto spare," he added,
"please don't blame my assstants.” He smiled at Palimak and Leria. "Anything that goeswrong will be
my fault, not theirs." More chuckles.

Somewhere close by, Elgy and Rabix started adrum roll--low, but building quickly.
"And s0," Safar said, "without further ado..." and his voice rose to a shout:
"L et the show begin!"

Drums crashed like thunder and Safar stabbed at the sky with hissilver dagger. All eyesjerked up, like
puppet heads responding to astring. A single cloud, golden in the sun and ridged like a broken cliff face,
floated overhead. A red beam of light leaped from the dagger point, lancing the cloud. Harp music
swelled and the audience sucked in air as one, then let it out in along sigh of wonder asadender stream
of golden light spilled from the cloud, arcing down like awaterfall. It fell on the platform and for a
moment a| was obliterated by brilliant light. People threw up their handsto shield their eyes. The harp
music shifted to teasing pipesthat made everyone amile.

Hands came down and wonder of al wondersthe light was only afaint shimmer, like curtains of the
sheerest yellow slk. Paimak stood done on the platform, bathed by the golden light. The crowd gaped
at him, because instead of asmall boy, they were presented with atowering, but childishly dender figure,
nearly twelvefeet tal.

Pdimak giggled nervoudy, which made the crowd laugh. Big as he was, the giggles made him seem likea
harmlessboy again.

Cymbals crashed and he shouted: "Is everybody happy!"
"YES!" the crowd roared back.



"How happy areyou?" he cried.
"VERY HAPPY!" camethereply.

"That'sgood,” Paimak said. "Because I'm going to need your help with this spell. All right?* There was
an enthusiagtic chorus of agreement.

"Gregt! Now, do you dl have those amulets we gave you?"' Everyone shouted that they did.

"Areyou al wearing them? | mean everybody--especidly thelittle kidslike me, and the babies, too."
There was much rustling and adjustment as the people al checked to see.

When he was sure they were ready, Paimak said, "Now | want you al to concentrate real hard whilel
say thisspell.”

He stopped. Shook his head. "Oh, wait aminute. | almost forgot. First you have to hold on to the
amulets. Then concentrate. Got it?"

Nodsal around. "Good. Now, listen redl closewhile | say the spell.”

Hedrew histoy sword and raised it high, chanting in hishigh, child's voice:

"Jester, Jester,
What'sthe riddie?
Up, or down, or in the middle?
Jester, Jester,
Tdl usquick.
Happy, to sad, what's the trick?"

Hewaved his stubby sword and his eyes turned huge and demon yellow. A cold shudder rolled through
the audience and Palimak no longer looked like such acomic figure. He seemed huge and forbidding--a
giant child with afrightening grin and dien powers. The clay amulets suddenly turned uncomfortably
warm and peopletried to let them drop, but their hands had become unwilling fists, gripping the jester
tdismanstightly.

No one cried out, but there were low moans of fear that tore at Palimak, amost making him lose
concentration. He saw his grandfather and grandmother and they were staring a him in terror. He nearly
stopped right then, nearly turned to find hisfather and go running into hisarms, begging him not to make
him do this. It was awful. Everybody would hate him.

Gundarasvoice silled in hisear. "Go on, Little Master! Y ou can't stop now!"
And Gundaree added, "Thiswas your idea, remember?’

Palimak bore down and got his focus back. Now, for the last part of the spell:

"I'mso sorry,
I'm so blue.

But a bad spell's got you,
So what ese can | do?
Happy to sad,

You're no longer glad,
And | have to make you mad
Becauseit's good for you!"

He paused, gathering power from the Favorites, then he lashed out with his sword, shouting:



"Begonel”

He cast the spdll and the sky immediately dimmed as a huge cloud moved over the arena. It was
accompanied by achill wind that rolled over the Kyranians, wet and clammy and tasting like sdty tears.
The villagers groaned as the machine's spell of gladness was swept avay and cruel sanity returned.

Therewasafunerd-likewall as everyoneredized they had been living anilluson. Dwelling for awhileina
mirage of happiness, while outsde Irg Protarus and his demon wolves waited, prowling and anxiousto
feed.

On the platform the golden light had vanished and Pdimak was smal again, aforlorn little boy, head
hanging in shame because he had made his grandparents cry. Then Leriaand hisfather were embracing
him and whispering words of comfort, which made him fed better--but only alittle. Then they al took
their places again, Safar in the center, raising his hands to address a much different crowd than he had
faced only afew moments before.

"Therésalot of things| could say right now," he told them. "Beginning with how sorry | am | wasforced
to trick you. Such words, however, would be empty of meaning to you now."

Hiseyesmoved from familiar face to familiar face, many of which were flushed and swollen with growing
rage.

"Instead | want to caution you," he said. "I can see that many of you are angry with me and | don't blame
you. Just be careful you don't turn it on yoursaves. Soon you will dl fed like foolsfor allowing yoursdf to
become victims of the machine's spell. For that's al it was--a spell you had no control over. And that
spell was caused by the turtleidol you al saw when you entered Caluz. It was the idol--a magical
machine--that dulled your wits and fedings and made you insane.”

Thiswon some grudging nods from some people and a snort of understanding from hisfather, who had
been glaring a him dong with the rest. Of dl the Kyranians, Khadji was perhaps the proudest of his
ability to reason. To seethings asthey redly are. Only Myrnawas his match.

"What | want you to fix on instead,” Safar said, "iswho you are. Kyranians! The greatest and rarest of
peoplein dl the world. Many miles and months ago we set off from our homeland--not in flight. Not in
fear. But on aholy misson to save dl beingkind.”

There were heartening murmurs of gpproval. Safar pressed on.

"But to accomplish thisgreat deed,” he said, "we must first guard our own lives. For if we perish, who
will take up our banner? Who will shoulder our cause?"

The murmurs grew louder, especidly from the young soldierslike Renor and Seth, who were spurred on
by growls of approva from the grizzled Sergeant Dario.

"My dear friends,” Safar said, building on that changing mood. "That iswhy | had to awaken you. We are
faced with both the gravest of dangers and the grandest of opportunities.”

Safar knew that when good and evil are placed side by side, human nature would instantly grab for the
good and give lessweight to the evil. So he wasn't surprised when he saw all the faces brighten as hope
was suddenly raised from the dead at the news of “the grandest of opportunities.”

"Inashort while," Safar said, "1 will be called to consult with the Oracle of Hadin. This meeting has been
our purpose dl aong. Thisiswhy we had to face the terrors of the Black Lands to come here. For we
have good reason to believe that many of the answers we seek will be reveded to us by the Oracle.”



He saw frowns and knew his people were growing vaguely disappointed. They were expecting an instant
pot of gold, instead of apossibly long wait for what might or might not be good news from some
mysterious Oracle who might decide to have acranky day.

Safar smoothly dedlt up what they redly wanted, saying, "But before that hour comes, my friends, | have
agreat miracleto show you."

He pointed at Leiria, who held up the long black box. "Inthere," he said, "isagrest gift. A magicd gift
that will give usthe edge we need againgt Irg) Protarus!”

Prickling with excitement, everyone craned their headsto look as Leria ceremonioudy presented the box
to Safar. He opened the lid dowly, heightening the suspense.

Safar somped hisfoot and there was a crack! as he set off a smoke pellet with hished. Purple smoke
obscured the platform for amoment, then it dissolved and the crowd gasped when they saw the miniature
arship hovering just above hishead. Safar gestured and the little furnaces sparked into life and the airship
salled about in ever widening circles, until it came to the edge of the grassy ring whereit took up position
and skimmed around the edges.

Everyone gpplauded. Khadji even cried out in recognition. The airship was vagudy smilar to magica
devices he had helped Safar with many years ago during the demon wars.

"That isonly the beginning of the miracle, my friends" Safar said. "In exactly one hour we will cast aspdl
that will reveal an even greater wonder. To weave that spell | have asked dl our circusfriendsto assist
us. When you entered this arena you were promised a show--and a show you shall get!”

Safar raised hisarms and shouted, "L et the circus begin!™

And crack! came another explosion of smoke. And boom! went the drums. Music blared and the airship
swung about in along arc. Then the ship plunged through the smoke, lifting it away asit emerged from the
other Sde--asif drawing acurtain.

People rubbed their eyesin amazement. The platform was gone. In its place was a gigantic,
blue-speckled egg. There was alow drum roll and the egg began to shake, harder and harder until
cracks zigzagged through the shell. Then it burst open and ascore of clowns rushed out, colliding and
chasing and prat-faling about until the audience was roaring with laughter.

From high above came awild cry and everyonelooked up as Arlain, wearing the filmiest of silk costumes
and little under that, swung out of the sky on her trapeze. She breathed long plumes of fireas she
plummeted down. Then she was going up, and up, letting go of at the gpex of her swing. Then
somersaulting, once, twice, three times--shooting flames as she twirled. And at the last moment, hanging
there, abreath from afall to her certain desth.

Then the trapeze bar came back and Arlain grabbed it and swung away to safety and thunderous
applause.

* * * %

"Quite spectacular,” the Queen said as she viewed the scene through her mirror. "And | must say, the
more | learn about our handsome young Safar Timura, the more impressed | become.”

She waved at the scenein the mirror--Biner, bared torso rippling, performed an incredible feat of
grength. "Thisis sheer geniugd”

"How s0, Mgesty?" murmured her assistant. " Other than the obvious artistry of entertainment, | mean?”



Hantiliawaved adismissve claw at the mirror. "Oh, that'sjust adevice," she said. "But our Safar is
making that device do double duty. Possibly even triple duty, now that | think of it."

Her assstant frowned. "Y our Mgesty is obvioudy much wiser than onesuch asl," shesad. "But | would
hope my witsweren't so dull that | couldn't see at least one of the three.”

Hantiliaexposed her fangsin asmile and primped a her hair. "It'sagood thing you don't, my dear,” she
said. "Or | would have to worry about you."

"I don't understand, Mgesty."

"Thegenius| am spesking of," she sad, "involvesthe art of manipulation. Which iswhat thiscircusis.
Mass manipulation by avery powerful wizard. It'sagood thing for his people that he has their best
interests a heart. If he were adespot they would be hisdaves.”

Light dawned inthe assstant'seyes. "l think | seethefirst, Mgesty," she sad. "He'susing the circusto
rebuild their spirits. Their morde, asthey say.”

"Very good, my swest," the queen replied. "But theré's more to it then mere morae. If you had looked
closdy at the Kyranians--after he took away their fal se happiness--you would have seen that many of
them were on the verge of rebellion. Of outright mutiny.

"They fdt, possibly even justifiably, that much of what they have endured is Safar Timurasfault. And they
were ready to turn againgt the only one who can save them. But by the timethiscircusis over, they will
be ready to charge through the gates of the Hellsfor him.

"Which isagood thing, consdering what we have planned for them in the very near future.”
"| can seethat, Mgesty,” the assstant said, "but what dseisLord Timuraaccomplishing?”

Another gesture a the mirror--Kairo, balanced on apole, juggling three clubs and his head. "All the acts
you see are part of the spell he's building. From the silly to the sublime, he isthe weaver, they are his

grings

"The egg wasthefirst part of the spell. Followed by the clown actsto call on the Jester. Rebirth from the
egg. Strength from the mighty dwarf. Fire from that marvel ous dragon woman. And so forth. Asthe
entertainment goes on you'll seewhat | mean--if you watch closaly, that is, and use your imagination.

"He's dso mixing the Kyranians--his audience--into his magical tapestry. So when he caststhe spell, they
will bewedded to it. Co-creators, if you will, of thefinal result.”

"Whichwill be?'

Hantilialaughed. "Oh, wait and see" she said. "'l don't want to spail it for you."

* * * %

Hantiliawas only wrong about one thing. She'd imagined the spdll as aweaving, but in fact there was no
object of any kind in Safar's mind. He was concentrating solely on the image of a person--Methydia.

Asthe circus continued--one act of amazement followed by another--Safar watched and worked from
the sdelines. He was disguised as one of the roustabouts hauling equipment and cables around during
scene changes. As each performance reached its climax he lofted a spell on the applause that followed.
In away they werelove missvesto Methydia. Safar imagined her in the Afterlife--till the greet
diva--smiling through tears a dl the adulation.



Theideafor the spell was drawn from Asper. Long ago the demon sage had written:

"My love, Remember!
If ever | am exiled from your sight,
Know that with my dying breath
| blew onelast kissand set
It freeonloveéssighingwinds... "
To the place where Life and Degth
And thingsthat never meet
Are destined to unite."

Safar had often wondered what had caused Asper to write such a song. Who was the object of this great
love affair? What was the tragedy that had ended it? Had Asper ever cast the spdll buried in the verse? It
seemed to Safar there wasn't enough strength in the spell to achieve Asper's god. Had the old master
wizard used some sort of mass gathering to cast it like Safar was doing with the circus? If o, what had
been theresult?

He saw Leriawaiting in the wings. She was mounted on afine horse, every inch the warrior ready to do
battle--except for her face which was flushed with excitement. And possibly just alittle fear. Safar
thought, now, isn't it strange? If Leriawererisking her own life, instead of just an audience's scorn, there
would not be one mark of emaotion upon her face,

Safar conjured aspell of confidence and whispered it in her direction. Then he hurled alight bomb
sgnaling the grand findle and rushed away under cover of its crowd--dazzling glare to join hisfriends.

Trumpets blared and Leria charged into the ring, smoke and light bombs bursting dl around. The
audience cheered wildly when they saw the standard she was bearing--a blue |ake framed by
cloud-capped mountains. It wasthe flag of Kyrania, streaming bravely as she raced about the ring.

She was enjoying hersdlf thoroughly, now that the stage fright was gone. The change had occurred so
quickly shewas sure Safar had something to do with it. One moment she'd been ready to humiliate
hersdf by spewing her guts, then the sick feeling was gone and she was burning with eagernessto show
off to the crowd. Except when she'd dressed up as aclown, Leriahad been miserable, fearing at any
minute she'd make afool of hersdlf, ruining the performance and therefore the spell. For some reason,
when shewas disguised asaclown it didn't seem to matter. Any clumsiness only added to the fun. Soon,
even that respite faded, as the moment approached when she would take center ring and lead off the
grand finde. The closer it came, the more terrified she became. When she spoke her voicecameina
croak and she had to keep afirm grip on her horsg's reins to keep her hands from shaking.

Now her nerveswere running with ajoyful fire and she laughed, sweeping off her helmet and letting her
long hair stream out behind her like the flag itself. The Kyranians cheered and ssomped their
approva--chopped off by the crack of magical lightning. Leiria, playing her part, suddenly reined in her
horse. It reared back on its hind legs and another magical lighting bolt blasted into the ground just before
it. The horse trumpeted, pawing madly, nearly throwing Leriafrom its back.

Caught up in the drama, the crowd shouted awarning, pointing into the sky where thick black clouds had
gathered just abovethe arena. But it wastoo late, as six figures with faces like snarling beasts swept out
of the clouds, swinging down on trapeze barsto within afew feet from her, then letting go--turning once
inthe air--and landing like cats, ingtantly crouching, ready to pounce with their gleaming scimitars.

They charged and the crowd groaned as Leiriawas forced to drop the banner to draw her sword and
defend hersdlf. Stedl clashed in time to wild music as Leiria battled the beastmen. One of the black
cloaked figures--short, but massive in girth--grabbed up the banner, roaring through his bear's mask. He



displayed the flag to the audience, who hissed and booed and shouted thregts as he waved the banner
back and forth in victory. And, indeed, for along, agonizing moment all seemed logt asthe beastmen
encircled Leria, coming at her from every sde. Magicd lightning blasting in front of her each time she
threatened to break free,

High above, obscured by the black cloud, Palimak peered anxioudy through the gaps at the action going
on below. Dressed in his soldier's costume, he was standing on a platform, anxioudy awaiting histurn.
Safar was beside him, snapping a safety wireto his belt.

"l wish | didn't haveto wear that, father,” Palimak said. "It doesn't look right!"

Safar chuckled. ™Y ou're sounding like astar dready,” he said. "Don't worry. No one will seeit. They'll be
too busy following the action.”

Pdimak giggled. "More smoke and mirrors, father?'

"That's right, son. More smoke and mirrors. With a hefty dose of magic--applied frequently and
liberaly."

Safar rubbed the boy's shoulders. "Relax. Y ou gill have alittle time before you get your cue.”
Paimak licked hislips and nodded. Then, "Do you think shelll come, father?”
"I don't know. | hope s0."

The boy became suddenly shy, ducking his head and mumbling. "Did you ... you know ... love her very
much?'

"Yes | did.”

Hisvoice dropped lower. "Morethan ... well ... you know ... my mother."
"Nerisa?'

"es"

Safar shook hishead. "I can't say," hereplied. "I don't know any way to measure such athing. | hopeto
never find one”

Pdimak relaxed, smiling. "That'sgood,” he said. "Thanks, father." Vague as Safar's answer was, it
satisfied him. Now he could turn hisfull attention on the job ahead.

He patted the stone turtle in his pocket, alerting the Favorites. Hisfather gave him ahug, saying, "It's
time, son. Break aleg!"

Pdimak laughed, feding warm all over--because he was now part of the family of entertainerswho knew
thisredly meant extraspeciad good luck. Y ou weren't actually supposed to get your leg broken, which
the boy thought was awonderful joke.

Then Safar jerked a chain that shut off the flue of the smoke generator bolted to the top of the pole some
seven feet above them. He jerked another chain, which operated a spark machine bolted just below the
generator. Sparks showered through the widening gap in the cloud.

"Go!" Safar shouted, casting aspdll that formed the sparksinto alighting bolt that crashed into the ground
below.



Heart hammering, Palimak stepped out on the cable, which doped to alower platform somefifty feet
away. He whispered to the Favorites, "Better get to work!"

Then helet go and did down the wire, shouting a shrill war cry.

Safar wasright, no one noticed the wires when he made his entrance. All they saw wasabravelittle
figure in golden armor--a bow clutched in one hand--flying out of the clouds--shouting defiance at the
beastmen, who had dl but toppled Leriafrom her horse.

When he reached the platform, he quickly drew agolden arrow from the quiver on his back, fixed it into
his bow and posed his best and boldest pose--which he'd rehearsed for hours.

Paimak fired and the arrow sped toward the beastmen. It struck near the massive leader, who was il
displaying the standard of Kyrania. Smoke exploded and the beastmen shrieked in anger, whirling to face
Pdimak. The boy fired again and thistime the chieftain dropped the banner in his scramble to get away
from the exploding smoke.

The tide was turned and the crowd roared in delight as Leiria recovered and attacked from the rear,
knocking beastmen aside, then leaning down in an amazing feat of horsemanship and scooping up the
falen banner.

The crowd went insane, cheering their heroes on. But Safar wasn't done with them yet. Another lightning
blast rocked the arena and a frightening figure dropped out of the sky. It was Arlain, dressed like an
assassin in form-fitting black with agold sash about her waist, breathing long tongues of fire at the scene
below.

The Kyranians screamed warnings to their heroes but the n was too quick, snatching Palimak from
the platform and swinging away with the boy clutched in her aams.

She dropped to the ground and held the boy high for al to see.

"Help!" Pdimak shrieked. "Help me!"

Leriasaw hisplight and spurred her horse forward, but Arlain froze her with a shout:
"Surrender! Or the boy dies!”

Leriasagged, sword dropping, bowing to the inevitable.

And that'swhen Safar struck! A huge blast shook the arena, raising ahuge bank of smoke swirling with
every color. Khysmet came charging out of the smoke, horse armor picking up the colors and shattering
them toward the beastmen. Another blast rocked the heavens and a great black hole opened like a gate
in the cloud above. Safar, dressed in gleaming white armor and carrying awhite shield emblazoned with
the snake-headed sign of Asper, soared out of the cloud, roaring:

"FOR KYRANIA!"

A wire S0 dender it wasinvisible to the audience carried him down to meet Khysmet, who was circling
the arena, taking his measure of the beastmen. Sparks showered out and at the same time Safar punched
the release lever on his belt and dropped into Khysmet's saddle as smoothly asif he had vaulted from a
sturdy fence.

And then came the organized chaos of what Biner cadled "The Big TBF, my lad!" Meaning, The Big
Finish. It wasfad, it was furious, but aso quite stylized and e egant. There was none of the fake gore



favored by other circustroupes. Methydiawould have never permitted such athing. "People have
troubles enough,” she aways said, "without being reminded of the terrible thingsthat are done. Giveit art.
Giveit drama Givethem alittle sex, alittle comedy, a clown chase. And then anice bit of action, with a
happy ending that will send them all home to sweeter dreams than they had before the circus came.”

So that'swhat Safar did. He gave the Kyranianslots of action, but with no hidden pig's bladder of blood
bursting when a sword stroke was made. The battle was one of daring acrobatics and high drama, with
many illusions--some circus trickery, some magical spells cast by Safar--to tell thetale. Inthe end,
Pdimak was rescued. The three heroes regrouped. The villains were driven off. And the standard
retrieved.

On horseback now, Safar, Paimak and Leriaturned to the crowd and in aflourish of trumpets
announced victory over theforces of evil. Leiriawaving the flag of Kyrania as fireworks shattered the
black clouds away and the bright sun and sweet breezes swept through the arenaagain.

Any cheering that had gone before was nothing to what happened now. There were whistles and screams
and shouts, hands imploding, feet ssomping so hard the stands swayed and creaked. Then they al poured
out of their seats and into the arena, surrounding the whole circus troupe which had come out to take its
bows.

Someone shouted, "For Kyranial™

And they dl took it up as achant--al thousand of them. Refugees, torn from a sweet land, standing in the
center of the Hdlls, shouting:

"KYRANIA! KYRANIA! KYRANIA!"

Safar |et the emotion carry him until it reached its highest point. The others must havefelt it too. Leria
gave his hand a squeeze and Palimak whispered, "I'm ready, father.”

A gesture from Safar brought the little airship sailing out of nothingnessto soar abovethe arena. The
crowd, asif sensing something, was suddenly silent, staring up at the magicd airship. Safar cast the find
spell, letting it ride up and up, like atrapeze racing to its apex.

Heimagined Methydia. Her smoky amond eyes. Long black tresses streaked with silver. Cheeks bones
dramaticdly high. Fruited lips parted in asmile. First he chanted the Balloonist's Prayer. The one
Methydiahad chanted every eve and every dawn:

"Come to us Mother Wind.
Lift usin hands blessed
By thewarm sun.
We haveflown high.
We haveflowvn well.
Take usinyour arms, Mother Wind.
And when you are done,
Set us gently on the ground.”

Then he sang the words to Asper's poem:

"My love, Remember!
If ever | am exiled from your Sight,
Know that with my dying breath
| blew onelast kissand set
It free on love'ssighing winds ... "



He heard Paimak whisper/singing with him and smiled. Then the circus troupe and the crowd joined in,
sngng:

" ... free onlove's sighing winds

To the place where Life and Degth

And thingsthat never meet
Are destined to unite.”

Shecamein agentlewind off theriver, at first nothing more than agray wisp of fog. But it wasafog
heavy with the scent of violets and soon it grew and took form. A face gradualy emerging.

Safar sucked in his breath.
It was Methydia
And shecdled, "Sa-fahrr."

The voice came from everywhere, but at the sametimeit seemed right next to his ear, saying, "Sa-fahrr
... Safahrr.” Eachlikealong sigh.

And Safar said to the ghogt, "I'm here, Methydia."
She saw him and amiled, nodding, " Safar. | seeyou, Safar.”

Hewas nearly overwhelmed by the ghostly presence, her perfume and haunting voice unhinging him from
his moorings. Then he saw the ghost frown--sad ... disappointed.

Safar remembered. "Thank you for the gift, Methydia," he said. Then he held out empty hands, saying,
"But | have nothing so grand for you, my love. | have only this..."

And he blew her the promised kiss.

He heard Methydias deep-throated laugh of pleasure. Saw her ghost reach up with awispy hand to
mock catch hiskiss. She held the closed fist to her lips--kissed it. Then opened her hand and blew...

Her ghodtly kiss came on aheady breeze and Safar drank it in, Sighing, nearly drunk with thewine
sweetness of it.

Then the ghost said, "Farewell, Safar. Farewell."
And Methydiawas gone.

Instead, yawning over their heads aslarge as any gdley that sailed the Great Sea, wasthe airship.
Transformed to full size by Methydias ghodtly kiss. The breeze singing initslines, magica bellows
pumping, fire gouting, twin baloons swollen and sraining to sail away.

The Kyranians were overawed by the miracle. First there was amurmur. Then alow muiter of
amazement. Then the mutter became a shouted chorus of:

"Kyrania! Kyrania!"

Biner pushed through the crowd to Safar. "By the gods," he cried, dapping him on the back so hard he
was nearly bowled over. "Wereridin' thewinds again, lad,” he cried. "Ridin’ thewinds."

* * % %

Queen Hantilia smiled through tears. " That was quite touching,” she said, wiping her eyes.



Shelooked away from the scenein her mirror where the Kyranians, led by Safar, rgjoiced. "I'm such an
emotiona creature,” she said to her assigtant. "My heart strings have away's been plucked too easily.”

"I must say, Mgesty," the assstant said, "that the airship was quite asurprise. | never expected Lord
Timurato do such athing.”

"He does have an amazing way of working hismagic,” the Queen replied. "Most of us magesjust want to
get the pdl over with--and do the minimum required. In this case, the minimum would never have
worked. Ghosts aren't easy to summon. And this Methydia was apparently a great witch--and those
kinds of ghosts are hardest of dl to deal with. Actualy, I'm not sure anyone has ever managed what he
just accomplished.”

"Surely, the great Lord Asper, Mgesty?' the assistant protested.

Hantiliarubbed her brow, thinking. Then she murmured, "Possibly. Just possibly.” Shelooked at her
puzzled assigtant. "I'm only guessing,” she said, "but part of that spell did havethering of Asper toit.”

"Pardon, Mgesty," the assistant said, "but alittle while ago you said that Lord Timurawas attempting to
accomplish three things. But you only named two. What, pray, was the third?'

The Queen gestured at the mirror, where Palimak was Sitting astride Safar's shoulders, waving to the
cheering crowd.

"The boy," shesad. "The spdll you just withessed was adress rehearsal for something much, much
bigger. And the only way he can do it iswith the boy."

The Queen sghed. "Ancther sad littletalein the making,” she said.
Shewaved aclaw at the mirror and the scene disappeared. "Send for Lord Timura," she commanded.

"It'stimefor the Greet Sacrificeto begin!”

* k% k %

The Queen's messenger came and went and Safar retired to histent with Palimak to get ready. They
dressed in comfortable clothes--trousers, tunics, cloaks and boots--asif they faced along journey,
instead of just ashort stroll to the Queen's paace.

They both carried small packsfilled with magica devicesand potions, aswell severd purses of various
things hanging from their belts. Besdesthis, Safar had his slver dagger tucked into hisdeeve and
Pdimak had the stone turtle containing Gundara and Gundaree tucked safely away in alarge pocket
insde histunic. For weapons, Safar made sure they both had bows and aquiver of arrows. Palimak's
bow was the one held used in the circus act, which Safar deemed more than sufficient to do the job.

Asfor swords, however, Safar made alittle ceremony out of giving Palimak asted blade that been
especidly cut down for him, aswell asaknife to balance out his belt.

Pdimak straightened, afew more years of added maturity furrowing hisyouthful brow.

Safar stood back to admire the figure he cut. "With you at my side, son,” he said, "they don't stand a
chance"

Pdimak chortled with delight, eyesturning demon yellow with excitement. "Let'sgo get them!" he said.

With that they exited the tent to say their farewells.



The Timurafamily waited outsde. Leriastood alittle away from them, holding Khysmet'sreins, saddle
bags packed and ready.

Safar's mother and ssters and femae cousins fussed over them, weeping al thewhile, while hissgters
husbands dapped them both on their backs and wished them "gods speed.”

When they cameto hisfather, Khadiji knelt and embraced the boy, saying, "I'll show you some new
pottery tricks when you get back."” Asaways, Safar's father had difficulty saying what he really meant.

Paimak patted him and said, "'l can hardly walit, grandfather.” Trying to sound redlly excited about the
promise and that the shining adventures he believed awaited him would be boring delays for when that
moment came.

Khadji nodded, then rose to face his son. He was frowning, alittle ashamed. "1 guess | haven't been
much help to you these last few days, son,” he said.

"It wasagpell, father," Safar assured him. "Nothing to do with you. Therés no fault.”

"Still," hisfather said, "I'm not happy with mysdf." He straightened, looking at Safar squarely. "It won't
happen again.”

Safar covered aconfuson of emations by giving hisfather abear hug, dapping hisback and telling him
everything was going to be "fine, just fine"

Then they pulled apart. Safar's father seemed about to say something--lips opening, aclot of words
gathering to be blurted. The moment passed and he shook his head.

"Tell the Oracle sheld better treat you right, son,” he said. "Or shelll have another Timurato ded with!™
"l will, father," hesaid.
Safar took Palimak's hand and they turned and walked to where Leairiawaited with Khysmet.

"Biner and Arlain send their apologies,” she said. "They're busy rigging out the airship and loading up the

"Make surethey take those packs | set aside for them,” Safar said.

"They were loaded firgt," Leriareplied. "1 watched them do it mysdlf.”

In the distance they heard Sergeant Dario curse the laziness of an errant soldier. Safar smiled.
"Sounds like you have everything elsein order, too," he said.

"Dario and | are being extra hard on everyone,” she laughed. "We both figure they had their fun in Happy
Land. Now it'stimeto whip out the rest of the softnessin them.”

"After dl these months," Safar said, "'l can't think of anyone who's till soft.”

"Nether can|," Leiriagrinned, "but you tell that to Dario! He thinks everybody's too soft. | swear, when
he diesthey'll make aspecid rank for him in the Hells. Tormentor in chief, or something.”

Thetwo of them laughed. Paimak joined in, dthough alittle weskly since he wasn't quite sure what they
were laughing at. From what he'd seen of Dario he deserved thetitle, so where was the joke? There
were some drawbacks to getting older and Dario, held decided, was definitely one of them. He



shuddered when he thought of the day held join the older ladsin training under Dario's baleful eyesand
snarled insults and orders.

He snapped hisfingers, saying, "I'm not worried about thisOracle a dl!™
Safar and Leiriastared down at him. "What did you say?'

Pdimak blushed, redlizing he'd spoken doud. He shrugged and gave the child's universal answer:
"Nothing."

Leriagave him ahug. "No matter what happens,” she said, "1 want you to remember Auntie LeriasFirst
Rule of Soldiering--When In Doubt, Find A Big Rock To Hide Under."

More laughter, final good-byes, and Safar swung into Khysmet's saddle. He hoisted Palimak up behind
him, blew Leriaakiss and wheded the horseto trot away.

Leriagared after them, wondering if shed ever seethem again.

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
COVENANT OF DEATH

There was not a soul to be seen as Safar and Palimak rode toward the city. The fields were empty, the
farm house chimneyscold.

When they came to the gates there was no one to greet them, much less chalenge them, and when they
entered the city it seemed more like agreat mausoleum, with only ghosts to watch asthey passed by
shuttered windows and closed doors.

"Whereiseverybody, father?' Paimak asked, unconscioudy whispering.
"l don't know," Sefar said.

Then they heard faint music and even fainter voiceslifted in song. The sound was coming from Hantilias
slver pdace.

Safar nodded toward the sound. "I expect well have our answer soon enough.”

He tapped Khysmet's reins and the horse turned toward the pal ace, hooves clip--clopping in eerietime
with the song.

They paused at the open palace gates. Inside were hundreds upon hundreds of red-robed Cauzians--so
many the Queen's grand courtyard was filled to the overflowing. Her acolytes made a grest circle many
beings deep and in the center was Hantilia--most regal in her Asper robes and golden crown perched
above her demon's horn. She was sitting upon a glorious throne made of ivory studded with many
colorful gems. It had asweeping back rising to form the symbol of Asper--the two-headed snake, wings
gpread wide asif ready to strike.

Hantiliasat camly, a bestific smile on her face, as her subjects sang:
"Itisour fault, it is our fault,

Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.
Wetakethesin, wetakethesn,
Holy One.

On our souls, on our souls,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.

No onedse, noonedse,



Holy One.
Itisour fault, it isour faullt,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady ... "

It was a haunting chant that stirred deep emotionsin Safar, although at first he didn't know why it should
hold any meaning for him. Then he remembered the vison in Asper's tomb where Queen Charize had
reigned over anest of blind monsters. Charize had claimed to be the protector of the master wizard's
bones.

Harsh-voiced memory recdled the monster queen's song:

"We are the sisters of Asper,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.
We guard histomb, we guard histomb,
Holy One..."

Safar stared hard at Queen Hantilia, al hismagical sensesdert for the lie behind her subject's song. But
there was none to be found.

Gripping the saddle, Palimak |eaned back asfar as he could to see around his father's bulk. The sweet
voices of the great choir made him fed sorry for Hantilias people. He didn't know why the chant should
make him fed that way. It just did.

He listened as the chant continued its circuitous quest:
"Itisour fault, it isour fault,

Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.
Wetakethe sin, wetakethesin,
Holy One.

On our souls, on our souls,
Swest Lady, Lady, Lady.
No onedse, nooneese,
Holy One.

Itisour fault, itisour fault,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady ... "

Then Queen Hantilia saw them and her smile broadened. She gestured with a crystal-topped scepter and
the acolytes voicesfaded to awhispered, "It is our fault, it isour fault ... " onand on without stop.

Hantilia gestured again and the crowd parted to make along avenue leading to her throne. Safar noticed
there were crushed flower petals strewn over the path, scenting the air with their sunny corpses. He
dipped off Khysmet and hitched Paimak forward into the saddle, then he took up thereinsand led horse
and boy down the flower-strewn avenue to meet the Queen,

When he reached the steps leading up to the throne he stopped and bowed low, tugging at Khysmet's
reins, who dipped like aveteran parade horse. Paimak surprised himsdf by inginctively going with the
current and he made his own pretty bow from the saddle.

Hantiliaapplauded, saying, "My! What manners! Y ou must have been an elegant sight at Irg Protarus
court, Safar Timural™

She nodded a her whisper/singing acolytes. "1 wish you had time to teach them what real mannersare,”
she sad. "Unfortunately, my court has dways been so smal and unimportant that my subjects never
received much practice.”

Safar made asmall bow, but said nothing. It was the sort of royal statement wanting no comment.



Hantiliawas merdly setting him at ease and it would be the height of rudeness--an implied insult to her
people--to agree.

The Queen turned to Paimak who was not used to roydty at all and was alittle frightened by this
imperious being. Moreover, with Khysmet between him and the ground he was nearly & eyeleve with
Hantiliaand he had shynessto add to hisfearsfor being such an obvioustarget of scrutiny.

The Queen said, "Y ou must be Paimak. I've been looking forward to this meeting for quite sometime.”
Her smile broadened. "For one so young,” she said, "you cut quite a dashing figure on that horse."

Pdimak just stared at her, blushing and fedling like a goggle-eyed, frozen-tongued babe. Her voice was
warm and friendly, her manner seemed genuine. But the atmosphere had unnerved him--all those beings
whisper/chanting, " ... We take the sin, we take the sin,/Holy One." Except they stretched out the
"Holy One" so it was "Hoo-llyy Won-ahh." With a long hum stretching the "ahh" even more so it
all sounded like a funeral.

Hefdt adir in histunic pocket and Gundara piped up, using hismagica voice that could be heard by no
other. "Don't be stupid, Little Master. She's only aqueen. And not avery important queen at that!"

"Our queen was much grander,” Gundaree added. "Much, much grander.”
"Even she had to get someone to wash her dirty underwear,” Gundarasaid. "Just like any normal being.”
"No oneissoroya," Gundaree put in, "they don't need to change their underwear.”

Pdimak started to giggle, then came unstuck. He dipped his head, and in the manner of acourtier he
touched fingertipsto his brow, then his breast, saying, "Y our Mgesty istoo kind!"

Delivered in hishigh boy's voice, feet dangling many inchesfrom Khysmet's stirrups, hislittle speech
stirred laughter in the Queen. She covered with a cough, so as not to embarrass the child.

"Fine manners seemto run in the family, My Lord," she said to Sefar. "Y ou raised him well."
"Thank you, Mgesty," Safar murmured.

The Queen's attention was il fixed on Palimak so Safar said nothing more. The exchange between them
gave himtimeto cast afew sniffing spellsto see what Hantiliawas up to. So far held had little success.

"It'sapity your mother couldn't see you now," she said to the boy. " She'd be very proud.”

Once again Palimak's tongue froze. He gaped at her amoment, then managed to slammer, "Y -y-you
kn-kn-knew my mother?'

"l believe so, my dear,” Hantiliasaid, demon eyes glowing softly. "Although | can't be certain, the
resemblanceisamazing.”

Safar forgot about his spells. He was asriveted asthe child. Neither one noticed that the voices of the
chanters had risen dightly. Singing, " On our souls, on our souls/Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady."

And Pdimak blurted--"My mother was human?' For some reason held dwaysimagined hisrea mother
was ademon.

The queen shook her head. "No, but even so, my dear, you are quite like her. Y our eyes ... the shape of
your face ... all very much the same. The more | look at you--even though she was pure demon--the
more certain | become.”



Hantilialeaned forward, examining him closer. She settled back in her throne. "Yes, I'm quite sure of it,"
shesad. Then: "Wecalled her Badina."

"Bading," Pdimak sad, rolling the name around, fixing it in hismind. "Badina" he said again--but firmer.
Then helooked at the Queen, expectant.

" She was the daughter of one of my roya attendants,” Hantilia continued. "Everyone knew and admired
Baalina. She was not only agreat beauty, with many suitorsfor her hand, but shewasaso avery
powerful and promising young sorceress.”

Sheturned to Safar. " She was with us when the Oracle appeared and bade us to begin thisjourney.” She
sighed. "We had no experience with the road, you understand. Many of my people were lost during
those early days. Including the Princess Badina."

"Then you don't know what happened to her," Safar said. Although he wasintensely curious-Baalinas
talent for sorcery explained much about Palimak's extraordinary abilities-Safar asked the question more
for his adopted son than for himself. The boy clearly wanted to know, but was afraid to ask.

"l can't say," Hantiliareplied. "Although we heard severa rumors. The most reliable was that she had
been rescued by ayoung soldier. A human soldier. The story wasthat they fell inlove. A child was
conceived and born." She nodded at Palimak. ™Y ou, my dear.” She frowned, trying to remember if there
were any other details. Findly, she shook her head. "That'sdl | know."

"Y ou mean, they could sill be dive?' Paimak asked, voice trembling.

"No, my dear,” Hantiliasaid, kindly as she could. "I don't mean that. All thetales| heard agreed on a
least one thing--they died in sometragic incident. That, and the fact that the child was somehow
rescued.”

She smiled at Palimak, saying, "And now we know that's true, don't we, my dear?' Palimak nodded. To
say more would have burst adam of tears.

Safar eyed Hantilia. Why was she bringing this up now? Why hadn't shetold him thistale before so he
could bresk the newsto Paimak gently, instead of possibly unnerving the boy on the very day when he
needed dl of his strength and concentration.

"Well never be ableto repay Y our Mgjesty for thiskindness," he said to the Queen. "My son haslong
wondered about the mystery of hisbirth. Now he knows for certain what dl of the people who love him
have guessed for many years. That his mother was the kindest and sweetest of beings. A princess
admired by al."

Then, to Palimak, "Maybe when we get back from seeing the Oracle you can have alonger visit with the
Queen and she can tell you more.™

Hantiliagazed at the two. It was atouching scene--father comforting son as best he could under the most
trying of circumstances. She sensed Safar was suspicious of her motives. She was sorry for that. She
wished she could tell him that al she'd done and said had been either ordained or commanded. But she
couldn't.

Meanwhile, the boy was looking at her expectantly. And so the Queen said, "Y our father'sright, my
dear. We can have anice long chat when you return. And that's a promise.”

* * * %

At that moment thefirst of Irg's scouts reached the entrance to the Caluzian Pass. There were six of



them, dl demons, and dl hand-picked for their magica skillsaswell asfor their tracking abilities.

Like Dario and Leriathey instantly saw the danger of ambush. They could also sense the strong magic
emanating from somewhere deep within the bowels of the passage. Thistime, however, instead of the
gpell of humor and giddy well-being that had greeted the Kyranians, a tremendous sense of dread and
certain doom radiated out at them. The spell was so strong it leaked through the shields Fari and his
wizards had cast to protect them.

Shivering and gnashing their fangsin fear, the scouts drew back until they were out of range. They
regrouped, repaired their shields and considered. Courage regained, severa of the younger scouts
wanted to continue on. Huge rewards had been offered to the first scouts who picked up thetrail of
Safar and the Kyranians.

Their leader, however, was ascarred veteran of Smilar encounters when golden bounties had
outweighed common sense.

"All thegold in Esmir," he said, "won't buy usadrink in the taverns of the Hedlls. Let some other fiend get
rich, if he dares™

With that, he unsaddled his mount and settled down to wait for the rest of the army to catch up. He
broke out a package of rations and started to eat, calmly ignoring the others who were heatedly debating
the pros and cons.

In the end, rare common sense prevailed over greed. Grumbling about missed opportunities, they
followed hisexample.

Deep within the passage hollow eyes peered out at the scouts. Pale lips parted in aghastly smile of
anticipation at dl the blood that would soon flow.

Then the Guardian warrior lifted his spectra horn and blew.

* * % %

Hantiliashivered. The warning was for her ears only and so no one el se heard the Guardian trumpeting
news of Irg Protarus approach. The Queen signaled her assistant, who was posted at the far end of the
courtyard. Then sheturned to Safar and Palimak, hiding her concern with abroad smile.

"Itistime, my dear ones," she said "for usto bid you farewell.”

Despite her effortsto hideit, Paimak caught the eddy of magic emanating from the Queen as she
gathered her powers.

At the same moment Gundarawhispered awarning, "Watch out, Little Master. Something's going to
happen!"

Khysmet shifted under him, snorting and swishing histail. Alarmed, Paimak glanced at hisfather, who
gave him adight nod--he'd noticed too. The boy felt something soft fal over him as Safar cast ashielding
spell to protect them from betrayal. Nervestingling, the boy glanced over at the Queen. Theflamein her
eyes burned brighter. Whether there was good or evil there, he couldn't say.

Then the acolytes lifted their voices higher, singing, " ... It isour fault, it is our fault,/Swveet Lady,
Lady, Lady..."

And Hantiliaintoned, "In the name of the Mother of usall, | command the Way be opened!"



She gestured and the far wall of the courtyard dissolved before their eyes. Beyond was a flower-lined
pathway leading down agraceful hill to where the two rivers met. And where the Temple of Hadin
waited.

The Queen pointed along claw at the temple. "Gol" she commanded. "The Oracle awaits!”

Safar didn't hesitate. It wastoo late in the game for doubts, or for second-guessing Hantilia's motives. He
grabbed the reins and swung into the saddle behind Palimak.

He sduted the Queen. "Until we meet again, Mgesty," he said.

Hantiliasmiled at him and he saw tears gathering in her eyes. "Yes, Safar Timura," she sad, forcing one
last lie. "Until we meet again.”

Safar flipped the reins and Khysmet started forward--the chanting crowd parting to let them through. He
felt Pdimak shudder.

"Areyou sure you want to do this, son?' He whispered. " Say the word and well turn back now."
Pdimak shook hishead. "I'm not afraid for us, father," he said. "Just for them.”

From her throne Queen Hantiliawatched Safar and Palimak ride toward the gateway--and the flowered
path beyond. Unlike Leiria, she didn't have to stop and wonder if shed ever see them again. She knew
better. The Oracle had been quite clear on this subject from the very beginning.

They reached the gate and Khysmet hesitated amoment, then pressed forward. The air shimmered and
therewas afaint pop! like abubble bursting, and then the horse and its riders were gone. But she could
il hear the clip, clop of Khysmet's hooves on the seemingly empty pathway.

The Queen gestured and the gateway closed. She turned to her red-robed acolytes.
"L et the Great Sacrifice begin,” she commanded.

Their voicesrosein aloud chorus and shejoined them in song:
"Itisour fault, it is our fault,

Swest Lady, Lady, Lady.
Wetakethesin, wetakethesn,
Holy One.

On our souls, on our souls,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady.
No oneese, nooneese,
Holy One.

Itisour fault, it isour fault,
Sweet Lady, Lady, Lady ... "

Behind her the snake of Asper tirred into life, two pairs of eyes glowing blood red. Tongues flickering
out to taste the air.

* k k %

In the Kyranian encampment everyone heard the singing and stopped what they were doing, turning
toward the city to listen.

"What inthe Hells are they up to?' Leriasaid to the group gathered about the airship.



The ship, which was straining against the strong cables that kept it earthbound, was crowded with crates
of equipment that Leiria, Biner and the others had aready |oaded.

The muscular dwarf scratched hishead. "Singing, | guess” he said.

Arlain, who was passing up acrate to Kairo, snorted. "Of courth, they'rethinging!" she said. "Anyone
with ear'th on hith head can tell that! The quethtion ith, why are they thinging?"

"I hope Safar and Palimak are dl right,” Khadji said. "1 till think we should have sent agood strong force
aong withthem ... justin case.

Leriagghed. "Once Safar getsaplan setin mind,” she said, "theré's no moving him from his course.”

"Maybeit il isn't too late," Khadji said. "I could get Dario to gather up afew soldiersand go
invedtigete”

"Y ouwon't hear mearguin’,” Biner said. "For al we know those Asper heads have finaly dropped their
sand bags and gone starkers. He could be surrounded by awhole daverin' bunch of them for dl we
know."

Leriashook her head. "Much as1'd liketo," she said, "wed best stick to what we al agreed on. Which
isto get everybody ready to run like the winds when Safar gets back.” She pointed at the airship. "Plus,
get that thing off the ground and do alittle snooping to seewhat Irg isup to.”

"| thuppoth you'reright,” Arlain said, starting to hand up another crateto Kairo. "'If wethtray from the
plan now, we might dl bered thorry later."

"I still don't likeit," Khadji said. Helooked around at the others, but they'd dl returned to work, lifting
and stacking and stowing the gear.

"l wish | could say something to make you fed better,” Leriatold him. "But anything | said would bea
damned lie

* * * %

Safar heard the gates crash shut and suddenly he was envel oped in darkness. Therewas ablast of hedt,
the choking smell of sulfur and long tongues of flame snaked out to devour them. Khysmet whinniedin
pain and darm, but Safar tightened his grip on thereinsto steady him, at the same time throwing his cloak
over Pdimak.

He dug in his knees and the great horse charged forward. There was afedling of resistance, athick, oily
stickiness dragging at them--then they burst through and found themsel ves charging down arocky path,
the Demon Moon gibbering overhead. Wild spdlls rushing in from every side with hungry mouthsto
devour them.

They werein anightmare reversal of Cauz--a barren valey with black rocks ripping through hard,
blood-red dirt where gentle fields filled with fat grains and fruited orchards had once reigned. The
flower-bordered pathway was now aruined roadway filled with razor sharp pebbles and
limb-threatening potholes.

Ahead loomed the huge stone turtle that was the Temple of Hadin, straddling two roiling streams of inky
water--a veritable sewer of greasy liquid spouting from its beaked mouth.

Drawing on Paimak's powers, aswell ashisown, Safar hurled up ashield to protect them from the
insane magic of the Black Lands. Then he chanced aquick look behind and saw a blasted ruin where the



Queen's palace had once stood--columns of foul-smelling smoke rising from the rubble.

The ground heaved under them and Khysmet nearly lost hisfooting, hooves scrabbling on loosened rock.
Safar threw hisweight forward and the stdlion broke through, hurling himsalf down the steep roadway
toward the temple.

Pdimak peered through the folds of Safar's cloak and saw the temple growing larger asthey raced
toward it.

Then from somewhere a great horn trumpeted and suddenly the temple seemed to retrest.

He heard hisfather urge Khysmet on and hefdt the stdlion strain with effort for still more speed. But the
faster heran, the farther away the temple seemed to be. Retreating acrossthe valey--rivers and al--until
it was amere pinpoint lying againg the black mountains forming the most distant wall of thevalley.

"It'satrick, Little Magter!" Gundara squeaked from his pocket.
"Totheright! Go to theright!" Gundaree urged.
Pdimak nudged hisfather. "That way, father!" he shouted, pointing to theright of the distant temple.

Instantly, Safar veered Khysmet off the path and down a boulder-strewn sope. Now they were heading
across the valley floor--appearing to angle away from the temple. They had gone no more than afew
yards when the landscape shifted and once again they were closing on the huge stone turtle.

On ether sde of them the ground erupted like bails bursting and hot, oily liquid spewed out, flowing
acrosstheir path.

Safar pressed his kneesinto Khysmet's sdes and the stallion gathered himsdlf like a giant spring, then
leaped across the smoking streams. He landed with barely ajolt and sped onward.

Huge gray boulders hunched up in their path. Khysmet gathered himsdlf to leap, then reared back asthe
boulders came dive. Risng up on saw-toothed insect legs--Vvicious heads beetling out from under the
gray shells, pincer jaws scissoring wide.

Safar drew his sword, hacking at the nearest. There was aterrible shriek as he cut into the creature,
gplitting its shell. Khysmet trumpeted defiance, striking out with hisfront legs, crushing the attacking insect
with his hard hooves.

Palimak struggled to free hisown sma | wegpon, but asit came out of its sheath anightmare face reared
up and mighty jaws snatched the sword from his hand. Safar dashed and Palimak heard another shriek,
then the creature was gone.

He had time to see severd other giant insectsfall on their wounded brothers, tearing hungrily at the shells
to get at the flesh benegath.

Khysmet carried them out of the bloody chaos and they were free, racing toward the temple--now only a
few hundred yards away.

Just then the ground opened up under them and they werefdling, Khysmet shrilling in fear and flailing his
legs

Below a huge mouth yawned wide and along tongue lined with fangs shot out to take them.

* * % %



In Hantilias courtyard, the Queen cameto her feet, throwing her hands high to beseech the heavens.

"Dear Mother!" she cried over the chanting acolytes. "Two innocents seek your counsdl. Two innocents
whose presence you commanded.”

Behind her, the twin-headed snake of Asper reared up from her throne, wings spreading like a cobras
hood, venom dripping from itsfangs.

And the Queen intoned, "Know them, Mother! Spare them! Keep them safe! Remember our bargain,
dear ladly.

"Takeusinther sead!"

Hantilia stared up at the heavens, waiting. Arms spread wide to embrace her fate--and the fate of her
followers. For thefirgt timein many years shefelt a peace. Her mission was done. What would be,
would be.

Then lightning blasted from the skies. Shefdt aterrible, searing pain.
And dl was darkness.

And all was peace.

* * % %

Leriawasthrown from her feet by the force of the blast. She hit the ground hard, breath knocked out of
her. She heard people cry out--somein fear, some caling to othersto ask if they were dl right.

Then she could bresthe again, gulping in dl theair her lungswould hold. Awareness returned and the first
she noticed wasthat the air tasted like blood--as if she were suddenly transported to agigantic meat
market, with aide upon aide of freshly skinned animal corpses hanging from hooks.

She groaned to her feet, earsringing from the blast, looking around the encampment with dazed eyes,
expecting theworst. To her amazement no one gppeared hurt. Like her, people were climbing to their
fet, patting themsdvesfor sgnsof injury, or soothing crying children.

"By the godswho hate us" she heard Biner exclam, "would you look at that!"

Sheturned to find him pointing at the city--or at the place where the city had once stood. Now it was
nothing but a smoking ruin perched on ablasted hilltop. Only the Queen's palace ill stood--towers
oddly twisted and sagging.

Leiriaheard someone moan and saw Khadiji, who was staring at the ruins, tears streaming from his eyes.
"Safar!" he groaned. " Sefar!”

Leriafelt asif her heart had been torn from her chest. She raced for apanicked horse, grabbed itsloose
reins and vaulted into the saddle--wrenching the poor beast's head around until it faced Caluz, then
digging in her hedls, spurring it forward. She was hdfway up the hillside before anyone else had wits
enough to follow.

Leriawas asoldier who had seen many horrors, but there was nothing in her experience to brace her for
the devastation she witnessed in Cauz. Other than the paace, not one building was standing. Everything,
including the strong walls encircling the city, had been reduced to waist-high piles of rubble asif agigantic
hand had flattened them. The streets were buckled, pavement hurled up in every direction, making it



difficult for the horse to walk, much less gallop at the pace she'd originally demanded.

By the time she reached the palace severd others, including Khadji, Biner and Sergeant Dario, had
caught up with her. They dl paused at the open gates, fearful to look insde. Leiriaspurred her horse
forward. It whinnied in fear, eyesralling wildly, mouth frathing, fighting her so hard thet shefindly gave
up and dismounted. The horse bolted away as soon as she dropped the reins. Leiria braced herself and
walked through the gates.

At firgt it seemed a peaceful scene. Hundreds upon hundreds of red-robed figures were lying on the
ground--limbs and clothing al neetly arranged asif they had fallen adegp. Raised on aplatform in the
center of the courtyard was the Queen's ornate throne, presided over by the carved Asper snake.
Slumped at thefoot of the throne was the still body of Hantilia

"Dead!" she heard Dario growl. "Ever' blessed one of 'em.”

Numb, Leriastalked forward, stepping over the robed figures, until she came to the throne and mounted
the steps. Shelooked down at Hantilias corpse, feding oddly removed, asif looking down from agreat
distance. The Queen's features were peaceful. Smiling.

"Wheré's Safar?' she heard Khadji demand. "And Palimak! Whereslittle Paimak?'

Leriaglanced around the courtyard, picking over body after body, heart hammering at her ribs,
expecting a any moment to discover Safar lying among them.

"I don't seehim,” she mumbled. "Or Paimak, either." She kept looking, witsdull asold brass. "And the
horse" she said. "Khysmet. There's no way you could miss him!"

Someone caught her arm and she looked around and found Khadiji staring at her, eyes desperate.
"Where arethey?' he demanded, acting asif she were crudly withholding information.

"l don't know," shesaid.

Khadiji gripped her arm harder. "Do you think they're dead?"

"] don't know that either," Leiriasad.

* * * %

One moment Safar and Palimak werefaling toward a ghastly death and then there was a grest clap of
thunder and suddenly they were trotting along the rocky floor of a huge cave, dazzled by the sunlight
streaming through the entrance. There was the sound of bursting waves and ashalow river of foamy
water rushed into the cave, hissng around Khysmet's legs as he splashed toward the light.

The light broke across them as they exited the cave and they found themsdlves traversing a peaceful
beach--a cool, sdty breeze blowing, while overhead gullswhedled in clear blue skies, crying for their

supper.

Khysmet was thefirgt to recover. He snorted in surprise, then shook his head in delight at still being dive
and trotted through the foamy surf toward adistant spit of land jutting out into arolling ocean.

Pdimak came out of his shock, peering out at ocean. "Isthisred, father?' he said, voice croaking in
wonder. "Or arewe gtill in the Black Lands?"

Safar laughed and gave him ahug. "What ason you are!"™ he exclaimed. "One minute were facing certain



degth. The next, we appear to be safe. And the first words out of your mouth are--isit real ?™"

Paimak flushed happily a the compliment. But his eyeswere drinking in the vison of therolling seasand
gently crashing waves. A child of the mountains, hed never experienced the ocean before.

He shook himsdlf--not unlike Khysmet. Still the vison of an endlessrolling horizon perssted, beckoning
to him, calling with the voice of thegulls.

Agan heasked, "Isit red, father?"
Safar threw back his cloak to catch the fresh breezes. "Real as can be, son,” he said.
Pdimak sghed rdief. Then he frowned. "But where are we, exactly?"

Safar studied their surroundings--the ocean wasto their left and to the right was avast range of green
mountains hugging the coastline. He mentaly correlated what he could see with his memory of the maps
Coraean had given them.

He pointed south at the mountains. Two peaks commanded the center of the range. "Asnear as| can
tell," he said, "Caluz--and the Black Lands--are beyond those peaks." He nodded at the vast ocean to
their left. "And that's the Great Sea," he added. "It could be nothing else. Near as | can tell, some magica
way has been opened between Caluz and the sea.”

The boy was only mildly surprised. He was still young enough so it didn't seem so strange that they'd
been transported hundreds of miles.

He studied the vast oceanic distances for amoment, then said, "And Syrapisis somewhere out there?"
"Yes. | believeso."

"But it must be very far. How do we get there?"

"The same way we got here, son," Safar answered. "Magic.”

Although his manner was sanguine, Safar was just as surprised asthe boy. From the very beginning, he
hadn't been sure what to expect. Evenif he had |et hisimagination run free, he would never have
dreamed such athing could happen. He peered ahead, sudying the small peninsulathey were heading
toward. A powerful wave of sorcery was emanating from that direction, pulling at them--urging them
onward.

Safar was certain that the Oracle was waiting for them there.

Then Khysmet perked up his ears. He whinnied and quickened his pace. Up aheed, riding off the land
it, was asight that made Safar's heart jump--a glorious woman with long ebony limbs and flowing hair
trotted toward them on a spirited black mare.

The woman waved a them. Her laughter was sweet music floating on the ocean breezes and Safar forgot
al caution.

"Do you know her, father?" Palimak asked.
"Yes," heanswered, voice husky. "1 know her."

Khysmet brokeinto agallop and they skimmed across the sandy beach toward the woman.



Pdimak felt a scratching in his pocket. Then Gundara spoke up: "Little Master! There's something you
should know. | hate to contradict Lord Timura, but everything he's said about this place iswrong!™

"Noneof thisisred, Little Master." Gundaree added. "Can't you fed it? We're insde the machine! And
Lord Timuradoesn't know it!"

At that moment the light suddenly dimmed and a freezing wind blasted off the sess.

And it began to snow.

Part Four
Soellbound
CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
IRAJAND THE UNHOLY THREE

Thefirst attempts on Cauz were adisaster.

Irg sent one hundred hand-picked men and demonsinto the pass and not one returned. He sent a
hundred more, setting up athrone post at the entrance--guarded by his toughest and most loyal
troops--s0 he could closely observe everything that happened.

He saw nothing, but he heard more than enough to ice even his shape-changer's veins. There were
trumpets and chalenging shouits, the clash of wegpons, screams from the wounded and a chorus of
ghostly groans as hisfighters breathed their last and shed their souls. Then dl was silence.

There was movement at the mouth of the pass. Through narrowed eyes Irg saw alonefigure stagger out.
It was aman, bearing hisweight on his spear, dragging the remains of ashattered shield behind him. It
made Irg glad the sole survivor was human. One of hisown, asamatter of fact, from the make of his
costume--spurred boots and baggy breeches, short bow over his shoulders, scimitar a hiswaist. An old
soldier from Irg's homeland on the Plains of Jaspar.

Irg) was deeply affected by the sight of the battered soldier. Old emotions, human emotions, emotions
that had been long absent in his heart, surged into the light. First pity welled up, then homesickness, then
guilt for allowing one of hisown to be so migtreated. Irg bolted from his throne and went to his kinsman,
guards and servants scampering to keep up.

When he reached the soldier the man stopped, wavering, confused at having hisway blocked. His eyes
werewild, hisface abloody mask and when hefinaly noticed Irg he shrieked and threw up hisruined
shield to protect himself, spear point rising to counterstrike. Irgj jerked back, easily avoiding the spear.
But then al his speed was called for as his guards legped in to kill the man for daring to threaten the king.
Irg sent two big demons sprawling from the force of his blow.

"Hold!" he shouted, freezing the othersin place. Hisretinue goggled at him, desperately trying to decipher
the king'sintent. Heignored them, turning back to the old plainsman.

"Pardon, Cousin," he said gently as he could, "but you seem to be without horse." Meaning, in the argot
of Jaspar, that the man wasin great difficulty.

"Mongter!" the man shouted, stabbing at the air with his spear. ™Y ou took my horse but you won't take
m"

Irg brushed the spear aside and grabbed the man by the shoulders. "What's wrong with you?' he
barked. "Have you gone mad?'

Then he saw his own reflection in the man's eyes--a great gray wolf rearing up--and he knew the reason



for the man'sfear--why, held cdled his own kinsman "Mongter!"
Irg) concentrated, making his form as human as possible, and the old soldier suddenly recognized him.

The man fell to his knees, babbling. "So sorry, Mgesty! Didn't meanto ... | must've been mad to think ...
But it was awful, Sire! Bloody, awful! Nothin' but ghostsin there, | tell you! Nothin' but ghosts. Y ou can't
get ahand on ‘em, much less agood poke with your spear..."

The man broke down, tears making abloody track on hisface. He shook hishead. "I'm ... I'm ... I'm
sorry, Mgesty. | havefalled you!"

Irg was powerfully moved by the sight of one hismost faithful and long-serving kinsmen brought so low.
Then the man drew himsdlf up--turning from shambling wreck to a proud old soldier.

"Give metheknife, Cousin," he demanded, plucking at Irg's belt for the curved knife hanging there, "so |
can end my shame!”

Irg let him takeit, but asthe soldier shifted hisgrip to plunge the knife into his heart he stayed his hand.

"Thisisn't necessary, my friend,” he said. "Y ou are not at fault thisday! No failure can belaid a your
feet.” Irg thumped hischest. "It isyour king'sdoing, Cousin,” he said. "Blame no other.”

The man sagged in relief and Irg) caught him, dipping the knife from hishands and returning it to its
sheeth. He steadied the soldier, turning him toward the great pavilion that housed histraveling court.

"Come," hesaid. "Let useat and drink and boast of the deeds of our youth. And when you recover your
horse, your strength, we can talk about what went on this day.”

The two of them--Irg nearly carrying his charge--moved toward the pavilion. Without being ordered,
servants ran ahead to prepare an impromptu banquet for the king and his new companion.

Irg paused at the entrance to spesk with hisaides. "Send for the Lords Fari and Luka," he ordered.
"And that bastard Kaasariz, if you see him about. Probably hiding under somerock ismy guess. Tell
them their king wishes to gpesk to them immediately!"

The ades rushed off to do hisbidding. Irg looked down at the old soldier, who seemed to be recovering
somewhat.

"What isyour name, my friend?" heinquired. "What do the other men of Jaspar call you?"

"Vider, Mgesty," the man replied. "Sergeant Vider at yer servicel" Hetried to draw himself up in saute
and nearly toppled over.

Irg steadied him. "Let'sget afew drinksin you, Cousin Vigter," he said, "before you try that again.”

Asthey strode into the pavilion thefirst few flakes of snow began to fall. Then the flakes became aflurry
and the skiesturned pewter gray. The snow fell harder--flakes the size of smdll pillows drawing a blanket
of white across the stark terrain. Even the Demon Moon became diminished--an orange grin peering
through the gray. Soon the entire encampment was buried in snow and the soldiers were turned out to dig
paths to the tented barracks and clear the main road.

Fari and Luka arrived a Protarus headquarters but were denied entrance while the King supped with
Viger. Findly Kaasariz arrived, shivering in the cold despite the thick fur cloak he wore. He was
surprised when he saw the two demons cursing and stomping about in the snow.



"What'sthe difficulty?' he asked. "Isthe King in one of hisfoul moods again?

"Who can tdll?* Lukagrumbled, horned brow made pale green by frost. He snorted twin columns of
geaminthefrigid air. "Foul or fair, dl hismoods seem for the worst these days."

Fari gestured at the Caluzian Pass, where severa of his demon wizards were huddled miserably by the
entrance tending smoking pots of magical incense.

"Fromwhat | can gather," the old demon said, "al our efforts have been brought to a massive halt so our
master could talk over old timeswith somelowly sergeant.” He shrugged, miniature avalanches of snow
cascading from his shoulders. "It'sapity, redly. All thissnow isagreat helpto us”

Kaasariz frowned, then realized how much better held felt since the snow started. No more constant
battering of wild Black Lands spdlls.

"I thought perhaps you had come up with some new shield,”" he said to Fari.

The old demon snorted. "Who has had the time for such experiments?' he said. "No, it'sthe storm that's
doingit. Asnear as| cantell the snow blocks--or possibly even blinds--the machine at Caluz.”

"Which meansthe devilsinsdethat pass" Lukabrokein, "ought to beripe for the plucking. It's my guess
that one more attack ought to knock them loose.”

Kaasariz cocked an eyebrow, amused. "1 assume you'vetold the King this" he said.

Luka barked laughter. "No, my Lord," he said, making amock bow. "We were waiting for you to bless
uswith your esteemed presence. Y ou seem to be in the greatest favor with our Lord and Master these
days. Wethought you could tdl him for us"

Kaasariz grinned. "And wouldn't that make me the prince of fools" he said. "Especidly when | know for
afact that neither of you are sure who exactly isopposing usin that pass.”

"I redly must speak to you at length someday,” Fari said, "on your spying methods. Not even thefliesin
the latrines escagpe your notice."

"That'strue," Lukasaid. "Sometimes | think you can see up our arses.”
"Now you've guessed my secret,” Kalasariz joked. "Thefliesarein my employ.”
All three of them laughed--forming atemporary bond in this rare moment of shared humor.

Fari was old enough and wise enough to recognize opportunity first. "Let's speak honestly for achange,

my brothers," he said. "Or should | call usthe Unholy Three." He chuckled. "I've heard that name for us
bandied about in the ranks. Rumor hasit that the King himsalf cals usthat behind our backs. However,

no matter the intent of the fellow who originaly coined theterm, | think it fitsusal quitewell.”

"The Unholy Three," Kaasariz murmured. Then he smiled. "I likethat. | think we should keep it."

Luka snorted. "Forget the game playing, my Lord," he said. "Cdl uswhat you will. But please ... get to
the point.”

Fari was careful not to take offense. "Very well," he said. "I'll dispense with pleasantries and reach down
for thefinal sum of our woes. In afew minutesthe King will cal us before him. How shdl we advise
him?'



"How can we advise him," Kaasariz said, "when we don't know what's happening in that pass?'

"We do know it isn't Safar Timuraor hisKyranianswho arekilling our soldiers” Fari said. "All my
cadtings at least show that."

"Then Timuramust havean dly," Lukasaid. The careful tone of the others had made him fed avkward.
Unpolished. Definitely not roya. So hetried to be as smooth and diplomatic as he could when he said--"I
know that's so obviousit may make me seem foolish to say it. However, knowing such athing and
understanding what it means are not the same. For instance, the King believes Lord Timura chose Caluz
for his destination because he wants to form an dliance with the Oracle of Hadin." He shrugged. "This
could betrue. However, I've never heard of an Oracle with an entirearmy at itsdisposa.”

"All excelent points," Kaasariz sad.

"Yes, yes, | agree,” Fari said, impatient. "But we're al forgetting we have an actua eyewitnessto what
occurred in that pass.” He pointed a the king's pavilion. "And right now he'sin there with Protarustelling
him the gods know what! So how can we, uh ... guide our master--if you understand what | mean--if we
don't know what is being said? Much lesshisreactionto it.”

There was an uncomfortable silence as each being considered. Finally Kdasariz said, "Let me start. To
beginwith ... might | be so bold asto propose atruce?'

The others consdered. Brows furrowing. Weighing what this might entail. The firs--and by far the
largest--was trust, which dowed down the thinking considerably.

Kaasariz hastened to fill the gap. "Only atemporary truce, of course.”
Fari's brows climbed in gpprovad. "Ah!" he said. "That might work."
"Yes, yes, it might,” Lukaagreed. "Go on, please.”

"Well, as Lord Fari so wisdly pointed out amoment ago," Kadasariz said, "King Protarus will summon us
soon. None of us can predict how hewill behave. What he will do or say. Except we do know this--no
matter what passes, he will demand an immediate response.”

He paused, looking each demon in the eyes by turn. "True?"
Lukanodded. "True."
"I mogt fervently agree," Fari sad.

"S0, to protect ourselves," Kadasariz said, "wouldn't it be prudent to see what transpires before we act?
Then ingtead of each fighting the other ... we can examine the Situation calmly ... rationdly ... without fear
of attack from our own ranks. Findly, when we speak we should speak with one voice. None of us
trying to win the advantage aslong asthetruce lagts.”

"l can see much vauein that line of reasoning,” Fari said.

"Aslong as we remember the truce istemporary,” Luka added. "There's no sense pretending it could be
anything but that."

"No, thereian't,” Kdasariz sad, "In fact, why don't we make the truce for the duration of our visit?In
other words, when we leave the king's company the peace will end.”

A harried aide rushed out of the pavilion. "King Protarus calls, my Lords," he said. "Hurry, if you please!



He'sin no mood to be kept waiting.”
To the amazement of the aide the three burst into laughter as one.
Then Kaasariz sad, "Well, my Lords. What isyour thinking? Are we in agreement?”

Luka eyed the aide, who was shuffling about, wondering what was being said. "What about him?' Luka
said, jabbing atdon at the aide.

Kaasariz smiled. "Don't worry," he said. "He's one of my flies™
More laughter.
Then Luka stretched out hisright claw. "To the Unholy Three," he mock intoned.

Kaasariz and Fari caught the spirit. "To the Unholy Three," they chorused, layering hand and talon with
his

Then, chuckling and shaking their heads, they scomped the snow off their boots and went insde to see
what wasin store for them.

Irg) waswaiting--lolling in histhrone, booted legs supported on the naked back of acomely dave. He
was completely at ease--frighteningly so for the Unholy Three. He wasin his human form and they'd
rarely seen himin such control. Only thered glow of hiseyes gave him away.

Sitting to hisright--on asmaller throne--was the soldier, Vister. He was wearing only aclean whiteloin
cloth and was being tended by severd pretty human and demon maids, who had just finished washing
him and were now rubbing scented ail into hislimbs. In one hand he had asilver flask of wine, from
which hetook frequent pulls. In the other, he clutched a thick sandwich of roasted lamb with severa
largeragged woundsinit.

Heaters had been brought in when the storm began and the throne room was uncomfortably hot. Swest
poured from the soldier's body, mixing with the oils and coating his heavily muscled torso with an heroic
sheen. Vigter's age and experience were apparent in the thatch of gray hair on his battle-scarred breast.

When the Unholy Three were announced, Vigter's head wobbled up to blear at them through haf-closed
eyes. Hewas drunk, he was exhausted, he was wounded in body and soul. The maids had to keep at
him congtantly, bathing away blood and sweet, changing the bowls of scented water frequently asthey
became discolored and fouled.

At first he didn't recognize them and waved a drunken hand. "Come and join us, friends," he shouted.
"Meand my cousin, the King here, are havin' a party!”

Under Protarus glare, the Unholy Three chuckled kindly, covering their reaction a being addressed so
ruddy. In norma circumstances Vister would have been beheaded before he finished the first sentence of
hisgresting.

Then the old plainsman's eyes cleared and he redized who they al truly were. He choked on a mouthful
of meet, the wine heéld just taken to wash it down dribbling from the corners of his mouth.

He pushed weskly at the maids and tried to come to hisfest, sputtering apologies.

"Please, my dear fdlow,” Kdasariz said smoothly. "Don't trouble yourself." Asmuch asthisfoul peasant's
manners turned his stomach, under the circumstances he had to be treated with the utmost respect.



"Yes, yes" Fari camein. "Don't interrupt your medl, my friend. Y ou must replenish your strength after
such atrying day."

"We sdute you, brother," was Lukas skillful addition, touching ringed talonsto roya brow, "for dl you
have suffered in our service"

Stll, Vigter was clearly overcome. Hefdl to hisknees, babbling, "Please, Magters. | am not worthy!"

Hiswords snapped Irg's crossbow trigger. The King legped from histhrone, roaring, "Never say master
to ones such asthese! Y ou are asoldier from the Plains of Jaspar! Worthy of any company!”

He helped Vigter back into his seet, casting foul looks at the Unholy Three asif they had tried to humiliate
the old soldier. Making much of the gesture, Irgj persondly fetched up the flask that had falen from
Viger's hands, feeding thewineto him asif hewereachild.

"There, there" he said. "Rest easy, Cousin. Y our bravetoil isdone. Only honors await you."

Viger gurgled down thewine, eyes glazing over. Finaly he pushed the flask away, wiping hislipsand
belching. A bold, drunken grin spreading over hisfestures. Irg patted him and sat back, coldly observing
the Unholy Three.

"Speak to them, kinsman ming" he said to Vider. "Tdl them everything you told me. Explainto themin
the smple, common logic of aplainsman what they have been doing wrong.”

Vigder belched loudly. Then he said, "They'rekillin' too many of us, that'swhat!"

Irg) sneered at Fari and the others. "Do you hear, my brothers?' he growled. "The answer isasplain as
the frowns on your ugly faces--which | have grown to despise more with each passing day. By the gods,
you're killing too many of my soldierst And | won't stand for it. Everyone knows how much | love my
soldiers. Demons as well as humans, they are more brother to me than any of you. And be damned to
your Spell of Four!"

He gestured at Vister, whose attention was now totally fixed on human needs. He was staring at either
hand, trying to decide what to do next--bite another hunk off the sandwich or dobber down more wine.
In the end he did both, biting and drinking, biting and drinking. Crumbs and dribbles of wine splattered
hislap--the maids giggling and fussing over the mess asif it were al amarvelousjes.

Irg turned hisfull attention on the Unholy Three. "I told Sergeant Vigter that 1--1rg Protarus, his
kinsman, hisking, wasto blame," he said. "And thisistrue. | am not only king, but king of dl kingsin
Esmir, soitisonly right that final respongbility must rest on my shoulders.”

He paused dramatically, throwing an arm around Vigter's shoulder. "However ... This..." Aand he
dabbed at one of Viger'swoundswith anapkin. " ... This was never my intent! | have madeit plain from
the very beginning that | didike having thelives of my soldiers shed needlesdy.”

"| assume you are speaking of the pass currently in dispute, Mgjesty?&€» Luka said.

"Of course I'm speaking of the pass!&€» Irg roared, eyesturning to red coas. "What else what would |
be talking about? We've lost two hundred of our best so far. And not an inch of gained ground to show
forit!"

He patted Viger. "Instead we have won only pain and torment for those | value most.”

Lukawanted to laugh. Protarus thought nothing of hurling athousand demons and men to their doom--if



it won him what he wanted. But now he was presenting the face of an innocent. Posing as aking who
wished only the best for his subjects and required little for himsalf--except for their kind opinion of him.

Fari rapped his cane and Kaasariz coughed, bringing Lukaback to redity. Just intime heredized his
wolf's snout was about to break through.

To cover, Lukabowed low and thumped his breast abjectly, murmuring, "...amisunderstanding, Maesty.
Thefaultisentirdy my own."

When held regained control over his shape-changer's body, he straightened, saying, ™Y our words have
given expression to the confusion of al our most worthy ideas, Mg esty.&€+ He gestured at Fari and
Kaasariz. "Thethree of uswere only just discussing thismost terrible of affairs. And we dl agreed that
we havefaled you, Sire."

Fari broke in. "Except, perhaps | am more to blame then the others, Highness,&€» he said. "After dl, this
issorcery we are fighting in that pass. And thingsinvolving sorcery are my respongbility and no other.”

"I beg to differ, my great and good king,&€s Kalasariz said. "Lord Fari and hiswizards have done their
utmodt. Itis | who ismost at fault for not discovering what we were up againgt before we sent men such
asthis...&€+ he nodded respectfully at Vister, who grinned like a baby and burped--&€- ... correction,
heroes such asthis ... into battle."

"Some of what you say istrue, my brothers,é€s Lukasaid to Kdasariz and Fari. "But intheend, itis |
who direct al specia missons. | should have been at the forefront ... leading both attacks. But | listened
to my cowardly aideswho claimed the King would be badly served if | werekilled.&€+ The Prince
shook hishead. "I'll dismissthem from my service the moment | return to my headquarters.”

Vigter croaked laughter and everyone swiveled to see him hoist himsalf upright on hiselbow. " Sounds
like were gonna have anice day o' executions tomorrow, lads,&€e he said. "There's nothin' like a couple
of whacked necksto fix asoldier'smind on hisjob, | always say.&€+ He leaned closer, ebow nearly
dipping out from under him. Grinning at Luka "Course, you'd betalkin' about officers and such, wouldn't
you, Sire? Maybe that's not such agood idea. Neck whackin' don't come so easy with the officer class.
Might not have the same affect it does down in the ranks. Maybe it wouldn't be so good for morae.”

Then helifted his haunches and farted.

Irg) dapped histhigh, howling laughter. "That's telling them, Cousin!&€» he said. "The truth--and from
deep, deep within you, by the godd™

Viger chuckled drunkenly, lifting the flask to hislips. Then he frowned, turning the flask upside down.
Nothing came out. He shook it, frown growing deeper.

"It'sempty,&€+ he said in avoice so mournful you'd have thought he was announcing the death of his
dear mother. One of the maidstraded it for afull one and he was happy again.

He drank, then thumped his chest. "I wasthe only onel &€+ he said. "Me! Vister! Therest are dead and
rottin' in that pass. We al went in. Like so.&€ Hewriggled hisfingers, making walking motions. "Then
along comes the ghosts and whack!&€s He chopped at the air. "Ever'body's dead ... ‘cept Sergeant
Viger.&€s He sattled back in his chair, chuckling and drawing amaid onto hislap. "Now I'm guest o' the
King! Ain't that ataleto tell!&€ He tapped just beneath hisright eye. "And these are the eyes what seen
it!"

"A marvelous tale indeed, &€+ Kalasariz murmured. He turned to Fari. "Pardon, my good Lord Fari,a€e



he said, "but it seems the good sergeant istoo modest to tell his story more fully.”
Fari nodded. "He'stoo tense, poor fellow,&€» he said. "That's histrouble.”

Lukatook the cue. "Wouldn't it be prudent, Majesty, &€ he said to Irg), "to seeif we could learn
more?a€s He laid aringed claw of sincerity across hisbreast. "L et the good sergeant be our teacher,
Maesty. And we his humble students.”

Kaasariz muttered from the side of hismouth. "A little thick, don't you think?*
"What was that?a€ Irg) demanded.
"I was only agreeing with Prince Luka, Highness, &€+ Kaasariz replied.

Now Fari was up to speed. "Y es, let this humble hero instruct us, Majesty, &€ he said. "Asal know, |
have aways been particularly sensitive to the lower classes. Like Y our Maesty, | pride myself on
listening most intently to their crude words of wisdom.&€s He shrugged. " Of course, sometimes we need
alittle assstance to understand their meaning.”

Irg) raised an eyebrow. "What's to understand?&€» he said. He turned to Vister. "Tedll them what you
told me, my friend. And leave nothing out.”

Viger struggled upright and the maid dipped off hislap and resumed her place with the others.

"Sure, &€ he said. He snapped hisfingers. "Nothin' to it! Smple asall the Hells! The problem isthis,
see. Therésghostsin that pass. Hundreds, maybe thousands of ‘em. And they can kill you, but you can't
kill them. And that'sal thereistoit!"

He gave Lukaan owlish look. "So dl's you officer sorts gottafigure out is how to turn the whole thing
around. Likewe get to kill them, but they don't get to kill us.&€» He tapped hisnose. "Simple asthe
nose on your face.&€s He gave L uka another look and giggled. "Oopsl&€» he said. "Didn't mean to
speak outtaturn there, Sire. Y ou bein' ademon and al, I'm not so sure that's anose you got stickin' out
there. Could be another horn, for dl's1 know. No offense intended, Sire.”

Lukadipped his head. "None taken,&€ he murmured, thinking he'd like to rip thisfilthy human's heart
out. Fari's cough and Kalasariz' sudden grip on his elbow helped steady him. Heturned to Irg. "Asfirst
field reports go, Magesty, &€« he said, "that was most enlightening. But I, for one, would certainly want to
know more."

"That'swhy | called you here, &€ Protarus said. "To listen and learn.&€s He turned back to Vigter. "Tell
it again,&€» he said, "but in more--&€+ aloud snore cut him off. Vister was sprawled his seat, head
lolling on his chest, sound adeep.

Irg) chuckled kindly. "L et him rest,&€ he said. "He deservesit. Well question him later."

"Pardon, Highness &€ Fari said. "But what | had in mind will be much easier while he degps. What |
propose isthat we witness histravails first hand. | don't need much in the way of preparations.&€s He
indicated an ornate charcoal brazier that had been brought in to warm up the throne room during the
snow storm. "In fact,&€s he said, "I can use that for our stage.&€+ He pulled a pouch from hiswizard's
belt, opening it to sniff at the contents. He nodded in satisfaction. "I have everything we require,
Majesty,&€+ he continued, "for al to bereveaed.”

Irg studied the Unholy Three from beneath lowered eydids. He appeared bored, but he was observing
them closaly--growing warier by the minute. At first he couldn't put hisfinger on what was bothering him.
Then it cameto him that the three were displaying remarkable unanimity. He certainly didn't fed violent



waves of tension between them--which was by far the more normd state of affairswithin hisinner court.

For a panicked moment he wondered if they had uncovered his secret--the spell the witch, Sheesan, had
given him that would not only destroy Safar, but free him from the Unholy Three. Werethey were

conspiring to fail him?

Then he relaxed. How could they know? Say what he might about his brothers of the Spell of Four, they
had worked hard to bring him this close to his goa--the capture and ritual daying of Safar and Palimak.
If the Unholy Three knew about his plans, they certainly wouldn't have pressed so hard to bring them to
fruition.

So--what were they up to? Were they seeking ameansto break the bonds with him? That would
certainly be the worst case conclusion he could make. But the more he thought on it, the more unlikely
such a scenario seemed.

Very well. The best way to find out what was going on, he thought, was to give way to their suggestions
and see where that carried him.

"Proceed, my lord,&€* he said to Lord Fari. "Enlighten us all with your magic.”

Fari bowed low, then quickly assumed command of the shapely maids tending Vister. Naked, except for
modesty patches at their loins, gleaming with afaint film of perspiration from the overhested room, giving
off the scent of the most remarkable perfumes, the fema e humans and demons made exotic magica
assigants for the old master wizard.

Taking alesson in magic as entertainment from Timura, the Lord Fari made the most of the maids
presence--drawing out and changing his spell so that it showed off their jiggling formsto the best
advantage.

When he reached the penultimate moment he glanced at Protarus and was sorely disgppointed when he
saw how unaffected the king was. Instead of being flushed with excitement from al this mystery and
magica erotica, Protarus sat boredly in histhrone, fingernails tapping impatiently.

Fari hurled ahandful of votive powdersinto the brazier and there was aflash of smoke, a swirl of colors.
Despite himsdlf, Irg's pose of unconcern dissolved and he bent closer to see. Timurawas right, Fari
thought. The King can't resst magic, especidly when accompanied by alittle showmanship.

Aslrg sared into the brazier the smoke began to shapeitsalf into adeegp canyon with highwalls. He
heard Vister groan in his deep and suddenly the throne room vanished and Irg found himsdlf sttingon a
nervous warhorse, those steep walls now towering over him on either side. He wasin the lead group of a
tightly-packed force of men and demons moving cautioudy through the Caluzian Pass.

Irg felt somehow diminished. Weaker--not just in muscle and bone, but weaker of spirit, of sdif, of ... he
fumbled for the word, then it came in aflash--Authority!

He glanced down and found filthy leather breeches covering hislegs. He raised ahand and saw
something strange and gnarled and quite unfamiliar rise up--the hand of another man! And then it cameto
him that hewasin Viger's body, reliving the moments leading to the second bettle in the pass.

"Easy, Mgesty, &€+ he heard Fari murmur. VVoice close, but distant at the sametime. "We are with you!"
"Y es, Highness, &€+ came another voice--Kaasariz'. "I am here."

"Asam |, Mgesty, asam | &€ he heard Luka say.



He looked &t the mounted soldiers on either side of him. All were grizzled and filthy. Of the lowest of the
low-ranking, be they demon or human. Fari and the others were among them, but he couldn't tell which
waswhich.

He heard aclatter of faling stone and Vister's body jerked in darm. Eyes probing here and there, every
nerve screaming ambush, but nothing red to place the feding on no matter how hard he strained his
Senses.

Then he heard a steady, tromp, tromp of many marching men and he twisted in his saddle, steedying his
skittish horse, looking for the source of the sound. All around him the other soldiers were doing the same
and the air wasfilled with whigpered curses and clanking armor.

A great trumpet sounded--blasting through the narrow canyon and resounding off the walls.

Irg/Viger whirled to the front, shouting and clawing for his sword when he saw the ghastly army march
into view.

They were huge men, so heavily mailed they turned the passinto asolid wall of armor. Their flesh was
pale, corpselike, their lips the color of blood. They had huge hollow eyesthat seemed like the darkest
and deepest of caverns.

He heard his companions cry out and draw their weapons. Attack orders were shouted and Irg/Vister
raked his horse's flanks with his spurs and charged straight ahead. Al his sensibilitieswere hurled aside.
Hisown life becameinsignificant as he joined the thundering cava cade intent on daughtering the enemy
marching towards them.

He heard a hoarse voice shout: "For the King!"
And the others took up the cry--"FOR THE KING!"

Irg/Viger found himself shouting aong with his brother warriors and for afew seconds he thought the
greatest thing he could ever accomplish would beto diefor hisking.

And then he thought, But, I'm the King!
At that moment he smashed into the armored ranks of the enemy.

The expected shock of collison never came. To his amazement his horse swept through the densdly
packed enemy ranks asif they didn't exist. Helmed faces rose up to confront him. His horse, a veteran of
many such attacks, lashed out with iron hooves, screaming in panic when it encountered nothing except
insubstantial smoke and air.

A huge enemy warrior lunged at him with aspear. Irg/Vigter tried to knock it asde with his sword, but
like the horse, his wegpon encountered nothingness and he was nearly toppled from the saddle from the
force of hisown blow.

They're ghostsl hismind screamed as he clawed himself upright, losing his sword in the process. Ghosts!

Herighted himsdlf just asthe ghost warrior's spear caught the edge of his chain vest. The spear skittered
acrossthelinks and hefdt theall too familiar white hot sear as a sharp point needled through the links
and cut into flesh. Experience as much as fear dulled the pain and Irgj/Vigter kicked through, mercilessy
raking his horsg's flanks.

His body was violated many times during the charge through that ghostly mass. By the time hishorse was



cut down he had suffered many small wounds and lacerations. Heldd fought hard, yet not one of his
enemies had been harmed. Every blow he struck met no resistance. The enemy soldiers seemed to
dissolve as he thrust and dashed at them.

Inthe end herelied on his professiond skill asahorseman, dodging thisway and that, avoiding many of
the blowsaimed a him. All around him his companions were being daughtered by the score.

Then ajavein took his horse and the poor beast squealed and folded under him. Irgj/Vigter tried to roll
free, but hiswounds made him wesk and the horse rolled on top of him. Amazingly, he found himsdlf
lying under the animal not only aive, but till mobile. Severa corpses propped the dead horse up just
enough so that Irgj/Vister was sheltered from the one-sided battle raging in the pass.

All desreto fight was gone. Now it was al he could do to keep from gibbering with fear and giving
himsdf away to the enemy.

He peered through a small opening and saw the last of his mates dragged from his horse by the ghost
warriors. They forced him to knedl and one giant grabbed the soldier by the hair, while another diced off
his head. The execution was so close that blood sprayed Irg/Viger'sface.

Then al became blackness.

Irg's eyes blinked open. He fdt strength flood back into his limbs and he redlized he'd been returned to
his own body.

He was back in the throne room, the Unholy Three standing before him, studying his reactions through
conspiratorid eyes.

Irg) coughed and sat upright, squaring his shoulders. "Very informative, my Lord,&€ he said to Fari,
making hisvoice casud.

Fari bowed. "Y es, Mgesty, &€+ he said. "Quite informative indeed.”

Lukasad, "Give methe right spellsto fight them, my Lord Fari, and | will clear the pass by tomorrow
night.&€» Then, to Irg), "And it ismy solemn vow, Highness, that not one drop of the blood of our
soldierswill be shed without just cause.”

Kaasariz suddenly felt left out--vulnerable. He was a spy master, not awarrior or awizard. He had
nothing of valueto offer at thismost crucia moment. Then he glanced over at Vister and saw that the old
soldier was no longer snoring in his chair. Instead he was quite ill, hisface yelow and waxen.

Just then one of the maids noticed something was amiss and placed ahand on Viger's chest. Shewas
too well trained to cry out--possibly drawing the wrath of the moody King Protarus. Nevertheless, big
tearswelled up in her eyes and she began to weep.

Kdasariz saw his opportunity and took it. "I fear, my Lord,&€+ he said to Luka, "that your promiseto
our king cametoo late for at least one of our most noble heroes.”

He gestured and everyone turned to see Vister dumped in his chair, the maid weeping over his body.

"Unless | am mistaken, &€+ Kaasariz continued, "the good Sergeant Vister is quite dead.&€+ He looked
pointedly at Fari, who was fuming at this early betrayd of thetruce. "Apparently your spell wastoo much
for the poor fellow,&€» he said. " Although you assured us otherwise.”

"Look here, Kalasariz! &€ L uka snapped, "it's easy enough to criticize when one--"



Irg cut him off. "It so happens, my Lord,&€ he rasped, "that our brother, Kaasariz, happensto be
echoing the criticisms of your king!"

He rose from the throne and went to Vigter, pushing the maids away and hoisting the body up in hisarms,
cradling the big soldier asif he were ababe.

"Thisisyour fault, Fari, &€+ he said to the old demon. "And yours aswell, Luka,&- he said to the
prince, "for the reasons | gave before.”

Fari and Luka, reduced to the Unholy Two, bowed, spewing many fervent gpologies.

"Know this &€ King Protarus said. "The man you see in my armswas my kinsman, my cousin. He had
followed mefaithfully for many years over many miles and suffered much in my service. | do not take his
death lightly. Do you understand me?"

Fari and Luka assured the king they understood quite well. Kalasariz said nothing, edging to the sdeto
separate himsdf from the others.

"Go then,&€» the King ordered. "Win me my victory, but remember this man. Remember him well!"
Kaasariz added his own voice with others, saying, "Y es, Mgesty! All will be asyou command.”
All three bowed, then crept away.

Irg) watched them go, relieved. Firt, that their unity had once again been shattered. Second, that for the
moment his secret still seemed sefe.

Helooked down at Vister's dead face. "They don't know a blessed thing, do they cousin?&€e he said.

Then he dropped the body into the chair. "Seeto it that he has a proper burial &€ he said to his
servants, then strode away .

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
SPIESON THE WIND

" Steady! &€+ Biner shouted. Then: "Launch!”

The ground crew let go the cables and the airship shot into the sky--furnaces roaring, the twin balloons
taut till near bursting.

Lerias stomach lurched at the unaccustomed fedling of weightlessness. She leaned over the Side, fearing
she was about to get sick, then saw the rgpidly diminishing figures on the ground and felt sicker ill. She
closed her eyes, willing the sickness to be gone. She kept them closed for along time, concentrating on
the sounds around her--Biner's shouted orders, the aircrew's reply, the pumping bellows and roaring
furnaces. And findly, the oddly melodic song of the wind strumming the great cablesthat held the ship to
the balloons.

The sudden snowstorm had delayed the launch well past the chosen hour. Biner had held everyone at
ready, ground crew poised at the cables, aircrew scrambling about knocking off ice. Meanwhile, teams
of Kyranian volunteers shivered in the cold as they kept the area swept free of snow.

Then thered been abrief respite as the sun broke through, revealing asmall patch of blue sky and Biner
had launched the ship.

Now Leriawas crouched on the steering deck, wishing for al the world that she could be somewhere



else. Anything, even acharging horde of demon cavary, would be better than this. At least shed beon
nice safe ground.

"I know what yer thinkin', lass,&€+ she heard Biner say. "That if the gods meant yer to fly, they'd a
provided yer with the bely for it."

Leriaopened her eyesto find the dwarf standing next to her. She nodded weskly. "1 would have thought
wings,a€s she said, "or at least afew pin feathers. But you're right. Whatever god made birds must've
darted with the belly."

She groaned to her feet, forcing herself not to look over the edge. "1 think I'm going to live, &€ she said.
"Although I'm il not sureif | care”

Arlain came up, carrying asteaming mug. "Thith'll do the trick,&€+ she said. "'Ith an old balloonitht cure
for ar thickneth."

Gratefully, Leiriadrank. It was ddicious-—-athick, forthy dixir heavily laced with brandy. Her queasy
inner world suddenly settled.

"Oh, that's much better! &€+ she said. "My stomach's practically cheering."

"It'susually much smoother than this, lass,é€» Biner said, taking her elbow and leading her over to the
big ship'swhed!.

"Here,&€* he said, putting her hands on the whedl. "Thisl| give you somethin' to hold onto.&€s He
pointed to a mountain ridge off in the distance. "Keep her headed that way,&€ he said.

Then to her great surprise and darm, he bounded down the gangway to berate alazy crewman.
"Wait,&€- shecried, "l don't know how to--"

Shehit off the rest asthe dwarf vanished below. And she thought, if Biner wasn't worried, steering the
arship couldn't be thet difficult.

Leria concentrated on the ridge, moving the whed whenever the nose of the ship veered away fromiit.
At first she tended to oversteer and the ship yawed widely from sideto sde. She kept expecting
someone to come running to push her aside and take the whedl. When no one came she soon forgot
about everything else but steering the ship and quickly saw theway of it.

The combination of Arlain'sdixir plus having something useful to do gradudly did itswork, and before
sheknew it, Leiriawas actualy enjoying herself. The air was clean and bracing and therewas an
incredible sense of freedom that came from floating so high above the earth. They were sailing just above
athick cloud cover, blue skies and a bright sun, mountains stretching away in every direction asfar asshe
could see. At least that's how it appeared for atime. About a haf mile from theridge Biner had aimed

her toward, it began to dawn on her that something was wrong.

Instead of fleeing as the airship approached, the horizon grew closer. The sky in that direction was ill
blue, but the blue seemed more ... solid was the only description she could think of. But not hard, like
metd, but soft, like ... like ... some kind of cloth. And now that she thought of it, the cloth was moving ...
billowing ... asif animmense window had been left open and the wind was pushing through the curtains.

Biner and Arlain must have sensed something was up, because they both came running up on the deck.
AsBiner took over thewhed, Leriapointed.



"Look,&€ she said. "Through there..."

She was pointing through the gap of what she thought of as " curtains.&€s Biner cursed and Arlain
covered her mouth in darm. Glaring through the opening was the famiiliar, evil face of the Demon Moon.

The sght of their old celestid enemy was driven home by the heavy throbbing of a huge machine and the
whiff of thefoul air of the Black Lands.

"No use cryin' over spilt air,&€e Biner said grimly. "Besides, we were half expectin' it ever sncewe
darted on thislittle spyin' trip.”

"| thirtainly wath never exthpecting that again!&€e Arlain said, jabbing aclaw at the leering moon.
"Thomebody thould of warned me!™

"And then what would yer have done?a€ Biner said. "If we'd of spelled it out real plain--so we could
be sure yer were scared sandless. | mean, Safar told uswe werelivin' in afase Cauz. That outside that
little valley was the redl world. Which iswhere we gottago if we're gonnado any worthwhile eagleyein’.”

"l know that,&€+ Arlain sniffed.

"So, if we'd apainted a picture for yer,&€« Biner went on, "and made sure yer knew wed bein the
Black Lands again, complete with Demon Moon and crazy sorcery, what would yer have done, lass.
Decided not to go?'

"Don't bethilly,&€« Arlain said. "Of courth, I'd thtill go! | haven't been flying in yearth! 'Y ou couldn't have
kept me off thith airthip with awhole army of Demon Moonth!"”

She sniffed. "But it thirtainly wouldn't have been impoliteto warn me!™

"Listen,&€e Leairiabrokein. "l don't know you al very well. Maybe thislittle bantering between you is
just your norma way of facing adangerous Situation.”

Sheindicated the flowing curtain, which they were moments away from sailing through. "But while you've
been talking, weve getting closer to that!"

Biner frowned at her. "So? That was the plan, wasnt it, lass?"
"Yes&€e Leriasad. "But we weren't supposed to do it naked!"
Biner dapped hisforehead. "Damn! | fergot!”

He shouted orders and severa big crewmen raced to break out several large kegs. It was alittle too late,
however, because they were just knocking the tops off the kegs when the airship sailed through the
curtains and suddenly they were sweeping over a bleak |andscape--afrozen plain pierced by huge,
tortured black rock formations.

Asthey entered the Black Lands L eiriawas wracked with sudden pain. Every joint and muscle ached
and her head throbbed asif she'd been stricken by some dreaded plague. She heard Biner and Arlain
moan and the harsh wrenching sound of acrewman coughing up his breskfast.

Safar had warned them about entering the Black Lands without a shield to protect them from the wild
spells. Hed even provided them with the means to make one--the contents of the casks the crewmen
had been opening.

Leriaforced hersdf off the steering deck, going down the gangway step by agonizing step, feding asif



she were carrying a heavy load of hot bricks on her shoulders.

She ssumbled over the crewmen, who were writhing about the main deck, clutching their heads and
caling for their mothers. When she cameto thefirst cask she dmost broke down, faling to her knees and
cracking her head on the rim. Somehow she found strength and pulled hersalf up, blood streaming down
her face from acut. She dug out her tinder box, fedling like an old arthritic woman as shetried to light it.

Findly it caught, and she threw the entire tinder box into the cask, hurling herself backward justintime as
flames and smoke exploded up and out.

Leriastayed flat on her back, watching the smoke curl under the air bags, then flow around the sdes
until both balloons looked like immense white clouds. Gradually, as Safar's shield took affect, she felt
better. For the second time in less than two hours, she thought she felt well enough to careif shelived.

She clambered to her feet, muttering, "Damned flyers! Not abrainin their heads!"

The crewmen were a so recovering and she set them to work tending the casks. They were to wait until
thefirg barrel burned out, then light the next, and so on until someone told them to stop.

She returned to the steering deck, expecting to find Biner and Arlain waiting with shamed expressions
and many gpologies.

Instead she found them intent on the scene bel ow.

Lerids eyeswidened when she saw what they were looking at. Beneath them was animmense army,
drawn up under athick steaming blanket of snow.

She heard camd s bawling and the racket of armorers pounding out dentsin shids.

Rising out of the center of the encampment was a snow-covered pavilion topped by awaving
banner--the Demon Moon with the Comet rising.

Irg had findly caught them!

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
THE ORACLE SPEAKS

"We're insde the machine, father! &€« Palimak shouted. But Safar had sensed the wrongness a moment
before the boy's warning.

The air became very cold and gulls shrilled warnings overhead. The breeze coming off the sea carried the
sudden gtink of sorcery. Ahead of him the Spirit Rider whedled her horse and charged away. Ingtinctively
he knew this was no tease, no game of seduction in adark wood.

He dug hiskneesinto Khysmet and the horse legped after the black mare. Both of them knew the threat
came from behind--not ahead. Snow started to fall, then Palimak cried out hiswarning--"We'reinsde the
machine, father!&€» Putting words to the half-formed thoughtsin his mind.

Therewas aloud crash! behind them--so heavy it shook the ground.

Safar glanced around and saw huge white jaws reaching for them. Khysmet surged forward just intime,
the jaws clashing together on emptiness. Safar turned his head away, but the cresture's huge
eyes--burning with the blue fires of someicy hell--caught his. He felt numb, his strength drained away by
sudden cold. It took al hiswill to force his eyes away from the creature's and his strength flooded back
the moment he was facing forward again.



The creature roared. Palimak tried to turn and see, but Safar leaned forward, blocking him, telling him,
"Whatever you do--Don't look back!"

There was another crash--this one much closer. Khysmet stretched to hisfullest, straining to gain more

Speed.

The snowstorm intensified and Safar lost sight of the Spirit Rider. All he could see was asnatch of the
shordline to the side and just ahead of him--chunks of ice hissing in and out of the mist on steely waves.

Again there was the sound of something heavy damming down behind them. The ground quaked, but this
time the beast didn't seem quite as close. At least he hoped so.

A large wave boomed in from the side and Khysmet veered from the shoreline to escape it. The mistake
was evident within afew seconds. Without the shoreline to guide them visually, and the sound of the sea
lost beneath Khysmet's pounding hooves, they quickly becamelost in the blizzard.

Their enemy, however, had no such trouble. The crashing sound suddenly gained on them--coming closer
than ever before.

Then abeacon flared well off to the left and Safar turned Khysmet toward the light.

He heard amarrow-freezing roar and a cold foul breath blasted across his back. Safar fumbled asmall
pouch from his belt, bit the drawstrings apart and hurled the pouch and its contents behind him--his
shouted spell ripped from hislips by the storm:

"Fireto cold,
Coldtofire.
All heartsburn
On Winter's pyre! &€

As he hurled the last words into the winds one of the beast's claws caught his cloak, pulling him back. He
jerked forward againgt Palimak, fedling cloth and flesh tear.

There was a spdlblast behind him, followed by the howl of some great beast in pain, and the claw was
shatched away.

The beacon grew larger in hisview and then he gradualy began to make out the shadowy figure of the
horsewoman racing ahead of him through the storm--a bright magica brand held doft in one hand.

Therewasaviolent crash behind him and he redlized the ice creature had only been dowed momentarily
by hisattack spell and was pursuing him again. From the sound of its roaring--hate mingled with pain--it
was back to full strength, more determined than ever to bring them down.

He heard waves crashing on both sides of them and redlized they were now out on the narrow peninsula.
Now there was no way open but straight ahead. And when they reached the end they'd be trapped
againg the raging open sees.

To gaintime he repeated his previous attack, hurling the spell blindly over his shoulder. The action had
even less effect than before--the creature had evidently learned from the first experience. Safar groaned
in disappointment when the spellblast went off and al he heard was asharp yelp of pain astheir pursuer
dodged most of the impact.

"Let me help you, father! &€ Palimak cried and Safar plucked the last pouch from his belt--reaching for
the boy's strength to add to his. But there wasn't much there--he could fedl Palimak's weariness, sense
his struggle to add to Safar's powers.



Stll, it wasjust enough, and when he cast the spell he heard a satisfying shriek from the beest.

He saw the Spirit Rider reach land's end, but to his surprise, instead of turning about she kept going,
riding straight out onto the water's surface.

Safar put dl histrust in the woman, riding after her without hesitation. Even so, as Khysmet plunged
ahead, he braced to be swallowed by icy waters. The expected shock never came and a moment later
they were racing acrossthe boiling seaasif it were the firmest ground.

Behind them he heard the beast roar in frustrated fury and with every stride Khysmet took the roars
became fainter and fainter, until they faded altogether.

The snow fell harder until everything above and below was obscured from view. Hefdt asif hewere
riding through astrange world where only the color of white existed--except for the beacon of light
bobbing ahead of them as the horsewoman led them onward.

They rode like that for along time. How long Safar couldn't say, except to note that Palimak had falen
into an exhausted deep. Safar might have dept himsdf--hed find himself dozing off, eyesclosing
involuntarily, then being jogged awake and seeing the ever-present beacon still moving ahead of them.
Even Khysmet seemed to tire, his pace growing gradually dower asthey went on.

Safar was shocked from his stupor by aloud rumbling sound. The sea heaved under them and Palimak
snapped awake, crying out in fear--"Father! Father!&€s Safar was too busy holding on to answer as
Khysmet shrilled surprise, legping highinto the air. Safar and Paimak were nearly hurled off when he
landed--hooves skittering on what seemed to be areef rising from the ocean floor. They were rocked
from sdeto sde, but till Khysmet managed to keep hisfooting.

For amoment all was till. Then ablast of wind sheered in from the side, sweeping the snow away.

They were presented with an incredible sight. Looming over thetiny, barren idand they now found
themselves on was the immense stone image of ademon. It had along narrow face topped by heavy
brows that arched over deep-set eyes. Whoever had designed the statue had given it asad smile, which
added to the effect of the deep-set eyes, making the demon seem incredibly wise.

Safar remembered the face very well. It had been carved on the coffin lid held seen in hisvision long ago.
It was the face of the great Lord Asper.

Asthey rode toward the statue Safar saw the Spirit Rider had stopped. She waswaiting in front of a
wide stairway that led up to the statue's open mouth--beacon still held high.

Khysmet perked up, whinnying at the black mare, who whinnied greetingsin return. Safar's pulse
quickened asthey drew near.

The woman was just as beautiful as he remembered back in that moonlit clearing so many milesand
months ago. Her face and form were so perfect she looked asif she'd been carved by amagter artist
from some rare ebony wood and her bright smile of gregting warmed the frozen lump deep in his heart.

Shecdled out to him, "Only alittle farther, my friend. Only alittle farther.”

Then she whirled the mare about, shouting, "Thisway to Syrapisié€s And plunged up the broken
staircase to disgppear into the mouth of the atue.

Safar didn't have to urge Khysmet to follow. The big stalion lunged up the Staircase after the mareand a
moment later they were legping through the opening.



There was aflash of white light. Then darkness—-marked only by the distant beacon carried by the Spirit
Rider. The beacon light steadied, then stopped.

Paimak whispered, "There's no danger, father. Everything'sfine, now."

Thelight grew stronger then wider, until Safar redlized it was no longer abeacon, but naturd light shining
through a cave opening.

A moment later they cantered out into soft sunlight. Safar blinked. The woman was gone! His heart
wrenched in dismay. Under him he could fed Khysmet's sdes heaving and knew the animal wasjust as
deeply affected by the disappearance of the mare.

"We're not in the machine anymore, father,&€» Palimak announced.
"What?&€e Safar was so dazed he barely heard.
"Gundaraand Gundaree say we're out of the machine, &€ Palimak said.

Safar glanced about. Gradudly his surroundings sunk in. There was no idand. No raging seas. No
blinding snowstorm. All had vanished.

Instead, they wereriding aong anarrow mountain ridge, bresthtaking vistas retching out in every
direction. To the south was a snow-dappled range of low mountains, marked by two familiar peaks.
Caluz was beyond those mountains--and not so very distant. Safar could see ayelow tinge lying low on
the horizon and knew it was from the poisonous atmosphere of the Black Lands. Further evidence were
puffs of smoke from al the active volcanoes. He looked closdly at the mountains the Kyranians needed
to cross when he went back to fetch them. To hisjoy he saw thefaint scar of acaravan track running
between the peaks.

Even brighter news beckoned from the north. Not many miles beyond the ridge they wereriding along
was ashining sea. He could even make out afew dots of white that were sailing craft skimming across
the peaceful waters. There was no sign of the snow storm he'd just experienced. The fields were green
and summery. Far off he saw the curving dash of aroad running along the shordline. Beyond that was a
dazzling city of the purest white.

Hovering over the city was avast field of golden clouds--flattened so they looked like fabulousidandsin
the sky.

Casgpan!
Thelast jumping off point to Syrapis.

Pdimak’'s voice jolted him out hisreverie. "There's someone waiting for us, father,&€» he said, pointing
to alittle deer trail leading off the ridge and down to alittle grove of trees. "Down there."

Safar tensed. "Isit dangerous?a€s he asked.

Pdimak hesitated while he conferred in whispers with the Favorites. Then, "They're not sure, &€ he said,
scratching his head. "They go back and forth. It'sal pretty confusing. The only thing they agree onisthat
we have to go there--no matter what."

Safar loosened his sword. "Let's assume the worst, son,&€ he said. " Then we won't have any reason to
be sorry later.”



Pdimak nodded, arranging his cloak and belt so he could reach anything that might be needed. Y oung as
he was, the boy was now quite trail wise--gpeaking only when necessary. He quietly got himsdlf adrink
of water and ahandful of dried datesto munch on.

Safar was pleased the boy seemed so dert, dl sgnsof exhaustion gone. Asfor himsdf--well, hefet asif
he'd been through the hells and back. Which, now that he thought of it, he had. Pity he didn't possessthe
restorative powers of the very young. Hewasonly in histhird decade of life. Right now heit seemed like
five more had been added to that span by the ordedl.

He glanced up at the sun to mark thetime. To his surprise he saw it was barely mid-afternoon. Which
meant only afew hours had passed since they'd left Hantilia's palace. If he had been asked, Safar would
have sworn &t least aweek had gone by. Thiswas very powerful magic, indeed.

Therewas no time to ponder such mysteries. He needed a clear mind for whatever faced them down that
trail. Taking alesson from Palimak, he got himsdlf adrink and something to eat. Except he chosea
pamful of jerky and ahefty dug of winefrom theflask at his hip. Refreshed, he turned Khysmet down
the narrow deer trail.

The path was steep and deeply curved so it wasimpossible for the riders to see very far ahead. Also, the
grove of trees below them was too dense for them to make out what it hid. Skin prickling, eyes shifting
back and forth, Safar guided Khysmet down thetrail.

There was no warning. They came around a bend, the path dipped, and suddenly they were trotting into
the grove. A gentle sun streamed down through the treg, giving thelight aholy cast. A musicd fountain
played in the center of the grove, mist risng from the playing watersto glow in the sunlight. The fountain
itself was a scene out of the Book of Felakia-the goddess revedled in al her beauty as she bathed ina
stream, dipping up a cup of water to pour over her marble tresses.

Other than the life-sized statue of the goddess there were no structuresin the grove, only afew stone
benches set about the fountain. It was the sort of place one might expect to find in atemple
garden--certainly never in the middle of aforbidding wilderness.

Just then Safar spotted someone waiting for them by the fountain. His heart jumped in amazement.

"It's the Queen, father!&€s Palimak blurted. "Queen Hantilial"

The Demon Queen, graceful and roya asever in her flowing red Asper robes, raised aclaw of welcome.
"Grestings, Safar Timura, &€ she said. "'l have waited long for this meeting.”

Safar goggled at her. What in the hells was she talking about? Where was the Oracle? Most important of
al--how did she get here? Meanwhile, the Queen was eyeing him, looking him over asif sheld never seen
him before.

"l didn't know you'd be so handsome, &€+ she said. "For a human, that is.&€+ She turned to Palimak.
"And you, young Paimak Timura,&€s she said in her musical voice, "1 mustn't neglect you. Y ou are quite
handsome as well. Handsomer than your father, if | may be so bold. It'sthe demon in you that makes the
difference”

Safar did out of the saddle. "Pardon me for sounding rude, Mg esty, &€+ he said. "But you're talking
nonsense. And before anything elseissaid, I'd appreciate it greatly if you answered afew questions. To
gart with, could you please explain how in the hells you got here!™

Hantilialaughed. "Be patient, my lord,&€* she said. "And dl will be reveded to the best of my ability.”



She waved at a bench acrossfrom hers. "Come st and rest,&€+ she said. "And take allittle refreshment,
please. Y ou must be hungry and tired after your long journey.&€s Another wave and the small tablein
front of the bench was suddenly filled with plates of delicacies and mugs of drink.

Safar started to object. He wastired of the Queen's constant evasions and pleas for patience. He wanted
answers, by the gods! Safar took half step forward, then paused. For the first time he noticed how
insubstantial Hantiliaseemed to be. Infact, if he turned his head dightly he could seeright through her to
the other side of the grotto where the trees moved gently in the breeze in a shadow play scenetinted red
by her robes.

"She's not aghodt, father, &€+ Palimak said. "Gundara says sheisn't redl. But Gundaree says she's sort of
real .&€+ He shook his head. "They're not being very helpful today."

"What do you say, Safar Timura?a€s Hantiliasaid, again indicating the bench and the table of food.
"Will you take a chance with me? Y ou've taken so many just to get here, what could be the harm?"

Safar dghed, accepting whatever fate had in store for them. Palimak took thesigh asasigna and
scrambled off Khysmet. They quickly unsaddied the horse and set him free to graze on the tender grasses
fed by the playing fountain.

Assoon asthey sat down in front the table of food they became famished and fdll to. Hantilia sat quietly
while they ate and drank. To Safar's surprise the magica food was ddlicious--in his experience such
things dways tasted like paper forgotten in some musty nook of aold library. There was never any
substance or nourishment to that kind of food--when you finished egting you redized there had been no
medl a al and you were l€eft feding just as empty as before. The drink she provided was equaly as
marvelous. Safar's cup proved to contain anever-ending supply of arich, earthy wine, while Paimak's
was an ever flowing container of what he said was addiciousfruit punch.

When they were done and the world seemed much brighter than before, Hantiliasaid, "Ask your
questions, Safar Timura. I've been waiting for many aday to answer them.”

Safar eyed her. Things were beginning to make aglimmer of sense.
"Y ou're the Oracle of Hadin,&€+ he said--a statement, not a question.

Hantilia chuckled. "What did you expect? Some sort of great, goddess-like figure descending from the
heavens? If so, | fear you must be very much disappointed. To begin with, if you are astudent of Asper,
you'l redize there are no gods or goddesses about. They're dl adeep, you know. Slumbering away in
their celestid beds while theworld isturned to ashes."

"I'll try again,&€* Safar said. "Areyou the Oracle | seek?'

Hantilia shrugged. "I'll have to do,&€ she said. "The origina Oracleis... dead, isn't quite the word for
such abeing. Dissolved, | suppose, is more descriptive. However you put it, she was destroyed when the
Cauziansfailed to halt the machine.&€« She touched claw to breast. "I am her replacement, so to

Palimak snorted. "Why didn't you just say so right away?&€+ he piped up.

"Good question, son,&€s Safar said. Then to Hantilia, "Do you have an answver?”'

"A dampleone, actually,&€e shereplied. "If I'd have spoken then it would have ruined the spell.”
"What spell?a€+ Palimak brokein. "I didn't sense any spdll. Neither did Gundara or Gundaree."



"That, my deares, is because the spell was cast after you |eft the palace &€+ Hantiliasaid.

Her form suddenly wavered, weakening, until she seemed about to vanish. Then it firmed. Safar saw
moistnessin her degp-set demon eyes.

"Forgive me, &€ she said, wiping away an escaped tear. "But | was thinking of what must have
happened after you departed.”

She paused to compose herself, then said, "The Hantiliayou see before you, as you've no doubt guessed,
isnot aliving creature. | suppose you couldn't call me a creature of any kind, living or otherwise. | am
merdly part of the overal spdll--the Great Sacrifice, iswhat we named it. In redity--if thereissuch a
thing--1 and al my followers are dead.”

Safar and Palimak were rocked by this statement. They aso had no doubt but that it was true. Safar
remembered when they |eft the courtyard Palimak said hefelt sorry for Hantiliaand the others. The boy
must have sensed the tragedy about to unfold.

"It was necessary for usto sacrifice oursalves,é€e Hantiliasaid, "for the fina part of the spell to be cast.
Otherwise there wouldn't have been enough power.”

Safar reflected on their perilousjourney and realized they never would have madeit thisfar without some
outside help. An enormous amount of help, a that, considering the magica snowstorm--which he now
redized had been for their benefit.

"To be frank,&€» the Queen continued, "I'm alittle surprised my people and | had the will to act when
the moment came.&€» She sighed. "At times | wondered if we had al becomeinsandly rdligious, like
those strange cults you hear about in the wilder areas of Esmir.”

"You said before that it began with avision,&€s Safar said. "Of the Lady Felakia appearing before you."

"I lied,&€ Hantiliasaid. "Or at least my other saf lied. | suppose there's not much difference. I'm truly
sorry, but it was the easiest way to avoid uncomfortable questions | was forbidden to answer.”

"Then what is the truth, Mgjesty?a€s Safar asked.
Hantiliaindicated alarge stone at Safar's feet. "Lift up the rock,&€ she said.

He did as she directed and the stone came up like alid. Beneath the stone, in abrick-lined hollow, was a
packet wrapped in ail cloth.

Safar fumbled the package open, gasping when saw what it contained--an old, leather bound book
emblazoned with the sgn of Asper.

Heleafed through the book with numb fingers. It was amuch larger and fuller version of the battered little
volume held carried with him for so many years. Like the other, it was annotated in the master wizard's
hand.

An even greater surprise awaited him in what Hantilia said next.

"I am kin to Lord Asper,&€+ she announced. "A direct descendant, to be exact. His great, great--oh, |
can't count how many greats you'd put before it--granddaughter. That book has been in my family for
many centuries. It was handed down with specific ingtructions for its use when a certain day came--the
doom Lord Asper predicted for the world. It was my misfortune to be the one chosen by the Fatesto
carry thoseingructions out.”



Safar frowned--he believed her, but some of what she said didn't quite make sense. "How could Asper
know of me?&€s he asked. "I'm more than aware that he was wise and far seeing--but what you are
gpesking of would require so much specific knowledge of the futureit defiesimagination.”

"Oh, your nameisn't in the book, my dear Safar,&€» Hantiliasaid. " Although if you read deeply you'l
see he predicted someone very much likeyou.”

She chuckled. "However, | think he beieved you would be ademon like him. Regardless, you're getting
thewrong idea. There are no detailsin the book on exactly what to do when doomsday comes. Asyou
said, how could he predict al the events that have occurred? However, there isaspell in the book we
wereingructed to perform when trouble began.

"When | cast the spdll, | wasimmediately stricken with aterrible malady.&€» She shuddered at the
memory. "l was unable to move from my bed for many weeks and the whole time | suffered the most
horrible visions. It'sawonder | wasn't driven insane. In fact, until you rode into the grotto just now |
wasn't certain if perhaps | wasinsane. Anyway, when | recovered | knew exactly what to do--up to and
including the Spell of the Great Sacrifice, which was the most important and frightening requirement. |
don't know how this knowledge was passed on to me. The point is, the knowledge wasthereand | felt
obliged to act on the plan.”

She hesitated, then said, " Strange as it may seem, astime went by and different things happened, |
suddenly knew what | had to do next.”

Hantiliasmiled wryly. "The gppearance of the Lady Felakiawas my ownidea. Actudly, when | wasill |
did see her in my dreams. She was one of the nicer visonary beingsto visit me. | built on that dream to
convince my followers of the rightness of the cause. A lie, to be sure. Onel'm quite ashamed of and my
red sdf isprobably suffering in the hellsright now for that sn. And rightly so. But | had to turn my
followersinto zedlots. For who else but a zealot would agree to shoulder the blame for the sins of all
human and demonkind--and then commit mass suicide as penance?"

Safar thought of how held manipulated his own people to what he believed was for the overdl good. He
hadn't asked them to commit suicide ... although perhaps he had. Look at the Situation they were dl
in--trapped in the Black Lands with Irgj ready to pounce at any moment. The odds were so short it was
agrimjoketo cdl it anything ese but suicide. Even worse, he wasn't done with hiskinsmen yet. If they
survived thistest held have to ask even more from them.

"I see from thelook on your face, Safar Timura, &€ Hantiliasaid, "that you have some ... experience,
shdl | say ... in matters of manipulation to achieve your own ends."

"That | do, Magjesty, &€ Safar said fervently. "That | do.&€» He collected himsdlf, then said, "I assume
youwere ... uh ... created by your ... uh ... living salf, correct?

"There'sno need to spare my fedings, Safar,&€+ Hantiliasaid. "The real me no longer exists. And this
image you see before you will vanish in ashort while. But, to answer your question--Y es. She created
me. | was placed hereto await your arrival. The Great Sacrifice, you see, could only be performed in
Cauz. Away from the machine and the Black Lands. Part of the spell'sintent was to open a porta
between the Black Lands to the shores of Caspan, where | wasto greet you and instruct you further.”

"When | first met your crestor,&€» Safar said, "shetold meit was vital that | destroy the machine
somehow. Wasthat true, or only anecessary lie?!

"It was partly true, &€+ Hantiliasaid. "I don't know what was going through my red self'smind, sincel
wasn't there. But | suspect | told you that was my desire so you would think | had a selfish, and therefore



believable, motivefor my actions. After dl, if | had told you | planned amass suicideto assist you |
doubt if you would have listened much further.”

Safar grimaced. That was certainly the truth!

"However, it isno prevarication that the machine presents a dire threat,&€+ Hantilia continued.
"Regionaly speaking, of course, snce what happensto Esmir is happening everywhere el se. From what
I've been able to determine the machine is an open wound between Hadin and Esmir. If it isn't stopped,
Esmir will ceaseto exist in not many years.™

"Andif itis Sopped?"

"Another decade or so will be added to Esmir's span.&€« The Queen frowned. "But it won't do more
than delay the inevitable. Unless you can find a solution to the disaster destroying thisworld, thet is.
Frankly, I have grave doubts you can succeed. When you study the book | gave you, you'll see that my
ancestor, Lord Asper, had the same doubts.

"There's a chance to save theworld. But avery dim one, indeed.”

She gave another of her egant shrugs. "Destroy the machine, or don't destroy it. That's up to you. You
will most certainly have the power to attempt it, thanks to the Spell of The Great Sacrifice.”

Pdimak fidgeted on the bench. He was getting restless and a bit bored with al thistalk of things that
happened in the past. He was here for the future!

"When do we get to the Oracle part?a€s he asked. "Y ou know, when you tell us what to do to get to
Syrepis?’

Hantiliasmiled. "Would now be soon enough?&€s she asked.

Palimak nodded. "Maybe wed better,&€+ he said. "Gundara and Gundaree say we don't have much
time. I'm sorry everybody is dead and everything. Especidly you. But were not dead and | get the idea
that any minute now you're going to go--poof! And disappear. Forever, probably."

Safar frowned. Although his opinionswere bluntly put, Palimak wasright. Safar could sense the magica
creation that was Hantilia fading in and out--growing a bit weaker with each cycle.

"How do we start?a€e he asked the Queen.

She nodded at the book he held in hishands. "Give it to the boy and let him open it, &€ she said.
SAfar did as she asked. Pdimak held the book gingerly, alittle nervous.

"Go ahead, &€+ Hantiliagently urged. "Open it, my dear.”

"Which page?'

"L et the book decide &« was Hantilia's only reply.

Paimak's brow wrinkled in puzzlement. "I'm not sure | understand,&€» he said.

"Just open the book, dear one, and you'll see.”

Paimak took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. But being a child he went at the task perversdly,
carefully choosing a point about athird of the way through the book. He tried to pull it apart, but the



pages stuck together and the book insisted on parting in the center.

The boy peered closely at the pages, expecting amiracle, but seeing nothing but afew poems.
"What do | do now?&€« he asked.

"Read one of the poems,&€+ Hantilia answered.

He looked back down at the book, trying to choose, but the words seem to skitter across the pages.

Hantilia sensed his difficulty. "Don't try to pick one,&€» she advised. "Just open your mind to dll
possibilities”

Pdimak squirmed, impatient, wanting to tell her thiswas stupid. For not the first time, he wondered why
witches and wizards didn't spesk plainly. They dways used such funny wordsthat didn't redly mean
anything when he thought about them later. Like Hantilia saying he should "open hismind to dl
possibilities.&€» How do you open amind? It's closed up in your head, for goodness sakes. And asfor
"dl possbilities, &€ that wasjust plain slly. It didn't describe anything. Or maybe it was the other way
around. Maybe it described Everything. Was that what she meant?

Suddenly, to his amazement, words took form and a poem practically legpt from the page.
"Thisisgreat! &€« he exclamed. "What do | do next?'

"Read to us,&€» the Queen said. And so he did, chanting:

"The Gods are uneasy in their sleep.
They dream of wolves among the sheep.
Brothersin greed, kin to hate,
Wolves bar the path to Hadin's gates.”

As Palimak spoke the last words, red smoke whooshed up and he reflexively jerked his head back in
dam.

"It'sdl right, Little Master,&€+» Gundara whispered. "It won't hurt you."

Pdimak nodded and sat quite till, watching the smoke curling up like asnake. Then lipsformed in the
smoke--full lips parting in awoman's seductive smile.

Safar ingtantly recognized that smile. Hed first seen it asaboy, except Irg) had been with him then. He
leaned closer asthe lips opened to speak. Safar heard awoman's voice say:

"Thereisa vell through which no sage can see. For thereisno lamp to light the fates. Yet know
that in the place where the heavens meet the hells--good and evil, foul and fair, life and death, are
all coins of the same value. Spend them wisely, seekers, or spend them foolishly, it makes no
difference to the sleeping gods. But do not hesitate, do not stray from your path. And remember
above all things--what two began, three must complete.”

The smoke vanished and the book snapped shut.
Safar looked up at Palimak, expecting to see wonderment on hisface. Instead, the boy was sneering.

"If | ever make one of those things,&€+ he announced, "1'm going to figure out how to makeit talk so
people can understand what it means.”

Serious as the moment was, Safar couldn't help but laugh. "If you ever do, son, &€« he said, "you'll have



witches and wizards with fistsfull of gold lined up for milesto buy one minute of your oracleéstime.”

"Maybe, &€+ Palimak said absently. Then his eyes brightened. He started to say more, but Safar made a
sgnd and he stopped, looking over at Hantilia

To the boy's surprise her form had faded so much that she was nearly a shadow. In afew moments she
would be gone.

"I have one other thing to tell you before | go, Safar Timura,&€e she said.
"Go on, please, dear lady,&€+ Safar said.

"You will need shipsto sail to Syrapis,é€s she said. "So you must travel to Caspan next. Thereisa
friend waiting for you there who can help.

"But do it immediately. Haste is of prime importance. | can't Stressthat too much.

"Y ou have three days at the most to make your arrangements and return to Cauz for your people. The
portal will be closed after that.”

"Who isthis man?a€s Safar asked.
"He's called Coralean,&€e she said.
Safar reacted, surprised. But before he could ask more, the Queen turned to Palimak.

"Answer me quickly, dear one,&€» she said. "'l havelittletimeleft. Back at the paace ... Did my
tempord presencetell you about your mother?!

"Y es, &€ Palimak said, trembling.
Hantilia smiled. "Good,&€» she said. "Good."
Sheraised ahand of farewell, bardly vigble now.

"Wait! &€ Safar shouted. Hantilias form steadied. "What about the lady? The Spirit Rider who led us
here? Who is she?'

"Lady?a€s Hantiliasaid, eyeswidening in surprise. "I know of no lady.”

And then she was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
CORALEAN'SBARGAIN

As beautiful as Caspan had seemed from adistance, up closeit wasahorror. It waslate afternoon when
they reached the city. Plague bells were talling and there was an awful stench of degth rising from the
great ditch encircling the city'swalls--a sure Sign even routine burials had been abandoned. The gates
were wide open and people with the wild looks of refugees were streaming out, their belongings piled
onto carts or on their backs. The walls, which had appeared so prigtine white from the hills, were afilthy
gray, marked further by crumbling stone and breaks in the wall dueto civic neglect.

Palimak shuddered. "Do we have to go in there, father?a€e he asked.

"No, thank the gods,&€+ Safar said. "Coralean never liked city life. Too many people spying on you
from dleys, ishow heputsit."



They traveled afew miles more until they came upon amagnificent villabuilt on ahill that overlooked a
graceful bay. In the dying sunlight Safar could see scores of white sails sitting off the coast and heidly
wondered why so many ships were anchored in the same place.

Asthey approached the villas gates--closed and barred against the coming night--Palimak suddenly said,
“Look out, father!"

Before he could react a hard voice rang out from behind them. "Hold, stranger!”

Startled as he was, Safar knew better than to whirl around to see who was challenging them. Hereined
Khysmet in and sat quite till, whispering to Palimak that he shouldn't move amuscle. He heard heavy
boots moving toward them, estimating by the sound that he was being confronted by &t least half-a-dozen
men.

Then three heavily armed thugs came into view, sidling up on either side. A crop-eared man grabbed
Khysmet's reins while the others spread out, crosshows cocked and ready. Behind them, Safar could
hear the other men cock their bows.

The scar-faced thug spoke to the others. "If the bastard moves, kill him! Don't wait for orders.”
"What about the boy?&€« one of the men asked.
Crop Ear shrugged. "Kill him too."

Then heturned to Safar. "Tak,&€+ he commanded. "And you'd better make it good. We've got some
graves down the bottom of the hill dug specidly for liars."

Safar grinned down at the man. "It sureis good to see your ugly face again, Gitter,&€» he said. "And |
notice you still have one ear |€eft. Y ou're either a better thief than you used to be, or you've made good
your promiseto end your evil ways."

Gitter jerked back. Then he peered closer at Safar, an ugly smile dowly spreading across hisface as
recognition dawned.

"Ease off, lads,&€« he ordered the men. "And, you, Hasin, run and tell the master Lord Timuras come
foravigt."

* k x %

"l once believed that Coralean was the luckiest man in the whole history of Esmir, &€ the caravan
master rumbled. "1 thought that when the gods coined luck they must have kept back the fattest purse for
Cordean'sgloriousarivad to thisworld."

Heraised acrysta goblet in toast. "But now | know that 1, Coraean, who has prided himsalf these many
yearsfor not only being lucky, but aso on being rarely wrong in hisjudgment, was most grievoudy in
error. Y ou, my friend--not Coralean--won the fattest purse of dl."

Safar clinked goblets with him. "Thank you for the words of hope, &€ he said, "but | fear that when it
comesto luck ... I'm down to my last few coppers of the tuff.”

They weretaking their easein Coradean's spacious study, which sat atop a specialy built garden tower
looking down on the bay. It was night. From the huge window Safar could see aforest of ships lights

playing on the waters. It was a peaceful scene, an idyllic scene, marred only by the face of the Demon

Moon peering through a high cloud cover.



Both he and Palimak were bruised from the big man's hearty embraces of welcome. Coralean had then
ordered hiswivesto see hisvisitors were fed, bathed and massaged with soothing oils. Palimak had fallen
adeep during his massage. Now he was peacefully dumbering in a soft bed with silken sheetsand
perfumed pillows--the finest bed held known since he was ababe in Nerisa's luxurious care.

Cordean refilled Safar's goblet, then topped off hisown. "I must confess| had grave doubts this meeting
would ever occur. Infact, if | had any worthy competitors left, | would have suspected them of
concocting awild plot to diminish Cordean's hard-earned fortunes. Consider, my friend. A fellow in red
robes and fiendish eyes shows up a my gates with news of your imminent arrival. It had been so long
sncel had heard anything of you, | thought you dead.”

"Weve been stranded in the Black Landsfor quite awhile, &€ Safar said.

"So you'vetold me. That dso explainswhy I've heard nothing about Irg Protarus progress. It was asif
hiswhole army had disappeared from the face of Esmir while hunting you. An impossibility, of course.
Which gave Coralean hope that Safar Timurastill survived. Otherwise our good king would be marching
through these sreets at this very minute, proclaiming victory over the evil Lord Timura."

"Which iswhy you listened to Hantilia's courier,&€s Safar said. " Otherwise, Gitter would have planted
himinyour little garden of liars a the bottom of the hill."

Coraean grimaced. "What aworld welive in, my friend, where a gentle man--aman who isloathe to kill
aflea, whoiis, after dl, only going about his honest purpose--could be forced to condone such deeds.”

Safar buried asmile. Coralean was not acasually brutal man, but he had not made his greet fortune by
avoiding bloodshed. Many anew caravan track had been opened by Coralean over the years--dll
well-marked by the heads of bandits--and other enemies--stuck up on posts.

"But to return to our wild-eyed stranger in red,&€+ Coradean said. "He was not aman | would normally
take serioudy. | would have given him afew coins and sent him on his madman way. However, when he
presented me with abag of gold--agift from his queen, he said--well, | felt obliged to listen. I'd never
heard of this Queen Hantilia, but the payment was so unnecessarily large | thought only royalty could be
that foolish. | think the crownsthey wear are to blame. They squeeze their heads o tightly therésno
room for common business sense.”

Safar chuckled. Then, "I ill find it amazing you believed him. If someone--evenif it were the royd
personage herself--told me that afellow hunted in every corner of Esmir would show up a my door,
dragging athousand people behind him, I'd have declared them insaneto their face and called in aguard
to escort them from my presence.”

Coraean stroked hisbeard. "Isit really athousand, Safar?a€s he asked. "Y ou really did manage to
carry away your entirevillage? All of Kyrania? Without fatdities?'

Safar'sface darkened. "I wish | could say no one died,&€» hereplied. "I'm to blame for many desthsin
this mad contest I've been caught up in with Irg. Besides war dead, many old people, who should have
been gitting at home spoiling their grandchildren, have given up the ghost before their time.&€» Then he
smiled. "But theres ill at least athousand of us,&€e he said. "More, | suspect, than when we started
because so many of our women have given birth on thetrail "

The old caravan master eyed him, considering. Then he nodded. "Now | understand why you never
claimed credit for saving my life, &€ he said. "Y ou let Irg) take the greatest share of the glory. This
puzzled me at the time, because | suspected what you had done but was loathe to embarrass you by
asking for an explanation.”



Safar blinked, seeing the mental image of ayoung Irg leaping on the demon's back to rescue Coralean
from certain degth.

"It was Irgj who saved you,&€» he objected. "Not me. No matter what has happened since you can't
deny that he was once ahero.”

"Thisistrue, my friend,&€* Coralean said. "Irgj was ... and is ... abrave man. And | think that once he
had good in his heart. Cordean isthe most ambitious of men and he truly understands how ambition,
however well meant in the beginning, can turn the most charitable men into devils. So understand, | was
not dighting that particular deed. However, we still would al have falen to those demon banditsif an
avaanche had not suddenly, miraculoudy, swept that band of fiends back into the hells they came from.”

Heoiled histhroat with asip from hisgoblet. "Cordean isabeliever in many things. In repose, with his
wives begging hisfavors, heis quite aromantic fellow.&€+ He snorted, sounding likeabull. "But | am
aways suspicious of coincidence. Y ou must admit, Safar, that the avalanche was too convenient to be
marked up to coincidence. Then | didn't know, athough | suspected, that you were awizard. Now you
are dternately cursed and hailed asthe greatest wizard in al Esmir. So confess, my friend. It wasyou
who caused the avdlanche, wasit not? It was you who ultimately spared my wivesthe awful grief of
losing their dear, sweet Cordean.”

Safar grinned, mischievous. "I'll never tell &€+ he said. "Wasit chance, or wasit purpose? Come now,
Cordean. You'd never expect awizard to reveadl something like that!"

Cordean dapped histhigh. "Well said,&€+ he rumbled. ™Y ou should have been king instead of Irgj. With
me to advise you, we would have built the grandest fortune the world has ever seen.”

Safar turned serious. "Thrones or fortunes,&€» he said, "mean nothing in these times. Perhaps they never
did. Perhapsthey never will. It's usdlessto speculate.”

Cordean shrugged. " Speculation is my nature, &€ he said. " Speculation is the sole reason | not only
listened to the red robed one, but waited many days after my planned departure from Caspan to seeif
what he said wastrue."

He pointed to the bobbing ship lights. "I even hired ships on the doubtful word of an insane messenger,
who claimed to speak for an unseen queen whose name had somehow escaped Coralean's notice.”

Cordean paused to empty hisgoblet. "I told you | thought you lucky. Luckier even than Coralean. You
areasowise. Not aswiseas| am, to be sure, but that would be an impossibility.&€+ He tapped his
head. "No, inwisdom | am your superior. Just as| am every man's superior when it comesto the art of
pleasing women. Strong brain, strong loins, those are things that make Cordean, Cordean.”

"I'll grant you both with no argument, &€+ Safar said. "Especially wisdom. Who e se but Coralean would
be cd culating enough to remain Irg's confident, but <till place awager on hisworst enemy?”

Cordean grinned. "Only aportion of it was due to calculation,&€ he said. "The rest was because of my
deep fedings of friendship towardsyou.”

"And my luck."
Coraean'sgrin widened. "And your luck. Especidly your luck."

Safar nodded at the ships sitting offshore. "What happens when Irgj finds out what you've done?a€s he
asked.



The caravan master grimaced. " Coralean has no intention of lingering in Caspan long enough to redize the
depths of Irg Protarus wrath. My origind intention was to seek retirement asfar away as my gold would
take me. My thinking was, once Irg) caught you he would start looking at men like me with suspicious
eyes. And that would be my end. Once that decision was made, | didn't know whereto run. Either Irg
would eventudly find me, or | would die atrivid but agonizing degth in the chaos that has afflicted Esmir."”

Safar laughed. "Now | understand,&€» he said. "Y ou couldn't flee Esmir, because no one redlly knows
what lies beyond the Great Sea.”

"Except for you,&€ Coralean said. "One of the things that madman told me wasthat you had agoa. A
peaceful idand you knew of far across the sea.”

"Syrapis, &€ Safar said.
"Yes,& Coralean said. "Syrapis. | like the sound of it. A good place for business."
"You redly are casting the dice, my friend,&€+ Safar said. "Things must be desperate for you."

"Desperate enough,&€+ Coraean replied, "to consider things that go against my generous nature. A
lesser man than | might threaten to deny you passage on those shipsif you did not agreeto carry him
away from this cursed place.”

"l have no objection to your company,&€e Safar said. "In fact, | welcomeit.”

Coraean refilled both their goblets. "Good, it's settled then. A nice bargain for both of us, with each
thinking he got the better of the other, but not too much to injure friendship.”

Safar started to speak, then heditated, thinking. Finaly he shrugged and dug an old map from his pocket.

"Y ou gave me maps once, &€+ he said. "They saved my life and the lives of my people. Now, let me
return thefavor.”

He unrolled the map, copied in his flowing hand from the Book of Asper. It showed the Great Seafrom
Caspan, to alargeidand many miles away.

Coralean studied it with an expert eye. "Y es, &€ he said. "'l see how to go."
Safar rolled the map up and handed it to him. "Here, &€ he said. "Takeit."

The caravan master was so surprised by this gesture that his mouth fell open and for amoment he looked
like ahuge, bearded fish.

Hisjaws snapped shut. " Surdly you have another.”

"No, that's the only copy,&€e Safar said. | have three days to accomplish what | have to do. If you
don't see me by then, sail without us.”

Coraean grinned. "How do you know I'll wait?&€e he asked. "Coralean isaman of hisword, but
sometimes urgent business forces aman of industry and ambition to make regretful decisons.”

Safar looked at him, measuring. Then he nodded. "Y ou'll wait, &€ he said, flat.

"I supposeif | don't,&€s Cordean pressed, "you will cast somewizardly spell of misfortune upon me,
correct?’



Safar chuckled. "Another sort of question no wizard will ever answer, my friend,&€» he said. "But let me
tell youthis. If 1 do, your wiveswill be thefirst to noticel”

The caravan master roared laughter, legping to hisfeet to drag Safar from his chair for another tortuous
embrace of Coraean friendship.

"What aman you are, Safar Timural & he cried. "What aman!”
Then he broke away to refill their goblets.

"More drink, Safar,&€ he said. "More drink. It's the only honorable way to seal a bargain between such
like-minded brothers.

"To Syrapisl &€ he shouted, raising hisglass.
"To SyrapisléEs Safar replied. "And may we live long enough to seeit!”

CHAPTER THIRTY
THE FACE OF MURDER

Lukawas afighting prince. Born of rape and murder, teethed on stedl, he had carried hisfather's royal
banner into scores of crucia encounters. Under Irg), he had seen warfare on an even greater scale. When
it cameto the shedding of blood and the taking of life, Lukafirmly believed he had seenit al. But when
heled his shock troopsinto the Caluzian Pass dl his previous experiences seemed like nothing.

The road through the pass was treacherous. The storm had left athick blanket of snow initswake, hiding
the pits and broken rubble, turning them into traps for the unwary. Overhead, athreatening sky boiled
with cloudsthat cast everything into intermittent shadows, making travel harder till. Even the demon
steeds with their fierce natures and huge cat claws were sorely tested. Several suffered broken limbs and
had to be destroyed before they'd progressed beyond the second bend.

Lukathought he knew what to expect. Fari's vision had given him agood look at the enemy he would
face. Powerful spells had been cast to sheath their weapons so they would cut through ghostly flesh and
parry ghostly thrusts. Even so, he was not prepared when the horde of warriors rose up to confront him.

The battle for the Caluzian Passwas to consist of three waves, of which Luka's was easily the most
dangerous. He wasto lead a shock force composed of his best cavaryfiends. Hismisson wasto charge
through and break the enemy formation. Under no circumstances was he to engagein fixed fighting or
worry about what was happening behind his back. He was to charge and keep charging, leaving the next
two waves of troopsto ded with whatever was happening behind him. Not only that, but he must
maintain his demon form to inspire his soldiers, thereby abandoning the extramagica powersand
strength of ashape changer. In short, if the dightest thing went wrong he would be thefirst to fall.

Skilled as he was, brave as he was, Luka had no love of battle. Asaprince his death was always
ardently sought--on both sides. The enemy wanted his head as atrophy of their prowess. And in hisown
court so many would gain from his nation that he had to be congtantly on lookout for aknifein his
back from one of hisown soldiers. So he despised battles. Distrusted the motives of those who sent him
tofight.

Killing, hefirmly believed, was adish to be enjoyed in private. It was like torturing an animal bound for
the table--the greater the entreg's agony, the tastier the dish. In other words, the fear and pain should be
confined to the victim with no danger to the chef.



Lukawas thinking of such things when he entered the pass and so he shouldn't have been surprised when
he was gtricken by a sudden fedling that he'd entered a kitchen where he was set to be the main course.
Never mind that Fari had warned him--and armed him--against the spells of fear and hopel essnessthe
enemy was sure to employ againgt him. A vision legped into his mind's eye of ademon bound to a spit
dowly rotating over adow fire-twisting and screaming and begging his tormentors to end the agony with
aswift and merciful desth. The demon was Luka

The prince might have been overcome there, the battle lost before it had even begun. But the moans and
walls of hisbrother warriors jolted him to his senses. Cursing himsdf asafool and acoward, he cast
Fari's spell. There was nothing to mark one moment from the next. No fiery blast, no sorcerous smoke,
only an immediate fedling of heavy shacklesfadling awvay--and then he wasfree.

His demon brothers shouted gleefully, asif they'd already won agreat victory. Jokes and laughter ran
through the ranks, punctuated by loud boasts from young warriors about what they'd do to the enemy
when they found him. Lukawas too experienced to be drawn in. He had no doubt this would be only the
firgt of many spdlshurled againgt them. And if his opponent waswily he would be saving the worst for
last.

A dedicated survivor, Lukagranted extreme cunning to his enemy. But he couldn't pause or turn back to
study the extent of hisenemy's perfidy. In such circumstances a prudent soldier, asoldier loath to have
his fangs plucked from hislifeless jawsto make anecklace for some tavern wench, knows he has only
one recourse--madness.

Luka signaed his buglersto sound the attack, unsheathed his sword, and raised it high--desperately
driving away the memory of the human, Vider, inidentica circumstances. Digging deep for dl the
courage, al the blind battle lust he could mugter.

"For the King! &€* he shouted over the blare of the horns.
"For the King!&€e his brothers roared in return.

And with no enemy in Sght they charged.

Intheend, it wasthis act of madnessthat saved him.

As Lukacame around the bend, honor guard lagging severa paces behind him, his mount's claws broke
through the snow's crust into a hidden pit. The beast sumbled, nearly foundering, Luka sawing onits
reins and raking its sdeswith his spursto bring it up. Hissing in catlike fury, the animal's head snaked
around, long fangs bared to punish him. He leaned forward, whacking its senstive nose with the flat of his
blade to remind it who was master and who was dave.

At that moment the air was suddenly filled with the deadly song of the arrow and something passed over
his head. He heard meaty thunks of arrows striking their targets, cries of the wounded, surprised coughs
of those who would never bresthe again.

He came up, raising his shield in timeto deflect a second swarm, cursing Irg for putting himinsuch a
place. Shouting ordersto raly hiswarriors out of the shock of ambush.

It was then that he saw the enemy. Time was knocked from its course and L uka's whole world became a
long and frozen moment. Hundreds upon hundreds of ghostly warriors were marching toward him. There
were no chalenging roars, no shouted insults, no loud chorus of what would be done to them. He heard
none of thewordsthat give anorma army itsvoice. Cursesthat warriors are encouraged to shout when
they advance on their foes. Shouts of bloody purpose crafted by bullying sergeants long ago and passed



down from one generation of soldiersto the next. All calculated to shrink the enemy's courage and
enlarge the imagined prowess of the aggressor.

Luka, who would have ignored such things like afishing hawk ignoreswater when it divesfor itsprey,
was unnerved by their absence. His entire existence was suddenly filled with the image of slent men,
deadly men, marching in measured stepsto crush hislife away. Thethud of their boots, the clank of their
armor, hammering their purpose againg his.

Fari'sfina words of warning crawled to thefore. "Thereis no single heart to this enemy, &€« held said.
"No single head we can lop off to defeat them. Each one will fight until the end. The only way to defeat
themistokill themdl."

Lukaforced himsdlf to ignore the mass of advancing warriors. He fixed on one man--a huge ghost with
hollow eyes and bloody lips--one step ahead of the others.

The demon prince spurred his mount forward, shouting for his soldiersto follow.

He had time for one long breath, then he was on them. The large ghost held aimed for hurled his spear
with such forcethat it broke Lukas shield in two. He threw the shidd away, dashing with his
spell-charged sword. He had a moment's satisfaction of fedling his blade bite through ghostly flesh, seeing
the man fal, mouth coming open to spew blood-red smoke, then he felt the shock of collison ashis
mount crashed into the advancing soldiers. That shock followed another and then another as hisfiends
waded into battle, cutting and jabbing, forcing their way through by the sheer weight of their massed
charge.

Made vulnerable by Fari's Spells, the ghosts no longer had the protection of shadowy afterlife. When they
were struck they died, bloody smoke spurting from their mouths. Even o, they did not die eesily. They
fought with wild but till sllent purpose. Lukakilled many of them, but he saw just as many of hisown
soldiersdieaswell.

For what seemed like an eternity the struggle was stalled at the point of first collison. It seemed that
every ghost who died wasimmediately replaced by another. Lukafelt asif he were pressing againgt a
hugewall. And no matter how hard he fought, the wall would not give.

Just when he thought al was hopeless, he sensed a sudden weakening. He pressed harder, driving his
mount againgt the armored mass, crying out for othersto join him.

Then the line broke and L uka burst through the first formation. A moment later he was surrounded by his
own soldiers who were streaming through the gap.

Luka had enough time to see a second force--mighty as the first--coming toward him.
He charged, once again bracing for the shock of collison.

Then blood lust overcame him and he knew no more.

* * % %
Biner turned away from the scene bel ow, sickened by the daughter.
"| can't watch anymore,&€» he said to Arlain. "Got nothin' left in me guts to heave.”

Hidden by the magica cloud cover, the baloon was hovering over the Cauzian Pass spying on Irg'sfight
to takeit.



"Poor devils, &€ Biner said. "Dyin’ once seems hard enough. But twice! &€ He shuddered. "Makes me
skin crawl even thinkin' about it, much less havin' to watch! It's moren a sendtive showman like mesdlf
cantake."

Arlain stcood well away from therailing, trembling, tears streaming down her face. She hadn't been able to
wach at al.

"Ith it over yet?&€e she asked.

Biner nodded. "Almogt,&€ he said. "For awhile | was hopin' them Guardians wouldn't break. But they
did. And then old Protarus hit 'em twice more. Mos awful thing | ever did see--or ever hopeto see.
Protarus fiends are down there now finishin' off what'sleft.”

"Pleathl &€+ Arlain protested. "Don't tell me anymore. All | think of ith what'th going to happen if thoth
awful tholdierth catch uth."

Biner squared his massive shoulders. "They won't!&€e he vowed. "Not if old Biner can helpit.”
"If only Thafar would get back,&€+ Arlain said.

"Never mind Safar,&€ Biner said. "He's either gonnamake it or he ain't. We have to be ready either
way."

"Maybe they won't find the gate into the valley,&€+ Arlain said hopefully. "Maybe they'll mith it and jutht
kesp on going.”

Biner snorted. "Sure, &€« he said. "And smoke don't rise, the wind don't change, and if you dump the
baloonsthe arshipll just keep on flyin'™"

* * * %

King Protarus was agitated as he approached the group gathered around Lord Fari. From the angry tone
of the voices he heard echoing across the gory snow, the king was riding into the middle of adebate. It
was an argument so hested the participants didn't notice theimminent arrival of theroyd party.

Irg pulled up his horse, raising ahand to bring his aides and guards to a hat. Pushing aside the reason for
his agitation, heleaned forward, ligtening.

"Thisisinsanity, Fari!&€s Lukawasraging. "Y ou're holding up the entire godsdamned army with al your
second-guessng.”

"l must agree with Prince Luka,&€» Kalasariz said. "Theres atimefor caution and atimeto strike
onward."

Then their voices dropped to more normd levelsand Irg) couldn't hear what was said. He let the
shape-changer's side of him come to the fore, snout erupting, bones cracking and shifting horribly,
forming the head of agiant wolf Stting on a human body. There were involuntary gasps of terror from his
men and he snarled for sllence.

With his heightened senses he could hear their words with startling clarity.

"How many timesmust | repeat mysalf &€ Fari was raging, "before you two fools understand what | am
trying to tell you. Lord Timurastrail ends here. It does not continue on through the pass.”

"Something must be wrong with your sniffers, Fari,&€e Lukasaid. "And as aways you are too stuffed



with pride to admit it when your magic failsyou. I'm the one who ismogt & risk here. I'm the one who
nearly died | don't know how many timestoday. | am the one most likely to die asaresult of your pride.
But never mind that. The point is, thishalt you ordered isnot only likely to result in many unnecessary
casudties, but also endangers the entire expedition. The longer we wait to clear the rest of the pass, the
more time we give the enemy to regroup.”

"And for Safar Timurato escape, &€ Kalasariz put in. "Which isfar more important. | guarantee you
that if we bring him to ground, Protarus won't care how many of our soldiers liveswere wasted.”

"I warn you both,&€+ Fari said. "If you prevail over me with the king Lord Timura has an extremely
good chance of prevailing over us."

Kdasariz sneered. "Y ou've underestimated thisman dl dong, Fari. Ashaveyou, Luka. | have more
experience with him than either of you. | firgt tried to kill him when he was nothing morethan a
ragged-cloaked student in Waariawith barely enough fundsto pay for the crusts he ate. | even had him
on the executioner's block. On his knees, mind you. His neck bent for the sword. He escaped despite
what any rationa fellow would judge asimpossible odds againgt him. Just as he has escaped us countless
timesever snce

Fari rasped laughter. "What's this?&€« he mocked. "Y ou tried to kill Timura before? During atime when
it wasknown to al hewasthe king's dearest friend. Why, it was my impression that you told the king you
were Timuras secret dly in Wdaria. Y ou repeated that tale when we went to the king with charges that
Timurawas conspiring againg him. A tale you told in the manner of aman who was shocked to learn of

Timuras perfidy."

Kdasariz started to answer, but just then the three sensed Irg's presence. They turned, gaping when they
saw him, burying their reactions as quickly asthey could.

Irg kept hiswolf's head intact for along moment, making sure they'd worry about how much he'd
overhead. The spy master, whose remarks gave him reason to have the most to fear, was thefirst to
recover.

"Hail, O King! &€ Kdasariz cried. "Once again you have inspired usto win agreat victory!"
Fari and Luka shouted similar bold words of praise.

Irag resumed his human shape, flicking the reinsfor his horse to amble forward. He sat easly in the saddle
asif hehadn't acarein theworld, letting a sarcastic smile play across hisface to heighten their tension.
Inside, his emotions were boiling to afroth. There were two more battles he had to win before the day
was done. Firdt, Safar. Next, his spell brothers. To build confidence and bring his emotions under control
he imagined Safar's corpse under his boot while he confronted these three--his final enemies. From this
moment on he had to view everything asasport. A sport in which Irg Protarus, king of kings, had no
measter. With one hand he would display awhip of fear, with the other, abroad pam hesped with the gift
of theking'sfavor.

Aslrg closed the distance between them Fari caught awhiff of the king'sintent--plus ... something else.
Something he couldn't quite put atalon on, except that it did not bode well for him or his companionsin
conspiracy. In hislong life Lord Fari had advised and survived many kings. It was hisambition thet Irg
Protaruswould be thelast roya fool he had to suffer. A master wizard, ademon of incredible cunning,
Fari knew every mask aking could present to hisroya advisers. And in Irgj's face he read his demise.
His old heart bumped over the rocky road of logic. It wasthe Spell of Four that chained Protarusto
them. A spell that he had created and cast. A bond that could be rearranged--with Fari asthe ultimate
mechanic--but not broken. Then suspicion, hismost faithful friend, crept into hisbosom. Theking hasa



secret, hethought. A secret that did not bode well for any of them.

Before Irg) came within hearing distance, Fari whispered, "Beware, brothers! If you want to live, be with
m"

"Bugger youl &€+ Lukawhispered. "We'rein theright. Y ou are most grievoudy wrong."

"Who cares?&€» Kaasariz hissed. The spy master didn't have to reflect on Fari's warning. He too,
sensed danger. "New truce. Quick!™

"And let you be the first to stab me in the back?a€e L ukareplied. "Bugger you aswell!"
"Trust me!&€e Fari urged. "Or all islost!"
"Truce, dammit! Truce! &€+ Kalasariz said.

Irg) rode up before Luka had a chance to answer. On horseback Irg) towered over them, his crown
gparkling with jewd s and rare metals. Shoulders squared, head uplifted, that knowing, scar-twisted smile
playing across hislips, making hisface unreadable.

Theking raised hissword to Lukain salute. "It is you who should be congratulated for thisvictory, my
good and loyal friend,&€* he said. "Y our bravery isan exampleto usal.”

Asthe demon prince bowed in humble thanks the sense of peril became so strong his skin pebbled and
began to itch asif he were about to molt.

"I am not worthy, Y our Mg esty,&€s he murmured.

"Don't be so modest,&€- Irg said. "It isyou and you aone who deserves full credit. And to reward your
great deeds| will give you the honor of leading my army onward to even greater glories.”

Not far away Kaasariz' assassns were roaming the battlefield cutting the throats of the enemy falen with
magicd knives. Making certain no Guardian would never rise again. Luka heard the tdll-tale hiss of
ghodtly life fleeing the tempora world and recons dered.

"Modesty has nothing to do with it, Y our Mgesty,&€ he said. "Thefact is, at thistime it would be
imprudent of me to assume such an honor."

Irg let hiseyebrowsrise asif he were surprised at this statement. "'Is there some problem?”

"Only one of indecision, Your Mgesty, &€+ Lukasaid. He gestured at his companions. "At this moment
we were debating the merits of what to do next.”

Out of the corner of hiseye Luka saw Fari and Kaasariz visibly relax. The truce was on.
"What'sthis?a€s Irg) said. "A disagreement? At such acrucia moment for usall?'

"Only asmall one, Mgesty, &€+ Fari said, wringing claws of humility. "My brothers think we should
continue on until we reach the end of this pass. And, presumably, come upon Lord Timurawaiting for us
in Cauz. 1, on the other hand, believe that some sort of trick has been played on us."

Further down the passthey heard a chorus of frustrated howls from apack of sniffers. Fari nodded
toward the sound. " Safar Timura doesn't wait for usthere, Mgesty,&€» he said. "At least that ismy
opinion. | think wewill only find the machine that has been bedeviling us since we entered the Black
Lands. If | amright, many of uswill die before we have timeto turn back. And once again Lord Timura



will most certainly belaughing up hisdeeve at us as he makes his escape.”

Irg) peered down at Kalasariz. Although he was smiling, his eyes were deadly. "And you, my lord?&€s
he asked. "Where do you stand?'

"With Prince Luka, Mgjesty, &€+ Kalasariz said. He nodded at Fari. "No disrespect intended, of course.
Only an honest disagreement among brothers who wish to serve you well."

Irg aready knew the substance of their disagreement. But he didn't know the reason. He brought himself
up short. There were many perilsin the double-think necessary to this game he played. Above dl things,
Irg reminded himsdlf, you have to remember that Safar must come first. Once that game waswon, the
end of these traitorous bastards would quickly follow. Before he shifted his atention, however, he made
specid note that once again his three opponents had overcome their personal animositiesto oppose him
asone.

Then he had another thought and hisbelly crawled. But what of his dream? The one that had been
bedeviling him when he came upon these deadly conspirators. He gritted histeeth, remembering his
terror. Yes, the dream. A dream within adream so complicated it defied rationa interpretation. And yet
it was the sort of dream aman could rdiveinitsentirety in the blink of an eye.

Irg blinked.
And relived the dream...

* * * %

He was only aboy, too young to be done in the mountains. His name was Tio and he had spent a
degpless night guarding the goat herd against imagined horrors. Now he dept the deep of the exhausted,
the gentle dawn risng over the peaceful Kyranian mountains.

Ira) was awolf, agreat gray wolf, dipping across the meadow, leading his ravenous spell brothersto the
kill. His plan was to day the boy but leave the herd untouched. A coldly ca culated murder intended to
griketerror in the hearts of the Kyranians and underminetheir faith in their vaunted hero, Safar Timura,

During Irg'stime with these people, who in his youth had shielded him againgt his enemies, he'd learned
that wolveskilled goats, not people. So poor little Tio, defenseless Tio, a child who whose death would
wring pity from the hardest of hearts, would be his meet that day. He and his spell brothers would gut
him, ravage him, and when the villagers came to investigate they'd find the goats blegting over the child's
remans

Then Kaasariz howled awarning, "Interlopersl&€s and Irgj spotted Graymuzzle and her starving pack
descending on the goats. His rage was immediate and uncontrollable. How dare these wizened crestures
plot to spail his carefully wrought plan? His pent up shape changer's fury exploded and he charged into
the pack, scattering them. All he could think of was "kill, kill, &€ and so he killed and kept killing until
there was nothing left alive on the meadow except Graymuzzle, trapped against arock outcropping.

But as he went for her, instead of cowering and meekly accepting desth, she suddenly roared in afury as
wild as hisown. Sheleagped at him, davering jaws snapping to do whatever damage she could before she
died. Irg caught an image of pupswhining in acave and knew the reason for her blind, suicidd attack. It
made her death al the more delicious and his spell brothers crowded in close beside him to lap up her
torment.

Ordering the others back, Irg went to the little stone shelter done, eager to feed on the child who waited
there adeep. He rushed into the shelter, every nervefiring in delightful anticipation. Tio bolted up,



screaming in terror, raising his puny goatherder's staff to protect himsdif.
Irg bit the staff in two, then killed the boy.

Suddenly the child was Sitting up again, but thistime instead of screaming, he was smiling, and it wasntt
Tio'sface hewaslooking at. It was Safar's! A young Safar, the Safar held known long ago with those
gentle blue eyesthat could seethe good in him.

Shocked and frightened to his core, Irg reeled back.
Safar said, "So tell me, brother. How do you like being king?a€s And then he laughed.

Irg recovered, more furious than ever, hystericaly so, thinking how can this be, how can thisbe? Safar
gmiled thewholetime hewaskilling him.

But hewouldn't stay dead. He kept rising, calling Irg brother, hislaughter becoming more mocking each
timehedied.

Findly, it was over and the corpse lay ill under his paws and Irg knew it would rise no more.
Exhausted, emptied of all emotion, Irg stared down at the body.
But when he saw the youthful face staring up a him the horror camefull circle.

For the face was his own!

"Magesty?a€e Fari was murmuring. "1s something wrong?'
Irg blinked and he was back in the Caluzian Pass, his spell brotherslooking at him anxioudly.

"No,&€+ he said, shaking off the dream. "There's nothing wrong. | was only considering our
problem.&€+ He turned to Fari. "I've heard dl sides of the dispute, &€ he said. "Save one thing."

"Yes, Majesty?a€ Fari asked.

Irg said, "What do you propose we do? L ukaand Ka asariz say we should continue on through the
pass. Y ou say we shouldn't. But you haven't said what we ought to do instead. We can't just St here
scratching our heads forever in dumb amazement at Safar's latest trick. If, asyou say, itisatrick.”

Fari drew himself up, confidence restored. He said, "Magjesty, if you we allow me two hours--three at the
most--1 think | can solve the riddle of the vanished Lord Timura.é€s He pointed at arock outcropping
bulging from anearby canyon wall. "Histrail endsthere. Our sniffers have searched and double-searched
theareaiin dl directions. But they keep coming back to this point.”

"Go on,&€- Irg) said.

"l suggest,&€+ Fari said, "that | be dlowed to gather my wizards together and make a casting to find out
exactly what happened.”

Irg looked at Lukaand Kaasariz, then back at Fari, thinking. There was good logic on both sides. It
was Irg's nature to favor quick action. But on the other hand--1rg) chopped off further speculation and
made hisdecison. And he said to Fari:

"Cdl your wizardd"



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
THE FIGHT FOR CALUZ

Leriathought the valey was particularly beautiful that day. Blue skies, sweet breezes, joyous birds
swooping over fruited fields and babbling rivers. Looking down on them from the hilltops the city of
Cauz shone under the gentle sun, seemingly full of promise and hope and welcome.

Leriathought of the palace courtyard hegped with al the Caduzian dead and turned away, choking on
bile

The business awaiting her didn't make her fed any better. At the moment she was sitting at asmal camp
table going over last minute arrangements with Khadji Timuraand Sergeant Dario.

"No oneisvery happy about thislatest plan of yours, Leiria, &€ Khadji said. "They want you to
recongder. Some of them are even demanding it.”

Leriasighed, shaking her head. Civilians What could you do with them? They kept imagining orders
were open to debate.

"Tdl them no,&€» she sad.

Khadji frowned. "Y ou redlly ought to at least hear them out,&€» he protested. "Frankly, I'm in agreement
with many of their complaints.”

Leriaseyeshardened. It was al she could do to keep from snapping his head off. Sometimes Safar's
father could be amogt difficult man. Then her lipstwitched with a sudden urgeto smile. And so is Safar,
shethought. And his mother. And hisssters. Hells, dl the Timuras were absol ute mules. Even Palimak
seemed to have caught the disease.

Calmed, she did her best to temper her words. "I don't know how many times we've been over this,
Khadji,&€» she said. "I thought we werein agreement. It might not be the best plan, but it's the only one
that might, just might mind you, give usachance."

"I'm with the Captain, here, &€+ Dario broke in. He nodded at the nearby field where young Kyranian
soldiers were pawing through their gear, kegping some things, but throwing most of it away. "And you
can tdl the knotwits on the Council of Eldersthat so are my lads.”

"Y ou don't understand,&€+ Khadji said. "Weve aready lost our homes and dmost al of our
possessions. All we have left of our old lives are the few things we've managed to carry along in our
wagons. Now you want us not only to abandon them, but to leave the wagons aswell. Plus most of the
animas. Y ou're even begrudging us afew extra clothes.”

"You can't eat clothes, &€ Leiriasaid. "Y ou can't fight with clothes. That's alesson everyone should
have learned by now."

Dario glowered at Khadji. "And you can't egt clay pots, either,&€s he said, "in case that'swhat's redly
stuck in your craw."

Khadji blushed. "I'll admit that was on my mind,&€ he said. "If only | could--"

Leriaput ahand on his. "Listen to me, Khadji,&€» she said. "l promised Safar that if Irg) found us
before he got back 1'd do everything | could to see that as many of you as possible escape. I'm not trying
to be crud or unfeding, but the way I've outlined isthe best | can manage.”

Drawing on her last reserves of patience, she went over the plan one moretime. She'd divided the



Kyraniansinto two groups--those who would fight and those who would run. The latter was by far the
largest group, women and children and those too old or infirm to fight. When and if they got the signdl Al
of those people, led by Khadji who had the maps, were to head for the mountains.

"Aim for those peaks,&€» Leriasaid, pointing at the twin pillars that towered over the range. "With luck,
you'l find atrack there to make things easier. Just make sure the track heads north to the Great Sea.”

Khadji nodded. "There'saport at Caspan,&€» he said. "l saw it on the map."

"Y es, Cagpan,&€+ Leriasaid. "Safar said we might be able to get some shipsthere. And I've given you
the gold he l&ft to hire them to take usto Syrapis.”

"What about Safar?a€» Khadji said mournfully. "What about my son? And little Palimak! What about
him?*

"I think it would be best if you put them out of your mind,&€+ Leiriasaid. "Concentrate on getting to
those peaks. Then set your sights on Caspan. Let the rest of us, including Safar and Palimak, worry
about how were going to catch up to you."

Then she carefully explained the rest of the plan. AsKhadji and the villagersfled, Sergeant Dario and the
bulk of the soldierswould follow in their footsteps as shields.

Meanwhile, Leiriaand asmall force of their best soldierswould attempt to hold Irg at the breakthrough
point for aslong asthey could. When the inevitable rout came the survivors would fal back to join Dario.
The strategy from there would be to fight arear guard action--using every trick Dario and Leiriahad
drummed into the young men to keep Irg from overtaking the refugees.

"Speed isour only red defense, &€« Leriasaid. "Irg taught me the value of speed long ago. That, and
surprise, win more battles than not. When Irg bregks through helll think hisjob isnearly done. In his
mind al hell haveto do is overtake acaravan moving at the speed of the dowest group. Ox-drawn
wagons and heavily laden people on foot. Which iswhy | want to leave dl that behind and fool him at the
gart. Wewon' fool him long, but godswilling it will be just long enough.”

To accomplish this, Leiriahad ordered that everything be abandoned but the barest necessities. Anything
the Kyranians took with them would be loaded on the goats and |lamas and horses, with experienced
mountain ladsto drive them dong. The old and the Sick and the very young would ferried to safety on
horses and camels.

Dario gave asharp nod of agreement when she was done. "A fine plan,&€+ he said. "One of the best
these old ears have ever heard."

Khadji wavered. "Maybe, &€+ he said. "Maybe."
Dario snorted. "No maybeto it,&€« he said. "Quit chewin' on it, man, and swalow."
"I'll do my best to make them listen,&€» Khadji said. "But | can't promise what their reaction will be."

Lerias patience collapsed. "I'll make it easy for you,&€» she said. "From this moment on army ruleswill
aoply to dl stuations.”

Ignoring Khadji's puzzled ook, she turned to Dario.
"Sergeant! &€ she snapped.



Dario diffened. "Yes, Captain.”

"You will tell your men that once the enemy is engaged anyone who disobeys my commandsisto be
killed on the spot. No questions. No excuses. No arguments. And no hesitation. Do you understand?’

Dario buried agrin and snapped asaute. "Y es, Captain,&€s he growled. "And I'll make it my personal
businessthey start with the Council of Elders.”

Khadji goggled at her. Y ou wouldn't really do that! &€ he said.

She gave him the hardest look she could. "I swear on my friendship and love of Safar, your son, thet |
will do everything | say."

Before he could respond there was aloud explosion from overhead. Their headsjerked up and all eyes
wereimmediady fixed on the airship salling over the mountainsinto thevaley. A bright green flare
guttered in itswake. Immediately there was a second explosion as Biner fired off another of Safar's
meagicdl flares.

"Irg hasfound us,&€« Leriasaid, flat. "Now well see who wantsto live and who wantsto die.”

An hour later she was standing next to the outcropping that marked the magic gate into Caluz. A few feet
away Renor and Seth were ingpecting the weapons of the brave few who would make this last stand. Off
in the distance she could see the Kyranians streaming out of the valley asfast asthey could. It wasthe
oddest caravan sheld ever seen. Bleating goats and llamas, light packs tied to their backs, were legping
ahead of the refugees, scrambling over the rocky path that led into the mountains. Old men and women
swayed back and forth on bawling camels, infants clutched in their arms. Just behind them camethemain
group led by Khadiji, followed by Dario and his soldiers, who were cracking whips and roaring for
everyoneto "hurry, hurry, hurry!"

And not once did she see anyone stop to argue. Leiriahad only amoment's satisfaction. Safar would be
pleased. Then she suddenly felt very cold and very aone. Wasthis how she would end? In this
bedamned valey with no oneto care and no one to mourn her passing? A knot rosein her throat and she
suddenly felt very sorry for hersdlf. If only she could see Safar once more. If only they could kissone
find time, she thought, it might al seem worthwhile. Then she became angry with hersdlf for dlowing such
weskness. She swiped at aleaky eye, muttering al the curses at her command, lashing confidence and
resolve back into life. It was difficult. Surprisingly so. Fear scuttled into her belly when sheredlized just
how far and how deep her morale had plummeted.

Then she heard a shout from overhead. Leirialook up and saw the airship settling closer to the ground,
Biner and Arlain and the other circus performers gathered at therail to look down &t her.

"Werewith you, Lerial&e Biner roared in hisloud, pure, ringmaster's voice.

Arlain waved to her, shooting along, gaily colored stream of dragon flames from her mouth. Kairo tipped
his head in sdute, making funny faces. Elgy and Rabix played astirring tune, filling the air and her heart
with glad music.

Then they dl leaned far out over therailing to chorus, "Damn everything but the circug!”
And shewas no longer done.
Laughing and weeping tears of relief, Leiriawaved at them.

At that moment the ground lurched under her feet and the outcropping bulged outward asif under



extreme pressure. Shale broke and Leiria ducked as debris showered down on the path.
Then dl wasdill and dl wasglent.
Her temples pulsed in dow time with the beat of her heart. Once ... Twice... Thrice...

Wolves bayed and she drew her sword, boots spreading apart into fighting stance. Renor and the other
young soldiers gathered around her, their weapons at the ready, cursing loudly to control their chattering
teeth.

Then the outcropping swung away on magica hinges and Leiria peered into the reved ed darkness.
Nothing.

She looked deeper.

Still nothing.

And deeper Hill, nerveswinding tighter, neck muscles cabling with tension, each second awater drop
trembling tofall.

It was dmost ardief when nothingness ended and the yellow-eyed demons scrambled out of the
darknessto get her.

She shouted a challenge and braced hersdlf to meet them.

* * % %

Thistime Biner couldn't turn away. Thistime Arlain made herself watch. They saw the earth shudder,
saw the gate swing open and then Leria's shout reached out to chill them. To fix them on the scene
below. They saw Leriabrace, saw her soldiersflow in to form aline--Leiriaat its center. Suddenly a
demon horde burst out of the gateway, ululating war cries shattering the air.

Then the two lines converged and Leriawas swallowed up in the chaos of battle.

"Now! Now!&€» Arlain cried. "Do it now!"

Shelunged toward apile of crates heaped near therailing. Biner stopped her, gently pulling her back.
"We have to wait,&€ he said. "It's not time for our entrance.”

Arlain heard cries of pain from below and trembled. "We have to help her,&€» she pleaded.

"Not yet,&€ Biner said. Then, to cut through--"Remember how we rehearsed it."

Arlain sagged, overcome by performer'slogic, and turned back to the railing. Whispering the actor's
mantrafor strength: "Character, timing, plot, character, timing plot...&€» and so on asthe tale unfolded
beneath her.

She made hersdf think of it that way. A taleto betold intwo acts. Act One: Thevillains attack. Heroes
fight bravely, but are overwhelmed. Act Two: Heroesretredt, villainsin pursuit, dl seemslost. Cue The
Forces of Good. Which was Arlain's cue, the circus cue--the big It Was All A Clever Trick Surprise.
Villains routed, heroes rewarded, cue the music--Happy Ending, tadal

Arlain watched the horror below, doing avery bad job at keeping her actor's pose, visibly shrinking as
the sights and sounds of battle increased. Awaiting her cue.



* * % %

Leriawas acam center to the storm raging about her. It was place where there was no fear or anger.
No shrill relief when she parried awell-struck blow, no fierce anima enjoyment at dipping aguard and
killing her opponent. Shewas acold, caculating killing machine, ripping through every weak point her
enemy reveded. And there were many. So many weaknesses she could end the fight now with aralying
cry for her men to charge the demons and sedl the gap.

She and Safar had planned for this moment. The doorway between the pass and the valley was no more
than two wagons wide. No matter how large the force Irg) hurled at them only so many could come
through the gap a atime. A handful of determined soldiers would be enough to stop them. The problem
was, this handful could only kill afinite number and with the enormous force opposing them it wasonly a
meatter of time before they were overwhemed. To givethe fleeing villagers any chance a al moretime
and more enemy casuaties were needed.

Leriakept her mind fixed on the plan, an impersona observer of very persond events.

A demon towered over her, roaring in her face. Slicing at her with ahuge battle ax and a the sametime
lashing out with ademon spell of hopel essness--the image of a cowering rabbit about to be carried avay
by an owl.

In theory it was an unequal contest. Demons had Size, speed, and magic over humans. But Leiriawasa
former captain of Irg's persona body guard, trained and blooded in al varieties of encounters--be they
human or be they demon--and so these things meant nothing to her. She was doubly armed that day, as
were adl the Kyranians, with Palimak's necklaces. Which made it even easier to turn back the demon's
spell so that He was the bleating rabbit, and She was the owl.

Whoosh! as the ax swung down.
Shriek! asLeiriasowl froze the demon.
Shack! Shack! and Leria's sword parried the faltering blow.

Then another Whoosh! for her final stroke and then the sounds became very ugly asthe demonfell,
farting and shitting hislast dinner, crying for his mother as Leiria stepped over him to meet the next ax.

On ether Sde of her she heard Renor and Seth hoot with owl-like glee asthey smilarly dedt with their
opponents. The hoot was taken up by the other young men, and they pressed forward, shrilling "hoat,
hoot, hoot,&€» killing and killing until the demon line began to waver.

Leriawas nearly overtaken by their blood lust. She saw hundreds of yellow eyes swirling in the
darkness, howling for blood, hurling cursesto diminish her.

Doit now! shethought. Do it now!

And she sgnded the retrest.

* k% k %

Biner saw the Kyranian line waver, then bresk. Heimmediately shouted ordersto dump the balast and
all hands rushed to the side to drop the sandbags.

Thearship, suddenly relieved of weight, shot upward, climbing high above the battle scene. Clouds
passed under the ship and the figures below became very small. Even so, they il kept their Significance
and Biner felt amailed fist clutch his guts as Leiriamade her dangerous maneuver.



To hisamazement, it seemed to be working. When the Kyraniansfell back it was asif a pent-up flood
had been released and hundreds of demon warriors burst through the gate, svarming down the hillside
after Leiriaand her retresting soldiers. From his vantage point Biner could immediately seethe grave
error the demons had made. The error Leiria had been counting on.

Asthe enemy warriorsrolled down the hill they suddenly found themsdves milling about in asmall
valey--adip in theterrain their officers had no way of knowing abouit. It looked like abowl from the
arship, abowl quickly filling up with confused enemy soldierswho had only oneway to go and that was
graight up the hill to where Leiriastood her ground.

Leriareformed her line and began firing arrows into their ranksto block the advance.
Biner waited until the valley was nearly brimming over with soldiers, then turned to Arlain and the others.

"Showtime folksl &€ he said. " Showtime!”

* * % %

Leriaand her men were down to their last few arrows when the flaming crates and barrels came tumbling
out of the sky.

"Get down! &€ she shouted, and everyone leaped for cover.

Just then thefirst crates struck and the ground was rocked by explosions. More immediately followed, a
fast series of whump! whump! whumps! Leria's whole world suddenly became very smdl as stones and
clods of earth rained over her. Waves of heat followed each blast, searing her back. She hugged the
ground, trying not to listen to the screams of the demons.

* k% k %

Irg) watched his panicked soldiers pour back through the gateway, crushing fallen comrades beneath
their feet in their desperation to escape. His spdll brothers were knotted around his traveling throne,
stunned by the rouit.

"I wouldn't call that agloriousfirgt effort, &€ he said dryly.

"It was merely aprobe, Y our Mgjesty, &€+ Prince Lukasaid, quickly trying to diminish the size of the
defeet. "To fed out the enemy's defenses.”

Irg) sneered at him. "Now we know, &€+ he said. "And the answer does not inspire my confidencein
you."

"Pardon, Mgjesty, &€+ Kaasariz said, "but | don't think we should be too hard on our brave prince. Or
make too much of what just happened. After dl, how many times can Lord Timurawithstand our
assaults?’

"Kaasariz makes an excellent point, Mg esty,&€ Fari said. "Even now our wizards are preparing a spell
that nothing can withstand. Not even Lord Timura."

Their gradually hardening unity disturbed Irgj. He had to get this over with before they discovered what
he was up to. He had to get into that valley immediately. He had to defeat Safar. But he had to do it
quickly so he could cast the spdll that would free him from his spell brothersforever.

"Do it now,&€» he said to Fari. "Get your wizards into that tunnel and do it now."

"But, Mg esty, &€« Fari protested. "We won't be ready for at |east another--"



"Doit, Fari!'&€ Irg thundered. "Do it!"

* k% k %

Leriasurveyed the results of her victory. It was not amoment to savor--the valley had been turned into a
enormous blackened grave, heaped with smoking bodies.

Behind her, she heard Seth and some of the other young men choking on the horror. She glanced up and
saw the airship floating closer to the ground, the circus performers crowded aong therail looking down
on the scene with haunted eyes.

Renor pushed up to her, hisface pale and many years older than before.
"I hope | never have to see such athing again,&€ he said.
Leriagot hersaf under contral. ™Y ou won't,&€« she said. "Because next timeit won't work."

She regretted the remark when she saw Renor's shock. He really hadn't had time to consider what they
dtill faced.

"Wed better get ready, &€ Leriasaid. "I don't know how much time we have."

Just then she heard afamiliar shout. She turned, heart legping with joy when she saw who wasriding to
meet her.

It was Safar!

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
SPELLBOUND

The moment their eyes met Leriathought something waswrong. Safar was smiling, laughing, genuinely
glad to see her, but he seemed withdrawn--asif he were hiding something. Even Palimak was strangdly
subdued, hesitating when she embraced him, then suddenly hugging her tightly asif he were afraid.

Then the soldiers and circus performers were crowding around shouting and babbling nonsense and the
sense of wrongness was swept away in the happy reunion that followed. But the pall of death from the
nearby battleground soon penetrated their happiness--agrim reminder that there wasllittle time for such

things

Safar pulled everyone away, quickly explaining what had to be done next while he led them down to the
field where the airship waited, Straining at its cables.

"We haveto movefast,&€« he said, "before Irg) sticks hisugly head through that hole again.”
Biner forced agrin. "And won't he be surprised when there's not a blessed soul waitin' for him."
Arlain shivered. "Thurprith?&€e she said. "What could thurpritha... a... thing likehim?*

"It's Dario's surprise I'm thinking about,&€* Renor said with asmall laugh. "Imagine hisface when he
seeswe're fill dive. He probably thinks we're dead by now."

There was weak laughter at this, but there was a hard bite of hysteriato it. Safar put everyone to work
stripping the airship of al unnecessary weight so they could board the ship and flee.

The sense of wrongness returned when Safar pulled Leiriaaside.

"Wak with me,&€« he said, taking her elbow and guiding her to a path that twisted down to theriver.



Pdimak walked next to her, till silent and oddly subdued. Khysmet plodded patiently behind, reins
looped over the saddle horn.

Safar told her what had happened--about the distance-collapsing magical portal that waited on the other
Sde of the mountainsto carry them to Caluz, about the ships held hired to take them to Syrapis, and the
agreement hed made with Cordean.

Findly they reached the river bank, where Safar stopped. They were just afew hundred yards
downsiream from the peninsulawhere the Turtle of Hadin churned out its mechanistic magic.

When he stopped Leriaknew what waswrong. Especialy when Palimak clutched her hand.
"Y ou're not coming with us,&€» she said--a statement, not a question.

Safar sighed. "l was getting to that,&€« he said.

"But why, Safar?a€e Leiriacried. "Why!"

"There'sno other way, &€+ he said. "I've dready discussed thiswith Palimak. Ask him. Helll tell
you--much ashedidikesadmitting it."

Palimak's head dropped and he said, low and forlorn, "Father'sright. There's no other way."

"But werefindly dmost free of Irgj! &€ Leriaprotested. "All the villagers--your family, your friends,
everyone--are o far into the mountains now that hell never catch them. In afew minuteswe canjoin
them, thanks to the airship. And then we're off to Syrapiswith no reason ever to look back."

Safar shook hishead. "I have to stop the machine, &€ he said. "If | don't it will be the end of Esmir.”

Leriafdt asif shedd just been clubbed. When she heard Safar's reason she knew there was nothing she
could say or do-—-even if she had atongue that coined only words of silver and athousand yearsto argue
in--that would change hismind.

Still, shehad to try. "To hellswith Esmirl &€« she said. "We were leaving here anyway."

"Y ou don't understand, &€+ Safar said. "Actudly, | didn't myself until after | spoke to Hantiliaand got
Asper's book. Some force--don't ask me what force, | can't yet say--is devouring the world from the
ingdeout. | think of it asavoraciousworm, aparasite, tunneling through the earth's belly looking for the
weakest place whereit can burst through and spread destruction. Hadin was the weakest point, the first
place the worm broke through.”

"And Esmir isnext?a€- Leiriasaid.

Safar nodded. "Yes. At Cauz."

Leriadumped, defeated.

"Don't worry, &€« Safar said, trying to sooth her. "'l have every chance of making it."

"Oh, of courseyou do,&€ Leiriasaid, angry again. "In afew minutes several thousand blood-thirsty
soldierswill be charging into thisvaley--led by four great wolvesfrom the hells. While you're hammering
away a that machine, or whatever you plan to do to disableit. And you'll bethere al by yourself with no
oneto guard your back, or help you."

"Actually,&€» Safar said with athin amile, "'l was planning on asking Irg for help.”



Leriawaved, dismissing the remark. "We don't havetimefor silly jokes, &€ she said.

"It redly isn't ajoke, Aunt Leiria, &€ Palimak brokein. "He hasto have Irg) there or the spell won't
work."

Leriastared at Safar. The more she heard, the worse it became.

"Listento me, Leiria, &€ Safar said. "Weredly don't have as great alead on Irg asyou think. Hell be
in those mountains before the blink of an eye and everything weve done up to this point will be atragic
waste. | can delay him, perhaps even defeat him. Either way it will give my people the chance they need.
When you catch up to them, use the airship to speed things up. All you haveto do is get them to the top
of those mountains. Palimak can show you how to go from there.”

"Please, Safar!&€e Leriasaid. "Give me a chanceto think. Thisis moving too fast and | don't know
whereit'sgoing.”

Safar put an arm around her. " The same place we've planned on from the beginning,&€s he said.
"Syrapis. But only if you do exactly what | tell you. Hear me out, Leiria. Y ou have less than two daysto
get them through the porta before it closes. It shouldn't be too difficult--Palimak and | had no trouble
getting back here. Even so, that's not much time to get to Caspan and meet Coralean.”

"That'sright,&€ Leriasaid, feding numb. "Otherwise hell sail without us.”
"And he'd be insane to do otherwise, &€+ Safar said.

They heard people shouting and turned to see that everyone had boarded the airship and was ready to
go.

"Aren't you even going to say goodbye to them?a€» L eiria asked.
"l wish | could,&€* Safar said, eyes becoming moist. "But they'd only argue with me and thereisn't time.”

Leriasarted to speak, but Safar stepped in, pulling her close. Crushing her to him, kissing her long and
deep. A kissof farewdll. A kissof regret.

Then he pulled away, saying, " See you in Caspan!"
Lerianodded. "All right,&€+ she said. "Caspan.”

Sheturned and started for the airship, walking dowly so Palimak could catch up after held spoken to his
father.

Safar knelt beside the boy. "We've aready talked about this,&€s he said, "so you know what to do."
Palimak rubbed an eye. "Sure | do, father,&€s he said, voice trembling.

"Do you have the book?"

Palimak patted the package in histunic and nodded. "Y es, father,&€ he said.

"And when you get to Caspan,&€e Safar pressed, "what then? What did we agree?”

Palimak dodged the question. "I'm supposed to wait for you,&€e he said.

Safar pressed harder. "Yes, but if it comestimeto sail and | ill haven't shown up--then what?"



Palimak started to cry, but Safar grabbed him by shoulders, stopping him.
"Then what, son?&€+ heinssted. "Then what?"
Pdimak sniffed. "We leave without you,&€s he said.

Only then did Safar pull him close, hugging him and whispering that he loved him and calling him abrave
boy, anoble boy, who could do al the things hisfather asked of him.

Finaly, Safar stood up. "Y ou'd better go, son,&€ he said.

Pdimak straightened his shoulders, trying to look manful. " Goodbye, father,&€ he said.

He dtarted to turn to leave, then stopped. "But what if they don't listen, father?a€s he asked.
"They'll listen,&€» Safar inssted.

"Sure, but what if they don't?"

And Safar answered, hard--"Then make them!"

* * * %

When Irg stepped into the passageway he suddenly became frightened. Attack seemed imminent,
danger adensdly coiled spring ready to snap. He smelled the fear in his spell brothers and knew they
were experiencing the same sudden cold dread. Never mind they were surrounded by a veteran guard of
soldiers and wizards prepared to die to protect them. Never mind the passageway into Caluz had been
declared safe--the enemy driven back.

Thefeding of dread perssted, growing stronger with each step they took down the wide, torch-lit
corridor. Where every wavering shadow seemed an assassin gathering to Strike.

Moments before they had declared victory. The trouble was the victory had cometoo easily. True, Fari
and hiswizards had cast the mightiest of battle spellsto clear the passageway--and beyond. They'd
reamed it with magicd fire, followed up by soul-shriveling spellsno morta could withstand. At the same
time, expecting a counter-assault from Safar, they'd thrown up impenetrable shields designed to turn his
own attack againgt him. Luka had quickly followed up, sending his best fighters rushing behind the spells
to wipe out any force that remained.

Safar's expected counter never came and when the soldiers burst into the light on the other side, there
was no one to meet them, with only the bodies of their own dead for evidence that any fighting had gone
on before. Confident, Irg had brushed aside all doubt and ordered his party forward to finish off Safar.

Now, as he moved toward the light shimmering at the end of the passage, dl those doubts returned--and
in greater strength. He thought, it'simpossible ... Safar couldn't have been defeated so easily. Thena
second fear--what if he were dead? Irg had to catch Safar dive, then kill him with hisown hands or all
his planswould be for naught.

Mind inturmoail, belly roiling with conflicting emotions, Irg burst out of the passageway into dazzling light.
And found--nothing.

Irg blinked in the strong sunlight, struggling to regain his bearingsin the odd beauty of Cauz. All was
serene, dl was peaceful, but no matter where he looked he saw not one living soul.

He sniffed the air--Safar's spoor was so strong he knew he still must be there. His companions evidently



agreed.

"It'sonly one of Timurastricks,&€s he heard Fari say.

"Yes, yes, atrick,&€+ Kalasariz agreed.

"A pitiful trick at that,&€e Luka added. "There's no place he can hide that we can't find him."

Just then--on the hill directly opposite them--Irg) saw alone horseman ride into sight. The man waved at
him, almost cheerily, asif greeting an old friend.

It was Safar!
And herosein hisgtirrupsto shout: "Thisway, Irg!"

Then Safar swung the horse about and cantered easily back down the hill asif he had nothing to fear in
theworld.

* * * %

The airship hovered just above the mountain path, asenting for the last group of Kyranians streaming out
of the Cduzian Vdley to sfety.

Pdimak crouched in the observer's platform, watching the villagers pass under him. In afew minutesthe
arrship would get the signd from Dario that al had crossed. Then it would be Paimak's duty to lead them
through the porta to Caspan. He tried hard not to think about what would happen after that.

Asthe refugees passed by some of them spotted him on the platform. They cheered and waved and he
forced himsdlf to wave back, feding like the blackest, the crudest of liars. Because when they saw him
they naturdly thought Safar Timurawasthere, fasely raising their hopesthat al waswell.

He touched the package beneath his tunic--the Book of Asper. Suddenly the entire weight of world
crushed down on him. What if hisfather didn't makeit? What if hisfather werekilled?

For aminute he couldn't bresthe, then when he could he was overwhelmed by sdif pity. It wasn't fair! He
was just aboy! Too young to be aone with so much sorrow, so much responsibility. How could they
expect ... and so on ... and then alittle voice piped up from his pocket:

"It won't be so hard, Little Master,&€» Gundarasaid. "You cando it.”
"That'sastupid thing is say,&€* Gundaree broke in. "We're talking about saving the world, here!™
"Don't cdl me stupid!”

"Well, | don't know what elseto cdl it. The whole thing'simpossible no matter how you look at it. Saving
theworld, indeed! If | told Lord Timuraonce, | told him twice, therés no use. So why bother trying?'

Palimak broke in. "Gundaree?&€e he said.
"What, Little Master? How may | serveyou?'
"Shut up, pleasa!”

For some reason, he suddenly fdlt alittle better.

* k% k %



Safar guided Khysmet toward the river shallows where he could cross over to the temple. The big
gdlion kept pulling at the reins, wanting to run, wanting to get the hells out of here before they were
surrounded by dl the known villainsin theworld.

Safar soothed him, saying "It'sdl right ... it'sdl right...&€» Knowing al the while that it might very well
not bedl right! That any number of things might be happening right now, the least of which would bea
swarm of arrowswinging their way toward his exposed back.

To keep hisnerve, Safar reminded himsdlf that only two things could occur and he was prepared for both
eventudities. Thefirst--the worst--was that as soon as he had caled out to Irg), he would have four great
wolves and an entire army charging down his back. Thiswould be avery foolish thing for Irg to do
because Safar would make him pay with hislife and still accomplish his purpose. Irg was no fool and
would know this, which led to the second possibility.

The possibility that alowed for Safar's surviva, which made him rather prejudiced initsfavor.

When Khysmet splashed through the shallows and still nothing had happened, Safar knew that Irg had
chosen correctly.

He darted thinking he might live after dl.

* k% k %

The Unholy Threeimmediately wanted to charge after Safar, but Irg stopped them in place with acurt,
"Hold!"

His command caught them in mid transformation. They were so surprised that they froze there, an ugly
mixture of parts. Skin marred by erupting patches of fur, wolf snouts bursting under demon horns,
shape-changer eyes burning out of deep pits. What monsters! Irg thought, disgusted, horrified, at the
sght of them. Then he saw himsdlf in their ugliness and hated them even more.

Irg pointed at Safar, who wasriding down the hill toward theriver. "Don't you think he knows?" he
hissed, finger quivering. "Don't you think he's ready?a€s He fought for calm. "Thisis Safar Timura, you
fools! If we charge after him welll al be dead before we reach the top of therise!”

While he was berating them his spdll brothers had come unstuck and shifted back to their mortal forms.
Good, Irg thought. The weaker the better.

Fari sniffed the air, then shuddered as he caught the scent of dl the killing traps Safar had conjured in
ther path.

"Your Mgesty is certainly correct in his caution,&€ he said. "Lord Timuramay be trapped, but he can
dill bite"

Lukawasn't happy with this. He thought, no matter what that bastard Timura has up hiswizardly deeve,
he can't stland up to awhole army. But Luka was wise enough to say nothing. He let Kalasariz beg the
point and ask the diplomatic question.

The spy master nodded to hisking. "We bow to Y our Mgesty's wisdom,&€e he said. "Tell uswhat to
do."

Irg shrugged. "Follow him,&€- he said.

* k% k %

When Safar reached the temple grounds he dismounted and sent Khysmet on hisway. Hefed hima



pamful of dates, turning away al the questions trembling on the whiskers of Khysmet's tender mouth as
the horse nuzzled him. Whispering assurances dl thewhile.

Then Safar drew away and said, "Y ou know where to meet,&€+ and dapped him gently on the rump.
Khysmet snorted, reared up, then came down to whirl and gallop away. Inno time at al he was across
the second river channd and heading for the meeting place they'd imagined together.

Safar glanced up and saw Irgj riding down the hill toward the temple. He Sarted to count how many
werewith Irg), then shrugged. At this point it didn't matter.

He swung his pack off his shoulder and dumped it upside down. Then he crouched beside the jumbled
heap, sorted afew things out and soon had alittle ail fire burning in abowl. Safar heard the sound of
many horses splashing across the shdlows, but ignored them. Instead he pulled a small book from his
deeve and drew hislittle silver dagger to cut it up. He paused, looking fondly on hisold friend, thelittle
Book of Asper held carried with him since Wdaria. He fdlt guilty about what he had to do with it. He
amost wished Hantilia hadn't given him the second book--the one held bequesthed to Palimak.
Otherwise he never would have thought of the spell.

The sound of horses cantering across the peninsulatoward him broke the reverie. He started cutting up
the book and feeding the leavesinto thefire, chanting:

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

What isfar
Embraced as brother;
Fiercing our breast with poison,
Whispering news of our degths.

For heisthe Viper of the Rose
Who dwellsin far Hadinland!"

He burned all the pages save one, which he kept back. 1gnoring the sounds of soldiers dismounting and
the approaching boots, he carefully twisted the page into anarrow stick, then it the end. It burned
dowly, like incense--amoke curling thinly from the glowing tip.

Findly Safar looked up and saw Irg standing not ten feet away. Prince Lukawas on hisleft, Fari his
right, and Kalasariz leered over his shoulder. Framing them were at |east a hundred soldiers, wespons
ready, bows tensed for the killing command.

He paid no attention to any of them, fixing only on Irgj. Golden hair and beard blazing in the sun, roya
armor gleaming, helmet under one arm, hand resting on the jeweled hilt of his sheathed sword. Therewas
no doubt who was in command here.

Safar cameto hisfedt, lazily twirling the burning stick between two fingers.
He smiled, saying, "So tell me, brother, how do you like being king?*

Thewords struck Irg like afire bolt fresh from the forge. The dream of the boy held dain, the boy who
became Safar, with the gentle blue eyesthat looked into his heart, whispering the question that had no
answer. "o, tel me, brother, how do you like being king?!

"Enough of this nonsense! &€ Fari growled.



"Kill him now!&€» L uka demanded.
"Beware his cunning, Mgjesty! &€+ Kalasariz hissed.

Safar twirled the burning stick of paper, till smiling, friendly, open, asif thiswere the most normal of
mestings.

"Tdl them, Irg,&€» he said, quite mild. "Tell them it's not as good for them asthey think."

Irg recovered. He smiled back, just asfriendly. Just as open. It surprised him that it took so little effort.

"| already did, Safar,&€» he said, with asmall laugh. He tapped his head. "But sometimesthey have
trouble remembering thethings | say.”

"Oh, they ligten, &€+ Safar said, returning Irg'slaugh. "Wedl listen! When the king speaks whole armies
of clerks sft and sort hiswords so their masters can study them for their true meaning.”

Irg chuckled. "Y ou mean they listen but they hear only what they want to hear.”

Safar shrugged. "If had | put it that plainly,&€« he said, "you never would have made me Grand Wazier.
More words equals greater wisdom--that's what the prieststaught mein Waaria"

Irg) snorted. "Priests! Y ou know what | think of priestsl&€s Another smile--reminiscing. "But there was
onepriest ... old Gubadan.”

Safar nodded, remembering the kindly schoolmaster who had overseen the unruly young people of
Kyrania Irg and Safar had been the most mischievous of the lot, combining forcesto bedevil him.

"What awindbag! &€ Irg laughed. "But | liked him.&€» He shrugged. "He was my friend."

"A commodity of great value, &€+ Safar said. "Even for aking.&€» He gestured at Fari and the others.
"Especidly for aking.”

Safar paused, eyes going back to Irg's spell brothers. "Forgive mefor not acknowledging you before,
my lords,&€. he said.

Then he addressed each onein turn, saying, "Greetings to you, Prince Luka,&€s bowing dightly, waving
the burning stick of paper, "...and you, Lord Fari,&€ another bow, another wave of the stick, "...and, of
course you, my dear, dear, Lord Kaasariz!"

He came up, spell nearly completed, turning to face Irg.

"It seemsthat when it comesto friendship, Irg,&€ he said, "you have more reason than most to
condder that homily."

One more bow, one more wave of the smoldering paper stick, and the spell was done. Safar gave
himsalf amenta kick for thinking that. It wasn't done! Thiswas only the end of thefirst act. Hewas only
inthe middle, the great sagging center of the tightrope. Now for the rest. He fixed hismind on hisgod
and prepared to move on.

Fari spoke up: "That was avery clever little spell, Lord Timura,é€s he said. "It took me more time than
my good reputation as awizard can bear to unravd it. | assure you, however, that in the end, age bested
wisdom. Look for yoursdf and | think you'll agree. Y our spell has been effectively terminated.”

Safar obediently concentrated, testing the magica atmospheres with his senses, confirming what he



aready knew, which wasthat Fari had falen for Safar's spdll-within-a-spell trick.
Cadling on hismogt subtle acting abilities, Safar blinked with dismay--sinking the hook.
Another blink, then he forced asmile, making it overly wide and bold in a pretended attempt at recovery.

Bardly controlling atrembling voice, he said, "We shdl see, my lord, we shall see &€» asif he were
supporting abluff doomed at thefirst call.

Irg observed dl this, confidence growing by the minute. The game was going as he wanted, never mind
Safar's gpell, which he guessed was il in place regardless of what Fari had said.

He didn't need magic to sniff out hisfriend. The moment he saw Safar gppear on the hill he knew his
intention.

And when he heard hisvoicering out, "Thisway, Irg! &€+ he knew it was more than achallenge. It was
aninvitation. Aninvitation that fit perfectly into Irg's plans.

So he said, "Why don't we end this pretense, Safar? We've been friends--and enemies--much too long
to be dishonest with one another. | am here for one reason, thereis no other. And that reason is--"

"To ask my help?&€ Safar said, cutting him off.

He'd meant to be sarcastic, but when he saw Irgj's reaction he was surprised how close hed cometo the
mark. He quick-sniffed the magica array against him. Double checked his defenses. Then he sensed it! A
threat from Irg he hadn't noticed before. He glanced &t Irgj's spell brothers, noticing their growing
awareness that something was amiss. And it wasn't Safar. It was--

"Listento me, Irg,&€+ he hissed, moving quickly, swiftly rearranging his plans. "Y ou think I'm hereto kill
you. | won't deny it. But the main reason isto stop that machine! &€+ He jerked his chin, indicating the
stonetemple. "Help mewith it,&€» he said. "Help meif you want to be free! That'swhat you want, isn't
it? To befree?'

Irg recoiled, shocked that Safar had guessed his secret. Shocked even more at the pitying look on
Safar's face and the humiliating offer of rescue. So shocked he didn't notice Fari sniff the air, then stiffen
indam.

Irg shouted: "To the Hellswith you, Safar Timura. | can free mysdf!”

All his pent up fury of emotions exploded and Protarus drew back to cast the spell.
But before he could act he heard Fari shout: "Betrayd, brothers!”

Then Luka "Kill theking!"

And Kaasariz, crying "Kill them both!”

And then three grest wolves rose up to ravage Irgj, so furious and strong in their combined wrath they
caught him by surprise. His mind had been fixed on Safar, not the others, and now he saw the error.

Irg) had the sudden vision of the child held killed, the child in the dream who was only a boy, too young
to bein the mountains. The child who wasfirst Tio, then Safar, and held killed them over and over again
until only oneface wasléft.

Hisown!



And Irg suddenly understood. Awareness struck like athundering dawn over Kyrania. Despair instantly
followed and he thought, Thisisit ... I'mtoo late ... 'm afool from beginning to end...

Then thewolvesrushed in and Irg cast the spdll, shouting: "Safar! Safar!™

Safar gathered in Irg's spell. He was surprised at the strength of it. But he was even more surprised at
the spell's suddenly changed intent. Irg's cry of "Safar! Safar! &€ echoed in his head, resounding like
temple bdlls. "Safar! Safarl&€s A shout of contrition.

Safar dammed the door to atorrent of conflicting thoughts and emotions. Working quickly, very quickly,
he absorbed the power of the spell. Never mind Irgj. Never mind what was happening to him now.
Never mind repentance, never mind forgiveness, never mind, never mind...

...Safar heard the wolves coming for him, their howlsfilling his ears, shriveling his heart. Coming so fast
he redlized he was taking too long and he fumbled at the complexity of the spell. Trying to put it together,
knowing he wastoo late, too late, and he was only a boy, too young to bein the mountains and thiswas
theend of him.

And once more he heard Irg cry, "Safar!”
Suddenly he knew the answer.

Prayed he knew the answer.

He flung the paper into the air, shouting, " Syrapis! "

And the world became awhite hot explosion.

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
THE BECKONING SEAS

Coraean paced the docks, rumbling, "We must go, my friends! Hurry, hurry!”

And Leriashouted, "By the gods, Cordean, you'll wait! Or I'll cut out your greedy innardsto feed the
fish"

Pdimak listened to them argue, feeling cold and apart from the scene. He dready knew the answer, but
was too frightened to voiceit. He turned away, looking out over the Caspan harbor where the hired ships
were sagging under theweight of dl the Kyranians and their goods. The airship hovered over the refugee
fleet, enginesfired up and ready to go.

Only threetarried on the shore, Coralean and L& ria, pacing and arguing and waving their hands, while
Pdimak listened, gathering his nerve to spesk.

"We must wait for Safar!&€e Leriasaid. Then she pleaded. "Just alittle bit more, Coralean. Givehim a
chance."

She pointed at the distant mountains that ringed the port city of Caspan. A thick column of yellow smoke
rose up from the lands beyond. "Y ou only haveto look at that,&€+ she said, "to know that he destroyed
themachine"

Coraean nodded. "Granted,&€+ he said. "And we also have the word of severa wise priests to support
what our eyeswant to believe."

"Then Safar must livel &€ Lairiasaid.



Coraean shook his shaggy head. "Alas, my good Captain Leiria, &€ he said, "that does not necessarily
follow. In fact, those same priests said when the machine was destroyed it wasimpossible for anyoneto
have survived the holocaust that resulted.”

"Safar said he had away, &€ Leriainssted. "He was sure he would live."

The caravan master sighed. "This quarrel grieves me deeply, Captain Leiria &€ he said. " Safar was my

friend aswell. And he was not so certain of success as he apparently led you to believe. Perhaps he was
trying to spare you, which would be so like him. However--and thisis amost important however--Safar
and | agreed that | would wait for three days. Those three days have now passed. And o, tragic asthis

redlization isto one so tender as |, we must assume that our good friend, our most bel oved friend, Safar

Timura, isdead. And we must carry on for him."

"To hellswith your agreement, &€« Leiriasaid. "Safar could beriding to us now.&€» She gestured at a
hill overlooking the harbor. " Any moment now he could appear over thet rise.”

Pdimak's eyeswent to the hill, praying with al his strength that what Leiriahad said would suddenly be
s0. And hisfather would appear, sitting tall and proud on a prancing Khysmet. Both man and horse eager
to face whatever the Fates had in store for them.

Then Gundarasaid, "He's not coming, Little Magter.”

"That's definitely true,&€» Gundaree added. "No sign of him at dl."

Pdimak gulped back tears. Then he hardened himsalf. Squaring his shoulders and lifting his chin.
"That's enough! &€+ he said to Leiriaand Coralean.

Thetwo turned to him, surprised at his sudden interruption.

Palimak said, "My father told us not to wait.&€+ He shrugged. "So | guess we'd better not wait.”

Heturned and started walking toward a skiff tied up at the shore. Leria caught up to him, grabbing his
am,

"What's wrong with you?&€e she demanded. "We're speaking of your own father!"

Palimak |ooked up &t her, smiling gently. Demon eyes glowing yelow as he cast the pell.

"I loveyou, Aunt Leiria, &€ he said. "But we have to go to Syrapis.”

And s0 they flew away on bully winds blowing dl the way from far Kyrania

Where up, up in the mountains the stars are setting and the High Caravans greet the Dawn of Nothing.
Up to where the eagle cries over aruined land that was once a paradise.

Oh, make haste!



