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Prologue

The battlefield was desthly till. Overhead, the twin moons of Haven cast an eerie glow over the
shattered remains of thousands who had struggled beneath the walls of Landra. The city was il ablaze,
cadting aflickering glow through the fog that seemed to rise ghostlike across the blood-soaked fields. The
low cries of the wounded till echoed in the night air, whispering for help, water, or an end to their
agonies. Like apparitions, numbed survivors searched the fields, looking for comrades, loved ones,
hoping against hope.

The mist swirled and eddied, cloaking the fields before Landra where but hours before the armies of
Sarnak had gone down to their ruin. Gradually it deepened, asif the earth wished to hide the brutal
inhumanity of what had been accomplished, al for the vain-gloried dreams of ademigod who was now a
hunted fugitive, hisarmies dead or scattered. In the drifting shroud of darkness, two forms clad in the
livery of Allic, Prince and defender of Landra, appeared hovering in the air, looking furtively about, then
floated on searching. More than one, il clinging to life, looked up to see the two sorcerersdrift by. Y et
the criesfor help were futile, for the two were not searching for lost friends.

"There's one of Sarnak's sorcerers over there," Giorgini whispered.
"Y ou check him out and I'll check out this one over here,” commanded Y ounger.

Giorgini flew low, drifting in the mist to avoid detection. A cold shiver was running through him. Hours
ago hehad felt at least that he was part of ateam, fighting dongside his old comrades. Granted, hefdt his
commander, Mark Phillips, was afool for trusting the Japanese, but he had always despised officerswho
were dways ordering him around--and Mark, who led by example, was nothing like that. Already
Giorgini waswishing he had not sded with Y ounger in the argument over command. If only he had kept
his damn mouth shut held be back in the city now, awarm meal insde him and with aplace to deep.
Instead he was skulking about like athief, hoping to find and loot a set of crysals.

The damn crystals--he had never thought of that when he had quit Allic's service. He had not stopped to
redlize that he would be stripped of his offensve and defensive crysta wegpons. Without them he was
next to naked on thisworld.

Stll not adapted to flying without the focusing of a crysta's power, he overshot the torn body of the
sorcerer and fell to hisknees. Cursing under his breath, Giorgini walked back to the corpse.
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Jackpot! The woman had not been stripped of her weapons. Sitting down by her side, he quickly undid
the bracel ets around her arms and snapped them on to his own wrists, not looking at the horrible searing
wound that had nearly torn her in haf. He paused for amoment to look at her drawn, gray festures
which, strangely, had been untouched by the blast that had killed her. Inlife she must have been beautiful,
Giorgini thought sadly. Her hair was barely scorched, her features quiet, asif death had taken her by
surprise, not giving her timeto fed pain. Who knows, he thought, perhaps he had even killed her inthe
mad confusion of battle. He could remember two kills of enemy sorcerersfor sure, both of them pounces
from above and behind. One of them had been awoman. He paused for amoment, lost in lonely
contemplation. Y et he was alive and she was dead, that was the smplefact of it, hetried to tell himsdlf,
but the sickness of everything that had happened this day was impossible to shake.

A distant cry of pain echoed acrossthe field, setting his hair on edge. A wounded demon. A moment
later there was amuffled flash of light and the demon scream was cut off. Asif by instinct, he snapped his
defensive shidd up.

"Y ou stupid ass. Turn off that shield, someone might pick it up and come over here," snarled Y ounger
from out of the shadows.

Giorgini clenched histeeth, biting back asharp return, and turned the shield down to itslowest power.
Heglared back at Y ounger for amoment and then returned his attention to the body at his feet.

Why in the name of god did | leave the captain to desert with thisjerk, hethought savagdly. In
frustration he ripped the crystals from the belt around the woman's body and began to examine them.

Y ounger landed beside him just as he wasfitting the crystalsinto the empty dots on his belt.
"How did you make out, Sergeant?"

Giorgini kept hisface impassve while he struggled for control. What an asshole, he thought. The two of
us haven't a friend in this whole world and he wants to play lieutenant.

"Lookslike | got acomplete set except for acommunications crystd,” Giorgini replied coldly.

Giorgini was glancing around the body to seeif the comm crystal had falen nearby and failed to notice
Y ounger diffen dightly--

"Let's get onething straight, Sergeant. Now that I'm in command you will addressmeas'sr,’ " Y ounger
barked.

Giorgini struggled to control himself. An hour ago, Y ounger had been cdling him "buddy,” and now this
old military crap again. Inwardly Giorgini knew the bastard was better than him in aone-on-one fight, at
least with crystals. From the corner of his eye he saw that Y ounger had found a powerful looking
offengve crysd, but hisleft wrist was still empty of adefensive shied. The tension coiled through him,
but he forced it down. So that's the game, Giorgini thought, feding stupid for not having guessed this
would be how Y ounger acted once he had weapons again.

Apparently fedling that he had reestablished proper discipline, Lieutenant Y ounger continued:

"All right, Sergeant, the body | found had its defensive crystal destroyed, so give me the one you found
until we locate another body. Then we can get the hdll out of here.”

Giorgini was so angry that he actualy sammered asthe first words came out of his mouth and had to
stop and try again. Hiswords were low but venomous, and there was no mistaking their meaning.



"Kissmy ass”
Y ounger made the mistake of trying to reestablish his authority.
"Cometo atention thisingtant, Sergeant.”

"Eat shit. Sir." Giorgini drawled the"dr" out asinsultingly as possible, and continued, 'Y ou're a deserter
yourself, Younger. Don't even try and pull that bullshit officer crgp onme. Infact..." he paused asthe
decision he had been haf mulling over crystalized in hismind, then went on, "I was an idiot to even come
with you. Mark is not only a better leader, but a better man. I'm going back.”

Y ounger'sfirgt reaction wasto raise his offensve crystd. Instantly Giorgini's shield snapped on to full
power and his offensive crystal was pointed at Y ounger's scomach.

"Lieutenant, that would be pretty stupid. How long do you expect to last without ashidd?' Giorgini's
Vvoice conveyed vast amusement.

Y ounger carefully lowered hisarm. "Come on," he whispered smoothly. "Y ou can't go back. They'll send
you to the mines as a deserter. Stick with me, buddy, it's safer.”

"I'm not your goddamn buddy," Giorgini hissed. ™Y ou amost had meroped in. | et my hatred of the Japs
blind me to what a bastard you are. But I'll take the Japsto you any day. Y ou thought 1'd be your little
army and follow you around shouting yes Sir, no Sir, let mekissyour assSr. | wasan idiot to desert with
you. I'm goin' back and take my chances.”

Y ounger's anger overwhelmed him and he started to raise his crystal again... only to freeze as he stared at
agparkling offensive crystal pointed directly between his eyesfrom adistance of only five feet.

"Imagine what this could do at thisrange. Sir. Now why don't you crawl off to whatever cesspool you
were going to inthefirst place.”

Y ounger's face contorted. "I'll get you," he snarled. "Y ou're as bad as the Japs, you little guinea. I'll get
you some day."

"Come on Lieutenant,” Giorgini laughed, "here and now."

Y ounger stood frozen for amoment, his features darkened with rage. Turning, helifted into the air and
disappeared into the fog.

Hewas amogt across the field when he heard Giorgini's booming laugh. "Hey Lieutenant--while you're at
it, why don't you take them gold bars of yours and stuff ‘em up your ass!”

Giorgini stood on the crest of the hill smiling and chortling to himsalf. Ever since he had entered the Air
Corps he had wanted to tell some chickenshit officer what he could do to himself. Extending his
far-seeing skills, he tracked Y ounger as he disappeared eastward, toward where the shattered remnants
of Sarnak's army had disappeared. Finally he waslost from view.

Turning back, Giorgini continued histrain of thought. Hell, Mark would stick up for him if he handled it
right. Chrigt, with al they had been through, aman could be excused alittle battle fatigue. Hed be in the
doghouse for a couple of months, but come the next fight they'd have to let him back in and he could
prove himsdf in battle again. Even that Jap officer, Ikawa, had said he was agood fighter in apinch.
They'd have to let him back.

Theonly hairy part would bein surrendering. Without a communications crystal he couldn't call in and



forewarn them. The best thing he could do was to wait until daylight and start walking. If hetriedtogoin
now, they might pop him off, thinking he was a survivor of Sarnak's trying to escape, no questions asked.
Aslong as hewaswearing Allic's colors no one would shoot him on sight in the morning light, and once
he got to another sorcerer with away to connect him with Mark he was home free.

Giorgini was S0 deep in thought that he failed to notice the change in his surroundings.

The grass beneath hisfeet began to turn brown and brittle asif a sudden frost had overcomeit. Not only
the temperature, but the very fed of the air turned cold and crisp.

Giorgini suddenly shivered and, still deep in thought, half wondered at the change.

"Chrig, fedslike I'm standing in anicebox,” he muttered to himsdif.

All at once he cameto his senses and realized that this cold was not naturd. That it had to be caused.
And now he could fed someone, apresence, behind him.

Knowing he was adead man, heingtantly powered up his shield and turned to fight.

To be blasted off hisfeet the moment he moved.

Giorgini laid there, barely conscious, and felt the presence come closer. The cold had become amost
overwheming, and he began to shiver uncontrollably.

A voicethat was chilling, and dmost inhuman in itslack of emotion, cameto him through hispain:

"| cametoo late for other prey, so you will haveto do."

Chapter 1

Captain Mark Phillips, formerly of the United States Army Air Corps and now one of the most highly
regarded sorcerers of Prince Allic'sream, flew lazily through the morning air. The magical talents he had
developed in thisworld were till awonder to him, but the ability to fly had to be hisfavorite.

The land beneath him was as beautiful asever, with small villages, wdl run farms, vineyards, and
orchards. He could not recall ever being happier. Having powers that would have seemed godlike back
on Earth, and being part of the ruling clique of gods and demigods, made hislife far more rewarding than
it had been flying B-29s with an average twenty mission life expectancy.

Extending hisarms, Mark Phillips soared heavenward, up through the crystaline clouds that floated lazily
with the morning breeze. Onward he climbed, the cool fresh air rippling past him. With adight dip of his

right arm he went into arall, spinning through turn after turn as he punched through the opague firmament
of billowing clouds.

Reaching the top of the cloud, he skimmed aong the surface until the edge suddenly dropped straight
away to the ground more than amile below. Laughing, Mark created amenta image and swept his hands
dowly infront of him, drawing on the Essence and his still rough talent of credivity.

The cloud swirled up in response to his command to form atowering throne, complete to ornately carved
lions heads on the uprights. Gently, he lowered himsdlf into his creation and, stretching out, he looked
over the edge to survey the world beneath him.
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The cloud marched onward with the breeze, its shadow rolling across the eastern marches of Landra.
How different thisal was. Lessthan ayear before he had been flying across the flak-torn skies of Chinag,
drenched in fear-soaked sweet, listening to the pounding roar of the engines that kept his B-29 doft.
Alwayswaiting, always fearing that inevitable dash of hot steel sent up to tear him and his comrades out

of the sky.

And now he could fly like agod on the world of Haven. Flying as he had dways dreamed to fly, by
merely extending hisarms and rising effortlesdy into the heavens. There had been fighting aswell, and
death had still hovered by his shoulder. But for now the war on Haven was over, and there was the joy
of soaring like an eagle without fear of attack.

And Allic had awarded them dl smal fiefdomsin return for their al-too-crucid servicesin the war with
Sarnak. Only the day before, Mark had been enjoying along promised rest at his manor, Homefree. As
leaders of the outlanders, Mark and Captain Ikawa of the Japanese Army had received exceptionally
beautiful estates of severd hundred square miles dong theriver, in aregion noted for its towering stands
of edar and derusatrees, and rocky cliffsthat overlooked theriver.

For two weeks Mark had known nothing but contented bliss. Hislover Storm, Allic'ssigter, had flownin
to spend the time with him. Eventualy it had become aworking vacation, asthey tried to get the estate
back in order after the recent conflict. They had visited dl the villagesin Mark's shire, and he had
declared afeast day at his own expense for each vigt. Not surprisingly, he had done very well in
maintaining the good rel ationship that the people of Landra had traditionally had with their leaders. Ikawa
and Allic's other sigter, the demigod Leti, had exchanged regular visits with Mark and Storm, and the four
companions had grown ever closer in their friendship.

Then the cdll to service had come from Allic. Ruefully, Mark turned back to his elaborate cregation of
cloud. Though heloved flying like this, at this moment hed much rather be alone with Storm, watching
the deek ships sailing down theriver on their way to the sea, or walking through a grove of red-hued
treesin hisgarden.

"Aren't we getting alittle godlike with the throne?"
Mark looked over his shoulder and smiled.
Allic, hisliegelord, Prince of the province of Landra, hovered behind him.

"Have asedt, my lord," Mark said expansively, and with awave of his hand he expanded the throne to
accompany hisruler and friend.

Allic settled in dongside of Mark. Reaching into histunic he pulled out aflask of brandy, took along
swalow, and then offered it to Mark.

After draining off ashot, Mark returned the gem-encrusted flask. Allic smiled and with awink took
another drink, then leaned back asif settling into the digporous chair. Mark could seethat Allic's scars of
battle were dmost healed, the hedlthy new skin gradualy working itsway out, replacing the darkened
burnsthat had covered haf of Allic'sface. He still wore an eye patch to cover the left socket wherethe
new eyewasforming.

Of dl the wonders of Haven--the flying by mere thought, the thousand year life span he now had, the
magic which wasadaily fact of life--this miracle of regeneration still awed him. Acrossthree years of war
back on Earth he had seen countless young bodies broken, torn apart, never to be heded. Y et here
those who survived combat could again be made whole, at least in body, by the art of the
sorcerer-healers.



Smiling, Allic winked at Mark and then |leaned over the edge of the throne to look down. Mark still found
it hard to understand this man, if he could be called such athing. Allic wasthe son of god, imbued with
powersthat on Earth would seem divine. But then again, Mark realized, what would his own ability to fly
likeabird, and fight with the power of magic crystas, seem liketo hisold comradesin the Air Corps?

Allic could at times come forth with aregal bearing and terrifying power; and yet at other times, he was
like an old comrade, ready for adrink, acoarse joke, and ajovia smile.

There were hundreds of sorcerers, those mortals who could wield magic on thisworld, in Allic's service,
but Mark noticed that it was the offworlders, the Japanese and American soldierswho had arrived here
on Haven through the dimensiond porta, whose company and friendship Allic preferred.

"Ah, here comeslkawa," Allic announced, shaking his head and amiling as he pointed straight down.

Coming under the base of the cloud, Ikawa arched upward, his climb dow but steady, lacking the
smooth precison of Mark, or the blinding swiftness of Allic. But then again, Allic was ademigod, the son
of Jartan the Creator, and Mark had been acombat pilot, while Ikawa Y oshio had been an infantry
officer in the Imperia Japanese Army, who sill looked at flying with abit of ajaundiced eye. Watching
hisfriend fly up, Mark smiled over how strangethisal was. A year ago hewould havekilled Ikawa
without the dightest hesitation. Now he would lay down hislife to protect the man he considered to be
the closest friend he had ever had.

Ikawa pulled up before the two and shook his head with mock disdain.

"Y ou and your damn games of darting al over the sky,” Ikawa snapped. "And this throne on top of a
cloud. Lookslike your work, Mark: western European in style, and far too plain.”

Ikawawaved his hands and the throne shifted in form, expanding outward with awild assortment of
swirlstopped by afanlike canopy. On both sides the clouds grew upward and turned into two giant
samurailike guards who stood poised in watchful observance with blades drawn.

"Now I'mready to Sit," Ikawa announced with mock gravity, and swinging over, he settled down by
Allic'sside. Scooping up the proffered flask, Ikawatook along drink and sighed.

Thethree friends sat in quiet contemplation of the beauty around them. To the east Mark could seethe
brooding heights of the Sarnastu, the barrier mountains that guarded the gpproach to what had once been
the realm of Sarnak the Accursed. Their destination was just on the other side of those mountains.
Though the war was over and Sarnak had fled in defeat, till there was a sense of foreboding to the
place.

As helooked eastward at the Sarnastu he could not help but fedl unessy.

"My lord, would you mind sharing with uswhat thisisall about?' Ikawa asked.
Alliclooked at the two and smiled.

"I'd have told you earlier, but felt it best to wait till we were out here done.”

The two nodded. Ever since the war there had been some concern about a possible security leak in
Allic'sranks. It wasn't so much that there was direct evidence, but rather just an uneasy fediing on Allic's
part, backed up by Pinaand Vadez, histwo most trusted lieutenants, that somehow word was sifting out
of thecity regarding Allic's activities.

"Word came in yesterday that we've found Sarnak's secret office and command center.”



"We've been tearing that pal ace apart for three months," Ikawainterjected. "I thought we'd never find his
command center.”

"One of hissorcerers had enough of hard |abor and felt that his old master had sold them all out, so he
decided to talk in return for areduced sentence.”

"Maybe now we can find out where that bastard Sarnak is hiding and finish off thejob,” Mark said
grimly.

"My intentions exactly, and the sooner we get there the sooner welll find out.”
Leaping forward, Allic dived down the face of the cloud and rolled out eastward.

"Let'sget going." Laughing, Mark gave Ikawaafriendly shove. Hisfriend tumbled off the throne and with
acurse plummeted down the side of the cloud. Mark focused his attention and did a magnificent spring
upward, like adiver going off aboard. He hovered for amoment above the throne and then jackknifed
sraight down. Snapping his shielding up to esse the buffeting of the wind on hisface, he raced down the
face of the cloud.

Ikawa had regained some semblance of stability, and as Mark raced past, the Japanese officer swungin
aongsde hiscomrade.

Below the base of the cloud the two leveled out and, riding the currents of air, swung in behind their lord,
forming a protective cover to hisrear. Though there was no war, they were ill flying into aconquered
territory and amoment of inattention could still result in tragedy.

The ground bel ow was dotted with farmsteads and villages, but as the Eastern Marches drew closer the
settled region findly gave way to wild tracks of forest. For three thousand years this had been the frontier
between two rival powers, subject to raid and counterstrike, and only the border wardens and lords of
the marches had stayed in thisregion, their settlementsfortified positions set atop high pesked hills.

Asthe mountains rose below them, the three started to curve back skyward, passing again through the
clouds which were billowing upward to form thefirgt thunderheads of an afternoon storm.

The sight of the clouds made Mark think again of hislover. She wasademigod in her ownright, the
daughter of Jartan. Storm had in her powersthe ability to create her own thunderstorms, the darkened
sky her plaything for amusement or, as he had once witnessed, aterrifying power of war. It was, after dl,
inastorm cloud that he had first met her, and he smiled at the memory.

Asthey punched through the clouds, the towering peaks of the Samastu loomed ahead. Allic led the way
through anarrow past, the sheer rock walls of the mountainsrising severd thousand feet above them on
ether sde. Thear was cold and crisp, the sun illuminating the peaks with agolden light that rendered
them in stark contrast against the mountain clouds.

Turning and weaving, the party continued on up into the mountain fastness.

"Thisis Red Leader to Gold Leader control,” Mark announced through his communications crysta.
"Gold Leader to Red, go ahead please.”

"Party of three gpproaching through sector five."

There was a pause on the other end.



"We have you in sight. Identification code please.”
"Green, green, white," Mark announced.

One of the things Allic's people had picked up from Mark was the method of air control and
identification codes he had learned in the Army Air Corps. He had designed the air gpproach systems
into Allic'sream and Sarnak'sterritory, and if aflyer did not follow certain corridors, and have theright
codes, it would trigger an ingtant scramble.

"Y ou are cleared for gpproach through air corridor five," the controller responded, and the crystal fell
glent.

Mark was pleased with the crispness of the operation, and Allic looked back at him approvingly. It had
been difficult to convince Allic that he should never announce his presence or even speak viacrysta's
whenintheair, lest hetip some unwanted listener off. But sSince hisinjury in battle he had, at least for
now, seemed alittle more cautious.

Coming down out of the high pass, the ground dropped away to a broad plateau, broken occasionaly by
hillsand river valleys. For anation that had been a war there waslittle Sgn here that a conflict had ever
been fought. But then, Mark reflected, there wouldn't be: Almost all the combat had taken placein Allic's
ream.

Thetowns and citieswere wd | ordered, in an amaost military precision of squared fields and
arrow-graight roads. If anything waslacking, it was the green lushness of Allic'skingdom, and that vague
indefinable spirit that could ingtantly tell someone that the people were truly happy and contented with
their life.

Swinging low for acloser look, Allic soared over hisnew territories.

Mark fdt dightly nervous about this. In Allic'sown realm the sight of their lord passing overhead would
have been cause for jovid shouts and comments. Here his passage was met by stony silence. Mark kept
awatchful eyefor the dightest threatening sign.

"Can't expect themto like meyet," Allic said evenly, faling back to fly besde Mark.

They passed over abevy of Sarnak's captured demons hard at work repairing a blown bridge that
spanned anarrow chasm. Mark had aready had severa encounters with the ten-foot monsters and knew
that they were fearsome opponents. Brought by Sarnak from their own worldsinto thisdimension, as
guards and warriors they endured years of serviceto earn their freedom. Of course, these had been
forced to sign alegianceto Allic, o they were theoreticaly harmless. Still, Mark noted that most of this
group were winged, and he increased the stirength of hisshield dightly. The frightening crestures|ooked
heavenward and glowered darkly, while their guards shouted afriendly greeting as Allic raced by.

Continuing acrossthe plain, Mark could at last see their destination, the high mountainsand river valey
that marked Sarnak’s castle and capital city.

"Red Leader, you are on fina gpproach,” avoice whigpered through the communications crystal. "Do not
deviate from your flight path unless ordered to do s0."

Mark could see that Allic was tempted to announce his presence and wander about a bit, but decided
agang it. Thewadll crystal mounted atop the entry gate would have been brought ingtantly into play and a
scramble of al sorcerersin the city would have come swarming out as aresult. It wastight discipline, but
Mark had suggested it be set up that way, until such time as every last corner of Sarnak'sream and



hidden corridor of his castle had been explored and secured. Only the week before, haf adozen
renegade demons had been flushed not five miles away from this spot. More than twenty soldiers had
been killed, and a sorcerer injured, before they had been iminated. Without the tight system of checks
and controlled airspace it could have been alot worse.

Rising again, they crested the city wal and headed for the twin towers of the main gateinto the cagtle.
Before them stood the hidden fortress of Sarnak. Half ahundred stedl-grey towers encircled the keep,
and in the center sood a single monolith of rock and iron.

Atop the tower fluttered the blue and white pennant of Allic, and the demigod smiled as the banner
arched and snapped in the breeze.

Circling about the tower, the three swung in to dight on the arriva platform. From the shadows of the
battlement wall adelegation came forward to meet the new arrivas. Allic wasimmediately surrounded by
his sorcerers and servants, while Mark and Ikawa were the center of attention astheir old comrades
rushed out to greet them.

The outlanders split into two parties momentarily as the Japanese lined up to formally exchange bows
with Ikawa, while the Americans smply crowded around Mark, exchanging handshakes and
good-natured insults.

Mark easily entered into the clamor. Almost al hisold friends and comrades were here. Only Kochanski
was away, ill up inthe capita city, Asmara, working on aspecia assignment with the god Jartan.

Y ounger and Giorgini he smply did not think about anymore, and as for the others... How few we are,
he thought sadly. He looked over at Ikawa and their gazes|ocked for a second. Too many of their
origind companionswere aready gone, and those who still lived seemed to cherish each other dl the
more.

Sergeant Saito broke away from Ikawa, and coming up to Mark, he saluted and smiled. He pulled a
dender white cylinder from his pocket and offered it.

"A Lucky Strike." Mark laughed and accepted the treasured gift.
"Bucking for promotion, Saito?' Walker shot good-naturedly.

"It'sjust you are 0 decidedly poor at gambling,” Saito replied. "Having won it from you, and not being
addicted to thefilthy habit, | thought the Captain would appreciate a smoke."

Mark concentrated for amoment, lighting the cigarette with sorcery, and inhaled luxurioudly. Granted, it
wasredly stae, but it il tasted wonderful, rekindling his old craving for tobacco which--tragicdly, in his
mind--was not available on Haven.

Taking acouple of drags, he offered the butt to Walker, who then passed it around to the other men.

"If thislittlereunionisfinished,” Allicinterrupted, his features now serious, "we've got some important
businessto attend to."

The group fell in behind their lord and followed him into the keep. Reaching the main Saircase, they were
met by several other sorcererswho had a hurried conference with their leader before leading him down
the steps.

Leve after level was passed. Mark ill found this place to be unnerving. He had spent nearly amonth
here after the war, hel ping to secure the fortress and surrounding territory. The stark interior wassuch a



chilling contrast to Allic's paace, and to his own estate, that the mere thought of coming back here had
sent achill through him. Hefdt asif somehow there was till an evil presence here, lurking, watching and
walting.

The party continued downward until at last an open platform was reached a what Mark assumed was
near ground level. Half adozen sorcerers, dl wearing the sky bluelivery of Allic'sinner command, stood
inacircle. Inthe middle of the group there was alone sorcerer, wearing the brass collar of servitude, and
the soiled remnants of Sarnak's deep burgundy uniform. His hair had gone to white, and grew now in
only tattered batches on his balding skull. His grey eyes were degply sunk into askull-like visage that
seemed to have aready passed into the realm of the dead.

Though the old man had been stripped of al crystals, Mark sensed that he was not someoneto be trifled
with. Even crystal-less, he seemed to hold a power that deserved to be watched closely.

"So, Mudta, the prospect of ahundred yearsin the mines started to wear thin, did it?* Allic said coldly.

"Y our people promised me safe conduct out of here, if | agreed to cooperate with your search,” Musta
sad sharply. "l want to at least die with the sun in my face rather than in one of your damned mines, al
because | made the mistake of choosing the wrong side. Besides, Guild laws State that sorcererswho are
prisoners of war can only be stripped of their crystals and must be set free after no more than two years
of sarvitude."

"Quite correct regarding most of the other captured sorcerers,” rgjoined Allic in amocking tone, "but you
are aso charged with acontract violation and theft of my crystals, and the law il gpplies even after
seven hundred years."

Mugafel slent, eyeing Allic with open hatred.

"Let's get thisdone, shal we?' the demigod said evenly, " Show usinto the offices, deactivate the traps,
and then you'refreeto leave.”

The two locked gazes until Musta findly turned away and Sarted down the gairs.
Beforelong the party followed him, going ever deeper into the heart of Sarnak's citadd.

Reaching the bottom of the fortress at last, Musta started down the main corridor past the dungeons
which now housed afew other sorcerers and demons who had been captured in the mop-up operations
and who were off duty for various reasons.

The demons howled with fury at the Sight of Allic, who hurled back a series of tauntsin their own
loathsome tongue, which set them to howling even louder. Mark covered his ears, haf afraid held go deaf
from the noise.

At the end of the main corridor Musta turned to the right and proceeded for another hundred yards
before turning right again, and then yet again, till a last he came up againgt ablank wall.

"I've been here before," Ikawa commented. "We didn't notice adamn thing.”

Mustalooked over at Ikawa and smiled. Reaching down, he pushed a series of smal stones set into the
wall. Back and forth his hand danced, tapping out a rhythmic sequence.

Without a sound thewall before them parted.

"We could have spent adozen lifetimes before finding this," one of Allic's sorcerers whispered.



"| probed this sector myself,” another said openly. " Couldn't find a conced ed passage anywhere.”

"A lot of work went into this," Mustasaid proudly. "I helped in the building of it. Therésacrysa set into
the back of thewall, crafted to absorb any form of probing and return an image of impenetrable rock. A
nice persond touch of mine."

"Enough boasting," Allic replied sharply. "Let's get on with this
"After you, my lord." Musta bowed low.
A thin smile creased Allic'sfestures, but he didn't move.

"Itishard at timesto digtinguish between caution and cowardice," Mustacommented acidly. He turned
and walked into the chamber.

Though Allic did not reply, dl could see the rage that was building within him.

"My lord," Mark cautioned, "stay here, let some of us check it out first. Hell, this could be atrap, away
for that old sorcerer to get even.”

"Damnit, I'mgoingin," Allic sad impulsvdy. "It's nothing more than Sarnak’s hidden office. You're
acting likeit'sthe gateway to hell.”

Mark slently cursed and shouldered hisway in directly behind Allic, Ikawaat his side. Though Allic had
yet to do so, Mark snapped his shielding up, and the othersin the group followed suiit.

The narrow corridor took one fina turn into avast chamber, and at their gpproach the room snapped
into blazing light from adozen crystals mounted aong the four walls.

Mark gave agasp of amazement. Theimmense room was lined on al four walswith row after row of
books--probably Sarnak's persona records. The information they contained could be invaluable. At the
far end of the room was araised dais surmounted by a desk a dozen feet across. It reminded Mark of
the office of a corporate executive gone mad: If any underling came into thisroom he'd have to look
amog sraight up to see hismaster, seated in an overstuffed leather chair with ahigh back surmounted
with demon heads. Mark shuddered at the redlization that the heads were real, preserved and mounted
for Sarnak's pleasure.

Musta paused, motioning for the party to stop, and reached down to brush his hand against the smooth
stone floor. With asudden snap, arow of razor-sharp spikes shot up across the length of the room.

"A little surprise for unwanted guests.” Mustalaughed at the uncomfortable exchange of stares among the
others.

"Any other such toys?' Allic asked coldly.
Mustasmply looked a him and amiled.

Mark realized there must be more dangers hidden in the room. He would have been afoal to think
otherwise. Helooked over at Allic, wishing he could get hislord out of the room until it was secured, but
knew Allic, stubborn to the point of foolishness, would probably tell him to go to hell.

Allic looked over a Mark, and asif sensing his thoughts, gave him alook of disdain and strode up to the
massive desk.

"Sarnak aways did have a problem with wanting to impress others,”" he said contemptuoudy, glancing



around the room.

Mark was tempted to comment that Allic did, too, when it came to aquestion of personaly showing his
courage when it wasn't necessary. The demigod strolled past adeep pile carpet covered with a
frightening design of demonsto ascend the platform and Sit in Sarnak’s chair.

Looking at the various drawers, Allic paused and then gingerly reached out, touching the lower right
corner of one. There wasthe snick of metal on metal as aneedle lashed out next to the drawer handle
and then withdrew. Startled by the sound, Mark looked up, but Allic only shook his head and smiled.

"This desk was made by Berong, one of the best craftsmen who ever lived. | have oneaswell. The
poison needleis the same--old Berong did lack imagination in that direction--but unless you know about
it dready, it usudly getsyou. Deadly stuff, killsin seconds.”

"Anyhow, it'sagood place to keep important paperwork."

Mark held his breath as Allic leaned over and pulled the drawer open. Nothing happened.

Allic gazed at Mustafor amoment. "Thought you had me, you bastard, didn't you?'

Mustaremained slent.

Allic reached in the open drawer, pulled out asheaf of parchment, and began to thumb hisway through.

"Mogt interesting,” he murmured, shifting through the pile. " Some correspondence here with my dear
cousin Patrice that might be worth researching.”

For several minutes Allic sat back and read meditatively while the rest of the party started to edge
nervoudy around the room. Mark, his eyes never leaving Musta, moved behind the sorcerer, while
Ikawa came around to the side of the dais without |etting his gaze move from where Allic sat.

After what seemed like an eternity Allic stood up, tossing the papers on the desk.

"Lousy bitch," he muttered. "I want this room swept from one end to the other,” he commanded. "Once
it's secure, you people can gtart in on the books. Maybe in them we can find out who his secret dliesare
and get some clue as to where he has fled--but these papers here are to be touched by no one but

mysdf.”

Grimly, Allic came out from behind the desk, stopped in the middle of the dais stairsto study adesign on
the far wall, then started to walk toward the door.

With a swiftness that was surprising coming from one of such age, Mustaleaped forward, ams
outstretched to push Allic from behind.

Shouting awarning, Mark sprang aso, catching the sorcerer in the back. The two tumbled past Allic,
who spun around like acat. Twisting and writhing, the old sorcerer tried to grab Allic ashefell onto the
carpet, Mark clinging desperately to the man'swai<.

Therewas an explosion of light and instantly Mark's shield powered up to full strength as flames sprang
up around him, roaring greedily. Hetried to kick Mustaaway, but hefdt asif hisarmsand legs had
suddenly become bound.

The room seemed to disappesr, replaced by aterror straight out of hell. Mark found himself looking
down into afiery seaof flowing lavaand asky of darkest black, illuminated only by curtains of liquid



flame. A howling filled his ears; then he heard guttural growls of delight as demonsrose from theflaming
pit, talons extended to render hisflesh.

For thefirst timein years Mark Phillips shrieked with terror, unable to offer the dightest resistance.

Suddenly hefdt asif he werefdling upward, asif some distant thread was tugging at his doomed body.
Musta still clung to him, but the enfeebled hands could not hold, and as ademon reached up and grabbed
the aged sorcerer by the legs, the old man lost hisgrip on Mark and dropped into the nightmare of hell.

Therewasaviolent jerk and Mark fell backward, tumbling back into the room. A cloak was thrown
over him, smothering the flames that had started to lick at his clothing.

Where the carpet had been, a pentagram now stood reveal ed, the portal within ablaze with hellish light.

"Y ou fdl through when that damned Mudtatried to push Allicin,” Ikawasaid, crouching over hisfriend,
his face contorted with anxiety. "It took al of Allic's strength to pull you back through. If he hadn't
grabbed you at the last second you'd have been lost.”

One of the other sorcerers moaned and pointed at the floor. Apparently Mark had dragged hisfeet over
the pentagram when he came back through, for dl could see abreak in the glowing lines.

A horrifying shriek filled the room and dl |ooked up at the blazing portd.

Musta seemed to be rising out of aholein the floor, writhing in pain, impaled through the chest by the
talons of ademon who now stood before the party.

Still numbed by the horror he had seen, Mark scurried backward, while the other sorcerers snapped up
their shields.

The towering demon struggled to push hisway into the room even as Allic snapped out acone of light
around the pentagram, to which the rest of the sorcerers added their own energy.

The demon struggled againgt thewdll of light for amoment longer; then his gaze fixed on Allic and asmile
lit histwisted features.

"I had thought that Sarnak had sent through another tidbit for torment,” he growled, "but | can see that
you are now master here, Allic.”

"Sarnak has been banished and this porta will be smashed forever,” Allic snarled.
The demon barked out ahowl of laughter that shook the room.

"My master will be pleased to hear that one of hisold rivas till lives. Sarnak creeted this entrance into
our reslm for his secret torments, and for occasiona help. But not even hereally knew whereit led.”

The creature paused and the flames seemed to grow much stronger. "Ah, but do you not remember
where we have met before? | am Kultha."

Even through hisfear, Mark could see Allic gart, and visbly pae.
"Y es, now you remember me," the demon screamed, "and the fields of Barquna. We have not forgotten.”
"Gorgon," Allic whispered. "Y ou were one of Gorgon's chieftains at the battle.”

"Yes, | servethe lord Gorgon, you pale-skinned bastard,” the demon roared, "He till lives and has not



forgotten you or your father. Jartan would never have won without trickery, and heis a craven besst;
Gorgon looks forward to the next encounter with him. And know this, Allic, son of Jartan the pig: | have
reserved a place on my trophy rack for your head.”

"Sarnak's treachery was only a shadow of what you shall face, though we hel ped to twist histhoughts, to
feed hisdreams.”

"Why do you tell methis?" Allic whispered.
"Why not?Y ou are powerless againgt those of uswho dwell in hell, and we shdl destroy you."

The demon roared out hislaughter and raised hisleft hand, upon which Musta till writhed. From hisright
palm abolt of flame shot out, but Allic and his companions were ready and it smashed ineffectively
againg their shidds. Ikawa stood protectively over Mark, covering him with hisown shielding asflame
washed the room, igniting the books and desks into araging inferno. Allic murmured the spell that would
close the porta and the glowing lines began to shrink inward, growing smaller and smaller.

Kultha, till laughing, started to fall away, and as he did his gaze fixed on Mark. "Know this, tidbit: You
aremy prey, unjustly snatched from me. Soon you will be mine again, and | will bring you into eterna
anguish by my own hands,”" the demon whispered.

The porta continued to close downward until al they could see was Mudta, till twitching and shrieking
on Kulthas talons; then sorcerer and demon were gone.

Allic rushed over to Mark, sweeping him into hisarms and striding for the door.
"Y ouvegot to fight the terror,” he said grimly, "or it will overwhem you."

Mark tried to smile, but he wondered if ever again he could deep, or wake in the night without the
memory of that fear tormenting his soul.

Allic paused at the doorway and looked back into the burning room.
"Thegodshelp usdl," he sad, hisvoice edged with fear, "if the demon lords are ftirring again.”

Chapter 2

Kochanski stood aone on the bacony of Jartan's private suite listening to the surf pounding, hundreds of
feet below. The smdlls of the seaand the cries of the seabirds beneath him should have been relaxing,
and severa times he made a conscious effort to unwind, but he was till too tense.

He glanced over his shoulder at the ornate throndlike chair behind him. Try the Godchair one more
time and then call it a day, apart of him urged. But he just didn't have the energy to make the attempt,
S0 he returned to contemplating the coming sunset.

He had been out how many timestoday? Three? No, four. Each time he had sat in the Godchair and the
chair'smagic had taken his soul on ajourney through this universe that they were marooned in, while his
body stayed safely in the paace. And each time he had travelled to some Earthlike world among the
gtars. Some were so Smilar to theredl thing that it had wrenched his heart to look upon them. Ashis
mind's eye explored the surface of each planet he saw great wonders and beauty--but no Earth.

Hiskill in using the Godchair was growing stronger every day, and now he could makeit respond to his
dightest command. But the search for Earth seemed to be coming to adead end. He had originaly
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compared it to trying to find aneedle in ahaystack. But what if this particular universe was the wrong
haystack? According to Jartan there were so many universes, or dimensions, that no one had ever
bothered to count them dl.

Hefdt aflow of the Essence surrounding him and turned to face apillar of light forming behind him. An
ingtant later there was abrightly glowing figure within the column: Jartan, one of the Creators and rulers of
thisuniverse.

"Try not to be too depressed, Kochanski," commented Jartan, asthe pillar of light coalesced into a
brilliant, luminous figure shining with an internd radiance. "This search of yours could take years. Allowing
yoursdlf to be disgppointed thisearly is self-defeating.”

Kochanski smiled and relaxed. "My lord, sometimes | do wonder why | even try. Hell, thisworld of
yoursis better than anything | ever dreamed of. I've got the powers of asorcerer, athousand year life
gpan, and awhole universeto explore. Thisisthetype of place I'd fantasize about when | was akid
growing up in Trenton."

"Trenton, isit abeautiful place?’ Jartan asked.
Kochanski started to laugh so hard that tears cameto his eyes.
"Did | say something funny?' Jartan inquired.

"Ah, my lord, if only you could experience Trenton on ahot summer night, and smell the Dlaware River
down by the sewer plant, you'd understand.”

"May | look within?' he asked.

"Certainly, my lord,” Kochanski replied, pleased that the god would ask permission before probing his
private thoughts. Kochanski felt the gentle stirring within hismind and then the pulling away.

Jartan'sfeatureswrinkled in agrimace of disdain. "I see what you mean,” he said, chuckling softly. "But
there are loved ones there who can make even a place like that beautiful .

"My folks, my brothers and sisters, and my granny,” Kochanski whispered. "I guessthey would've gotten
thetdegram along time ago.”

"Teegram?'

"A message from my government. Since the war started back home everyone livesin dread of the
messenger, bearing the statement 'On behdf of the President | regret to inform you thet...' " Hefdl slent
for amoment.

"I'll be reported missing in action, most likely. My family will hope againgt hope that after the war is over
I'll show up. They'll carry that hope for years, dways wondering, praying, never knowing. Y ou seg, it'sdl
S0 srange. Here I've never been happier, yet at the sametime thereisthat tug, that pull. If only | could
spend one day back there, to tell them I'm safe, that I'm happy... Then | would return to your service."

"| guessthat'swhat'stugging a most of us. For somethereisfamily, several with wives and children. For
othersthere's ill the sense of duty to their country in time of war. Maybe one or two arejust plain
homesick. Yet | think most of usin the end would prefer to stay here, if only we could finish up our
business back therefirst.”

"It might not be possible that way," Jartan replied gently. "If, and | must emphasisthe if, you do find a



way, you might be able to cross back, but chances would be high that keeping a gate open to your world
would be difficult. Because the Essence was drained from your world, your crystals would be usdessfor
reforming a gate to return to Haven. Tracing and reopening agate a a certain time later would be
difficult. Chances are those of you who ventured through would belost to usforever. Itll beahard
choiceif that chance ever comes.”

Kochanski looked away, unable to respond.

"Liveyour existence for what itisnow,” Jartan said in afatherly tone. "All of you by rights should have
died in that battle back on Earth. View what you have now as a gift of anew life, unexpected, and to be
treasured as such. From what you have told me of the war on Earth, millions upon millionslike you have
died tragically without such achanceto live asyou now have. Y ou have also had the additiond gift of
finding former enemies, the Japanese, to be friendsaswell."

"| should add that your arriva here has been agift to us. | fear to think what might have happened in the
war between my son and Sarnak without you offworlders. Without al of you | probably would have lost
him, and thousands more might have died aswell. Know that | shal beforever grateful .”

Kochanski looked into Jartan's eyes. The gaze held his, filling him with a sense of peace. Then,
embarrassed, he chuckled softly.

"Ah, what the hell am | bitching about?"

Jartan patted Kochanski on the shoulder, then threw back his head and laughed, ddlighted with the
pleasure of friendship with thismortal who did not grove in the presence of agod.

"Good, very good. Anyhow, there's some business we need to discuss, so why don't you call it aday as
far as the practice goes? How about adrink first?

Kochanski nodded, considering what kind of drink he felt like having today. Something stronger than
beer... Rum and coke? No, too sweet. How about bourbon on the rocks? They hadn't tried that yet.
And he concentrated on remembering the smell and taste of atumbler of bourbon and ice as he sat with
his dad on the back porch on a summer evening, listening to the radio broadcast a Phillies game. It had
been the week before he was shipping out to Europe, hislast night at home. The memory was sharp and
poignant, standing out with crysta clarity: the taste of the bourbon, the clinking of theice, and the warmth
of that shared moment. He could sense Jartan's mind meshing with his, savoring the moment aswell,
feding the warmth of the evening air, the sweet sadness of atime now lost to dl but memory.

He could fed Jartan drifting out and away, and their eyes held again for amoment in understanding. A
moment | ater, the god offered him an icy tumbler, the cubes clinking, the scent of fine aged bourbon
tantdizing him.

Smiling, Kochanski took the tumbler and held it up.

"Your hedlth, gre," he said formadlly before taking asip. It was as good as the memory. Smiling, Jartan
kept his hand extended. There was aflash of light and a second tumbler appeared. Jartan brought the
drink to hislips and asmile crossed hisfeatures.

"Excdlent. Now hold out your free hand.”

Kochanski complied and there was another flash of light. A cry of delight escaped him: Between his
fingerswas aglowing cigarette. Taking adeep puff he exhded luxuriantly.

"A Lucky Strike, nolessl”



"Let'skeep thisone a secret,” Jartan said in aconspiratorial whisper. "'l don't approve of the habit--not
good for your health and | didike any addictions. But as you would say, ‘what the hell.' | figured you'd
enjoy it, but don't let the others know or they might start pestering me abouit it."

Kochanski smiled and nodded.
"Now to business" Jartan said smoothly, asmile dtill lighting his features.

"Firgt, your progress with the Godchair has been remarkable. This search for your home world has
sarved as excdlent training for the development of your talents. However, you need to devel op the kills
of symbolic matching to agreater degree. | want you to try using actua models of landmarks or artifacts
from your world, as opposed to just the world itsdlf, and alow the Godchair to follow asolid image
whenyou hunt.”

"You mean like..." and Kochanski floundered for amoment as hetried to bring imagesinto focus. "Let's
see... the Rocky Mountains, or the Empire State Building ... or the Atlantic Ocean...”

"Y our best image was of that building: Something that your people actudly built and that you have seen
yoursdlf. And then, following that picture, create amodd of it herefor you to focus on.”

"Uh, Jartan, I'm gtill pretty wesk on cregting things. Can't | just draw it or something?”

"No. It must be an exact image. Which brings me to my second point. Y ou need to also develop some
expertisewith dimensond trave into other universes, so I'm going to assign you some help from
someone who has ataent for the creation of portas, anong other things.”

Kochanski shrugged. "Okay by me. Can he help me with those models you want, too?"
He started to fedl uneasy when Jartan began to laugh.
"It's'she," Kochanski. And you will be surprised at what she can do.”

Thewoman in the mirror was very beautiful, of that she felt no doubt. But how old? Leaning back in her
chair, Patrice gazed at the reflection before her.

Shelet theimage shift dightly, creasing away thefirst faint linesthat traced outward from the eyes, erasing
the darkness benesth them into a smooth glow of youth.

But the eyes themsel ves, shethought sadly. | can still work subtle changes on my features, but my
eyeswill never lose that edge of hardness. Never again could she look out at the world with the
dodike innocence that had been such acharm thousands of years before.

She had seen far too much, and felt and lost far too much. Perhaps that innocence was lost when Kavan
had so foully betrayed her. She had never meant to kill him, she thought sadly, only to let him know that it
was not wise to cheat on the daughter of agod. How she had mourned her first lover. Asfor the young
creature who had perished with him, she had no such thoughts. After al, the girl had deserved it for
hunting upon someone ese's grounds.

"Perhaps that was when theinnocence fell away," she whispered sadly.

Wasit Kavan'sfault, or wasit after she had truly lost count, and no longer cared? There had been that
brief moment again when Traciea had been born--but then how long ago was that? Three millennia? And
Traciea, who had never gained the Essence--the father's fault undoubtedly, whatever his namewas. She
had watched poor Tracieagrow, remain barren, and in the end drift into horrifying senility. That, perhaps,



was what had caused thefirgt lines of hardnessto settlein as she, ill young after athousand years, saw
her child grow old, wither, and diein her arms.

She had borne no children since.

Petrice automaticaly locked the hurt away and moved on with her musings. There had always been other
gamesto play; and in them there were no emotions to tangle in, no unfegling males who would use, laugh,
and drift away. Men might try to use her that way, but they had at least |earned to fear her.

As her concentration waned, the faint lines and shadows returned to her features. Y et she could still see
the cold beauty of her form. Her hair had not faded at least, flowing in an amber cascade over her
shouldersto cover her full breasts, then drift over her narrow waist to end in afiligree of curls around the
fullness of her hips. Smiling, her features gppeared dmost youthful--except for the eyes.

Ulinda's dim hand cameto rest on her shoulder. Patrice looked up, smiled, and cameto her feet.
"Do you bring good news?'

"Yes, my lady," replied Ulinda. "Imada, who isthe younger of the two outlanders we captured, isfindly
ready for the next step.”

"Do you enjoy your work with him?" Petrice asked with aknowing amile,

"Yes, my lady, | must admit | do. He's so gentle and trusting. The other oneistaking moretime, but | am
gradudly bresking him down too."

"Just see you don't get too attached. Nothing must interfere with this plan--nothing.”

"My lady, | have served you too long and have too much to gain to dlow anything, much lessalittle
puppy like Imada, to interfere with our goals.”

Petrice stared hard at her, then relaxed. Ulindawas religble--after dl, they had worked together on this
plan for years.

"If you pronounce him fit to sart the operation, we will begin your find transformation tonight. By
tomorrow you will be Vena, the peasant girl who saved hislife and became his onetruelove.”

Again she paused. "Areyou certain of your readiness dso?"

"Yes, my lady. | have been assuming Vendsform on adaily basis for months now, and several teams of
researchers have found no leak on any leve in their probing. Only after the proper sequence of signals

may | resurrect my persondity.”

Patrice nodded. "I want you to go through one more series of teststhis afternoon. Go and set up the
sequence now, and if al goeswell we will begin tonight.”

Ulinda bowed her head and backed away.

For afew minutes Patrice sat there, thinking hard. Then sheleft her private chamber and strode down the
cool, marble-columned corridor, lit tastefully by high windows covered in exquisite designs of stained
glass. Images of woodland glades, forests, and cliff-lined beaches shone on the highly polished dabaster
floor, filling the hdlway with ariot of color.

She turned down a side passage and stepped out onto a high balcony. It was so peaceful here, she
thought, inhaing deeply of the salty ocean air.



Benegath her, the port was abustle of activity, and great sailing cogs, dender clipper ships, and afleet of
warships, bronze rams polished, rode at anchor.

Here wasthe source of her wedlth. Her capitd city served asthe main port for thiswhole region of
coadline.

She had an army, to be sure, and anavy to protect against pirates. But her main strength had aways
been in her hundreds of sorcerers, now including the fifteen deserters from Sarnak's ranks.

That had been atreasure haul: Almost no fighting to speak of and she had been able to snatch up athird
of that fool'srealm in lessthan afortnight. Of course, under pressure from Allic and Jartan shed had to
retreat back to her origina borders or face awar that would have interfered with her long-range plans.
Stll, she had gained an enormous amount of wealth and booty just from theinitial assault. If only Sarnak
and Allic had played themsalves out against each other as she had hoped, then it al would have been
hers aswas her right.

She had waited three thousand years to expand her relm. Now she wastired of waiting. Soon they
would know the payment to be exacted for their dights and neglect.

Turning away from her city, she stepped back into the corridor and walked farther down the halt, until
she cameto a broad side passage.

Two sorcerers stood before her inits darkness. Wordlesdy they stepped forward, and one of them held
acrystal up to her eyes and peered closdly through it. A long moment passed as the sorcerer looked at
her both outwardly and within.

"Itisyou, my lady. Y ou may pass."

Without aword of acknowledgment, Patrice continued down the corridor. She had once chalenged her
way past aguard, shouting her down before she could do the inward scan. The girl had acquiesced and
backed away. It had been a good object lesson for the others: The guarding of this passage must be
thorough. She had not killed the young sorcerer--that would have been awaste of talent--but blinded,
the girl could till be of some servicein the healing arts until her eyes grew back.

The passageway was wide enough for a dozen to pass. The walls were seamless except for one faint
outline just before the main entrance. That hidden side acove was a convenient escape route if ever she
should need it. Sheliked those little touches of planswithin plans, but it was a precaution that would not
be needed now.

Stopping by the door she reached out, her ddlicate nails tapping out aquick interplay on haf adozen
raised disks of polished brass. Drawing a crystal pendant from between her breasts, she took the warm
stone and pressed it into a socket that fit the crystal exactly.

The doors dipped open.

Theroom, over ahundred feet in diameter, waslit by thefiresthat came from avast pentagram of gold
and rubies st in the middle of the chamber. Within the pentagram itsalf was adeep fiery pit whose flames
were eterndly fed.

At the edge of the pentagram, she knelt on silver-embroidered cushions and removed the large sparkling
crystd of fire from the sash around her waist. She gazed at it lovingly. It had been fashioned eonsearlier

by her father, the Creator Bore, before his desth at the start of the war between the gods. She exulted in
the sense of power emanating from the crystal, which even without its companion pieces made her al but



invinciblein battle.

Darkly, she remembered being denied the other crystals by the full council of gods, after her father's
death. They had clamed that it had never been Bore'sintent for her to hold all three,and in silent
humiliation she had stood before them, mumbling a bitter thanks that they had at least given her the one
gem. She had felt like afoolish child, forced to endure a public humiliation, while Jartan had been so
piousin hismouthing of praise for Bore, even as he robbed his daughter of her legacy and locked the two
other gemsin his own treasure vault.

Later she had goneto him, like alow-born supplicant, to plead for achange in the decison. Hiswords
had been gentle as held lied and said how he could not entrust such power even to his own children, with
al itspotentia for harm or corruption. Y et she had seen through those lies, although she had nodded and
pretended to agree. He wanted the crystals for himself, it was so evident, and in the centuries that
followed, when she had appeared at court functions, she had known he and his offspring were laughing at
her humiliation. Now at last there would be a reckoning--not only for that, but for all thedightsshed
endured.

Even with just one of the three crystals, she had great power. Once she had the othersthat were now in
Jartan's possession, her power could be magnified tenfold.

Reverently, she picked up the sone and set it into its proper niche at the base of the pentagram, which
began to pulse and glow, bathing the room in atwigting light.

A shadow reared up before her, towering to the height of the arched vaults ahundred feet above. Mighty
arms of flame reached outward, pressing on the side of the pentagram, so that it flexed and bulged though
it did not give.

She attempted to look upon hisvisage, but it was aface that danced and shifted in the flames. Shafts of
fire snapped out, and at the end of each the image of atormented soul appeared, shrieking in silent
agony. Eyesof liquid fire, brighter than the hearts of suns, gazed down upon her. From the ends of its
fangs, white-hot drips of phosphorescence rained down, forming into bodiesthat tore a themsavesin
anguish asthey fell.

Asit moved, muscles of glowing stedl coiled and shifted like writhing snakes. Its taloned hands reached
out, so that she struggled for control asit grasped toward the doomed souls, and squeezed...

The nightmare closed inward, pulsing, shifting. There was aflash of light and the room was bathed in a
gentle brilliance, soothing to the eyes, like sunbeams glistening off the softly rolling sea.

He appeared neither mae nor femaeto her eyes, but afascinating, seductive blending of both.
"Gorgon,” shewhispered.

Heamiled.

"Tomorrow | set my planin motion. It istime for you to act aswell.”

There was no response, only the amile.

"When | have my father's other crystals, and Horat's portal crystd, | will have the power to bresk the
barriersthat divide our reelms. With your strength the gateway can be widened for your entrance into this
world, and together we shall rule.”

In her heart she knew thelie. But as shelooked into his guildless eyes, she could dmogt fed atremor of



desire. Shewas no fool, she knew who he was, but here in this realm, with the power of the Crystals of
Fire, she knew she could bend even him to her power, once he had served his purpose.

And Gorgon, ruler of the demon lords, hisfeatures now lighting with desire to match hers, smiled yet
again.

* * %

"Isthat the best image you can form? Those windows are too blurry, and you don't even know how
many floorsthere are. No wonder it's so out of focus!"

Kochanski found himsdlf clenching histeeth and flexing his hands, imagining them wrapped around this
little mongter's throat.

His"help" from Jartan had turned out to be a precocious seventeen-year-old know-it-al: al boundless
energy, enthusiasm, and contempt for the failings of mere adults.

Sarabrushed her blond hair back from her face as she straightened up from examining the mode of the
Empire State Building.

"Thisisusdess. | suggest you think of another artifact, or let me deeper into your mind so that | can help
more. Why you ingst on keeping those barriers up... it'sjust slly.”

Kochanski's temper snapped.

"Listen, you obnoxiouslittletwit, | don't careif you are Jartan's granddaughter. No oneis going to
rummeage through my mind without my permission!”

Sararaised her eyebrowsin an exaggerated gesture and pantomimed sorrow, further infuriating
Kochanski.

"Jartan told methat you were till developing your powers, but | had no ideathat you would bethis
backward. And | can't imagine how he can think that | would learn anything from you."

Kochanski struggled to think of aretort that wasn't profane and by doing so lost the exchange, as she
continued:

"l guess he wants me to learn patience from working with someone so arrested in devel opment.”

She paused, then went on brightly, " Perhaps he wishes me to further my development of empathy for the
unfortunate.”

Sarashook her head ruefully. "It's harder than | thought, but | guess| can doit. All right, Kochanski,
what other images do you want to try?'

Kochanski wasfighting for control. Taking a deep breath, he managed ashaky smile, but insde he
screamed, "Why me?"

By evening there were over a dozen model s scattered about the room. With Sara's help, Kochanski had
created copies of the Washington Monument, the Capitol, and Mount Rushmore. He had even tried
modédls of things he had seen while stationed oversess. the Tower of London, Stonehenge, and even the
Chinese temple that they had been in when they were teleported to Haven.

He was exhausted, and she was as bright-eyed and enthusiastic as ever.

"Y ou know, the last couple were much better. Why don't we try one more and break for dinner? My



classmates are meseting a my house for a game--we compete to see who can creste the most interesting
cregtures. They're not living, of course, but it's such wonderful fun. And I'm sure my friendswouldn't
mind having you dong.”

He managed to croak a"No!" that was bardly audible, but utterly final.
"Well, | guessyou are alittletired. Poor man, you are pretty old, aren't you?'
"Twenty-three, going on nine hundred at the moment,” came the numb reply.

Hewatched her helplesdy. Her bright blue eyes now filled with the superficid, but sincere, compassion of
the young.

"l understand. Don't worry, Kochanski, you'reimproving. And I'm sure with lots of work | can make you
into afirg class sorcerer someday.”

She turned and walked from the room, calling over her shoulder, “I'll be back at first light tomorrow
morning, and well pick up wherewe left off!"

Sarasmiled contentedly to hersdlf. Histalentsweren't that bad redlly, and he certainly was cutein a
helpless sort of way. She heard something behind her and thought to herself, There he goes again. I've
got to find out what "bitch" meansin that odd language of his.

Jartan smiled at Sara, and interrupted her. "Did Kochanski agreeto this?"

"Well, no. But that's only because | didn't think of it in timeto discussit with him. Redlly, Jartan, | think
going back to school would do him aworld of good. And | happen to know that Deenais having aclass
on image forming and creativity for the eight-year-olds tomorrow. That's just the thing he needshelpin
now, and I'll beright thereto help him when, uh, if he needsit.”

Jartan held up his hand to quiet her for amoment and expanded his mind to pick up Kochanski. He
didn't open contact from hisend, just listened in on what Kochanski was thinking at the momen.

--And roared with laughter.
A few moments|ater he regained his poise and looked gravely down at his granddaughter.

"I'm very proud of you, Sara. Y ou are doing an outstanding job of helping Kochanski. When you see him
tomorrow morning tell him that | agreed with you, and it ismy command that heisto attend thisclass.”

"Thank you, Jartan. And you were right, too. | think I'm learning alot about salf-control and compassion
fromworking with him."

Sarasmiled at the god and excused herself from his presence.

The moment she left the room Jartan's smile widened into awicked, delighted grin.

Kochanski sat in the class, wishing he was dead. He couldn't recall ever being so humiliated in hisentire
life. Not only were these little desks too damn smdll, but the whole class of children wastrying so
earnestly to help him that he hated them dl at that moment.

In spite of hisbest efforts the pedesta in the center of class showed no distinct solid form, only a
wavering image of the miniature statue that he was supposed to copy and create in solid form.



A moment later he gave up, and the whole class groaned in disappointment as even theimage
disappeared.

Deena, the ingtructor, clapped her handsto get their attention and said, "Now, children, he'still a
beginner at this and he hasimproved, don't you think?*

The chorus of encouraging remarks and smiles made Kochanski want to puke. Thisredlly wastoo much.
Surely Jartan had someisolated outpost somewhere that he could volunteer for.

A loathsomely cute little tyke smiled up a him and offered, "Watch me, Kochanski, watch me!" He
turned and caled, "Deena, can | go next?"'

Deenanodded. "Now remember, | want motion, not just a static copy.”

The boy responded enthusiasticdly, "I'm going to try to make the mode walk and then wave at me. Now
watch, Kochanski."

Kochanski gazed in sullen silence asthe kid created an exact copy of the small statue on top of the
pedestal. Itsfirst movements were dow and jerky, but it soon began to stroll with afluid grace.
Kochanski flicked aglance at Sarastting next to him, and she turned to give him a blinding, reassuring
smile. He hadtily turned his attention el sewhere and his glance happened to settle on Deena

Now that's some woman, he thought appreciatively. Her dark brown hair was long and shiny, and her
eyeswere agolden brown, warm and lively. And that body! He had aways liked hiswomen lush rather
than dim. Her breasts must be full and soft under that gown....

Kochanski was s0 busy undressing Deenathat he hadn't even noticed that the boy had finished histurn.,

Little eight-year-old Lindsey was Stting on the other Sde of Sara, watching Kochanski intently. Shefdlt
very sorry for him, trying so hard and coming so close, but just not being able to grasp thefind stage. He
was trying again; she could see the concentration on hisface.

Gathering up her will she dipped anarrow probe into his mind and sent asurge of power to help.

Suddenly a solid, graceful image of Deena appeared on the pedestal. The motion of its hair and breasts
corresponded exactly to Deena as she turned in surprise to stare at the statue of herself. The only
difference was that the statue was bresthtakingly naked.

A roar of laughter and cheers from the children brought Kochanski back to his senses. An ingtant later he
was on hisfedt, red-faced and stammering.

Deena picked up the now immobile Satue of herself and smiled at him.

"Thisistruly beautiful. If | had redlized that you would respond better to living materid, we would have
tried thisearlier." Her smile became a bit more mischievous and her eyes became more direct.

"Y ou don't have everything exactly correct, though. Perhaps we could work on this some other time?"

Kochanski was trying desperately to find some way to get out of the Situation with ashred of dignity
when he noticed that Sarawas no longer smiling at him. Infact, he couldn't ever recall seeing eyesthat
icy before,

Christ, | think she's jealous. Oh my God, do | deserve this?



Kochanski sat glumly in the Godchair.

| don't ever remember being so embarrassed before, hethought. And what am | going to do if Sara
isstill mad at me? She'll probably be a nightmare at our next work session. He shuddered at the

thought.

Jartan would tell meto look at the positive, he considered. All right, | ended up with a date with a
beautiful woman, and | actually learned to create something by using the Essence. Seeing Deena
had been atruly remarkable experience, but last evening's pleasure was now in the past, and he stiil had
to face what would undoubtedly be ajed oudy enraged young woman.

He stopped brooding momentarily to practice his creativity again, focusing on the mode of Stonehengein
front of him. With greet effort, he focused in hiswill, concentrating on his memories of the day he had
spent exploring the ancient site while stationed in England. He pushed the image onto the modd and
muttered, "Change, you bastard.”

And the moddl seemed to come dive. All the distortions disappeared and a perfect little Stonehenge was
before him, thistime completely intact, with dl thelintels and uprightsin place asit must have been
thousands of years before.

| can do it. Damn!
The image dmost seemed to be dlive as he stared at it, and he thought, 1 wish | were there.

Instantly the Godchair reacted, and his spirit was whisked into the evening sky. He grasped the seemingly
solid arms of the chair and started to order it to take him back, but then figured that he hadn't been out
today; might aswel giveit atry.

He was astoni shed to note that the Godchair wasn't leaving the surface of Haven. It was headed directly
eadt, towards one of the large idands between the continents.

A moment later the chair dowed before alarge lake surrounded by hundreds of square miles of forest.
Therein the center of the lake was an idand, and on that idand was afull-sized Stonehenge.

He began to drift closer.

The old druid wasin the midst of an incantation when he sensed an dien intrusion. Stopping, he turned to
survey hissurroundings. Nothing wasin sight, but he could fed a presence growing stronger and
stronger.

He switched to infrared, and then starlight vision, and still nothing. After several more attempts hetried
the spirit world--and there he felt something.

Leaving hisbody, he could see afigure floating above, staring down at histemple. Painfully he forced his
spirit upward. Very few could trave in the spirit world, and fewer yet could trave too far from their
bodies.

Theman in the chair was a sorcerer, and by his uniform he belonged to Jartan. Still, only those who
followed the true beliefswere dlowed here.

Rising before Kochanski he spoke.

"I do not permit unbelieversto watch the sacred rites. Go now before | become angry.”



The sorcerer in the chair became very agitated at even being seen.

Come allittle closer, the old druid thought, and I will give you the sacred wicker death. Thetimeto
light the fires under the wicker cageswas very near.

Finaly the sorcerer spoke. "How did you ever make such agood copy of Stonehenge?’

The old druid's heart started racing. The time he had worried about for two thousand years was here at
lest.

"Y ou have seen the origind ?'

"Yes, yes. You are from Earth too?"

The druid gathered his strength as he drifted closer and closer.
He asked cunningly, "Know you of Calus Julius Caesaxr?'
"Julius Caesar? Sure | know of him."

"Assassn! | knew you would come someday,” the druid screamed, leaping forward, propelling his
grength into the spirit redlm of the intruder.

The speed of the chair was amazing. Even as hisfingers were about to close on the n'sthroat, the
chair was gone.

Trembling, the old druid searched the sky but could find nothing.
Caesar had tracked him down at last. No matter. He had been ready for years beyond count.

Hewould let them cometo him.

Kochanski got up from the Godchair severely shaken. Someone e se from Earth was here, but was very
dangerous. Maybe insane, too. Jesus, that was aclose call.

He sent acdl for Jartan over hiscommunications crystal. No answer. Still, he was picking up some type
of commotion in Jartan's main briefing room down the hall.

Heading down the hall, he saw great numbers of sorcerers going into and out of the main briefing room,
al wearing looks of intense concern.

Entering, hisfirg thought was the smilarity to an overturned anthill. One group was preparing maps,
another was entering figures on a gresat projection board, and another was working on two huge models
of different worlds floating above the large horseshoe-shaped table. Jartan stood at the head of the table
issuing commands and listening to reports asthey camein.

Kochanski pushed his own concerns aside as he worked hisway toward the god. As he passed he noted
that the largest of the two floating worlds had numerous bright lights surrounded by circles of red, and
that the smaller globe orbiting the larger one was seemingly covered with ice and snowfieldswith only
one bright light and no red circles.

He stood beside Jartan for saveral minutes before the god had time for him.

"Kochanski, I've moved your training up. Saraand severa otherswill be arriving shortly to giveyou



lessons on portal travel in other dimensions. Y ou've got a departure time of less than three days, so your
life depends on you being aquick learner.”

Kochanski'sfirst thought was, My life? and then, Three days? He's got to be kidding.

"No, I'm deadly serious. One of our primary outpost worlds seemsto be under attack. I'm sending a
reconnaissance in force to check it out. Y ou are the best sorcerer | have for the Godchair, so you're
definitdy going. | need information badly."

"Uh, Jartan, why? | mean..."

"Not now, Kochanski. There will be abriefing tomorrow afternoon when the rest of the team arrives.
You'll be pleased to know that I'm sending Mark and the rest of the outlanders with you. For now, return
to the Godchair. Saraand the others are preparing atraining portal opening for you. Y ou are dismissed.”

K ochanski waked from the room more confused than ever. What the hell was going on?

Chapter 3

Winging in low Sarnak skimmed between the snow-covered pesks. Overhead, forward, and to ether
sde, hisescort of thirty sorcerers ranged outward, ready to react at the dightest sign of treachery.

So far it was dl going according to plan. But if the roles were reversed he knew what he would do at this
moment, promises to the contrary be damned.

As he siwung down the side of the mountain, he felt tension knotting within him &t the Sght of the dozen
wall crystals mounted aong the upper battlements of his cousin's fortress. As agreed, they were not
manned. But till, the gunners could merely be hidden.

With every sense gtraining, Sarnak probed for thefirst indicators of threat, but all was asit should be.

Hislead sorcerers, following the example of thefirst guide, swung in over the battlements and dighted on
thelanding platform.

"All clear, my lord," avoice whigpered through the comm link.

Sarnak looked over at the second guide sorcerer who had been flying alongside him. The path to Tor's
ancient fortress was known for its difficult approach. A range of mountains nearly thirty thousand feet tall
had to first be cleared; and atop those peaks were battle platforms, positioned to fire on any would-be
attacker. That thought alone had sent prickles of fear running down his back.

The fortresswas not built at al in the traditional sense, but rather had been carved straight into the side of
amountain, five thousand feet below the summit. Two thousand feet below the fortress was the floor of
thevaley, where his subjectslived, aregion that could only be gpproached through anarrow defile.

For those who were condemned to travel on foot, the climb up and over the passeswas ajourney of
seven or more days. Once over the mountainsthe traveler had to drop dl the way down into the narrow
valey below and then follow atortuous path back up to the only ground entrance into the fortress. The
valey itself was a steeply terraced patchwork of fields, orchards, and stone-walled villages stretching
northward for nearly two hundred milesinto the cold fastness of Tor'srealm.

The main keep of the ancient paace, one of those fashioned by the creator Horat himself, was aso built
graight into the sSide of the mountain, atop a sheer rock pinnacle of smooth granite. The only way to enter
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it was by air--and a series of traps was studded through the narrow pass for an aerid approach. Crystals
were mounted to either sdein alatticework pattern, with only anarrow, unrestricted opening through the
middle. Comein too high or too low and cross between two crystals, and the trap would be sprung as
half ahundred energy bolts snapped out from the mountain, incinerating everything between them.

If one approached from down in the valey, the same trap awaited as the unwary victim started to climb
the face of the pinnacle. A straight overhead approach and aspird down would create the same
response from an interlocking series of crystalsthat pointed upwardsto their counterparts on the distant

peaks.

Without the guidesto lead them in, the approach would have been dmost impossible to negotiate.
Sarnak felt atwinge of jealousy for such aprofligate use of the precious stones.

Following the lead of hisfirst battle team, Sarnak turned sharply and camein for fina gpproach. Once
across the threshold of the fortress, he breathed an inward sigh of rdlief: Thefirgt part of the ordeal had
been passed. Trying to cam the tenson within, he dighted on the platform.

Around him, the rest of his sorcerersturned in sharply and, as they landed, spread out in what appeared
to be a protectivecircle,

From the shadows of adoorway that led into the heart of the mountain, a single middle-aged man
appeared. Uthul's face was angular and dark, wreathed in abeard that had already gone over to grey.
The resemblance was striking, and for an instant Sarnak amost thought that he was standing before his
uncle Tor. Yet Sarnak knew there was one thing that Uthul had not inherited, and that was Tor's cunning.

"Cousin, what a debacle---it was amiracle you escaped at al." Uthul strode forward, hands extended
Sdewaysin the gesture of greeting.

Sarnak looked past Uthul to see a dozen sorcerers emerge, looking warily at Sarnak's surviving retinue.
"Y our father died well and with honor," Sarnak said evenly.

"At the hands of that bastard Jartan,” Uthul replied, with obvious emation in hisvoice. "I thought no good
would come of thiseffort--I tried to warn him. | just knew it would be afalure.”

"It was my plan, you know," Sarnak said dryly.

Uthul fdll slent. "Bethat asit may," hefindly replied. "It'sawonder Jartan has not moved straight here to
burn usout."

"I think he might have other concernsright now. He knows your father is dead; he might think that's
sufficient for now."

"But it'ssad Allic fill hunts you, and won't siop once he finds out where you have fled.”

Sarnak bristled inwardly at theword fled. He had been forced to make atactica withdrawal... but there
would soon be another skirmish--that is, if his hated foe survived the threat he expected was coming.

Uthul shook hishead and continued. "At least, cousin, | can give you and yours shelter for awhile herein
my kingdom. But | want no part of thiswar if it should continue. I've dready sent an ambassador to
Jartan indicating my desire for peace. If he should even suspect that | gave you shelter, | know hiswrath
would turn on measwdll. I'm surprised it hasn't happened aready. That iswhy, when you have rested, |
will haveto ask that you leave my realm. There are places across the seawhere | am sure you can start
afresh.”



"Wrong, dear cousin,” Sarnak said, athin amilelighting hisfeatures. "Y ou see, | have asurprise for you.”
Asthe code words were spoken Sarnak stepped back.
Histhirty sorcerersturned as one, hands extended.

Thirty flashes of light snapped out. Before Uthul could even whisper acry or begin to raise his shielding,
his body had aready snapped into a blinding incandescence.

A single stunned sorcerer stepped out from the doorway, hurling ablast at Sarnak, who was aready
prepared, his shield up to maximum. The bolt flashed, causing the shield to momentarily glow. Half a
dozen sorcerersturned their attention away from the charred remains of Tor's son and dammed the one
defender to the ground.

Warily the other sorcerers backed up, hands kept carefully down.

Sarnak walked up to the smoking remains and drew the signet of rule off ablackened hand. He put the
signet on hisfinger and dmost languidly looked over at the terrified sorcerers.

"He made one mistake, you know," Sarnak said gently, asad smile lighting hisfeatures. "He just should
have said the kingdom was mine and all of this unpleasantness could have been avoided.”

"Arethere any objectionsto thislittle changein power?"
One by one the sorcerersfell to their kneesin obeisance.

"Good, very good, there's been too much bloodshed today. Y our pay is doubled as of now, if that will
prove any additiond incentiveto thelot of you."

Greedy smileslit the faces of more than one knegling man.

Sarnak nodded knowingly. "Excellent, gentlemen, then we do understand each other. | guessit'stime that
| moved in and started with my work. It's said that many artifacts from Tor and even my dear grandfather
Horat are hidden within. Perhapsthey can be of usein the coming struggle.”

With alook amost of pity, Sarnak stepped past the corpse of his cousin and started for the entrance.
"Bda"

"Yesmy lord," A sorcerer with piggy features and lifeless eyesrushed to hisside.

"Be sure the body receives a proper burid.”

"Asyou wish, my lord." and the sorcerer started to turn away.

"And Baa-one other thing. Before taking care of that, go into the private living chambers. My cousin
had awife and three smdll children. 1 would think they would prefer to join their dearly departed loved
one. No sense having resentful rivals about the place.”

A grin of evil delight crossed Baa's features as he motioned to severd of his companions and scurried
away.

"Too bad,” Sarnak whispered to himsdlf, "these family squabbles can be such distasteful affairs.”



The meeting Allic had called was winding down to aclose.

After the encounter with the demon Kulthain Sarnak’s office, Jartan had ordered a complete
investigation and sent two of Allic'sssters, Storm and Leti, to assist.

Thistime the search had been conducted with crystal-shattering sonics and several more trgps and
escape holes had been detected and dismantled. A fair portion of Sarnak’s old fortresswas now in ruins,
torn and blasted by the thoroughness of the investigation.

The sorcerer in charge of the last area searched was completing his report, and everyone was starting to
shift restlesdy. It had been along meeting and it wastime to wrap it up.

Findly Allic raised hishand and said, "Thank you, Faltre.” The sorcerer stopped and sat down.

Allic continued, "We are dl agreed, then, that there are no more portal openings of sufficient szeto be
any danger here?'

Therewas amurmur of agreement and Leti spoke up, "I'm amazed that Sarnak could even set up what
he did, much less have more than one. The years of effort to construct such atrap and the sheer power
he had stored there meredly to keep it in standby modeisincredible.”

"Leti and | will leave at firgt light tomorrow for Asmara," Storm continued. "I'll report everything that's
transpired here to Jartan. We can assume for now that the danger in thisregion is past.”

"Itsanold rule of war," Ikawasaid quietly, "that when an enemy is stirred it might be long before he goes
back to deep. Perhapsthisfind hereis only part of apuzzle to be unraveled, and indicates a broader
plan. It could even mean that Sarnak’s attack fitsinto someone else's designs.”

Allic nodded approvingly at Ikawas comment. On severa occasionsin the padt, this outlander's military
insght had been proven. He had learned to take any advice from this quarter with utmost seriousness.

"That will bein our report aswell,” Allic said. "Now, isthere any other businessto attend to?"
The assembly |looked to each other without comment.

"Fine then, it's been arough couple of weeks here. Let's all take therest of the day off and try torelax a
bit."

Allic looked over at Storm and Leti and smiled.

"| am certain that you two have some catching up to do with a couple of gentlemen on my gtaff," and his
statement was met with chortles of delight from al the Americans and Japanese present.

"At least cut down on the thunder tonight," came a disguised voice from the back of the room, that was
obvioudy Waker's. "I got my beauty deep to catch up on.”

L eaving the conference room, the group followed a narrow passageway out to a private garden Mark
had never seen before, so vast was the palace and citadel complex. Though bizarre in its arrangement,
Mark found the garden to be fascinating in an uncomfortable sort of way. When he had been aboy, an
uncle returning from FHorida had brought back a Venuss-flytrap for him. The plant had delighted him, and
what he saw now rekindled those memories. Severd of the plants had a strange beauty to them, with
open fronds, bloodred in color, that emitted amusky cloying scent. Some were obvioudly traps, with
visdlike jaws afoot across gaping wide open. In the center of the garden was an open orchid several feet
in diameter, dark yellow in color and wafting alavenderlike scent to the breeze.



Curious, Mark started to draw closer.

"Dont," Storm whispered, coming up to his side. She picked up aclump of dirt and tossed it towards the
orchid. With lightning speed half adozen tendrils sneked out, damming into the dirt clod, pulling it straight
into the heart of the flower, which closed like asted door damming shut.

"Jesus," Walker gasped, looking nervoudly at the deadly plant.

"The tendrils are armed with poison barbs," Leti announced. "Y ou're parayzed before you even hit the
ground, then it smply digestsyou. If you're lucky it startsfeeding on you head-firgt, killing you fairly
quickly. Otherwiseit will dowly feed on you for days, and you're still dive, feding everything but unable
to move, or even use your shieding.”

"The bastard probably kept these for the poisons.” She pointed around the garden.

"And for entertainment,” Allic said coidly. "Those cadonna can take ahand off asclean asarazor. You
can gill find them in severd of the wilder places on thisworld; usudly we destroy them on sight. It'sjust
like Sarnak to have agarden like this. | should have destroyed them the day we took this place.”

With asnort of disgust Allic brought his hand up. A dash of light snapped out, sweeping acrossthe
garden. Horrified, Mark watched as many of the plants writhed upon the ground, like snakesthat had
been cut in haf. A sickening stench filled the air and the party drew away.

Following Storm's lead, the group | eft the smoldering garden, looking nervoudy about. Gradudly the
party split up until Mark suddenly redlized that he and Storm were alone. At the end of awinding path,
Mark was amazed by the splendor of the view before him as the edge of a sheer cliff dropped to abroad
lake hundreds of feet below.

"Thereisacertain stark beauty to the place," Storm said, dangling her legs over the edge of the dliff.

Mark had to nod in agreement. The mountains that surrounded the inner citadel of Sarnak's former realm
had the sharp, desiccated look he had seen before in southern Arizonaand New Mexico. Their angles
were like razor edges againg the late afternoon sky, presenting avivid contrast of dark blue againgt
brown and gray.

"Not as pretty, though, as Homefree." Storm reached over to squeeze Mark's hand.

How lucky hetruly was, he thought, |etting the warmer thoughts push aside the nightmare images. It was
gill hard to believe that he lived in luxury far surpassing even the most paatia mansions he had visited
back in England. In fact the gently rolling countryside and the orderly villages and formal gardens around
his new estate of Homefree did remind him of England in the springtime.

In many ways he was now like abaron, living in splendor.

But it was aposition that matched more into his American sengibilities than the old feudd system of
Europe. Therewere eight villagesin hisfiefdom, each ruled by an eected town council. He could advise,
and act asajudgeto settle disputes, but if his decison was not satisfactory it was within the villagers
rightsto go straight over his head to Allic. Though they paid him the respect he was entitled to asa
warrior and sorcerer, he was expected to servein turn. Allic had madeit clear that any behavior
disrupting the orderly management of his province, or any mistreatment of the people, would not be
tolerated.

"WEéII be home before you know it," Storm said, asif reading histhoughts. "Assmilating Sarnak'srealm
and following through on this latest incident will take sometime, but | dare say you'll be rotated back ina



couple of months and well have plenty of timeto be together again.”

Mark sat back without comment. Storm laid down adongside of him, her eyesfilled with concern. But he
didn't want to talk about the turmoil inside him, the gnawing fear that the hell he had glimpsed wasthe fate
awaiting him.

"You folks carefor asnvim?'

Mark looked up to see Leti and Ikawa standing hand in hand before him.

"A splendid idea," Storm cried, coming to her feet and pulling Mark up alongside her.

Mark looked over the edge of the cliff to the vast |ake below. It was hot; perhaps a good swim would be
just the thing to cool him off.

"Let'sdo alittle underwater exploring whilewere at it,” Leti suggested.
Surprised, Mark said, "That lake is sheer-walled and looks to be a couple of hundred feet deep.”
"Silly, you can fly through the air, why not underwater?"

Now thiswas atwigt, and the idea certainly was appealing. There had been reports that the Italians had
perfected a method of underwater breathing learned from some Frenchman. They had used it to
remarkable effect in sinking severd British ships. He had ways wanted to try it out, and now heredized
there was nothing to stop him from doing it on thisworld.

"It'ssmple enough,” Leti explained. "Compress your shield in tight to your body, and dlow it to be
porous enough for air to get through, but for the water to stay out. Y our shield will act asthegillsona
fish, and your creativity will automatically make oxygen for you to breath.”

"How deep can we go?"' Ikawa asked excitedly.

"For now, keep it a severd hundred feet. Every thirty feet isroughly equa to one atmosphere. Until
you've mastered the skill you might have aleak break through when you go much aboveten
atmospheres. And don't let your shield rupture. Y our pressure insgde the shield isthe same as on the
surface; the sudden change would kill you. After some practice you should be able to reach five, even six
hundred feet degp. Just imagine you're flying. The principleisthe same."

The two men looked at each other excitedly.
"Well, let's get in the water,” Storm announced.

Without hesitation she untied the smple belt around her waist and pulled her shift up over her head with
Leti following suit. A moment later both were naked except for the crysta belts around their wristsand
walsts.

Mark and Ikawalooked at each other nervoudy. They had grown accustomed to the relaxed sexua
mores on Haven, but sncether involvementswith Leti and Storm they now felt dightly uncomfortable a
the naked presence of the other's partner.

A hbit shyly, the two disrobed--to chuckles of amusement of the two women.
"Well, let'sgo skinny-dipping,” Mark cried, and legped off the cliff.
Plummeting down the face of the cliff, he snapped up hisshield as L eti had told him to. Extending his



arms outward, he dammed into the water, his shield protecting him from the impact. For amoment he felt
adight twinge of panic as he continued to streak downward and held his breath.

Tentatively he breathed in and exhaded. Around the edge of the shield he saw a sheet of bubbles break
away and rise up.

Hetook another breath and exhaed, and another ring of bubbles raced to the surface.

Three dull thuds snapped through the water, and Ikawa, Leti, and Storm came streaking down toward
him.
Fascinated, Mark watched as they spiraled around each other, drifting through the water with the same

effortless ease asflying through the air. Y et everything down here seemed to be taking placein dow
motion, with graceful, languid movement replacing the sharp, rapid-fire maneuvers of flight.

Dedlighted, he started to laugh and watched as the three descended past him. For al the world he
suddenly fdt asif hewerein avast cathedra of blue, the three other swimmers drifting down like angels
dropping from heaven. The pae beams of sunlight filtered about them like light through the stained glass
windows of acathedral.

Rolling back over, he watched asthey drifted down into the darkness, their halos of bubblesrising
around him in ever-expanding circles.

Following hisfriends downward, he was fascinated as the pa e turquoise blue of the upper region dowly
transformed into adarker bluelike the early evening sky, which interplayed with the shimmering beams of
aunlight.

An iridescent column of yellow forms came spiraing up out of the depth and he dmost cried out with joy
asthe column brokeinto aspiraling circle of thousands of yelow fish, striped verticdly with dashes of
violet.

Blending in with the school, Mark found himself surrounded in ashifting kaleidoscope: One moment the
fish were dl swimming end-on, presenting razor sharp images, then in an ingtant the school would shift,
and the dark blue of the ocean would become arainbow of color.

Downward the school turned, mixing with another column of fish. Mark followed, shifting asthey did,
looping and arching. Colors gradudly dropped away into yet a deeper blue, asif the gentle mantle of
night was washing over hisworld.

"Mark, can you see me?"'

Snapped from hisreverie by the voice from his communication crystal, he looked about. Histhree
companions were nowherein Sght.

Hefdt avague uneasinessin thistwilight world.
"Hold up your offensve crystd and st it as adiffused beacon of light."

As Storm had ingtructed, he raised hisright hand. A wide beam shot out, illuminating the fish so that their
colors seemed to explode. Under the glare of the beacon, the thousands of fish which had surrounded
him, and had appeared to be dark green in the muted light of the deep, suddenly stood out in high
contrast, revealing arainbow swirl of reds, yellows, and burgundy, so that the water sesemed almost on
fire



Again his attention drifted as he observed the dien world about him.

"Still can't find me?" Storm said playfully, with adight note of chiding in her voice. "It'saskill you should
lean.”

Mark swung his beacon back and forth but could not locate her.
"Y our farseeing ability, Slly."
Nodding to himsdlf, Mark shifted hisfocus, channeling his attention.

Theworld about him seemed to shift dightly, and then from below, &t five o'clock, he could detect three
blips.

"Just like sonar!" he cried.

"A little sub chase" Ikawalaughed.

Herolled over into adive, rapidly picking up speed.

Two of the blips remained motionless, but the third broke away to the left in atight spird turn.

Suddenly Ikawaand Leti flashed into view, illuminated by his crystal. With a cheery wave he shot past
the two, who were laughing with delight at hisantics.

Storm continued to dive, jinking to the left and right. Doggedly he followed, still picking up speed. He
could sense the bottom racing up and, broadening his search, he could easily detect Storm swinging
among the towering boulders that littered the lake bed.

In an ingtant he was skimming aong through aswirling forest of kelp, dodging up over boulders, and
traversing benegth arching cavernsthat plunged into darkness and then back into opague light.

Trying to lose him in the clutter, Storm would dodge behind a boulder, out of hisview, and then scurry
around thefar Sde.

Once she smply hit the bottom and remained motionless so that he shot right past her. A taunting laugh
echoed through his crystal, and looking over his shoulder he saw her rise up, wave playfully and then
streak away.

Grinning with delight, Mark arched straight up and over and shot back down on her tail. Gradually he
closed in on her, so that he was able to track her by the bubbles given off by her rapid passage through
the water.

Finally hisbeacon locked onto her, reveding her dender form cutting effortlesdy through the tranquil
depths. Tantdizingly, she stayed just out of reach asthey played through the fairytale forest of boulders.
Then she arched straight up, racing for the surface, sunbeams dappling her long black hair. Straight out of
the water she shot, soaring heavenward. Bursting clear of thelake, he followed her upward, the warmth
of the early evening air asharp contrast to the cool waters below. At last she punched through afaint
wisp of cloud and disappeared.

The cloud, rimmed with thefirgt faint glow of pink from the setting sun, filled hisview. Slowing, he drifted
up and through.

Hands reached out, covering hiseyes. Playfully he pulled her over and tumbled back into the puffy
blanket. Her lips closed over hisin alingering kiss, their bodies intertwining into an embrace asthey



drifted out of the shelter of privacy back into the light below.

From far away they heard ahoot of delight, and looking down they saw severa Japanese floating through
the sky intheir direction, laughing ddightedly at the strange spectacle of the two embracing while floating
inthe heavens.

"Hard to get any privacy up here" Mark said, feeling abit self-conscious about the two of them flying
naked where the whole world could see them. Storm pushed away from Mark, her eyes glowing with
passion. Taking his hand, sheleaned over and plummeted downwards. The lake rushed up asif to hide
them. Slashing through the surface, they knifed downward into its cool, protective mantle. Slowing, they
looked about, like two adolescents furtively making sure that no one was watching before they kissed.

Storm drew closer, and made her shield blend into his. Eagerly they drew each other closer into a
passi onate embrace.

They had made love atop acloud before, but thiswasthefirst time for them underwater. Therewasa
wonderful sense of welghtlessness as the water held them. Laughing they gradudly rolled end over end,
one moment prone, the next asif standing, then amoment later inverted, asif hanging suspended. And
with each gentle turn and sway, their passion grew.

"Did you just hear something?" |kawa asked, looking over &t his beloved.
"Bit likethunder," she said, awicked smilelighting her festures.

"Well, at least you're quieter about such things," he said laughingly, drawing her close asif to start again
what they had just finished.

"Shal we go exploring abit firg?'

Hefdt torn--what he had just shared with her beneath the waves was the stuff of dreams--but he could
not hide the fact that he was curious to see this new world.

Giving him aplayful wink, she drifted from hisembrace, and, taking his hand, started downward.

Beneath them, vast schools of fish would dart away at their approach. Gradualy the world grew dimmer,
asthelight from above shifted through the red of the setting sun, to be replaced by the golden glow of the
twin moons rising together to the east. Switching on their crystas, they continued to explore the bottom,
looking into crevices and then into avast array of cavernsthat dropped away into darkness.

A gentle game of tag developed asthe two loverswould bresk away and lazily chase each other. Ikawa
found that he enjoyed the chase dmost as much asthe catch, as he skimmed behind Leti, watching her
lithe naked body twisting and turning through the water.

Before them, a sheer wall suddenly loomed up. Having crossed the length of the lake, they cameto a
stop beneath the vast cliff, which soared straight upwards to the towering battlement of Sarnak’s keep.
Thewall before them was dotted with caves.

"Close your eyes, turn off your sensing, and count to ten," Leti commanded. "Then practicetrying to find
me"”

Hefdt avague uneasiness, but the playful mood till held sway and he followed her command. Shewas
gone when he opened his eyes, so he used his sensing ability to sweep the area-first out behind him, but
there was no one there. He shifted his attention forward, scanning the caves.



Nothing.

Suddenly there was the dightest flurry of movement to theright, a the mouth of acaveright on the
bottom.

"Got you," he cried, and zoomed for the entrance. The narrow opening closed around him, plunging him
into blacknesslit only by hiscrysd.

There was movement straight ahead, and eagerly he pushed forward. The cave doglegged to theright,
and he dowed to turn the corner, ready to reach out and grab her, for he could sense her presence
lingering just on the other Sde.

Ever s0 cautioudy he came up to the edge, turning his beacon down to anarrow dit of light so asnot to
betray his presence. Lying on the bottom, he reached around to grab her by the legs. His hands grabbed
something smooth, rounded, and cold.

A scream of horror escaped him: In his hands was a human skull, shreds of flesh ill dangling fromiit's
face.

Thewater swirled around him. Recoiling backward, he kicked out blindly, the water boiling around him
in hisfrantic struggle.

A demon that was the sickly pale white of arotting corpse rose above him, its phosphorescent green
teeth bared and its yellow eyes glowing with malevolence.

Ingtinctively he raised his hand, adash of light sngpping out. The water boiled as the bolt of energy
dammed through, catching the demon in the arm.

The demon roared in pain and fury, its voice hollow and ominousin the watery depths.

Pushing away, Ikawarolled and twisted as the webbed talons cut through the water, catching him on the
leg and pulling Ikawatoward his gaping maw.

Curling up inabdl, Ikawaamed another shot, catching the demon full in the face. The booming scream
abruptly stopped as the beam tore its head off. The hold loosened and he kicked away, bolting for the
paelight of the cave entrance.

Half-blinded by terror he shot from the hole.

"Ikawal"

Leti swung in dongside, alook of horror in her eyes as she saw the blood trailing from hisleg.
The caverns around them seemed to explode in amaelstrom of enraged nightmares.

Leti fired three quick shots, each ripping ademon's body asunder. But till they came on.
"Canyou swim?' shecried.

"I'll makeit!" Ikawagrated, and the two raced through the water, two dozen or more pale forms
swinging in behind them.

"Leti, Ikawa, what isit?"

"Get out of thelakel" Leti shouted. "Water demong!”



"Were coming over,” Mark ydled.
"lkawa, head for the surface," Leti cried, her voice full of concern.

Ikawa shook his head. The panic was under control and now replaced by agrim anger at having been
caught so off guard.

Thetwo continued to retreet, pulling the demonsin behind them. Looking over his shoulder, he could see
them swimming, their webbed hands and feet moving with smooth muscular strength, the vestiges of what
had once been wings now undulating in arippling motion like the movement of agiant ray flying through
the water.

He was amazed to see that their power in the water equaled his own, and in fact the strongest of them
wasrapidly closing in. Clumsily hetried to am over his shoulder and fire abolt. The water boiled around
him as the lightning shot snapped out, disappearing into the darkness, wide of its mark.

Leti sivung wide, and then cut an arc across the front of Tkawa, firing twice. Her first shot missed, but the
second caught the lead demon in the shoulder, sending him into adownward spird.

Thefighting here was far different, Ikawaredized, hisandytica mind examining the nature of this combat
even ashefled. Intheair, range of firing could reach out aquarter mile or more. Down herefifty yards
was probably the maximum range of an energy bolt before its power was drained off by the surrounding
water. Movement was far dower aswell. A close-in fight would be short and extremely deadly.

Suddenly, from straight beneath him, three forms shot up out of the depth. They had cut in front of him!
Hefired abolt at the closest demon, killing him, but could not turn back in time to handle the other two.
Swinging upward, hetried to cross above them, and they reached up eagerly to grab him.

Therewas ablinding flash of light, and the first demon seemed to explode. A second and third flash
struck the other pursuer in the back and front at amost the same instant. The water around Ikawawas an
explosion of steam and light, with the world washed in the roar of angry demons and the hissing shriek of
hundreds of gallons of water vaporizing into steam.

Storm shot past, her countenance aterrifying visage of rage, with Mark a her side.

Spinning around, Ikawaand Leti now went over to the attack. At the sight of another demigod appearing
asif from nowhere, the demons broke away, scattering in every direction. Two morefdl to her fury, the
water around them boiling and foaming as her bolts shot out. Forming into atriad, Ikawa, Mark, and L eti
fel in on two more demons who were madly racing back to the caverns. Asif guided by asingle thought,
al threefired at the sametime, and an ingtant later, Ikawafound himsdf swimming through the charred
and boiled remains of hisvictim, the nauseating stench of burnt demon leaking through his shielding. The
cliff wall now loomed above them, the last demons scurrying into its protection.

Frustrated, |kawa started after them.

"Leaveit go," Leti cried, swinging dongside him. "It's probably a honeycomb of warrens back there.
They could lead you into atrap. | think they've learned enough of alesson for today."

There was another flash off to their right, accompanied by an echoing shriek and the boiling hiss of steam.
A moment later Storm regppeared, rage till glowing in her eyes.

"That should teach the bastards not to interrupt us,”" she said coldly.



Mark could not help but smile.
"We better get that leg looked after," Leti said.

Looking down, Ikawa saw that the dash was a deep one, going amost to the bone. A cut from ademon
was dways atricky affair, snce many timesit would be poisoned. For thefirst time hefelt pain wash
through him, and arising giddinessthat was quickly turning into downright nausea.

Together, the four gained the surface. Putting a protective arm around Ikawa, Mark soared straight
upward to dight on the diff wherether clothes il 1ay.

Leti spoke hurriedly into her communications crystal even as she bent over to examine Ikawasleg.

"I've derted the medicd team,” she said, and pulled the hedling crystal from her belt, laying it on the
wound to stem the bleeding.

The three dressed rapidly and were preparing to take Ikawain when from out of the darknessaform
landed beside them. Two other sorcerers quickly followed.

Without aword Allic kndlt to look at Ikawa's wound.

"It could have been alot worse," he said reassuringly, looking up at the Japanese officer with obvious
relief.

Ikawafelt aswelling of affection for this man, who had come racing out to him the moment he had heard
that one of hissamural had been injured. Thistruly was adaimyo worth serving.

Standing, Allic walked over to the edge of the cliff and looked down. " Sarnak must have kept them as
pets, tossing in people he no longer needed.”

A sick rage washed over Ikawaat the thought of the human skull he had held only moments before.
"A littleinterruption, | gather," Allic said, looking over at Storm in an attempt to lighten the mood. .
"Ah, shut up,” shereplied huffily, and even Ikawalaughed as Allic looked over at him and winked.
Thelightness of Allic'smood, however, quickly shifted to seriousness.

"Y ou better be ready to fly tomorrow," he said to Ikawa.

"Brother, areyou insane?’ Leti said protectively. "Hell belaid up for at least severa days.”

"I need him--in fact, | need al of you." Thetone of hisvoice ended al dissent. "Word just came from
Jartan. We must report to him in Asmaraat once. Gorgon has made hisfirst move.”

Chapter 4

"My lord, there is an emissary from Boreas waiting to see you.”

Pina, chief steward and battle advisor to Allic, nodded to the courtyard outside the main briefing room,
where asolitary figure stood in the shadows.

Since Allic'shurried return to Landraon hisway to hisfather's court in Asmara, the audience chamber
had been aswirl of activity as the business which had piled up in his absence was quickly attended to.
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"He's been waiting for you for three days,” Pinasaid evenly. "I've assured him the delay is not intended as
adight, but he doesn't looked pleased.”

"Boreas?' was Allic's astonished rejoinder.

Varmastopped in hisrounds of refilling everyone's drinks and interjected, "I'vetried to talk to him twice,
and he'sthe coldest, most closemouthed sorcerer I've ever met.”

Allic lifted an eyebrow at Pina.

"| agree with Varma--he's one of Boreas descendants. He definiteiy has atouch of the Frogt.”
"Interesting,” Allic mused. "By dl means, bring himin."

As Pinaleft the room Mark spoke up.

"I don't believe I've ever heard the name Boress. Isit aplace or a person?’

"Boreasis one of the oldest demigods still living. Heisthe eldest child of Bore, the Crestor that Horat
killed to start the War of the Gods three thousand years ago.”

Allic drained hismug and continued as Varmarefilled it.

"Boreasismy cousin by blood, but over the years he has turned into something that | can't understand.
Hisreamisin thefar north, in theicefields and fjords of the polar ice cap. Heisa creature of ice and
bitter cold that few would want or could stand againg.”

Varmadropped hisfacade of the jester and once again revealed the brilliant mind that he hid from al but
afew.

"The histories of the Great War mention that the Frost Demons attempted to attack Haven during the
conflict and confusion. Boreas and his battle team went to their universeto, ashe put it, 'have alittle
discussion.' He decimated three worlds before they were able to buy him off."

"It has never been proven that they bought him off," Allic snapped.

"Wdll, bethat asit may, we can't dispute the fact that something broke the power of the fire demons at
the battle of Grada. It has been implied many times that Boreas has a Great \Weapon that not even the
gods know about. Heisademigod cloaked in legends.”

Allicgaveasnort of disdain a Varma.

The door opened and Pinaentered with atall, lean sorcerer. Mark wasimpressed. Even the comfortable
temperature of the room seemed to go down appreciably.

The man was dressed in gray and white, and his face was as devoid of emotion as aweek-dead fish.
He stood before Allic and bowed.
"Prince Allic, | am Traca. | bring you greetings from your cousin Boreas, Prince of the North."

Allic waved an airy acknowledgment, and responded gracioudy. "It isaways apleasure to hear from
Boreas. Would you careto st down and join usin adrink?’

"No, thank you. | prefer to stand.”



Allicsamile becamealittle lesswarm.
"So what message forces you to journey to thisland of insufferable heat and effete Southerners?”
Even Tracas smilewaswintry.

"Prince Allic, we of the North are not noted for our gregariousness. But, rest assured, | meant no insult to
those who have had the honor of destroying the realm of that monster Sarnak."

Mark spoke before he could catch hisloose tongue.
"Doesthat mean that you have had contacts with Sarnak dso?'

"| see your education has been sadly neglected, Outlander. The heirs of Bore will hate Sarnak for aslong
asthe universelasts, and beyond. It is because of him that our father, the Creator Bore, was foully
murdered by Horat--may his name be cursed for eternity.”

Tracareturned his attention to Aliic.

"We have kept the Peace as we swore, though the thought of Sarnak living has been an intolerable
burden to usfor over three thousand years."

"All of Haven isaware of Boreas redtraint. It saved the lives of many during the exchange of prisoners,”
came Allic's soothing reply. "Now. Y our message?”

For thefirgt time emotion crossed Traca's face: an dmost wistful eagerness.

"We of the North hope that you might have some inkling asto Sarnak's whereabouts, since you now
have accessto his castle and secret papers. | am authorized to offer ascore of wall crystalsto replace
your lossesif my lord Boreas hasfirst chance to use such information and successfully takes Sarnak.”

Mark could seethat Allic wasfurious, but did an admirable job of keeping histemper.

"Traca, inform your lord that he can keep his crystals. When and if | can find such information, dl those
who have cause to hate Sarnak may join mein the chase.”

"Very generous. In the name of my lord, | thank you!"
For another moment the look of eagerness lasted, and then was gone.

"Thereis one more matter that | am commanded to discuss. It isknown that you have sgned dl the
outlanders'--and here he turned to look at |kawa and Mark--"to contractsin your service. It isfurther
known that severd haveleft you and are now on therollsasUnta"

Mark glanced over at Ikawa and knew hisfriend was as pierced as he was by the knowledge that two of
their party were now known as unspeakable and without honor for breaking their contracts. He turned to
see Allic shaking hishead at them, asif to say, the dishonor was not yours.

"Yes itisso," Allictold Traca
"Then let me inform you that Boreas wishesto buy the contract of the one caled Giorgini."
There were gasps around the table, but Allic's face was expressionless.

"I'm sure you redize the implications of your last statement, messenger.”



"Wes"
"What isyour offer?"

"Onewadl crysd."

"A wall crysta for acontract that has alittle over two years|eft? Most impressive.”
Allic then turned to Mark.

"Mark, hewas one of yours. What is your counsel ?'

"l don't redlly understand dl of this," Mark said hesitantly, "but if thereisachanceto give Giorgini away
to redeem himself I'd say yes."

Allic turned back to Traca. "Inform your lord that | accept.”

Tracanodded. "Thewadll crysta will be ddivered intwo days. With your permission | will wait until then
to take possession of the contract.”

With Allic's nod of acceptance, Tracaturned again to Mark.

"Know, young sorcerer, that your man Giorgini was on hisway back to you when he, uh, was delayed. It
ismy lord'sintention to put his name back on therolls."

Allic rapped the table with his mug, and with acam voice that belied the anger on hisface said,
"Unnecessary, Traca. Asof thismoment | have ordered Giorgini's name restored to the rolls. Now,
unless you have further businessto discuss, you are excused from my presence.”

Traca bowed and | ft.
"Would someone please explain to me what is going on about Giorgini?"
Ikawawas the first to answer.

"Either Boreas or one of his people has Giorgini, and they find him valuable. The key point hereiswhen
they got him."

Varmaglanced at Allic. "The manner in which the contract was offered, and the excessive price, pointsto
aborder violation. In my opinion Boreas himsdlf flew here as soon as he knew that Sarnak had broken
the Sacred Truce. Boreas would give amost anything for the chance to kill Sarnak himself. He probably
got heretoo late for Sarnak and took Giorgini instead, to get information.”

Allic dirred at that. "Yes, that ishow | seeit. Thewall crystd isavery subtle way of apologizing for
intruson and interference.”

"Doesthat mean Giorgini isaprisoner?’ asked Mark.
Allic glanced at VVarma, who responded, "I'd guess not. The offer for the contract was straightforward.”

Allic sraightened. "Agreed. Giorgini has obvioudy offered to serve Boreas. Maybe without Y ounger's
influence he will serve him aswell asyou have served me. Now let'scall it anight. Weleavefor Asmara
a fird light tomorrow.”



"I must have been dreaming,” Imada whispered, looking up into her eyes.

"Just the bad dream, my lover," Venareplied, agentle smilelighting her innocent features. "1 heard you

Imadastirred and tried to Sit up, but the lightheadedness returned. Languidly, he laid back down.

The world was such a kaeiddoscope of colors, of drifting images, phantasmsthat could bered or just
imagined. But he did not even careto find out if they wereredl or not. One should not question this quiet
paradise of love.

The bad dream again. Funny, he could barely recdl it now. He could sill remember hisfriends, the
captain who had dways treated him with kindness, even Sergeant Saito, who bellowed like a bull, but
was more like an older brother. Even the Americans, Jose and Kraut. He had never wanted to be a
soldier, the thought of killing anyone had been so repugnant. And the Americans had proven to be not
such bad fellows after all. Y es, he could remember them, and the vague desire to return to them. He must
report to hisfriends, but what was it he was supposed to tell them?

Something had happened to him. Something horrible. Helooked into VVenas eyes. Something had
happened--but what was it?

"Can you remember your dream?"' she asked, her brow knitted.
Had he been swimming? No, no, it had been next to ariver, hadn't it?
Leaning over, her lipslightly brushed his.

Wasthat part of the nightmare aswell? Y et even as he wondered, he could fed the first tingle of passion
as the kiss became bolder.

A hushed moan of pleasure escaped her. Sitting up, she undid the shoulder clasp of her lavender and
slver-laced gown. The gown dipped away, tumbling to her waist. Reaching to her side, she snapped
loose the hip clasp and the gown fell away.

Smiling she brushed back her amber curlsto expose the beauty of her breasts.

Still feding lightheaded, but thistime from the joy within him, Imada sat up asVena pulled back the
coversof his bed.

Together they fell back, now joined as one, their passion rising together, then ever so dreamily faling
away.

Floating in alovers embrace, Imada opened his eyes. Shelay beside him, her eyes sparkling with love.
"Without you | would be nothing,” she sighed. "Don't ever leave me."

Imada pulled her close, and kissed her lightly on the forehead.

"Can you remember the fight, my love?" Her innocent features were aglow with admiration.

Thefight?Y es--that was the nightmare. The party had been on patrol when Sarnak's demons had
attacked. It had been a horrific Siege, pinned down in aglade with no protection. One by one his
comrades had falen. Throughout that long night he had heard their cries asthey were dragged off into the
darknessto be tortured and killed.



Numbed, he had waited for the coming of morning and certain desth, hiding by the river bank, wounded
and waiting for the end. Somehow he could remember Y ashida's screams of agony.

Imadatried to block that memory. He had been struggling. It wasin the water, wasn't it? Yes, inthe
water wrestling with ademon. That wasit. The demon had pounced on him, and they were struggling in
the water when Y oshida had cried out. What had happened to that demon? He must havekilled i,
otherwise he would now be dead.

With therising of the sun he had found himsdlf alone, the only survivor of the patrol, in the smoking ruins
of the glade, with bodies scattered everywhere. And the enemy was gone.

He must have been in shock, he thought. What did the Americans call it? Combet fatigue. He had
wandered, lost.

Logt until the dark smoke on the horizon told him of trouble. The sight of the demons circling the burning
village had been the trigger to hisrage at what had been done.

He looked back at Vena

"Y ou're thinking of the battle, aren't you, my love?"

Imada nodded.

"I'll dways remember how you cameto me," she said, her dodike eyes gazing into his.

"The demons had attacked just after dawn,” she whispered, asif reciting ashared memory. "They must
have been the same onesthat attacked you the night before. We fought as best we could. Everything,
everything was destroyed. My home, my friends, and my father." Tears began tofill her eyes.

"Don't cry, dearest,” Imadawhispered, kissing her tears away.

"Father wasill dready," she said, trying to force asmile. "He had been awarrior under our lord Allic. He
had always said he wished to die sword in hand, facing the enemy, and not wasted and old. Hedied as
he wished, daying the demon that killed him, singing his death song. It was as he desired, and for him |
should be happy."

"l wasready to die," shewent on grimly. "And then | saw you flying in like an avenger borne on the wind,
descending out of the sun, flame arching from your hand, your battle cry like thunder."

"Oh, how they fled before your rage," she said excitedly. "I thought first that perhaps you must be agod.
Sometimes| Hill believethat.”

Imada blushed at the open admiration in her innocent eyes.

She giggled softly. "Forgive me; | do love you so. | dream of theday | can tell our grandchildren how you
camethusto save me."

Imada laughed and hugged her. Never would they be separated! "It's still kind of hard to remember it
al"

She paused for amoment, looking at him with concern. ™Y ou do remember most of it, though, don't
you?"

"You're hdping meto," hereplied with asmile.



"Y ou fought your way to me. A demon dashed you here." She pointed to the furled scar on his shoulder.
"Y et dill you camefor me. And picking me up, you flew off. They chased us here, into the mountains,
until you finaly lost them. Only then did you findly collgpse, near the edge of death from your wounds,
which were poisoned.”

"I knew of this cave. Being on the border marches, Father had prepared this placeif there was an
emergency. Even asachild, | could have found this place blindfolded. He had thought of everything,
hiding bedding, clothes, weapons, and food, if ever we should have need of aplaceto hide. And so |
carried you here after your collapse and brought you back to hedlth.”

A look of concern washed over her.

"And now you seem to be heded and ready to travel once again.”
"Well dwaysbeone” he murmured.

"But you must go back to your friends, and to our lord Allic.”

Y es, that was hisname: Allic. Now the memory seemed so much clearer. Allic was hisdaimyo, his
warlord, and he must obey asasamurai. There was actualy amoment of pleasurein that realization. He
wasasamurai of Allic's. In hisown world he had never wanted to be a soldier, but as a child he had
thrilled with the legendary heroes of the civil wars, and the struggle for the Shogunate. Now he had
powers surpassing even those of Norgunata or the forty-seven ronin. He had his duty.

Y et therewas Vena.

"Y ou can fly back with meto Landra. As| saved your life, so you saved mine. Nothing will ever keep us
goart. | could not live without you."

"Y ou seem so much stronger aready, even asyou talk about it,” Venasaid. "Think how excited your
friendswill beto see you. Y ou've been gone nearly four months, my love."

"Four monthdl"
Startled, he sat straight up, looking anxioudy around.

"The demon's poison worked deep into your soul,” Venasaid soothingly, sitting up alongside him. ™Y ou
did not even gtir until several weeks back. It took al the skill 1 had to bring you back to me.”

How could this be? Imadawondered. They must think him dead, a prisoner, or even adeserter and
coward.

"l haveto get back," he said anxioudly.
"Another day or two a most,” Venasaid.
"At least let me get up and walk about outside.”

"No, my love," Venasaid soothingly. "The demons know that you are hiding someplacein these hills.
They have not stopped searching. | have snuck out at dusk to gather herbsfor your broth, and every time
| leave | can seethem circling. Y ou are till abit shaky, you could make amistake out there and be seen.
Y ou see, my dear, you might have the power of agod, but my father taught me woodcraft, and | think |
know abit more about such things than you."

Her voicefilled with anote of pride as she spoke. Smiling, Imadafound he could not argue with her.



"And spesking of broth, I've made somefor you." As sheleft hisbed, thefires glow cast itslight on her
long legs and taut, rounded body. Her hair swayed provocatively as she waked across the room toward
asmdl cauldron. She scooped out a greenish foam into awood bowl and brought it back to him.

Playfully, he reached out to her, hisarms encircling her waist as she sat down.

"My, you certainly areregaining your strength. But drink thisfirgt. It's good for you and will drive out any
nightmaresyou might ill have."

Leaning over, she brought the bowl to hislips. The drink was pungent, with afaint bitterness that made
him wrinkle hisnose.

Even before he had finished, the kaleidoscope of colors returned, washing over him like the lapping of
waves upon the beach.

Helooked up into Venas eyes, which looked a him with aknowing gaze.

"When you wake up," she whispered, "you'l fed strong enough to travel. In fact you will find yourself
dready ontheway home."

He could barely see her now.
"Well dways love each other, won't we, Imada?"
Hetried to nod but he wasn't even sure anymoreif he could move.

"You'll dream only of what we have talked about: How you fought demonsin the glade and cameto
rescue me. And of course you'll dream most wonderfully of what we have done here done.”

He sighed and drifted away.
Standing, she swept up her gown and refastened the clasps.

She heard adoor open and the echo of footsteps. A shadow appeared in the entryway, which had been
so cunningly hidden to make the room appear to truly be a darkened cave.

"He'sready,” Patrice said. "As soon as our informant passes the word from Landraweéll move him to the
drop-off point. Until then make sure he stays drugged and adeep.”

Venalooked down at Imada and smiled softly, amost feding atwinge of regret for deceiving him.
Without comment, Patrice turned away and |eft the room, Venafollowing in her wake.

Patrice looked over her shoulder at Vena. Despite the centuries of service the sorcerer had given her, she
could amost suspect the beginning of a bond between the two.

Perhapsthat wasfor the best. Through Imadas miraculous return, Venawould be infiltrated first into
Allic'scircle, and from there into Jartan's court.

Hewould haveto report to Landraitself with such information. The memory wash had been thorough, so
no amount of mental probing could breek that. It was Venas cover that would still be tricky. Tonight her
memory would be washed aswell, her mind and identity changed over completely to thereal Vena, who
had actudly been captured in the raid staged on the border village months ago. The girl had been difficult
to break, Patrice thought dryly, but dl the necessary details of her life had been wrung from her before
they werefinished.



Now the new Venawould assume al those memoriesinto the core of her soul and not just act them as
she had been doing the last three months. If her mind was probed, there would not be the dightest cause
for concern.

Oncein Jartan's court, Patrice's agents would bring Venaout of her memory wash when the time came
so that she could perform her real mission--to stedl the Fire Crystals, so that the set would be complete,
and to take as well the Portal Gem of Horat, which would open pathways into whatever universes
Patrice desired.

She looked over at "Vena," whom she had known for so long as Ulinda. Ulinda had certainly loved the
new form created for her, but then, the aging crone had always loved it when Petrice had worked her
gpdls and made her momentarily young once again.

It was as dways an excellent lever for keeping her under control.

Patrice smiled at her companion. "Y ou seemed to enjoy your little playtimetoday,” she said, in an open,
amost humoroustone.

"Itishard not to, with him," Venareplied, her guard dipping. "He's so innocent and trusting.”
"Youll learn different before thisis done.”

Suddenly nervous, Venalooked at her mistress. But there was no anger or jeslousy on her face--only an
amogt wistful sadness.

Patrice's hand reached out to brush Venas hair back from her eyes.

"Come with me, my dear. It'stime we finished my work with you." Together the two dipped out of the
room.

Chapter 5

He had grown to love the North, Giorgini reflected, standing at the crest of the hill overlooking the
harbor. The cliffs of thefjord reflected the light of the rising sun and the interplay of reddish glow with the
darkness of the areas till in shadow made it a scene of pristine beauty.

The water was gtill unfrozen, athough shards of icein the harbor forewarned of the coming winter. At
that time the norma hulled vessals would be beached and the ice schooners would be brought out.

In many ways both the land and the people were what he thought the Scandinavian countries of hisown
world must be like. Although Earth never had the specid crops and trees adapted to the winter climate
the way thisworld did. Hell, even the moss that grew on the rocks was edible.

The cold wind gusted suddenly and brought tearsto his eyes, and he hagtily raised hisshield alittle.
Sorcerers up here had no trouble keeping warm even on the coldest days, at least aslong asthey could
keep power up, and their crystals were undamaged. God knows how the normals do it, hethought.

Stll, they were probably acclimated to it. They certainly seemed to rdishit.

A chill suddenly seemed to penetrate the power of hisshield, but he knew by now what caused this
particular cold. Turning, he saw the demigod Boreas coming in to land beside him.

Boreas was agiant of aman, as shaggy as abear. Red hair seemed to cover practicaly every square
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inch of hisbody, and the flowing red beard hid hisface.

The most triking thing about him, however, was his eyes. Killer's eyes, Giorgini decided once again; the
eyesof an eternd hard case, who wasin trouble in every deazy bar in the universe and would never say
no to afight.

Boreas glanced once over the harbor asif to insure that there were no problems, and then addressed
Giorgini inavoice as cold asthe winter sea.

"Word has come in from Traca. Allic has restored your nameto therolls and sold your contract to me."
"Thank you, my lord. | am grateful.”

"Allic has made good use of your brethren in the South, and | expect you to be of Smilar valueto me. He
certainly was none too pleased with your behavior, but said held let it pass since you had fought with
vaor and everybody was haf crazed with fatigue by the time the battle ended. He stipulated that | wasto
'kick your ass for awhile to teach you adamn good lesson, though.”

"I'm offering no excuses, my lord,” Giorgini replied evenly. "I screwed up and I'll admit it. It won't happen

agan.
Boreas paused to study Giorgini, and the look seemed to read his very soul.

Giorgini had been up here for months and had dedlt with Boreas many times before. He met the probe
squarely, unafraid.

"Y ou have attended enough of our council meetingsto know what | require.”
"Sarnek."
"You say that so lightly. Have you any ideawhat it meansto us of Bore's blood?!

"Boresas, | don't fed it the way you and your people do, but | can understand it. And | have a score of
my own to settlewith him, so | will help asbest as1 can.”

Again there was silence as Boreas turned to regard his harbor, and then glanced at his castle overlooking
the city. It was made of stone, cut and polished to such abrightnessthat at night it seemed to be made of
ice, and herein the early morning sun shimmered with the color of blood-red gold.

"Giorgini, before | decided to bring you into my servicel investigated you and the other outlanders very
thoroughly. | know that you are capable of the same kind of talent as Jartan's farsearch speciai<t,
Kochanski."

Giorgini wasimpressed. That meant that Boreas knew he had been the radar fire control operator in the
old B-29 they had flown back in China, while Kochanski was radar.

"| could direct the guns by radar. I'd track them asthey camein, then usethe information to train al the
guns. Kochanski used long-range radar for navigation and detection. But the jobs were smilar, and from
what you've told meit seemsthat what we learned on Earth enhances certain skills here on Haven.”

"| freely admit that we have dready learned severa thingsfrom you,” Boreas replied, "athough your
knowledge and tlentsin other areas need vast improvement.”

Giorgini nodded.



"However, it isyour potential asafarsearcher that | require. | am assigning ateam of my best sorcerers
to assst you in onetask to the exclusion of al others.”

He hedtated asif having trouble saying the word, so Giorgini suppliedit.
"Sarnak."

"Y es. He has seemingly vanished from the face of Haven. | have had scores of spiesat work for months
and they have found no trace of him. It was thought that he might go to hisuncle Tor'srealm after his
death, but nothing has been heard even there.”

"Giorgini, Sarnak's death must be a my hands. | must find him before someone dse killshim--and | will
do anything necessary to achieveit.”

Giorgini had his shield raised to the maximum and was gill being overcome by the wave of cold and
hatred emanating from Boress.

"My lord. Your aura," he gasped.
Instantly Boreas regained his control. "Find him for me, and you may name your own reward.”

Giorgini nodded in an outward show of calm, but undernesth he wasterrified. God in heaven, he
thought, | don't even know how to start. And he shivered again.

"The god, Jartan.”

Mark, Ikawa, and their companions came ingtantly to attention, as did the eight hundred other sorcerers
and demigods assembled in the vast planning room.

A pillar of light congealed at the apex of the horseshoe-shaped conference table where the demigods sat,
facing the assembly.

The form wavered and coalesced into the brightly glowing image of aman.
"Be seated,” Jartan intoned, and the group settled into their straightback chairs.

Already the whole operation bore in Mark's mind a remarkabl e resemblance to abombing misson
planning session. The walls behind Jartan were lined with charts and maps. The one remarkable new
twist, however, was the three dimensiona image that appeared to float in the middle of the room.

A green-blue ball severd feet across occupied the center of the horseshoe. Upon it, in absolute detall,
was the planetary surface of Haven. When he had first entered the room, Mark had gone up to the globe
to touch it, but his hand went right through the image.

When he drew close, he was amazed to see that the fine detail was even three dimensiond, showing the
rise of mountain ranges, cities, rivers, and even the most important roads. Examining the city of Landra
and concentrating on the image he was startled when asmall pie-shaped section in the area around
Landrarose out of the globe, drifted out for afoot, then increased its scale a hundred times, so that
individud buildings were now easily discernable. He concentrated again on this section. Again asegment
rose out another foot, expanding out a hundredfold so that the finest details of Allic's still damaged palace
hovered before him.

He withdrew his thoughts and the first segment retracted to the second and the second back into the main



globe. He could have spent days examining the world thus, but the room wasfilling quickly and there had
not been time. Now he wished that he had spent more time examining a couple of the other displays.

For awhile the green globe of Haven occupied the center of the display. Around it, in varying Szes, were
thirty other worlds, some only afoot in diameter, one--agas giant up toward the ceiling and orbited by a
dozen moons--severd yards across.

Each of the other globes had at |east one green dot upon it; several had a dozen or more. He noticed a
couplethat had flashing yellow spots on their surfaces. But there was one, off at the very edge of the
display, nearly five feet across, with asingle grey moon orbiting it, that had half a dozen dots upon the
surface. One dot was till flashing yellow, one dot was a steady red, the other four were flashing red.

Without asking, Mark could sense this extraordinary meeting had been called because of whatever was
occurring on that world. They had rushed here dmaost nonstop, spending one evening in Landraas Allic
cdled in hisremaining sorcerers, then winging northward. With only the most hurried of stops for food
and a snatch of deep they had flown through the day and far into the night. There had been no rest even
then, just time to change uniforms, shave, shower, and then appear for this predawn meeting. Now they
would findly get some answers.

"My friends, we face amost dangerous Situation.” Jartan began evenly, his voice edged with concern.
"Many of you might know smal parts of the story."

There was agtirring in the room as the assembled men and women looked at each other. There was
going to be action, that was obvious.

"Gorgon has dways been athreat to our redlms. For those of you with memories before the Great War,
you will recdl that he has been met on more than onefield of action.”

At the mere mention of the demonlord's name, Mark felt the cold chill of the nightmare returning. The
dream was dway's the same, the demon closing in, leering. The horror of it wasthat he was pardyzed
likeafly in aweb, unable to move as the demon tore open his body and pulled the till pulsing heart out
of hisches.

"Some of you have persondly fought Gorgon and his demons. Many of you have seen the spirits of your
friends dragged off to torments undreamed.”

Mark nervoudy dipped asdeong glance at Allic and could see the dightest of tremors crease his
features. PaAms damp with sweat, Mark leaned back and tried to Stare straight ahead.

"Working together, we Creators have been able to erect barriersto protect Haven. A fair part of our
Essence has gone into the crestion of thesewals."

"Y et there are ways he could enter. Small openings can be created through which he and his most
powerful demons may reach out and speak to those foolish enough to hear him. Always he has been
probing in such ways, ready to seduce someone into becoming his confederate. Hislesser demons can
even dip through such narrow openings, to act as hismessenger or hisinstrument of terror and spying.
But the walls we have generated are too strong for anyone of great power to dip through.”

"But there are the outer worlds."

As he spoke Jartan pointed to the green world in the far corner. The galaxy of planets hovering in the
middle of the room started to shift and spin. Rotating in avast circle, the green planet called Y uvin, with
itsominous red dots, drifted to the middle of the room.



"We must keep portals open to other worlds, to other dimensions, for trade, for knowledge. To sedl
ourselves off forever would cause usto grow week, and leave us open in the end to perhaps far greater
dangers”

"The outlanders present among us,” and he pointed to where the Americans and Japanese sat, "are a
casein point. We gtill know nothing of where their world islocated, or even which dimension it belongs
to. Y et somehow a porta was opened to them. Fortunately for us," and his voice showed atouch of
affection, "they have proven to be staunch friendsand dlies.”

Allicvisibly swdled at the mention of hisvassas and nodded approvingly.

"Y et nevertheessthey were asurprise. It istherefore far better for usto reach out first, exploring the
edges of our dimension and investigating others. Out there," and he pointed vaguely at the collection of
worlds, "we can discover who our neighbors are. If we find friends, so much the better. If wefind
enemies, it will be on their territory and not our own beloved world.”

"Thus the portals we maintain must be kept open. Now it appears that Gorgon might have broken
through to such an outer world. If heis successful and mastersthat portal, he will have access straight to
our colony worlds, and be that much closer to Haven."

"Could we not smply close off dl the portals now, pulling back our outposts and settlements at once?”!
asked Machafrom his vantage in the back of the room.

Mark looked over at he who had once been his enemy and wished he could dide abit lower in his seet.
It was the first time he had seen the demigod since the time he had fought him in the battle before the
pass. He hoped old grudges had been forgotten, but after al, during the conflict he had kicked Machain
the family jewels-an insulting blow that was now the topic of many awhispered joke.

"I'm surprised one with your combative spirit would ask such aquestion,” Jartan replied smoothly.

"Some of the weak-livered among us might not have the courage to ask,” Machareplied sharply. "You
know my fedingsonit, and I'd chalenge anyone here who doubted my wish for an occasiond good fight
with that scum. | just thought I'd ask for those who don't have the courage to do the asking.”

Jartan chuckled softly at the reply.

Mark shot aquick look over at Macha, who now stood tall with shoulders back, his black manetied off
inasgmple queue. And Machawas looking straight back at him, hiseyes cold. Squirming inwardly, Mark
tried to hold the gaze, and fortunately Jartan started to talk again so he had reason to look away.

"If we abandon all our outposts, Gorgon will have won agrest victory. Dozens of pathwayswould have
to be shut down and guarded, and we would be totaly on the defensive. He chose the location well: a
main outpost that in turn has portalsto most of our other worlds."

Jartan nodded towards the display. Suddenly afiligree of gold threads knitted the various worlds
together. The greatest bundle came up from the surface of Haven, with ahaf dozen or more lines going
graight to the world under attack. Y et from that planet, thirty or more lines arced out further, striking
nearly every other world in the display.

"Take Y uvin, and he can push hisway through to everything e se. Eventually he would find some
unguarded point and reach us here."

"That iswhy we must meet him there." So saying, Jartan seemed almost to reach out and cup theworldin
hishands.



"Once defeated, we must pursue him, through dimension after dimension if necessary, shutting down his
portas, sealing him back into the hell which he came from. Perhaps then he will leave usdone.”

"Let'sjust kill the bastard,” Machagrowled.
"A tal wishindeed," Jartan replied, "and atask which even | might find to be achalenge.”

"How do we know it is Gorgon?' Cinta, one of Jartan's court sorcerers, asked. "What evidence do we
have?'

Asthe sorcerer spoke, Mark glanced at I|kawa. The Japanese officer had met Cintain combat for the
possession of Leti's Crystd of the Sun, and had barely defeated him. The dightest of contemptuous
smiles crossed |kawas features, and he gave amerry wink to Mark.

"| was getting to that,” Jartan replied.

There was no reproach in the god's voice, but the sorcerer cringed dightly.

"There are anumber of reports regarding actions here on Haven. Allic, would you please begin.”
Thelord of Landra stood and strode to the open end of the horseshoe.

Bowing to hisfather, he began, describing the incident at Sarnak's portal and mentioning aswell the
threat both to Mark and himself.

AsAllic spoke, Mark fixed his gaze straight ahead, closing hismind to keep the memory away. Severa
in the group turned back to look at him with open concern. Fortunately Storm kept her eyes straight
ahead aswdll, an action which Mark was grateful for, else he would seem her protected and
worried-over lover, not apowerful sorcerer in hisown right. He did notice, though, the sharp look from
Macha--an amost smiling gaze that seemed to say it served him right.

Allic then went back into events covering aperiod long before the arrival of the outlanders: Dealingswith
Sarnak and vague comments from that direction which might have new meaning in light of the discovered
portd. He ended with the review of evidence discovered only recently of asmall village in the mountains
that had been hit hard, with al inhabitants either dain or kidnapped. They had been attacked by demons,
but not demons of Haven from dl appearances.

After Allic, Storm spoke, and then Leti, relating events on the outpost worlds they had patrolled in the
last several years. Machafollowed, speaking as a representative of the god Minar.

For there had been severa unexplained occurrencesin hisdistant reelm aswell.
"So that isthe past record of evidence,” Jartan finaly declared. "Now to the recent events:™

"Word came viaamessenger ten days ago that an outpost had detected a disturbance indicating that a
porta of some significance had been opened.”

"I sent amessenger to bring me astandard report. He did not return.”
"Three dayslater | sent out atriad, led by one of my best sorcerers, Suda Codi."

There was amurmur in the room. Mark remembered the woman from hisfirst visit to the city. Shewasa
vivacious character, full of life, and with a reputation as avoracious lover--an experience he had never
sampled, though Walker had strutted about for dayswith agrin of delight after an aleged mesting.



"There was no report from them aswell. Findly | sent three more. One came back and died within
minutes of hisarrivd.”

Mark could see Walker leaning forward anxioudly.

"Four of the Sx outposts had been overwhelmed and destroyed. A vast and impenetrable energy field
had been erected about the fifth and sixth, through which nothing could pass. The fifth outpost was
dready in flames and aswarm with demons.”

"The messenger told me that he had personaly recognized one of the leaders of the attack. It was
Jujatag, third demon lord of Gorgon'sream.”

Anangry gtir swept the hall.
"And Suda Codi?" Waker asked nervoudy, coming to hisfet.
"I'm sorry, but there is nothing to report on her.”

Waker sat back down, his countenance grim. Sergeant Saito leaned over and put ahand on his
shoulder, while Shigeru, the wrestler and staunch follower of Walker's, growled darkly at hisfriend's

pain.
"This, therefore, isthe plan,” Jartan continued. "I will send another recon teamin.”

"But two have been annihilated dready,” Storm interjected. "What hope will athird have unlessitisa
sgnificant part of our strength? If that's the case, then we should send everything in an al-out sweep.”

"We dtill aren't sure of what we face. It could be amere strike by one of the minor demonlords either as
harassment or as an outright bid. If that isthe case, then severa of our demigods can handleit. If itis
Gorgon, | want to know beforewegoin.”

"Andif itis Gorgon?' Storm asked.

"Then we must strip our defenses dangeroudy thin. | mysdf shdl go, leaving my redlm in the hands of the
gods Chaosen, and Minar. Machawill act asliaison to Minar through this crigs.”

There were nervous mutteringsin the room. Jartan's leaving would leave his redlm underprotected in case
of attack from another quarter. Though he was not yet sure of al theimplications of power, Mark
nevertheless grasped the fact that if Jartan had been away when Tor and Sarnak had struck, the end
result of thelast war might have gone differently.

"To go mysdf if thereismerdly adiverson would leave us vulnerable here. To send my sons, daughters,
and sorcerers without my support could result in adisaster if Gorgon himsdlf has passed through. We
must know morefirg."

"That iswhy | have gathered dl of you together: to be ready at an ingtant's notice. | am now declaring a
full state of emergency. Know that my security teams have aready gone to operationa status.”

"I know this might be rough on some of you, being called in without any explanation to your families. I'm
sorry for that, but the Situation demandsit. All of you will be required to stay within the confines of my
palace, and | have made every effort to see to each of your needs.”

He paused for amoment, the pulsing glow of hisform now tinged with blue.

"Though | loatheto say this, | must. Any attempt to communicate with anyone outsde of this paace or to



leave the grounds shall be punished severely. | know we are dl comrades here, but the wiles of Gorgon
arelegend. If you detect the dightest oddity in behavior, even of your closest friend, | regret to say you
must report it immediately. | would rather have my security people track down athousand fal se leads,
than to discover too late that one of you revedled what has been said here thismorning.”

The room was dlent, with many sorcerers looking nervoudy at each other.

"We understand each other. All of you are dismissed; clear thisroom at once. If we mobilize, you must
be ready with full fighting gear in aquarter turning'stime.”

"I want Allic, Storm, Leti, Macha, and the offworldersto stay here.”
"Uh-oh," Goldberg exhded softly, "I think we've drawn the shit detail.”

Mark looked over at hisold flight engineer and smiled. He hadn't seen Goldberg since after the battle of
Landra. Once held recovered from hiswounds, Goldberg had been sent out on an embassy and
reparations team to help settle the costs of damages and injuries during the brief war between Machaand
Allic.

Mark came up to Goldberg's side and shook his hand with obvious ddight.

"I think you'reright,” Mark said quietly asthey waked through the stream of sorcerersleaving the room.
"How was the assgnment?'

"Grest," Goldberg grinned. "M acha sure can throw one mean party when he setsamind toiit. | wasliving
better than Errol Flynn and Gary Grant rolled up in one. I'll tell you about Macha's granddaughter when
I've got the time--in fact | might even be an in-law beforelong.”

Mark grinned in return. Hed always had a special fondnessfor Goldberg.

"But let metdl you something, boss," Goldberg went on, "Whenever your name comes up around
Macha, boy does his blood boil. He heard a couple of his guys cracking ajoke about what you did to
him. Why, hetore off his crystals and fought both of them bare-knuckled, not alick of magic or crystals
in the fight--and beat them to a pul p.”

Mark looked over at Macha, who was moving up to the haf circle within the horseshoe.

"What afight! It was better than Louis and Dempsey--and | was at that fight. Macha could put Joe Louis
on hisback and out for the count with asingle punch.”

"Grest, glad to hear it," Mark replied dryly.

"But what the hell," Goldberg continued, "from the sound of things I've got agut feding werein the barrel
again and no mistake. So why worry about him? Anyhow, let's go hear the bad news."

Fdling slent, they joined the rest of the group.

Jartan drifted over to the table, and his pulsing image dropped to dmaost human height.

"This | wanted to share only with you done," he said quietly. "There has been some concern about
security here. Infact, some of thisisatest. Theinformation | gave out was important, to be sure, but if
Gorgon should hear of it, it will not be devastating. This part of the briefing, however, could only be
shared with the team that will haveto take direct part init."



The offworlders|ooked at each other nervoudy and Goldberg nodded at the correctness of his
prediction.

"Kochanski, would you step forward please.”
Fedling alittle shy, Kochanski came up to stand by Jartan'sside.

"Y our friend has mastered some rather unique skillsin the time he has spent with me. He can tell you
about the Godchair later and what he has learned and can do. Heisthe best | have seen with it in many a
century. Though | am loath to send him into peril, thereis no other way."

The note of concern in Jartan's voi ce was obvious to everyone. Kochanski looked over at Jartan with
open affection.

"l am sending Kochanski and L eti in as ateam using the Godchair. Kochanski will guideit; Leti will
reconnoaiter, and if need be, defend against any assault. First | want confirmation of Gorgon's
whereabouts. Beyond that | need to know the size of hisforces and what we shdl need for an effective
counterdtrike.”

"Though it was not reveaed during the briefing, | have a secret outpost on the moon orbiting the world
under attack.”

As he spoke, the planet drifted before him. A green light appeared on the surface of theicy moon.

"l am sending the rest of you in under Allic's command as a support team for Kochanski and Leti in case
of trouble. Y ou are to establish your base there in secret, and then the two of them will venture down to
where the attacks are taking place. Macha, you will stay here asadirect liaison to your father. Storm,
you will serve asaliaison from the team to me. Position yoursdlf in the hills beyond their outpost in case
they are suddenly cut off."

Kochanski stood before the group, proud of the trust placed in him, yet obvioudy nervous aswell.

"My tactical officerswill brief you on the details. There are other issues| must attend to now. Good luck
todl of you."

Without waiting for aresponse, Jartan Smply disappeared.
"The shit's gonna hit the fan," Goldberg whispered.

Chapter 6

"Allicwill be leading what is believed to be areinforced reconnai sance team out before daylight
tomorrow. Jartan has brought his people to the highest Sate of readiness; his sorcerersand dliesare
standing by to leave within aquarter turning's notice. Jartan further stated that they will either befacing
Gorgon or hislieutenants.”

"Areyou surethisreport is accurate?’ Patrice inquired sharply.

"Yes, my lady," the sorcerer said evenly, her eyeslowered. "The proper security combination code was
included."

"Excellent! Have the team pick up Imada and meet me here.”
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She dismissed the messenger and walked back into her private suite.
Drawing closeto the raised daisin the center of the room, she paused a moment to admire her creation.

Ulinda no longer existed. She had indeed become Venain body and soul. The innocent-looking girl was
dill inthe magicaly induced dumber that was required for the find menta implanting. After awaking, and
until such time as the proper code words were spoken to her, she would appear to theworld asa
twenty-year-old girl, daughter of a dead border guard. Once the hidden Ulinda had been activated, she
would aready have passed through the rigid security checks, and from there the dipping into Jartan's
crysta vault would not be too difficult, especialy when the mgority of hisforces had been diverted
elsawhere,

Patrice fet aripple of pride. Not many others could work such atransformation, both inwardly and
outwardly. And there were not many who could have conceived of aplan so smple and yet so cunningly
elaborate. Even that fool Gorgon was playing his part and could be controlled.

A gentle sgh escaped Vena, asif shewaslost in a pleasant dream.

Almost lovingly, Peatrice brushed the hair out of her eyes. She had been drawn to thereal Vena There
was acombative defiance to the girl that she had found al too gppealing. The draining away of her
memory and spirit had been in many ways a painful task. She had been glad in the end to dip the poison
into thegirl'sdrink and end the ordedl.

Sheleaned over, brushing her lipsagaingt Vena, and lingered for amoment. The girl Sghed, asmile
lighting her features. Petrice felt arising temptation to continue, but findly drew away.

A moment later there was aknock on the door: the four sorcerers who would escort Patrice's spy. One
of them carried Imada, who was till in adrugged deep. Shefelt adight wave of revulsion at the sight of
the outlander dressed in Allic'slivery.

"Pick up thegirl," she commanded. "It'stime to move." Then she waved the team of sorcerersinto her
private bedroom bal cony.

"Send the security team up,” Petrice whispered into her communications crystal.

A moment later she saw adozen shadows rise from alower battlement and spird upward through the
darkness.

"All clear," avoice whispered back.
"Let'sgo then,” Patrice commanded.
Four sorcerers, two to each deeping burden, lifted into the sky, with Patrice in the middle.

Once clear of the city, they would follow her plan, which had been rehearsed haf adozen times. The
party would skim low over the hills and mountains as they skirted what had once been Sarnak'srealm,
and reach their destination--the charred remains of Vends village--before dawn.

Oncethere, Patrice would lift the degping spell and withdraw before the two woke up. She would have a
long day of hiding in the hills, to avoid the chance of being spotted. Strict communications silence would
have to be maintained throughout the day, but once darkness settled again she could return home.

The plan was now begun. She felt asweling of confidence for what would be an dmost inevitable
victory.



* * %

Kochanski was waiting when Allic and the others came out of Jartan's briefing room. The moment the
Americans saw him there was around of good-natured greetings and back daps.

"Must be tough to be permanently stationed herein the lgp of luxury,” teased Goldberg.

"Hdll, Kochanski. Who was it who gave that assistant of Colonel Guest's back in Chinaahard time for
being such an asskisser?' added Walker.

Kochanski's face started to flush and Mark interrupted smoothly, "In case you clowns don't remember, it
was Kochanski who discovered the existence of Sarnak’s tunnels and saved our collective butts.”

Walker winked at Mark and continued, " Sure, Captain. But what's he done since then except lay around
here, chase women, and pull soft duty?*

Therewas aroar of laughter which even Kochanski joined.

"Damn, | missed you guys," Kochanski choked. "How about we go get adrink?”

Then dl eyeswere on Sara as she entered the room, earning an appreciative whistle from Walker.
Saragave the others acasual nod, but al her atention was on Kochanski.

Eyesfilling with tears, she burst out, "Jartan won't let me go with you. I'vetold him that | was the best
one to mindmesh with you during the recon, but he says I'm too young and he's going to give thejob to
Leti

Kochanski was horrified at the mere thought of Saragoing into danger. Thank heavens Jartan felt the
same way. He looked at her appreciatively. There was only a six-year age difference between them, but
that was a hdll of agulf when it was the difference between seventeen and twenty-three. Still, in another
year or two... He pushed the thought aside. In another day or two he might not even be dive, let dlonea
year or 0. Their eyes held for a second, and then he resumed his gruff attitude towards her.

"Good. Because no way would | risk your lifelike that."
At this Saraburst into tears. "Kochanski, what if | never see you again?'
He paited her shoulder clumsly.

"Hell, don't worry about me. Didn't you once say that the gods seem to protect the ignorant, or
something like that?"

Tears ill flowed over her cheeks, but Sara regained her composure somewhat.

"Jartan had agreed to let me have part of my dowry early. And | am giving thisto you." Handing
Kochanski the large porta crystal they had been working with, she continued, "This crystal is aready
attuned to both our Essences, and | have lowered the detection ratio to as small as possible. Wearing
this, you should be aimost impossible to be found and... and..."

Bresking into tears again, she gave Kochanski ahug that damn near broke someribs, then ran from the
hdll.

Kochanski stared after her amoment, glanced down at the crystal in his hand, shook his head, and
turned around.



Facing him was asea of broad grins. His face immediately turned bright scarlet, and the grins widened
even more.

"I'm going to besat the shit out of thefirst one of you filthy minded idiots that says something,” he grated.
"Hell, Kochanski, none of us here would dream of saying aword. Would we, guys?' responded Walker.

The overdone chorus of Noooooos frustrated him even more.

The old druid had never relaxed his vigilance. He who had opposed Caius Julius Caesar for so many
years was aware of the dmost superhuman competence of the man. When the druid had talked the
various nations of Gaul into supporting Vercingetorix's revolt against Rome, he had assured them of
Caesar's defeat. That Caesar had won after being outnumbered by over ten to one was beyond belief.

With the price that Caesar had put on his head, he had fled to the western ideto try and stir up support
for their Cdtic brothersin Gaul.

While there he had heard reports that Caesar was preparing an army and an invasion fleet to folow him.

It was while performing aritua at the ancient, sacred temple of the old ones called Stonehenge that he
had been transported here.

The old sorcerer who had brought him to Haven had been delighted at his catch, since he had been
merdly fishing, ashecdled it, in hisexploration of the various universes.

They had taught each other much over the years, and the druid had quickly become amaster sorcerer.
When hisfriend eventuadly died, the druid used histdents, knowledge, and loveto create aredm of
forest and water. Within afew years he had built the kind of enchanted kingdom that was his version of
the Blessed Ide.

But, dways aware of Caesar's undying enmity, he had suspected that Caesar would petition the very
gods themsdlvesto follow him. Apparently the bastard had finally found him.

Cdling in his descendants and the tribes of his nation, he informed them that Caesar had come at last.
War was coming, and al those who were prepared as spies and informers knew their assgnments. The
moment any strangers arrived on the Ide, he wasto beinformed.

"I believe they will not come openly as assassins, o do not be taken in by any storiesthey might tell. All
know what a deathtrap our forests are to those who fly above, so look for them to infiltrate by land.”

"I have promised that they shall die the sacred wicker death, so great care must be taken to capture them
aive. Ther blackened skullswill serve asatoken of the greatness of the true faith!"

And the assembled nation rose to cheer their Messiah.

"All right, let'stake thisfrom thetop of thelig.”

Jen Vaenta, Jartan's master armorer, stood before the reconnai sance team. Though a sorcerer of less
than fifty years of age, she had aremarkable skill with wegpons and phenomena memory for detall,
combined with a beautiful physique, wavy dark hair, catlike eyes, and astunning ivory complexion.

"Let'sart with defensive crystas.” So saying, shelifted her left hand.



The group followed suit and sngpped their shidsup to full intensity. A haf dozen of Jen's assgtants
walked down the double line of offworlders. Onefired aquick shot at Kraut's shield, intently studying the
flash of light and its dissipation.

Motioning for Kraut to shut his shielding off, he reached into a pouch and quickly replaced Kraut's gem.
Stepping back he motioned for him to power up again. There was another shot, the assistant nodded
with satisfaction, then continued down theline.

"Next, offensve crysas.”

One by one, the group stepped up to afiring lineto one side of the vast armaments hall and fired off a
rapid series of shots, ending with Allic and Leti disintegrating the stone target which the offworlders had
merely chipped.

"Now check that your communications crystals are properly linked."

One by one the group patched into Allic, who had stepped to the far end of the room while Jen watched
intently.

"All your primary weapons check out satisfactory. Next, check that your emergency backup crystals,
offensve, defensive, and communication, are securely hidden and tied.”

Ikawa bent over, and dipped his hand insde hisright boot. Pressed up againgt either side of hisAchilles
tendon he felt the small learner pouches which held the precious reserves.

"Y our medica emergency kit, locator beacon crysta, emergency rations, and surviva blanket should dl
be secured to your backpack harness. Please check your combat partner.”

Ikawaturned to Mark, who gave him agrim smile,

"It'samost like the old days, just before araid,” Mark said, as Ikawa opened the backpack and
checked to make sure dl itemswerein place and secured. Mark in turn reviewed Ikawas equipment.

"Team leaders and section leaders should have destination maps secured to their belts. All members
should have escape rendezvous maps, wrapped around an acid vid. If you fear capture, be sure to strike
the vid. Remember the vid will dso shatter if your shielding goes down and you are hit by an energy
balt."

Ikawa reached into the pouch about hiswai<t, drew out and checked the small leather bundles, and
gently resecured it.

"Findly, dl of you have a poison pellet attached to aleft upper molar.”
Nervoudy, Ikawalet histongue run against the projection.

"I know it must make dl of you nervousto haveit there. Believe me, it is secure--no amount of chewing,
or any type of norma mouth movement, will disturbit.”

"If you'rewrong, lady, I'm coming back and filing acomplaint,” Walker retorted, but his humor fdl flat,
S0 tense was the group at the prospect of what was ahead.

Jen smiled a Waker's bravado. "To activate the pdllet you must stick afinger into your mouth and
scratch it as hard as you can with your fingernail. Two seconds after you do that, a highly potent poison
gaswill berdeased. If an enemy isclose by, you can take him with you by smply exhding. The poisonis



quick and painless. Ten seconds after you activateit, you will be gone.”
The group looked nervoudly at each other.

"Thisisnot norma procedure. Quarter isusually given and sorcerer prisoners accorded some rights,
since guild laws are so strong, and not even ademigod would want aguild to blacklist him. But believe
me, you do not want to be taken dive by the demon lords.”

Her words were sharp and forceful. The demon lords could kill your body, of course--and desth would
beablessng. But if their hatred for you was strong, they would work their incantations over you asyou
died, then capture your soul beforeit fled to the Seaof Chaos and hold you in their torment for eternity.

It was a power that even the gods of Haven had not mastered--nor desired to control.
"If dl equipment isin place,” Jen continued, "you should now don your cold wegther gear.”

Going over to along rack of clothing, Ikawa pulled down the fur-lined parka, hood, boots, and leggings,
al of which were camouflage white, that had been tailor-made for him only hours before. He found it
unusud to bein heavy clothing again, for with his shield he could go out in any type of westher. Yet it
might be necessary to hide from a sweep, and shielding could reved their position.

Suited up, he went back to stand before his men and give them afina check-through. Then he turned
about and came to attention, his men following suit, with Mark's contingent faling in dongside.

Jen made afind inspection, nodding her gpprova, and then, with asauteto Allic, Storm, and Leti, she
stepped back to the corner of the room.

"Wewill depart as soon as Kochanski arrives with the God-chair. Y ou've dl been through a porta
before, so you will remember the sensation.”

Severd of the men grimaced at the memory and Allic smiled.

"You'l get used to it. Remember, we jump through. I'll go first and Storm will bring up the rear. We will
be landing at a hidden outpost on Uye, the only moon of the world under attack. The air thereis
breathable, but the temperature will be cold enough to freeze off certain of your appendages. Once we
have secured the base, Kochanski and Leti will depart, viathe Godchair for a reconnaisance of the battle
zone. If the demons are gone, wéelll jump down after them. If the demons are there, afull evacuation will
be made. If they are detected, we either go in to get them out, or they fall back to Uye."

Therewas a dir at the far end of the room as Kochanski floated in, astride a magnificent throne that was
carved in astunning and intricate display of crystals and polished wood.

"We'reready to go. Let'smoveto the porta." Allic strode down the length of the armory, his sorcerers
marching behind him in adouble column, Americans and Japanese mingled together, with Kochanski
bringing up therear.

Ikawafelt aswelling of pride as helooked over his shoulder. The soldiers behind him, though nervous,
were tough and proud, bonded together in a comradeship undreamed of only ayear ago.

Following Allic'slead, the party passed through the armory and then into a vast colonnaded Staircase that
descended into the subterranean corridors of Jartan's command center. The area had been sedled off
hours earlier as a security measure, and the once bustling section was cloaked in an eerie silence. Allic
went up to what looked like an ornately paneled wall, which did back at his approach.



In the center of the vast room there was a pulsing white glow, which immediately sent aprickly feding
down Ikawas back. It had the exact same appearance as the portal opening in the Chinese temple,
which they had fallen through what seemed like alifetime ago.

Allic turned and looked back at the offworlders.

"Don't hesitate, just step briskly through. On the other side, quickly move out of the opening to make
way for the next man."

It has been known for a person to materiaize on the other sde in the exact same pace as another--with,
| might add, unpleasant consequences for both.

"You dl know thedrill. Thereisachance we might be jumping straight into afight, so have your shields
up, and deploy at onceinto adefensive perimeter.”

"Now take afind minute to recheck your equipment, then let's move out.”

Ikawafelt a certain reassurance in Allic'stone. There were times when the demigod could appear to be
nothing more than agood drinking partner in abar, but at moments like this he projected the command
presence of a seasoned combat veteran.

Ikawaturned to Mark. "Thistime we go through the porta as comrades, a prospect that is a pleasant
change," he said camly. Ever since theincident in Sarnak’s chamber, Ikawa had sensed the fear eating at
hisfriend's soul. He had aready resolved to Stay closeto Mark at al times. If Mark should break, no
matter how understanding the men would be asto the cause, he would be finished as acombat
commander.

It was a Stuation Ikawaknew would destroy hisfriend forever.

Mark smiled wanly and extended his hand, which Ikawa gripped firmly, focusing histhoughts asif to
communicate inwardly that Mark could rely upon him no matter what happened.

"lkawa"
Looking over his shoulder, he saw Leti and Storm standing behind them.

Without aword Leti reached into a pouch hanging on the outside of her parka and drew forth a black
leather belt, in the center of which wasthe sparkling glory of the Crystd of the Sun. She did the belt
around Ikawaswaist and cinched it tight.

Her eyes glowing with love, she kissed him on the cheek and drew back. "It will serve as a protector for
you and your friends.”

Storm stepped past the couple and reached into her tunic to produce another belt of |eather, this of
supple whitenessinto the center of which was set alarge crystd of lightning. With alight kiss she handed
itto Mark.

"Jugt burn their damn hides off with it," she said with aamile,

"Wdll, as| awayssaid," Goldberg interjected, breaking the embarrassed silence, "It's good to have
friendsin high places”

Smiling, Storm shot agentle bolt at Goldberg, who staggered backward in amock display of pain.

"It'stime," Allic said quietly, nodding to the circle of sorcerers around the pentagram.



The men fell slent, except for the sng-song murmuring of the portal weavers.

The room gtarted to pulse with light that shifted through awild kaleidoscope of colors, twisting and
turning upon each other. A shower of hot white sparks soared to the celling and hovered above the
group, to bejoined an instant later by tendrils of forest green, which changed in amoment to anicy polar
white. The white held, absorbing, washing out the other colors, dropping downward, becoming aglaring
intengity that seemed to hold before them asasolid wall.

One of the sorcerers around the pentagram looked over to Allic and nodded.

"Follow me," Allic shouted, and with awild cry of delight he legped into the pentagram and disappeared.
The head sorcerer pointed at the next manin line.

"Gol

Kraut legped into the void.

"Gl

Saito followed.

"Gol"

"Banza!" and Shigeru disappeared into thelight.

"Gl

"Oh shit!" and Walker jumped through.

The line quickly moved forward, and soon I kawa stepped up to the jumping-off point.
"Gol

Taking adeep breath, Ikawaran headlong into the light.

The world disgppeared, and hefelt adropping away asif dl gravity had been nullified. Therewasan
eerie sensation of faling away into the heart of asun, asif he was riding acomet that in an instant would
traversethe entire galaxy.

Lights snapped past, like a shower of starsracing towards him, violet in color and soaring past to shift to
the darkest red before disappearing. Hefdt godlike, soaring through the universe on wings of fire.

The cone of light bent and shifted, dropping away around him with yet more speed--aracing tremor of
power pulsing into hisvery heart. Not even a god, he thought, could know such power, such limitless
joy asthis. A glowing barrier gppeared, which stood like a cascading wall of fire. He snapped through it
with ajolt, asif an invisble hand had stunned and dapped him.

Dimensional gate, hethought.

Thefaling away continued. He could now hear adistant shout ahead, like the delighted cries of a
companion who in aboat farther ahead was dready shooting the rapids.

More lights shot past the tunnel, twisting and turning, and then a darkness was before him. At first it was
only apinprick in hisfied of vison, racing up like the mouth of atunnel.



He hit the ground hard, knocking the breath from him.

"Move out and away," avoice caled.

Rolling over sharply, he tumbled out of the narrow confines of the porta onto afield of ice.
There was athump behind him. Looking back he saw Mark standing in the narrow cone of light.
"Keegp moving," Allic shouted.

Jumping high in the moon'slow gravity, Mark landed beside Ikawa.

"Better than the Cyclone at Coney Idand,” Mark said, forcing agrin.

"That ride made me sick,” Ikawareplied, remembering his sudent daysin America. "Thisonewasfar
better,"

Together they raced out for severd dozen yards, their shields snapped to highest intensity, and crouching
defensvely they concentrated on farsearching, scanning the snow fieldsfor the dightest sgn of movement.

There was nothing but the icy darkness.

More and more came through the porta, until nearly ascore of warriors stood in acircle facing outward.
"Respond if you sense anything,” Allic cdled.

The group was silent.

"Maintain position once the portal's closed, and dampen your shieldsto avoid detection.”

Ikawa spared a quick look over his shoulder.

Suddenly the Godchair appeared with Kochanski and Leti aboard, and under his skillful guidanceit
gently cameto astop an inch above the ground, then sharply veered off to one side. Behind them, Storm
came through. Without hesitation she roseinto the air and soared into the darkness, disappearing from
view.

Allic extended his hands and then brought them together. The porta flashed down, lingered for a second,
then disappeared.

Darkness returned to the frozen steppes of Uye. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Ikawa looked
around.

He could bardly see the skillfully camouflaged buildings set into the side of afrozen glacier.
"It was open for lessthan two minutes,” Allic said, coming over to the chair and looking at Leti.
"Y ou shielded it as soon as you got through?* she asked quietly.

"Y es, but they might have detected it when the portal first snapped open. We didn't have anyone on this
ddeto shield it before | arrived.”

"We knew the chances of that,” she said evenly.

Allic looked around once more, asif to reassure himsaf.



"At least wetimed it right. The planet isjust rising.” He pointed to the far horizon.

Far faster than any sun or moonrise on Earth, the vast green planet rolled above the horizon, amassive
crescent. Itsforested surface reflected the red light of the system's star with aruby glow.

The sght was awe-inspiring, and for the moment the group's anxiety was washed away in slent
admiration.

"If we survivethis, | want to come back here," Saito whispered, coming to Ikawas side.
"Worthy of ahundred Hykos," Ikawareplied.
"Hell, I'd pay fifty bucksfor another ticket on the ride we just had," Walker said, approaching Mark.

The planet continued to rise before them, the group whispering to each other in awed tones, even asthey
tried to concentrate on scanning the ground and sky for danger. The glare from the planet now lit the
snow field and cast shadows of lavender darkness.

Suddenly, a aninety degree angle from where the planet was rising, ared shimmer filled the sky. For a
moment it appeared asif astorm of firewasrolling across the horizon, and Ikawa prepared to legp into
thefreezing air, to gain dtitude for agtrike.

A long red band of light shimmered in the morning air, and, with dull flaming glow, ared, giant Star broke
the horizon.

"Look over there," Kochanski called, pointing to the planet. "On the darkside, near the equator and ten
degreesin from the terminator line."

Straining his eyes, I|kawa scanned the planet's surface--and then he saw it.
A glow of fire pulsed and wavered.

"Thelast baseisunder attack,” Allic said quietly. He looked at Kochanski and Leti in the Godchair. Y ou
know what to do. Get ready.”

He turned back to the rest of his command.

"Thelast fortressis aready under siege, and shielded by an enemy field. Getting in and out without
detection will be dmost impossible. | want the defensive perimeter of this base manned and ready; we
can expect company beforethisday isout.”

Chapter 7
Pinaglanced again at the report, before continuing to interrogate Imada.

"The medica diagnosis shows you've been through alot, young man. Y ou were given up for dead months

"I never would have made it without Vena here," replied Imada, gesturing to the girl beside him.
"Yes, soyou'vetold us,” responded Pinadryly. ™Y ou seem to have had a very harrowing time of it."

Hisglancefdl on Vena, who stood alittle behind Imada, her head dightly lowered, obvioudy unused to
being in apaace and addressing such high ranking sorcerers. Even as he watched, Imadareached out to
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grasp her hand in agesture of reassurance.

Pinacarefully kept hisface blank, but ingde he smiled. How long had it been since hisfirst case of puppy
love?

Still, the story was dmost too pat, and he was responsible for the rellm during Allic's absence. Making a
decision, heturned his glance to Vadez, who was standing over to the side. "I'd like you to escort these
two young lovers back to the headlers for amore complete check.”

Vadez nodded approvingly.

Imada started to look alittle flustered, asif unsure what to say, so Vadez said diplomaticaly, "Thereis
no way you can join your friends at present. They are on amission for Jartan. So, we have thetimeto
make sure you are totaly fit before we restore you to duty.” He motioned for them to follow him and
walked out of Pinas office.

"My daughter is about your age and has heard of your arrival and adventures. She pointed out that with
all the outlanders gone, you two wouldn't really know anyone here, and has asked if you would care to
joinusfor dinner."

Imada hesitated, but VVena said smoothly, "Thank you. It would be nice to have another girl to talk to
right now. I'd never dreamed that | would ever bein a paace, and even with Imada's support | fed
amost lost." Vadez nodded absently, letting her prattle on.

"Y ou're doing fine, Kochanski, just fine," Leti said.
He smiled and gave her what he hoped was a confident wink.

At least this approach was much easier. Before, he had traveled to places he could not see, guided by
symbalic logic, or wherever hisimagination might take him. Now Kochanski could clearly see where he
was going. Theforest world seemed to fill the entire sky; and Since there was no sensation of movement,
the vast planet appeared to be racing up to smash them.

It was strange, he thought. He knew space was avacuum. Y et there was no sensation of the absolute
cold. He il found himself bresthing and even hearing Leti as she spoke softly, giving him directions.

Of course, only their spiritswere riding the Godchair toward the planet. When they had departed, he had
even looked back to his"red" sdlf, who sat asif lost in adeep dumber, with Saito and Shigeru standing
to either Sde of the chair as guards. He knew that if any harm cameto hisbody, or to the actua physica
presence of the chair il resting on Uye, then he would be forever doomed to be awandering spirit.
Therewas als0 therisk that his spirit could be injured by forces unseen. At that moment hisrea body
would smply ceaseto breathe.

"The battl€'s reached its climax,” Leti whispered.

Directly below, Kochanski could see what appeared to be awall of fire encasing an inner shield which
was glowing white hot.

"Let'sspeed thisup abit,” Leti suggested.

Nodding, Kochanski let the directions pass through his mind. Their speed instantly doubled. Theworld
cameracing up, the it crescent marking the approaching dawn shifting to the edge of the globe and
disgppearing over the horizon.



The vadt red orb of the star shifted over the horizon aswell, passing in an instant through a spectacular
sunset that sparkled through the upper bands of the planet's atmosphere.

The pair dropped through the upper atmaosphere, Kochanski dowing the chair asthey swept in toward
the planet's surface.

"Shift us over behind the mountain range north of the base," L eti said, pointing to the high peaks about ten
miles away from the battle.

Kochanski spared aquick look down at the fighting, ahundred miles below. Bright flashesilluminated the
dark sky, the shield snapping white hot with each impact, so that it seemed like brittle glass about to burst
under the gtrain. There was a blinding flash. For abrief moment the shield went dark, then came back up,
smadller than before, and obvioudy weeker.

Kochanski knew there were people dying down there, sorcerers of Jartan's that he had most likely never
met, but comrades adl the same. Hisfear was gone, burned away by the grim determination to finish the
recon as quickly as possible so that arelief force could be dropped in before dl waslost.

Turning histhoughts from the battle, Kochanski guided the chair toward the towering mountains
Slhouetted with the lavender glow of the gpproaching dawn.

"Between those two peaks, abit off to our right,” Leti whispered. Kochanski propelled the chair
forward--but felt the dightest of tremors, avague uneasiness as if someone were standing behind him and
looking.

"Youfdtit?' Leti murmured.
Kochanski nodded.
"Get us behind those peaks." Her voice held a controlled urgency.

The mountains now filled their view: Peaks sheathed with mantles of ice, carved by the ceasdesswinds
into awild cathedra of fluted columns, soaring arches, and high vaulted cavernsilluminated by the
crystdlinered of dawn.

Kochanski focused on anarrow cavern near the summit of the mountain, and soon theicy walls
embraced them into their protective folds. With asigh of relief, Kochanski brought the chair to ahalt and
ettled it down on the cavern floor.

"Did they see us?' hefindly asked.

"Something out there swept us," Leti said, and Kochanski realized that even this demigoddess had known
amoment of fear. "It didn't lock onto us, though, so | think we got through without any problem.”

Thetwo smiled at each other with rdief. Then Leti said, "Let's take another look," and Kochanski did the
chair forward to the edge of the cavern.

Far below, in the distant valey, the battle continued to rage. From ahundred different points, sheets of
fireand energy bolts dammed into the shimmering defensve shidding.

"Can they hold out?" Kochanski asked.
Even as he spoke, a blinding hot flash snapped acrossthefield.

Leti wasslent, grim-faced.



"Over there" she whispered finally, and Kochanski |ooked to where she was pointing. A thin point of
whitelight, tinged in red, was pulsing and glowing inside thefold of acrevice that flanked the main
batlefied.

"Their portal jJump point?' Kochanski asked.

"l want to get acloser look &t it," Leti replied. "Bring usin undernegth it, then rise dowly. Well bresk the
surface for aquick look and pull back down if threatened.”

"That'sright on top of them,” Kochanski replied, trying hard to sound matter-of-fact, but knowing that his
fear was evident.

"They'll be sweeping alot farther out, expecting an approach to comein from adistance. If werein
amogt on top of them, well have the dement of surprise. Besides, this chair and its abilitiesarea
well-kept secret, so they won't expect it, or belooking for it."

"All right, then," Kochanski replied, swallowing hard. Focusing his attention, he gazed & the jump point,
cdculating distances, and in hismind drew an imaginary line which terminated farther up the crevice.

A shudder passed through the Godchair, and the ground rose to swallow them. Kochanski guided them
through the darkness by probing forward with his mind through a shadow realm of projected image and
phantomlike echoes of energy.

"Canyou sensewherewe are?' Leti asked cautioudly.

A bit shocked, Kochanski realized that what he had already come to take as second nature was a
complete mystery to the demigod by hisside. The redization gave him asense of satisfaction with his
ability, but it was dightly unnerving to think that abeing of such power was now totally dependent on his
ability for guidance, and for survivd.

A ripple of energy swept past him.
"Thereis something powerful, malevolent out there," she said nervoudly.

In the blackness he could see, asif with other eyes, the goal looming closer, the pulsing energy of the
portal, surrounded now by other forms, radiating power. They were unlike anything he had encountered
in his practice sessions back on Haven, or even in his encounter with Sarnak. These forms emanated a
darkness degper than the blackness of the rock through which his spirit form drifted. Occasiondly the
darkness would swirl outward, probing, and for amoment he would fedl cornered, his heart freezing;
then the probe would sweep on. As he drew closer, though, he could fed his confidence growing. They
were constantly sweeping the area, but had not detected him.

The energy glow of the porta now filled the world before him. Shifting to the lft, and judging that the
place he had sdlected was directly overhead, Kochanski cautioudy guided the chair upward. In an instant
the blackness gave way to ablue, opaque light. He felt amomentary thrill over the precison of his
approach. Exactly as planned he had emerged inside aridge overlooking the portal.

Leti gave him anod of approvd.

Carefully, Kochanski edged the chair forward to breach the edge of the hill, projecting outward just far
enough to see the world before them.

Not a hundred yards below, the portal stood revealed, surrounded by a hundred or more demons, while
alarger circle of demonsfaced outward, watching intently.



Kochanski tried to suppress aripple of fear by forcefully reminding himsdlf that he was only herein pirit,
and thusinvisible to norma eyes, and that Leti was bending dl of her tremendous power to blocking out
unseen eyesaswdll.

"Why such concentration around the portal ?* Leti whispered through the mind link.

Kochanski could not answer, and after amoment of watching he lifted his gaze to the battle raging not a
mile away. The glow of the shielding was up again to white hot intensity, and there was another explosive
snap as the shield overloaded. Wild howls of delight burst from the demon host asit winged over the
besieged outpost. The demons were unlike any he had ever seen before--bigger, darker, and dl of them
frighteningly capable of widding the Essence for the casting of boltsin beattle. The demons he had first
met and feared on Haven were mere children to the power he now saw.

The defengve shidding of the outpost came up again, thistime asasmal cone of light not a hundred
yards across. The outer buildings of the fortress city were now beyond protection.

"Inner defenseling” Leti said grimly. "They'redown to theend.”

White-clad figures emerged from the unprotected buildings. Severd lifted into the air. But arain of fire
arced down and in from every sde. The white forms crumpled, fdl, thosein the air flashing into
incandescent brilliance before tumbling away, trailing fire and smoke.

"For Christ's sake, can't we help them?”
"No."

Kochanski's sense of fairness rebelled, athough he knew the correctness of what she was saying.
Gathering intdlligence had to comefirg; then it would be up to Allic to evauate and consider the
possihility of asortie to take the pressure off. But the screams could till be heard, and the lurid light of
the flaming city cast an ugly glow across the morning sky.

"| estimate over seven hundred of Gorgon's demons here." Leti's voice was cold, and her tone snapped
Kochanski back to the harsh redity of what had to be done.

Tearing his gaze away from the destruction, helooked over at the ghostly image of his companion and
saw that though her voice might seem detached, her face was contorted with pain and rage.

"Don't look at me," she said softly. "Keep watching the porta for anything that comes through. I've got to
determine who isleading this assault.”

Kochanski followed her orders, but there was nothing to report. The portal was still surrounded by the
demon host, yet nothing was coming in or out. Long minutes passed, and then ever so dowly the portal
gtarted to pulse with a deeper intensity. Theinner circle of demons began to nod excitedly, their guttural
growls echoing up the narrow valey, momentarily blocking out the roar of battle.

"Something's up,” Kochanski whispered.

Thelight of the portal shifted suddenly to the deepest of reds, and doubled in size so that the host had to
step back or be pulled in.

"Whet in the name of the gods?" L eti whispered.

An expectant hush came over the assembly below them. As one, the demons went to their knees, taloned
and winged arms stretched forward, fanged heads lowered.



The portd snapped and flared again with ablinding intengity, turning into apillar of flame haf ahundred
yards across. The battle beyond came to a stop, and Kochanski spared a quick glance up to see that the
enemy host had broken off its assault and was pulling back toward the porta. Feeble shouts echoed on
the wind, the defenders crying out in triumph at the apparent retreat.

The sky above the crevice was darkened by the whedling circle of retreating demonswho were arcing in
and out, their harsh criesfilled with achilling note of lust and joy.

"It'snot aretrest,” Leti whispered softly. " Something dseis pulling them back here.”

The ground trembled and shook, the trees surrounding the deep ravine swaying, branches rattling. Hosts
of birds and reptilian crestures soared into the air, scattering madly, their panicked calls counterpointing
the mad shouts of the demons.

The trees nearest the portd started to smoulder, and roiling clouds of acrid smoke coiled off the
branches. With thunderous cracks, the forest exploded into flames, the heat spirding upward to jostle the
demons above, who now cried out in triumph.

The trembling of the ground shifted, became deeper, with abooming, thunderousroar.
"Something's coming through,” Leti cried, and Kochanski could sense the fear in her voice.

The portd started to swirl about itsdlf, taking on the appearance of amaglstrom. Thevast circle of
demons cameto their feet, arms extended, the power of the Essence emanating from them, drawing the
porta ever wider, while overhead the hundreds of demonscircled in tighter, forming aliving wall about

the opening.

"They're ripping the porta wide open!™ Leti shouted.
"Maybe we should get out of here,” Kochanski whispered.
"Wait. We haveto be sureit'shim.”

The dimensiond gate flashed white, then black as night. Kochanski fdlt asthough he was staring into the
blackness of infinite space, or into the darkest pit of hell.

Y et even in the darkness there was a deeper blackness that oozed upward, sickening and vileasa
noisome pestilence; asif therot of decay had taken form and now crawled out into the realm of theliving.
Formless, the darkness dithered upward through the blackness of the portal.

The whedling host and those upon the ground fell silent, and from a thousand demons Kochanski sensed
aredoubling of effort.

The darkness exploded. With ablinding rush, the blackness soared upward, wreathed in blood-red
flashes of light, cloaked in steam and oily smoke. Mighty arms stretched outward, taloned hands reaching
up asif to snatch the very sun from the sky. A grim visage took form, fanged mouth open. A booming
roar echoed acrossthe hills, drowning the delighted howls of the assembled host.

"Gorgon,” Leti whispered in terrified awe.

The head turned dowly, deliberately, eyes of fire scanning, and Kochanski's heart turned to ice asthe
sweeping gaze fixed upon him and his companion.

"Y es, Gorgon," and though awhisper, the words seemed to have form and weight, crushing Kochanski.



"Get usout!” Leti yelled.

Ingtinctively, Kochanski willed the chair straight up. Looking over the edge of the chair, he was horrified
to seethe entire Sde of the hill doping downward in awild explosion. And out of the explosion adark
form soared upward, hands reaching asif to grab him.

"A littletoy of Jartan's, isit not?"
The voice was no longer dark, but rather amost gentle, chiding.

"l wishto seeit," Gorgon continued. Kochanski hesitated. The voice whispered through his mind, cutting
into him. Hefdt hislimbs grow wesk, his resolve melting as the form raced closer.

"Wait for me" Gorgon said softly.

Wide-eyed, Kochanski saw the form grow closer. The screams of Leti were audible, but somehow the
words smply did not come through. And then he remembered.

"Kissmy assl" Kochanski roared.

The ghostly image of the chair soared straight up into the heavens, even asthe talons closed over, the
world rocking beneath him with curses of rage.

"Hang on!" Kochanski shouted.

The planet dropped away. Within seconds the curve of the horizon was visible, the angle growing
sharper, the disk of the planet taking form. Kochanski could see the moon hovering above him, itsicy
form reflecting the dark red of the sun which filled half the sky.

The moon's surface rushed into sharp focus. Swinging in, the couple ingtinctively braced for what was
surely going to be an impact. Kochanski felt the now familiar sensation of adowing down, amerging.
Momentarily, he closed his eyes and then opened them.

Allic stood before him.
"It's Gorgon--hesfollowing us,” Leti cried, legping from the chair.
Weak-kneed, Kochanski stood, not embarrassed by the fact that he was visibly trembling.

"Circdlein and form ashield around the chair!" Allic roared. White-clad figures emerged from the
conceal ment of the hidden buildings, heading toward the point where the portal had been formed. "Get
that portal ready to go. The moment Storm returns, were out of here.”

Still numb, Kochanski could only ook around as his comrades came racing toward him.
Allic grabbed Kochanski by the shoulders and looked into his eyes.

"Areyoudl right?'

Leti turned and cameto Allicsside.

"He was wonderful. Gorgon came on so fast | was damn near paralyzed. If he hadn't thought quickly, we
would have been taken.”

Kochanski was unable to respond. If he had acted, asfar as he could remember it was from instinct



driven by fear.

Then Leti raced off to organize the defense.

"Stay inthe Chair," Allic commanded.

"Why?

"Becauseit's Gorgon that we're facing now."

Kochanski sensed what was being said, but still couldn't quite form theimplication clearly.
Allic drew closer. "If the shield goes down, destroy the chair to keep him from getting it.”

He clapped Kochanski on the shoulder and turned away. But there was alook in Allic's eyesthat
Kochanski had seen far too often: thelook of aman who knew that chances were he only had ashort
timelefttolive

Kochanski sat down and turned his gaze heavenward. But there was no need to project outward to
search; the blackness was aready sweeping down from above. The demon lord had crossed over space
itsdlf, legping from one world to the next, an action only agod or one of equal power could perform.

"Here he comes!” Allic cried. "Throw your power into the base's defensive shidd. Alone, wed be picked
off one by one." Allic was sillent for amoment, then gave an anguished scream: " Storm, where are you?
We're going to be cut off!"

The darknessfilled the lavender sky, swirling and turning, and a shout of rage thundered acrossthe
landscape.

Then darkness coiled inward, taking amanlike form, with twisting fire for eyes and teeth of molten lava.
Allic raised hishand to dam off abolt that would have shattered the shielding of any mere morta.

The bolt struck the figure in the chest. Kochanski watched as the form shrieked and seemed dmost to
burst apart. It tumbled to the ground, trailing fire and smoke, and the ice about Gorgon turned ingtantly to
scading steam.

Incredulous, the offworlders looked at Allic.

"Isthat dl therewasto him?' Waker laughed, hisvoice cracking with nervousness. "I damn near pissed
my pants and then he falls gpart after asingle bolt. That's one shitty demon.”

"It wastoo easy," Allic whispered cautioudy. "He's playing with us."

Suddenly, from the boiling column of steam a cloud raced out to skim across the ground--which rippled
and exploded benesath its passage.

"Get ready!" Allic roared, crouching and forcing hisshidd to itsmaximum leve.

The cloud dammed into them, and from within adarkness legpt into the air. Bolt after bolt dashed out of
its hand, overloading the defenders shidd, forcing it to glowing whiteness. Kochanski felt asif aweight
was pressing down on him, and stunned, he watched as his comrades struggled to keep their defenses
up. Steam filtered through the screen, prickling his skin, turning the battlefield into an opague relm of
shadows, fire, and mist.

Allic raised hishand to fire another bolt. It struck the demon lord in the chest the same as the firgt.



Gorgon appeared to stagger for amoment, and then ataunting laugh boomed out. The look of pain
disappeared, to be replaced by the sardonic visage of someone who was merdly playing.

"Allic, your power islike the spit of achild," the demon mocked, hovering above the party. "Go on, try it
again. | need some entertainment before | drag you away."

Hisface contorted with rage, Allic raised his hand and dammed out another shot, joined by Leti. The
combined blow struck Gorgon and seemed to Smply glance aside.

Gorgon roared with maevolent ddight. "Now receive something from me!™

A tornado of fire dashed out from his hand. Kochanski could fed the power draining away from them as
the group struggled to hold their collective strength together. For long seconds the contest of strength
swayed back and forth, but with the combined strength of Leti and Allic, the buckling shield gained
power, and then firmly held.

Gorgon broke off the attack and drew back.

"So you have enough davesto hide behind thistime," he said, hisvoice dmost chiding. "Well, we shdl
eventhat."

Gorgon raised hishand again--but thistime a shielding formed, encompassing the defensive one.
"No way to escape now," he laughed.

With the wave of his other hand, a portal snapped into shape. Within seconds, the first demon appeared,
followed by another and another. Forming acircle around the portal, they turned their own powersin and
the porta broadened, so that a continud stream of Gorgon's followers was soon rushing out.

Kochanski, knowing what was about to come, stood and stepped down from the chair. He saw his
comrades looking to each other, and in their eyes was agrim determination, but also nods of farewell.
Leti moved from Allic'ssideto stand by Ikawa, and their hands touched momentarily. The porta
broadened once again, and from out of the host of demons a dark shape appeared.

"Ah, Kultha," Gorgon roared, "that one you told me about--is he here?!
Kultha swept forward, coming up to the edge of the shielding, his gaze focused on Mark.
"My lord, you can have anyone se" Kulthacried, "but leave thisonefor me. | want him divel”

Allic stepped out from the center of the group, and Kochanski followed, to stand beside hisold
commander.

Mark's eyes werefilled with terror, but he forced awan smile and shook his head, asif to say that he
was dill under control.

Gorgon again roared with delight as Allic looked up at him and dammed off severa shotswhich were
samply absorbed by the demon's shielding.

"Itsamogt timeto test our strengths again,” he screamed.
"When the shielding goes, take out as many asyou can," Allic shouted, "and remember what to do last.”

Kochanski ran histongue againgt the back molar and looked over at Mark. His old friend seemed
petrified by fear. Then Kochanski looked at Ikawa, who nodded with understanding. When it was logt,



one or the other of them would kill Mark if he could not do it himself. Turning, Kochanski stepped back
to the chair.

The outer shield flickered, and from Gorgon's hand, and from his assembled demons and warlords, an
al-encompassng sheet of flame dashed out.

The defensive shield flared up, sparkling to white heat. Kochanski could fed the pressure grow as he
added his own strength to the unequal contest, focusing his offensive crystd into the defense aswell. But
the difference in strength was Ssmply too much. Like adam of rotten ice giving way before aspring flood,
the shield flared and with a blinding flash snapped away in athunderclap roar, counterpointed by the
demonswho, howling with ddlight, swarmed forward for thekill.

Chapter 8

Patrice paced back and forth, inwardly curaing, her gaze fixed upon the pit of fire that wasthe
communications link to Gorgon's relm. Stopping momentarily, she waved ahand, sending an
interrogative into its depths. Nothing.

How dare he keep silent, sheraged. Without me he wouldn't even know they were coming. Surely
he must have captured or killed them by nowl

Sheraised her hand to brush back her hair, and only then noticed that her hand was trembling. Turning
her palm over, she stared at the tremors. Some moments later, she shook hersalf back to redlity.

What iswrong with me? | haven't been this nervous for centuries.

Petrice again glanced at the empty flames and walked over to the throndlike chair facing the pit. Picking
up an ornate chalice from the small table, she settled hersdf into the chair and sipped her wine.

| will be patient, shetold hersdf. Thiswait is nothing. If need be | will wait twice aslong, and then
twice as long again. What is time to a demigod but a means to an end?

And shefdt her strength returning. Soon she would know, and at long last start her plansto achieve her
proper destiny.

Sighing contentedly, she put her wine chaice down and laid her hands on the arms of her chair, staring
firmly into theflames

Ranath strode into the map room looking for Sarnak and found his master overlooking the section
denoting Jartan's capital of Asmara. He knew better than to interrupt Sarnak'strain of thought, so he
waited slently at hissde. Glancing at the map, he saw abright flashing light that denoted amgjor porta
opening right in Jartan's palace. Now what is going on? he wondered.

A few moments later, Sarnak straightened and nodded for Ralnath to proceed with his report.

"We have run another check on our security system using an outside source and it is secure. The other
courts till believe that Uthul isdill diveand in control,”

"Which guild did you usethistime?"

"A new one. A bastard of one of Machas cousins started an offshoot of the sorcerers guild in one of
those southern city-states. Weled him to believe that it was a secret assgnment from Macha himself, and
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suggested that you were hiding right here.”
"Wdl?'

"Very impressive effort. | suggest we use his organization again. He used that trade mission of two weeks
ago asthe primary vehicleto infiltrate ateam and went through at least two other levels before concluding
that your imitation Uthul was legitimate, that Uthul intended to have your head if you ever did show up,
and that you had never been here. We paid him the agreed fee and told him we would be back in touch.
I've taken the liberty of putting him on aretainer to pass aong any information he might pick up. The
trade mission was monitored by one of Leti's people. We made sure they caught wind of it asa cover
operation. Her counter operatives are good, they'll penetrate this group, get the officia report, and from
Leti it'sstraight to everyonein Jartan's court.”

"Excdlent work, Rdnath."

"It had a Side benefit aswell. Severa peoplein Uthul'sold circle who are unaware of the change spilled
some information.”

"What kind?'

"Nothing serious. It was the usud fa se leads we've been setting out and declaring as secret information.
It came Straight back to usthrough the report. | dready know the people, they're being arrested right
now and will be awaiting your examination.”

Sarnak smiled. "Good, | need the diverson.”

"Uh, unfortunately, Sire, there is something else. One of the sengitives in the detection section has been
claming that there is some kind of vague probing going on he has never encountered before.”

Sarnak seemed to grow before his eyes asthe total power of the demigod concentrated upon him. When
he spoke, his voice carried a sentence of death if the answers were not correct.

"Probing from where?'

"Impossibletotdl, Sire. | have assgned an entire team to assist in tracking and analysis, but so far all we
have been able to come up with isasense of uneasiness on the part of the sengitive. The problem isthat it
isoccurring with increasing strength and regularity.”

Sarnak turned back to the map. His next comment was in a calm, matter-of-fact voice.

"Jartan is gpparently sending aforce viaporta to one of hisbuffer worlds. That damned K ochanski and
the Godchair are part of it, so we can temporarily drop the screening on that sector. It could be anyone
doing this other probe: Minar, Allic, even Boreas. But whoever it is, | want increased protection against
these probes.”

"Something isup,” Sarnak continued. "There have been indicators that most of the sorcerersin Jartan's
redm and hisvassa states have been pulled in. Then this portal opens. What is going on?"

Inwardly he cursed. Only months ago he could have been amover in this game, ready to pounce at
whatever advantages were opened. Now he was the hunted, hislegions reduced to a handful of loyal
followers. Y et hewasdive, could il plot, and in the end might <till have an opportunity to gain the
advantage.

He gazed at the map for long minutes. Ever so gradualy, asmile crossed hisfeatures.



"What about Patrice?' he whispered, looking at Ralnath.
"Patrice, my lord?"

"Cdl itaninginct,” Sarnak went on. "Just an ingtinct. She never had the courage to act on her own the
way | did. But thereisavacuum now where | once held power. | can't place the intuition, but it'sthere.
Our teamin her capital--isit fill loya?'

Ranath hesitated. "My lord, we haven't dared to make contact with any of our operatives. Y ou yoursdlf
wanted to leave all communications cold in case after our defeat someone turned Sides.”

Sarnak cursed softly. "I'm blind," he hissed. "Damn them dl, I'm blind.”
"A suggestion, my lord," Ralnath said carefully.
"Goon."

"Use the organization that checked out our security. Send them into Patrice's capitd. Let them contact
our people and try and get them to turn. If they betray you, well remember them later and pay back in
full. If they don't turn, we can safely reestablish contact.”

Sarnak smiled. "Most ingenious. Let it be done. If they check out correctly | want an observation team
reporting on Patrice. If something is happening, we might turn it to our advantage.”

Ranath stood alittle straighter, trying to disguise hisfatigue. "At once, my lord." Heturned to leave.
"Oh, one other thing. The prisoners--do they have families?’

"Yes my lord."

"Arrest dl of them,” Sarnak replied evenly, "but do it discreetly. Well arrangeit later to look like dl of
them died in an accident.”

Ra nath bowed low and withdrew.

Sarnak camly watched him leave, then returned his atention to the map beneath him. To dl inthe
command center he wasin total control, the master tactician. Insde, his thoughts weighed odds and
caculated chances, barely holding hisfear in check.

His enemieswere legion, and to be found by any of them before he could consolidate his power would
mean his death. To be found by Allic or any of Jartan's brood would be bad enough. It was Boreas,
though, who he was most afraid of. For with Boreas it would be far worse than desth--it would be an
eternity in anicy hdl, tortured by a creature--an implacable force--who across these eons till blamed
Sarnak for the desth of hisfather.

Those in the map room were startled by their master's abrupt departure.

Where can | run if he finds me? To whom can | turn to with the strength to resist him? Once again
Sarnak considered the unthinkable.

Mark felt asif he was staring into the very heart of hell. Kultha hovered above him, laughing darkly. The
thin shield, now glowing white-hot, was dl that protected him from the cresture's maevolence.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he remembered the poison capsule, yet such was histerror that he



fdt asif hisarmswere made of lead and he could not move for the blessed rel ease contained within.

Never had he known such intensity of attack. The shield strained, snapped up to what he thought was
maximum, and then kept right on going.

A tremor ran through him, and then with ablinding flash he was on his back, shield gone, the nightmare of
Kultha, with talons outstretched, swooping down from above.

A mad ragefilled him, and a sense of sdlf-loathing. Now, a the end would he die as afrightened rat?

Screaming, Mark cameto hisfeet, and aimed abolt a Kulthasface. A bone-numbing thunderclap
snapped through the ground, which sent Mark staggering. Glancing up, he saw Kultha's gloating ook
changein aningtant to stunned surprise.

Swinging around, Mark stood transfixed.

The entire glacier behind him had smply disappeared, blown apart. Hunks of ice larger than ahouse
soared heavenward, tumbling end over end. Debris arced across the sky, awild torrent of ice, smoke,
and steam.

From out of the heart of the explosion Jartan emerged.

The god who Mark had stood before in awe back in Asmara was nothing now but a pale comparison to
what agod could bein the rage of battle. As he ascended, his visage was as blinding as the sun,
wregthed in light, so that Mark had to avert his eyesfrom Jartan'sface.

Debrisrained down, and snapping up hisshield for protection, Mark crouched low. Asif from agreat
distance he heard commingled the roaring defiance of the demons, the cries of hope of hisown
comrades, and now the screams of a host of sorcerers who swarmed out by Jartan's side.

"Mark!"

The warning snapped him into action and he rolled sdeways and then swung up into the air. Hefdt the
brush of Kultha's talons as they closed over the spot where he had just been.

Ikawa swung up aongside and within seconds the old group started to form: Waker behind him, Saito
beside Ikawa, the rest of the offworlderstrailing into the growing cluster.

Never had Mark seen such madness of agrial combat as Jartan's thousand-odd sorcerers swarmed into
the demon host.

"Go for dtitude!" Mark shouted. "WEell climb out and then pick our targets. Now moveit!"

Helooked over at Ikawaand saw the concern in hisfriend's eyes disappear asthe instinct for air combat
took over. Mark jinked the group left, looking over his shoulder for Kultha, but the demon chieftain had
disappeared in the confusion. Bodies tumbled past, demonstrailing fire and smoke, and, tragicaly,
sorcerers aswell. So tight was the crush of battle that antagonists actually dammed into each other and
fell tumbling, trading blows at such close range that shields overlgpped, so that strikeswould literdly rip
an opponent in haf in one blinding flash of deeth.

"Gorgon!"

Theanger in Jartan's voice was like aphysica blow, but it filled Mark with awild joy and desire for
vengeance,



A demon loomed before him, intent on striking a sorceress from behind. A bolt shot out from Mark's
hand, joined in an ingtant by twenty other strikes from the group. The demon's shield exploded, and the
group, pushing through the oily smoke, climbed out to the top of the fight, which was now athousand feet
intheair.

"Gorgon, meet mel"

Mark looked to hisright and was stunned to see Jartan towering above him, wreethed in lightning, his
image ahundred or more feet in height.

"All you, clear thisareal" Jartan roared, and Mark redlized that the god was looking at him. Suddenly
Mark fet smal, inggnificant. A sheet of flames sngpped past him, and looking to hisleft he saw the
darkness of Gorgon, flame foaming from his mouth, charging acrossthe sky.

"Get usthe hdl out of herel" Waker screamed.

Mark needed no persuading. Jackknifing over, he headed back into the maelstrom below, though his
attention was riveted by the battle between a god and demon lord.

Theicy ar rippled with flashing shidds, crackling bolts of light. Jartan moved asif made of light itsdlf,
shifting, dodging, while Gorgon came on rdentlesdy. A bolt of Jartan's went wide, dashing through a
score of demons behind their lord. No broken bodies trailed away; rather they smply snapped out of
exigence, leaving nothing but glowing filaments of settling dudt.

A formation of demons dashed up from the writhing combat. Like falcons leaping upon their prey, Mark
and his command pounced and sent their opponents tumbling to their deaths, shrieking and writhing as
their wingstrailed fire and smoke.

"Takether porta!" Mark shouted.

Goldberg, picking up Mark's command, signalled it to other sorcerers around them, so that as the group
swept downward it soon numbered more than fifty organized attackerswho swept dl in their path.

And then Mark saw him. Next to the portd, Allic and Kulthaswirled in ever-tightening circles, trading
blow after blow, both of their shields glowing white-hot. The terror of the demon returned, yet even
stronger was Mark'srage.

Focusing his power through Storm's crystal, he dove straight downward. A blinding flash snapped out,
catching Kultha on the chest, sending him staggering.

"He'smine!" Mark screamed. "lkawa, lead the rest to the portd .”
Allic spared aglance back and grinned with delight.

Above Allic, three demons swooped in, pouncing on the demigod. Allic turned toward them--and in that
moment Mark found himself facing the source of his dreed.

A dash of fire swept out from the demon's hand, staggering Mark in hisflight. Raising hishand, Mark
knew he was in abaancing game as he dammed a bolt toward the demon. Power between offense and
defense had to be carefully matched. The decision would be redlized when one or the other finaly had to
shift his offensive power to defense, because at that instant the other could start to increase the pressure
until the defender's shield was shattered, or he attempted to flee.

Mark felt himself channe the maximum Essence, yet still his opponent dashed out, circling ever tighter in



an atempt to catch Mark from behind, and thus place him at a disadvantage for the attack.

Jnking to the right, Mark soared straight up, exposing his back for amoment. Kulthafired abolt which
staggered him, yet ill he continued up and over inaclasscd Immemann turn. Rolling out, he was
directly above Kultha, and dove, dashing ashot straight into the demon's back.

Inthat instant, Mark felt the balance shift. Kultharolled over, aming ashot up, but it went wide, giving
Mark's shielding amomentary respite so that even more Essence could go into the next offensive shot.

Kulthaturned away, diving. Screaming with triumphant rage, Mark focused his power through Storm's
crystd, and a blue-white dash dammed into the back of Kulthas head. The demon tumbled, damming
into the ground--but rolled and came up to hisfeet as Mark landed not adozen feet away.

Kultha crouched low, damming out another shot. Laughing maniacaly, Mark scood motionless,
absorbing the bolt. In awild show of contempt he extended his arms wide, not bothering to fire back.
For thefirst time he saw terror in his opponent's eyes.

Then Mark brought hisright arm up and fired. Kultha's shield overloaded and snapped, and the demon
went staggering to hisknees.

Kulthathrew hisarms up to the heavens. " Spare me!™
The dightest of contemptuous smileslit Mark'sfeatures. "Eat shit and die.”

Kultha's head exploded as Mark's bolt dammed into it, and the decapitated body was flung end over
end.

"Gary Cooper couldn't have done it better.”

Mark looked over to see Kochanski astride the Godchair.
"Good fight," Allic shouted, flying to Mark's side.

"You saw it, then?'

"Mogt of it. | figured you could handle him on your own so | just killed adozen or so demonswho
wanted to interfere with your revenge.”

Smiling, Mark nodded his thanks and |ooked about them. The battle was fill on, the demons swirlingina
great protective arc around the portd, holding back the advance, while their luckier comrades fled
through it. A concussion swept over him, and looking skyward he was stunned to redlize that Jartan and
Gorgon still wrestled for control. Mark suddenly knew that only aminute or two had passed since the
first appearance of the god, and that the battle was ill in doubt.

"Allic”

Mark turned to see Storm, her countenance grim, coming in low with Leti and adozen sorcerers.
Between them was agreat ding in which nestled around object, covered by silken blankets.

"Againg the portd!" Storm cried, and ripped back the protective cover.

Though he had never seen it, Mark knew that he was gazing upon the legendary Heart Crystal. Nearly
eight feet in diameter, it flickered and glowed asit rested upon its carved stone base.

Allic grinned wickedly. "Clear the porta, break off the attack!" he roared, his command instantly picked
up and relayed throughout the attacking sorcerers. Hundreds of forms dove in every direction, with



Ikawa and the offworlders cutting back toward where Mark stood.
"Focus on the Heart," Allic shouted. "Everyone stand clear.”

Turning, Mark snapped his energy into the Heart, augmenting it with Sorm's crystd. Allic, Leti, and
Storm stood together, hands extended to the greet crystd, bardly touching it. Theinside of the great gem
seemed to swirl in amad kaeidoscope of color. Mark suddenly felt asif his own power was out of
control, asif he was driving acar and the accelerator had jammed. The Crystal seemed to suck the
Essence out of him in one grest torrent.

The ground trembled beneath hisfeet. A cone of fire, as hot as the core of a sun, snapped out, damming
into the portal.

The booming explosion turned the ice a hundred yards around to steam. A massive fireball rushed
heavenward, spreading in acloud of flame,

--And suddenly it appeared asif the explosion was rushing back in upon itsalf.

Demons tumbled through the air, swept into the heart of the firestorm as the portal imploded. Horrified,
Mark saw more than one sorcerer dragged to his doom among the hundreds of foes.

The explosion snapped inward, and then smply disappeared. A ghostly breeze smelling of charred flesh,
steam, and sulphur washed acrossthefield, and asit passed, Mark stood awestruck by the carnage.
Hundreds of writhing demons cluttered the ground, shrieking and tearing at their wounds, where the
portal had once been.

"Look!"

Mark glanced where Kochanski was pointing. A thin snap of light glowed on the surface of the besieged
planet above them, spreading outward, and Mark was sartled to hear Allic'slaughter.

"The shot from the Heart passed through the porta and detonated the one up there. They must be frying,
too!"

Mark knew he would have felt sickened by the carnage if these had been human foes. Againgt these
incarnations of evil, though, he could only fed agrim sense of satisfaction.

There was another snap of light, and a hot blast rolled against the glacier-clad hills--but thistime it came
from above. Looking straight up, Mark saw Gorgon redling backwards, clutching his shoulder, atorrent
of fire pouring from the wound. Jartan, grim-faced, shot another bolt into the demon lord.

Theimage of Gorgon suddenly stretched outward, filling half the sky, and like a vapor of fog dashed by
sunlight he disappeared. Jartan sivung about asif searching, and in ablinding flash soared heavenward
towards Y uvin. In an ingtant he waslost to norma sight.

Mark looked back to where the focus of the battle had been around the portd. All that was left was
steaming wreckage, yet hundreds of demons had survived, cut off now from al hope of retreat back to
Yuvin. Interror they fled, desperate to escape the wrath of Jartan and hisfollowers.

Focusing a blast from the Heart against an enemy cluster, a score or more were felled; yet more
streamed off in every direction, pursued now by Jartan's triumphant sorcerers.

Mark looked about to raly his command. " Stand down," Allic said, coming to Mark's sde. "We've had
enough for one day--let the reinforcements mop up what's | eft.”



Still eager for vengeance, Mark started to bridle.
"Weve done more than enough aready,” Leti said, putting her hand on Mark's shoulder.

Suddenly he realized how exhausted he redlly was. Though the battle had been brief, the terror of what
had seemed to be inevitable defeat had worked its effect, and he redlized that he was giddy with relief
and exhaugtion.

Glancing around, he saw Ikawa and the rest of the offworlders come swinging in from the far sde of the
ruined portal. Slowing, the group dropped down and aighted. Fear gripped him, and he did aquick
scan, counting heads. Ikawa, seeing his concern, nodded that everyone was dl right, then rushed to his
sde.

The two held each other's gaze for amoment, and then Ikawa grabbed Mark and embraced him.

"I didn't want to leave you, but I knew you had to face him aone.”

Unable to respond, Mark only nodded.

"A hel of afight,” Ikawaannounced, walking over to Leti. "I thought we were finished.”

"Sodidl," Allic said coally, forcing asmile. But his hand trembled dightly as he pulled aflask out and
drained its contents.

"Just what the hell happened?’ Walker asked, coming up to join the group. "One second I'm getting set
to scratch that damned tooth and finish mysdlf, and the next thing dl hell bresksloose.”

"Wewere smply bait, it seems" Allic announced, gazing over a Storm. Mark could see alook of
reproach in hiseyes.

"I'm sorry, brother, neither you nor Leti could be told. Gorgon might have been able to probe your
thoughts," Storm said quietly. "Weve had aporta hidden insde that glacier for sometime." She pointed
to the shattered mountain.

"Once | camethrough, it was my job to open it up, shield it, and guide Jartan and his forces through.
Jartan was hoping to catch Gorgon and al his demons here on this moon, and hold him insde amassve
pentagram hidden beneath the ice, right beneath our feet. But the bastard wouldn't dight where we
wanted him to. If he had, Jartan would have had the field up, and we could have pinned and destroyed
him. We waited aslong as we could, but when your shield went down, we had to save you."

"Thanksfor the late rescue,” Allic said, trying to sound philosophica though his annoyance was obvious.

The offworlderslooked at each other, redlizing that if the rescue had come mere seconds later, most
would have committed suicide rather than run therisk of capture.

"Jartan's returning,” Kochanski announced quietly, as he sat astride the chair looking upward.

There was a swirling rush of wind, a coaescing of light, and Mark looked up to see the god hovering
abovethem.

"Get him?" Allic asked.

"The bastard escaped through a secondary porta and pulled it down behind him." There was a chilling
note of exasperation in Jartan'svoice. "Everyone dl right here?’



"Shaken but dive," Allic replied coolly.

A thin smile creased the god's face. "Couldn't be helped. Anyhow, it put alittle excitement into your
lives"

"Theat type of excitement | can do without," Allic sad inalow voice.
A rumble of laughter came from Jartan.

"You did well, my children--and you offworlders, too. Well tak later; | think | need to vent somerage,
and Gorgon's trapped demons are as good atarget as any."

The god formed into a swirling torrent of flame, and snapped across the sky, disappearing from view.

Incredulous, the offworlderslooked at each other, none daring to admit the fear they had just felt, nor
their frugtration at redizing they had smply been bait to pull theenemy in.

"Anyhow, wewon," Saito announced philosophically. Leaving the group he went over to kick the
headless corpse of Kultha, rolling the body over for a closer look.

"Better than the blow from aheadsman's sword."

"Y eah, wili you look at that?' Walker said excitedly, coming up to stand by Saito's side. "Who kicked
thisguy'sass?'

"Mark did," Allic announced proudly.
Walker looked at Mark with open admiration. "No shit?"
Mark nodded.

A hand dipped into his. Turning, Mark looked into the admiring eyes of Storm, and the sight of her filled
him with such warmth that he smiled. It dmost felt asif he had just kicked the butt of the town bully, and
now his girlfriend was coming forward to show her pride. He redlized the notion was absurd, but
nevertheless, at the moment it felt pretty damn good.

Chapter 9

It was the aftermath of battle. Jartan had brought the entire group of demigods, sorcerers, and captured
demons down to the surface of the planet. Without the restraining powers surrounding the base, the main
portal was operating nonstop. Groups of fresh sorcerers, ranging from healersto administrators, were
arriving regularly and moving swiftly to their appointed tasks. Mark had seen it often enough before: the
tail of an army catching up to the vanguard once a position had been secured.

Inapavilion on anearby hillsdedl the outlanders, aong with Allic, Storm, and Leti, were watching the
activity with an exhausted apathy.

Allic seemed to show the most energy, quaffing cup after cup of wine and glaring at thetall column of
light on the plain that was Jartan.

Transferring the glare to Storm, who was Sitting next to Mark, he grated, "I still can't believe we couldn't
have been told!"

Storm glanced a him wearily. "We have been over this before, brother. | was under ordersto keep silent
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and prepare the other portal for Jartan and the rest of our forces. Y our job was to do a reconnaissance,
and if detected, to be very convincing bait.”

Leti agreed with anod. "Allic, it was only our obvious vulnerability and terror that drew Gorgon and all
his demonsinto Jartan'strap. A magor invasion of our forces from the moon to here would have played
into their hands. Y ou've seen the defenses they had prepared here.”

She paused for amoment, and continued, "I'm not ecstatic at being kept in the dark either, but our
casudtieswere very light, Gorgon severdly wounded, hisforces either killed or captured, and we kept
the damage to thisworld to aminimum. Y ou cannot argue with successlike that.”

"Thank you, daughter.”

A glowing figure began to materidize in the pavilion. The Americans and Japanese al began to gandin
the presence of the god, but were waved back to their seats by Jartan.

Mark glanced out onto the plain and saw that the figure in the massive column of light was il out there,
directing incoming traffic and ordering the establishment of adefensve perimeter.

Now how the hell does he manage to be in more than one place at a time! he wondered.

A voicein hismind answered: "It'savery handy taent. Not only can you accomplish alot more, but it
makes nation attempts much harder. Though for someone like you to do it might be viewed asa
bit of amenta aberration.”

Mark froze. He glanced back at the Jartan in the pavilion and noticed that the god was smiling at him.

"Y ou are to be congratulated, young sorcerer. Kulthawas no mean foe, and your courage in conquering
your fearsisworthy of note."

Jartan leaned back and favored them dl with asmile.

"Infact, al of you did very well. Thiswhole operation went far better than | had expected. It isan ancient
axiom that no battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy. But this one went too well: Gorgon should
have anticipated our counterstrike and yet it appears he didn't. Perhaps | am being too suspicious, but it
seems asif everything went too perfectly--and when dedling with Gorgon, that makes me worry."

Kochanski was so thankful to be dive that he wasn't even resentful, and burst out, "1 don't care about the
whys so much as being glad that I'm still in one piece. I've never been so scared in my life--and that
includes any of the bombing missions back on Earth, including Schweinfurt. Those demons freeze my
very blood."

"That'swhy they're caled demons,” growled Allic. "'l suppose | have to agree with the tactics, Jartan, but
| don't haveto like them.”

"Storm said it best when she said convincing bait. The key word is'convincing,' son. Without that,
Gorgon would never have committed hisforcesto a place where we could ambush him. So think of it as
ameansto an end and move on."

"Right," responded Allic dryly. "So what's next, Jartan?"

"WEell, I've been in touch with my siblings back on Haven and we have decided that since Gorgon and his
redm seemto bein disarray, we should repay his aggression with alittle maneuver of our own. Minar
and Chaosen are coming here with their own forces and we are going to use this world as ajumping-off



point to take at least two more buffer dimensions. We just might have areal opportunity to get that
scum.”

He hesitated before continuing, "If we do have the advantage, welll go over to afull offensve and pushin
asfar aspossble. With luck we might even drikeinto the heart of hisream.”

Storm gave alow whigtle. "That'satdl order.”
"What'sthe matter, sster?" Allic said peevishly. "Y ou want to live forever?'

"I'm not taking any risksthat aren't worth it," Jartan replied with adight edge of rebuke. "It'sjust there
might be a chance here to push Gorgon's weakness to our maximum advantage. We would be remiss not
to take it. HE's been athrest for far too long."

"Just aslong asthere are no surprisesfrom my own side,” Allic retorted.

Mark cringed inwardly, waiting for an explosion. He could sense there was a silent conversation now
raging between Jartan and his son.

After saverd tense minutes, Allic finally nodded and sat down.

"Every family hasitslittle spats,” Leti Sghed, forcing asmilein an attempt to bresk the tenson. Allic
grinned back at her, and Mark could sense that hisliege lord had won some face-saving point and was
now satisfied.

"As| was about to say," Jartan continued asif nothing had occurred, "if the campaign is successful it
means we can develop thisworld as asettled colony, rather than as amilitary outpost, sinceit will no
longer be abuffer area”

"Therefore, in reward for your services| am awarding al members of the first assault landed estates here,
to be held in perpetuity by you and your children. The areathat each offworlder will hold here will be
larger than entire provinces on Haven. Granted, it isawilderness now, but in timesto come thisworld
will grow and progper, aswill your families and descendants after you. Allic, Leti, and Storm will jointly
adminigter thisworld and it will be consdered part of their relms.”

The offworlders grinned at each other, their weariness forgotten. Mark looked over a Allic and smiled.

"That headstrong son of mine had nothing to do with thisdecision. | had formed it before | sent dl of you
out," Jartan's thoughts whispered to Mark, "but | should add he argued for it on your behdf, so let'sjust
have him think it was he who pushed it through.”

Mark chuckled inwardly.

"Take afew daysto rest up, go visit your new lands, and then well gate you back to Haven. All of you
offworlders have done enough campaigning for now. With the reinforcements coming in from Minar and
Chosen I'll have more than enough sorcerers.”

"Wel, I'll bedamned if I'm going back," Allic replied, "I've got some persona scoresto settle with
Gorgon, so don't ask meto play palace guard.”

Jartan chuckled. "Still trust me enough to fight by my sde?'
"Comeon, father," Allic laughed, "please spare me the injured parent routine.”

"It'sjust that you need arest. A lot has happened to you over the last several months.”



Mark watched Allic closely. Had it been up to him, he would have ordered the demigod to stand down.
He'd seen too many men get pushed to the edge by combet. Allic's recent near-fata injury and the
shattering battle before Landra had been bad enough. The battle fought only hours before seemed to
have put acap onit. He could sense the brittlenessin Allic, the jerky edge to his movements, the
exhausted look in his eyes. The demigod was a classic case of combat fatigue.

"Don't let him go," Mark whispered inwardly, forcing his thoughtsto Jartan. "Find an excuse.

"He's il abit sengtive over thelast issue," Jartan replied slently. "Though | thank you for the concern.
But if I send him back now hell lose face, and some might think I'm displeased over hisemotiona
outburst. Don't worry, Mark, I'll try to keep him close by my sde.”

"This does upset my planning abit," Jartan said doud. "Leti, would you mind going back and acting as
geward till my return?'

Leti looked at Ikawa. "I think | could find it in meto follow this obvioudy unfair order,” shereplied witha
orin.

"Fgured you would."

Storm gave Leti adight, petulant frown. ™Y ou dways get al the fun assgnments. | dways said he liked
you more," she whispered, and her gaze focused wistfully on Mark.

"Enough of thid" Jartan laughed.
"If you, Minar, and Chosen are going on this assault, who will bein charge of Haven?' asked Leti.

"My sgter Aleenawill be nomina leader, but | am not expecting much to happen. If therésan
emergency, atempt to contact her. Y ou don't necessarily have to stay in Asmara--my people there will
keep things running. Just Stay in touch, and see what you can do for Aleena. Weve al been neglecting
her; | can understand her mourning, but along time has passed since the Great War."

"It1l betough. Y ou know how sheis."
"Well, I'm not anticipating anything serious, and we won't be gone that long.”

Mark remembered what Kochanski, who was fascinated by the history of Haven, had told him about
Aleena. The goddess had been mated with the dead god Danar and was still mourning his death, isolating
herself dmost completely from society.

"She can't berdied on if something unexpected comesup,” Storm interjected.

"Don't worry," Jartan replied. "This campaign won't take long. Sarnak seemsto be out of the picture, and
Boreaswill assst you in case he should finally reappear. Asfor Patrice--1 doubt she would dare to act
up whileweregone.”

The flamesin the pit seemed to come dive as Gorgon's presence filled thefire.

"You're hurt!" Patrice cried, stepping forward. Again, his visage was dmost gentle, innocent, with soft
features and rounded eyes. A jagged wound cut across his shoulder, 0ozing what appeared to be blood,
but shimmered like molten Sted!.

Gorgon'simage shook hishead. "It isbut atrifle. | aimost forgot that | was supposed to losewhen |



closed with Jartan.”
He bared histeeth, asif suppressing rage and frustration.

"The plan worked better than you can imagine. Without it | would have not prepared such an escape
beforehand and he would have killed me. Who would have thought that he could have prepared such an
elaborate ruse. And the power he was able to focus!”

"He has lost none of his cunning. That's why"--and at the last second Patrice stopped hersdlf from saying
"my"--"our planis so brilliant. We use his own strengths againgt him."”

Theimagein the fires seemed to study her for severa moments.

"l have given up much aready. My armies on the outer marches have been crushed, and I'll loose a
dozen or more outposts as they move to take advantage of my supposed weakness. But each step in will
draw them further into the web, and further awvay from Haven. Now, what of your tasks?"

Petrice felt hisadmost overpowering will focus on her. His eyes were mesmerizing in their power. Pulse
racing, shefet an dmost sexud charge course through her, and she fought desperately to master herself.

Gripping the arms of her chair tightly, and alittle short of breath, she responded with an attempt a a
Sneer.

"Armies decimated. Outpostslost. Gorgon, your ‘armies undoubtedly included mogt, if not dl, of the
demonsthat are usdess or potentialy troublesome. When you have taken Haven therell be other
servantswho are far more pleasing.”

Therewasaroar of laughter from the demon lord, but the pressure of hiswill upon hersdid not lessen, it
merdly took adifferent path.

"Mogt astute, Patrice. There were severd in the unfortunate assault whose ambitions might eventudly
have become a nuisance. And | have very carefully blocked the portalsto my key dimensiona points.
The outposts that are open to attack will fall, but are not critical.”

Agan hisatention on her intengfied.

"l am fortunate in my aly. Perhgps your cunning can equal Jartan's. However, you have not answered my
guestion. How goes your plan to infiltrate Jartan's treasure vault? Without the portal crystal of dead
Horat we can go no farther.”

Patrice fdt like shewas|osing control, and with an dmost physica jerk shetore her gaze away from his,
her auraamogt blinding as she fought his menta assaullt.

Taking deep breaths she fought to get her racing heart under control. Then her temper snapped, and her
aurabecame flame and she a creature of living fire. Surging to her feet, she flew to the edge of the
pentagram and screamed, "Thisismy plan, and | can carry my part of the bargain. But | will not betrifled
with or I'll cal more than your image through this gate and teach you the lash of my power."

Gorgon lowered hisgaze. "It is our way to push and dominate. Y ou look so hel plesswhen you are
human that | sometimes cannot help mysdf.”

"The gate will be ready when the time comes," she snagpped, and with awave of her hand broke the spell
that kept the narrow portal open, and Gorgon faded from view.



Shaken by the encounter, Petrice entered the pit of flamesto relax and cherish thefires, being very
careful not to overstep the boundaries of the pentacle that opened the gate.

There was no doubt about it: Gorgon was too strong for her. She probably could beat him if he were
restrained by the pentacle, but would not be able to withstand him in open combat. Again shefdt the
desirewithin her building. To mate, to consummate, with ademon lord like Gorgon--what would it be
like?

Reason returned. | must have the remaining Crystals of Fire. Only then will | be strong enough to
control him.

She spoke aloud amidst the roar of thefires, "And then | will do what | want!"

The light from the moons came through the open window of Imada's quartersin Jartan's castle, setting up
agentle cross-hatching of slvery hues. Almost spdlbinding in intensity, the moonbeams crept acrossthe
floor asthe moons glided acrossthe sky.

When they touched the figuresin the bed, there was a sigh and the woman stirred.

Carefully, the sorcerer within Vena stripped aside the layers of pain that hid her. Venas memories, the
anguish of remembering the screams of her parents as they were burned dive by Sarnak's assault of their
village, and her own rape, became a gossamer web that the sorcerer peered through cautioudly.

A moment later, she emerged. The body was still Vena, but the spirit that guided it was Ulinda; over 900
years old, filled with the inner cunning that had caused her to rise into Patrice's most trusted circle.

With atouch of her hand she sent Imadainto a deeper deep, and rose from the bed.

Moving gracefully to the open window, she gloried in her new youth and beauty, stlanding naked in the
moonlight.

Sheraised her arms over her head asif to absorb the light, and triumph raced through her. To be young
again, she exulted. No matter what happens, | feel young again.

Dressing quickly, Venaleft their room and went down to the garden in the courtyard below. There she
walked around as if unable to deep.

Stopping to sit on abench under atree, she seemed to relax while watching the beauty of alarge fountain
that poured forth water in mgjestic blues and white. Opening the case that she dways carried with her,
shetook out a harp and began to softly strum a song.

Even the sorcerers on watch thought nothing of her presence, and other than an occasiond check to
insure her safety, ignored her.

Feeling the touch of the sorcerer on duty move on, Vena seemed to gesture to abird on one of the lower
branches of the tree. Moments later, the bird aighted next to her hand asiit stretched aong the back of
the bench. A short hop to her shoulder, the exchange of the message telling her to proceed, and it was

gone.

So. Itistime at last, she thought. Fear of what she was about to undertake threatened to overwhelm
her, and for amoment she considered the possibility of remaining as she was. But the bonds that were
upon her were unbreakable, and she found her body moving toward the passageway even before her

thoughts on the matter were finished.



Redlizing thefutility of attempting to fight the compulsion, she accepted the course of action and became
onewith her godl.

Ten minutes later she was at the door of Enaar's room. Very carefully, she probed the latch and entered
dlently. There she breathed asigh of relief. Once inside a private gpartment she was safe from the
scrutiny from the sorcerers on watch.

There on the bed lay Jartan's chief custodian of the treasure vault. Recently widowed, he seemed to
radiate such torment even in hisdeegp that VVenahad no trouble assimilating histhoughts.

Hislate wife had become accustomed to shopping in a store outside the protection of the palace over the
last severd months. There she had been finding rare and wonderful manuscripts that were of particular
delight to her husband, at dmost unbelievably reasonable prices. Even the store mistress had become a
friend.

The tragedy that had occurred just five days ago had been dmost unheard of. The explosion at the lamp
oil shop next door had burned down amost half ablock and caused a dozen desths.

The shop migtress testimony, and Enaar'sidentification of hiswife's scorched crysta's, were proof of an
unfortunate accident that had shocked the court.

Standing in the bright moonlight, Ulinda used the data she had recently gotten from Peatrices agentsin the
city, who had interrogated the unfortunate--and still aive--wife, to carefully infiltrate Enaar's
subconscious.

Only after about half aturning was she able to start to direct histhoughts. Y ears of smilar effortsin
Patrice's pleasure gardens stood her in good stead as she began to exert more and more control over his
subconscious.

Stripping off her gown, she crawled in his bed and began to caress him, keeping him in a degp enough
deep that he would not awaken, but alert enough that she could control his dream.

Ten minuteslater she had the information she needed. A smple dream of hiswife trapped in the treasure
vault had revealed everything. Not only did she have the code words to silently open the doors and put
the ever-aert guard demons to deep, but she knew the location of Enaar's private passageway.

A touch of her hand and Enaar's deep deegpened, his breath coming dower and dower. There wasthe
faint whisper of hislost love's name, and then the breathing stopped.

It was best, she thought, though to her own surprise she felt afaint touch of pity. She could sensethe
agony of hisloss, and it would appesar that his old heart had smply given out from the pain of what he
was enduring. Besides, only he and Jartan knew the codes by heart. It'd take time for someone el seto
get into run the routine security check, and by then sheld be long gone.

An hour later she was back in her bed beside Imada. The two Crystals of Fire and Horat's massive
portd crystal were now hidden in her harp case. There had still been room in the case, so Venahad
taken something for hersdlf, too. After all, with the risks she was taking, she deserved some extra

compenstion.

Carefully sheretreated back through the vells of Vena's subconscious until only Venawas left, degping
the deep of the innocent.

Disappointed, Ikawa saw the portd's exit point looming up. If given hisown way, he would have gladly



embarked on an endlesstour of Jartan's far-flung outposts, if only for the sheer joy of the jump-throughs.

The sensation of free-fall now gave over to a sense of returning weight and of adowing down. The cone
of light closed in, enveloping him, asif it was now swaddling him in asoft cushion to deaden thefal. He
felt hisfeet touch ground. Rolling aside, he hit the cool turquoise floor of Jartan'smain portal room. The
glow was behind him now. Hands reached out, helping him to hisfeet.

Smiling, Ikawalooked around. Shigeru stood to one side, green-faced, looking about anxioudy asif in
sudden need of abathroom. Walker was by the wrestler's sde, unable to contain ateasing smile.

"I love that part when we dammed through the dimensiond gate,” Waker chortled, holding his hands up
and waving them about as dl flyersdo. "It's better than pulling off a power dive."

"Do you want me to change the color of your tunic?' Shigeru groaned. "My stomach will be happy to
oblige™

With mock horror Walker stepped back, to the good-natured laughter of the Japanese and Americans
who stood clustered together.

Ikawa strode up, still smiling. It was hard to believe that only three days ago they had stood here, tension
knotting their bodies, prepared to jump into what had nearly been their end.

"Hrgt thing | want," Saito announced, "isto get this damn poison capsule removed from my mouth. |
haven't been ableto eat right Sncethey put it in.”

"Ditto on that,” Goldberg rejoined. "That, a hot shower, and agood rub-down by Shara, that masseur on
Jartan's aff.”

"Y ou mean thelittle blond,” Walker laughed. "1 wanted arub down from her mysalf, and not just aback
rub if you get my meaning.”

"What would that sorcerer, Suda Codi, say?' Goldberg interjected playfully. "The reunion you two had
wasrather audibleto al of uslast night.”

"Y ou should talk," Walker snapped, smiling wickedly. ™Y ou're talking about getting that rub down--what
about this granddaughter of Macha we've been hearing about? Hell, Machas got a grudge againgt Mark
asis I'mtdlin’ ya, hewon' takelightly to your two-timing his precious granddaughter.”

"Let'sjust get to the showers" Ikawa announced. Y ou fellows can sort out your little rendezvous later."

There was achorus of agreements and the group headed off. Ikawa noticed there was a certain sSwagger
to them, and asthey passed out of the portal room and back up to the readying area, everyone they
passed nodded respectfully, caling out greetings and compliments which the party revelled in. Laden
down with battle gear, unshaved, and obvioudy abit gamey, Ikawafdt acertain pride in the image they
must project of hardened warriors back from ashort but brutally tough campaign--an image that would
be talked about throughout the palace and enhance their prestige even further.

Discarding their gear in the readying room, the men smiled with relief as the poison capsules were defly
removed.

"To the shower and steam room!" Goldberg cried. "Last one there gets Matan's sister for the rub-down.”

Matan was near legendary back at Landra: atwo hundred and fifty pound bath attendant with handslike
bear traps and alook to match.



Pushing and laughing, the group poured into the halway, Ikawain thelead. Stunned, he cameto astop,
and was nearly bowled over by the men pushing in from behind.

"Imedal"

Unbdlieving, Ikawasaw the young soldier sanding before him, alovely wisp of agirl standing
protectively by hisside, looking ahbit fearful at the sudden rush of men moving toward her.

The boy nodded, trying to force back tears, and coming to attention, he saluted and bowed.
"Private Imadareporting, Sr."

Grinning with delight, Ikawa returned the military salute he had not given now for what seemed like a
lifetime, and then rushed forward to grab Imada by the shoulders and shake him with ddlight. The rest of
the Japanese siwvarmed around the two, laughing and shouting, while the Americans stood to one side,
grinning at thejoy of their friendsfor the return of acomrade given up for dead.

"Now, how did you come back? What happened?”

Imadalooked & thecircle of hisfriends. "I'll try to explain what | can remember,”" he said shyly, "but it'll
have to be Venawho does most of the talking." He nodded to the girl who still clung to hisarm.

Asif noticing her for the first time, the Japanese stepped back dightly, smiling at her, respectfully
mumbling their greetings.

"And Y oshida?' Ikawa asked softly.
Imadalowered his head, and shook it sadly.
Thegroup fel slent.

"Wl at least one of us has come back,” Mark said softly, coming up to shake Imadas hand. He looked
a Venaclosaly, smiling agreeting and noticed how she looked to Imadawith aloving gaze. Y et
somehow there was the ever so faint sensation that the gaze was a bit too intent, asif shewas putting it
on for the group's benefit. Their eyeslocked for a second, and Vena quickly looked away.

"The showers can wait," Ikawaannounced. "Let's go back to our quarters, | want to hear everything that
happened to you."

"I'll be happy to share our story with you, Captain Ikawa" Venawhispered softly. "Imadahastold me so
much about you."

The group gathered in around Imada and V ena and continued down the corridor while Mark and the
Americansfel in behind.

"Lucky guy," Waker said, coming up to Mark'ssde. "The kid must have been through hell, it's been
months since he disappeared.”

"Yeah, alongtime" Mark replied quietly.
"Allic"

The demigod strode into the lounge area, nodding good-naturedly at the enthusiastic greetings. He could
not help but fed aripple of pride at these warriors who had added so much to his power and prestige,
besides proving themsdves loyd friendsaswell.



Inwardly he gtiil rankled at how hisfather had used both him and these men. Even gods can make
mistakes, and histiming for the counterstrike had been alittle too close for comfort; it was still awonder
to him that a least one of the men had not broken and poisoned himself the moment the shielding went
down.

Mark strode forward, hand outstretched in greeting. Allic looked at him closdy--yes, Mark had
recovered from hisfears, and inwardly the demigod felt asense of relief. He would have dways
protected the man, out of memory of his service in the war against Sarnak, but a proud warrior, if
broken, would have continued on as merely ashell.

Allic thought on that for amoment, and how too often of |ate he needed yet another drink to steady
himsdlf. It wasjust aphase, he kept tdlling himself. But for one who could live for thousands of years, he
knew far too many such ashewho lived out along twilight hidden away, lost in memories of other ages,
burdened by life from which escape came dl too dowly.

The burden of life: one too many lovers gone old and dead, too many offspring aging before him, too
many battles fought on the razor edge of terror. He sighed inwardly, chasing the dark thoughts away.
Varma, hisjester and counselor, was always good for these moments, but the little man was back at
Landra

"Enjoying therest?' he asked.
"Ddightful," Mark said, though hisvoice betrayed a certain restless edge.
Therest of the group came up behind Mark, eager for news.

"Jartan has agreed to let you investigate the copy of Stonehenge that Kochanski found,” Allic said, trying
to force asmile. "Perhaps there could be alink back to your home."

A ddighted whoop went up from Smithie, Kraut, and severa of the Japanese, the rest smiling with
varying degrees of pleasure.

Allic carefully watched the shades of reaction occuring around him, and knew that his fedings about this
project were mixed aswell. It wasthe naturd desire of all men to return to their homes, and for those
with strong atachments and familiesit was only natural. Though honor-bound to help these men, Allic
knew that if they were successful, and this strange druid somehow knew away back, he would lose not
only hisfriends, but the strongest contingent of sorcerersit had ever been hisfortune to recruit. For these
men had aready been ateam before they had come to him, and fought with askill and remarkable
innovation that was stunning to behold; without them, the war againgt Sarnak might have gone very
differently.

Helooked closdly at Mark and Ikawa, who in turn exchanged an uneasy gaze. They were comrades
here, and sworn enemies back in their old world. If away was open for them to return, Allic knew they
were honor bound to go back to serve their countries, though it would mean giving up their power, titles,
the women they loved, and perhapstheir friendship aswell.

Allic wished inwardly that this chance had never come up. In fact, if it had been up to him, he might have
been tempted to hold them to their three-year contracts. But Jartan had overruled that, stating that such
exceptiona service had to be exceptiondly rewarded in turn.

"What's happening with Jartan?' Ikawaasked, breaking the painful silence.

"We move out in acouple of hours. Jartan sat down and had alittle chat with severd of the demonswe



captured and managed to persuade them to reveal the portal they used to gain Y uvin and how to break
through it. From there well be inside Gorgon's outpost realms. Hopefully, the chalenge will bring him up.
If not, well consolidate on that world, then gain the next porta in. At the least well pull ahaf dozen
worldsinto our sphere of control, and with luck we might just gain afina confrontation.”

"Soundslikeahdll of agood fight to me," Waker said softly, looking wistfully &t the floor.
"Y ou sure you won't need us?' Ikawachimed in.

Allic smiled at thisdisplay of loyaty. He could sense that more than one sorcerer on the expedition was
wishing to be anywhere but on adriveinto Gorgon's realm, but here these men were il offering to
volunteer. He knew some of it was sheer naivete over what might till be faced, but on the whole they
were agroup that was confident, tough, and did not like being kept out of afight.

"It's not the fight to get yourselves tangled up in. Jartan wants people alittle more seasoned in demon lore
for thisone.”

"In other words, we're not good enough?* Ikawa asked.

Allic shoke his head. "In other words, you're too vauable to waste in this type of fighting. Y ou've done
your part; let the others do theirs. We need some reliable backups down here anyhow to keep an eye on
things. Jartan fedls your expedition can provide avauable service just by checking out an area he has had
no contact with or ventured to in quite some time. Besides being areward, your trip will servethe
broader plan aswell.”

He saw that this comment placated them, and provided an honorable way to be out of the next fight. If
only they redly knew how terrifying going into the demon dimensions would be. Just once before had he
penetrated into the outer reaches of Gorgon'srealms. It had been atravail of horrors. The human
inhabitants, if they could be caled such, were demented creatures who seemed to live merely for the
davery and sport of the demons. One could not move, drink, eat, or it ssemed, even breathe without fear
of atrap cunningly laid to catch the unsuspecting. Over everything there hovered adread, adark coiling
fear that crept into the soul...

Noticing acarafe of wine on thetable, Allic strode over and poured himself adrink. Taking along pull,
hefinaly turned back to face his comrades, forcing asmile.

"It beapicnic, so don't think you're missing anything we can't handle," he said evenly, clapping Walker
on the shoulder. "Besides, the way you fly, you might be adanger to the rest of us.”

"Ah, goon, s, | can out-fly any of the old geezers you've got with you," Walker shot back.
"That'sjust the problem. They might want to burn your assfor your arrogance.”

Walker brokeinto agrin a the compliment.

"How soon can you leave?' Allic asked, turning to Mark.

"We could be on our way as early astomorrow. Leti has aready gone over the route with us. I'm curious
to seethese floating idands that 1've been hearing so much about.”

"They sound like aircraft carriers from back home,”" Ikawainterjected.

"Aircraft carriers?'



"Large shipsthat we used back on Earth to carry and launch the airplanes that we told you about,” Ikawa
replied quietly, looking over a Mark.

"Inthe war your people were fighting with each other?' Allicinquired.

"They were proud ships,” Shigeru said. "I had an uncle on the Kaga."

"Y ou never told usthat,” Smithie said cautioudy. "That was one of the shipsthat hit Pearl Harbor."
"Andwaslost & Midway," Ikawa added quickly.

"It'sin the past now," Mark responded sharply, looking at Smithie.

The group fell slent, and Allic could sense that with even aremote prospect of returning home, old
memories and possibly old antagonisms could again be stirred. He had warned Jartan of this but the god
had inssted that it was arisk that had to be taken if the offworlders were to be fairly rewarded.

"It should be a pleasant enough trip,” Allic went on. "The floating idands should make your journey an
interesting and pleasant jaunt. Some of them date back to the Great War, when they were built so we
could quickly move sorcerers from one continent to another. They are now achain of free city states, so
remember you will be outside both my jurisdiction and Jartan's.”

"l don't want you cracking any headsin tavern brawlsthe way you did last month,” Allic said with a
smile, dapping Shigeru on the shoulder. "1 won't be ableto bail you out if you do."

Thewrestler brokeinto ashy smile. "They started it," he whispered.

"Fiveto one odds againgt you hardly seemsfair, though,” Allic replied, hisvisage suddenly grim though
his eyes betrayed a certain pride and amusement.

"I'll try to stay out of trouble, Sir," Shigeru replied uncertainly, apparently unsureif Allic was angry with
him or not.

"Comeon," Allic laughed, "I'm going to miss you scoundrels. Let's have acouple of drinksand then I'll
be on my way."

The crowd gathered around Allic, in front of along table which was dready strewn with half-empty
bottles. They were soon laughing uproarioudy at Walker'slatest round of crude jokes, but stopped to
cheer enthusadticaly when Leti camein.

"Having anight with the boys?" she asked, coming up and putting her arm around Allic.

Helooked at her and forced asmile. He knew that she was fully aware of what could be faced on
Gorgon's outpost worldsin just a matter of hours, and knew aswdll that his sister, if anyone, could see
through the forced bravado.

"Just a couple of quick onesto see you folks off on your expedition.”
"I wish you were going with us, my lord," Ikawa said, coming up to stand next to L ti.
Sodo |, Allicthought.

Scanning the faces of his men, he noticed that Imada, unlike the others, was not into his cups and sat
quietly to one side. Taking Leti'sarm and putting it onto Ikawals shoulder, he broke away from the group
and went over to the corner of the room. Nervoudy, the young offworlder cameto his feet.



"It'sapleasure to have you back with me," Allic said cheerfully, looking straight into the boy's eyes.
"Thank you, gr." Theboy fdl quiet.

"I only had a couple of minutesto scan the report from Vadez and Pina. Y ou went through atough time,
but you seem to have handled yoursdf quite well."

"If it hadn't been for Vena, | would never have madeit back."

Allicwasslent. At the mere mention of the girl's name he could seethe wistful light in Imadas eyes. It
was aremarkable story, and he knew Vadez to be thorough, but still he wished he had timeto sit down
and talk to thismiraculous girl. One did not long survive as ademigod without being suspicious of
anything that seemed to be too good.

"Sir, if it'sdl the sameto you," Imadaventured quietly, "I'd rather not go on this expedition.”
A little surprised, Allic looked closdly at the boy.

"Not afraid of alittle adventure are you?" he asked, feigning annoyance.

"No, it'snot that at dl," Imadareplied, with atouch of indignation.

Allic smiled knowingly. "It'sthe girl--isthat it?"

Imada smiled bashfully.

"I'm il ordering you to go on thetrip, though," Allic said sternly.

Imada started to say something, thought better of it, and came to attention. "Asyou wish, Sir. I'm sorry to
have troubled you with it."

Allic started to turn away. Then, looking back at Imada, he felt himsdf soften. The boy was the youngest
of al the offworlders, not even eighteen yearsold, yet if the reports were true his actions were those of a
seasoned veteran. He hesitated, then called, "Leti, could you come over here for amoment?”

She broke away from the raucous crowd, |kawa by her side.
"I think we have alittle problem here," Allic said evenly, till looking at Imada.
"What isthisabout?"' Ikawa said quickly, gazing a Imada, who now stood rigid.

"L eti, we've got ten of our older sorcerers going out with the group to handle the equipment and baggage,
don't we?"

"Theresalot going with us" shereplied, her voice edged with curiosity over why her brother was
concerned about such adetail. "There's our persona equipment, clothing, some tradeitems, giftsfor the
idand rulersand for thisdruid character. It's quite aload.”

"Think they can handle another hundred pounds or 07"
"l guess so. Why do you ask?'

"I heard shesnearly asdight asyou are," Allic said, il looking at Imadaand breaking into asmile. "l
think a hundred pounds or so would be just about right--though don't ask her. Women are dl so damn
senditive about their weight.”



Confused, Imada could not reply.

"Damnit, lad, the girl goeswith you, if that'sthe problem. | think you deserve thislittle reward. In fact,
I'm ordering her to go dong to keep you out of trouble.”

Unable to contain himsalf, Imadalet out an exuberant whoop.
"Hey, what's going on?" Walker shouted, coming over to join the group.
"She'sgoing with me. Venas going with me!”

"I heard you like thiswoman caled Watan,” Leti said, looking at Walker with amischeviousgrin. "Shall
we bring her too?"

A look of mock horror lit Walker's features.

"Like hell, your ladyship. But if you could arrange for RitaHayworth..."

"Or Suda Codi," Mark suggested.

"Oneisenough,” Allic replied. "Thisis supposed to be amilitary reconnaisance, not afloating lovetrip.”

"Now go tdl thisremarkable girl of yoursthat I'm ordering her to look out for your hedlth during the
trip--and damn it, the two of you better get agood night's deep. Now, get out of here.”

"Thank you, gr, thank you," Imada said, bowing low. Turning, he dashed from the room, followed by the
delighted catcdlls of his comrades.

Ailic turned away and started for the door.
"My lord, forgive mefor asking, but why?" Ikawa said, coming up beside him.

Why indeed? Allic wondered. He wasn't quite sure himsdlf. If anything, the boy probably needed to be
separated from her for awhile to reestablish his own sense of independence. Y et something in the back of
his mind had whispered for him to do this. Therewas no logical reason, but Allic had found through long
experience that at times hisintuition could take what appeared to be the most inconsequentia of events
and turn them into a path that would later be more significant than he had ever anticipated. Doubtlessthis
was only an indulgent whim, though, and smiling, he let the thought drop.

"Let'sjust say | can half remember atime when | was seventeen,” hetold Ikawa. "Anyhow, it's best that |
be going. Take care of yourselves, and well see each other again shortly.”

Allic was surprised when Ikawa suddenly extended his hand and grasped him by the forearm.
"Take good care of yourself, my lord. Our thoughtswill be with you." Then, pulling back, Ikawa bowed.

Unableto reply, Allic merely nodded. Looking up, he caught Mark's gaze, and the outworlder, asif
understanding something, wordlesdy sauted.

"Take care, bdoved brother." The thought whispered through his mind and he glanced over to see L eti
daring anxioudy at him.

"l dwaysdo,” Allic thought in reply. Shetried to smile, but didn't quite manageit.
Before the rest of the group had even redlized it, Allic had dipped through the doorway and started down



the corridor. Passing through the high-columned chambers of Jartan's audience halls, he looked about.
All was silent and empty. With hisfather gone, followed by nearly al the sorcerers of hisreadm, Asmara
seemed empty and ill, like atomb. The comparison troubled him as he continued on.

The few aging sorcerers who had been left behind to manage the portal nodded awordless greeting as he
entered the chamber. The glowing gateway shimmered before him.

"Any word?" he asked.

"The advance team hit through severa hours ago, and gained afoothold insde one of Gorgon's
dimensions," awhite-haired sorcerer whispered. "We've taken some casudties, and Qubathin, Minar's
youngest son, waskilled."

"Damnit,” Allic Sghed, desperately wanting adrink. His hand drifted up to histunic, and then he
remembered that he had left hisflask back at the party. The thought made him nervous.

He hesitated, tempted to go back and retrieve histalisman, but to do so now would look rather foolish.
"Areyou ready, my lord?" the sorcerer murmured, nodding toward the portal.
Helooked at the old woman and tried to smile.

"No," he whispered, "thistime I'm not ready at dl.” Closing his eyes, he stepped forward and
disgppeared into the light.

Chapter 10

Overwhdmed with the sheer pleasure of flying, Mark dove ahead of the formation, banking in atight
downward spira. The coastline of Jartan's realm had long since dropped astern, and for several hours
they had made their way eastward, flying high to catch astrong tail wind. Kochanski had dready
reported sensing thefirg artificia idand just beyond the horizon, and al were eager for thefirst view.

"Hey Captain, wait up!"

Mark looked over his shoulder to see Waker dodging in behind him, like afighter rolling in to wax his
tall. Laughing, he cut asharp split Sto the left, and Walker, catching on to the game, held tight, closing
therange.

"Behind you, Walker!"
Saito swooped down, cutting atight arc, and reached out to dap Walker's feet.

"I'll be damned!" Walker roared, his pride wounded. Jack-knifing over, he went into averticd dive, with
Saito hot on hisheds.

The pair dropped away.

Mark watched the mock combat with interest. Saito had obvioudy been practicing. Walker continued his
dive toward the ocean, and Mark felt afaint tipple of concern ashisyoung tail gunner pulled out &t the
last second. Saito dropped below him, and afaint line of spray kicked up as he skimmed the water,
wobbled, and then finally recovered to cut up and dap Waker'sfeet again. The action was greeted with
ashout of ddight from the Japanese.
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Walker, not to be outdone, went into avertica climb and findly his superior skill allowed him to pull
ahead. Coming up nearly to Mark's height he flipped over and dove straight back down on Saito. Mark
held his breath as the two closed with terrifying speed. At the last possible second Walker broke | eft,
rolled, and snapped in behind Saito. There was afaint crack of light and ayelp from Saito asthe gentle
bolt brushed his backside.

Sowing, Mark looked back at Ikawa, and for amoment he felt the tension again, unsure of how the
group would react. He could see the concern in Ikawa's eyes as well. There had been an undercurrent of
nervousness between the two groups now that the prospect of away back home had been offered.

Climbing again Saito and Waker flew side by side. With amock show of pain Saito rubbed hisrear end,
then broke out laughing.

"Next time, my friend,” he chuckled. Walker, grinning with ddight, and as usud completdly unaware of
the others concern, fell in dongside the sergeant, and the two traded around of good natured jibes.

Mark looked over at Ikawaand forced a amile. "Saito's getting damn good.”
"Y our Goldberg's been giving him some pointers.”

Your Goldberg. Theway it was said struck Mark as strange. What was happening here? he wondered.
Here on Haven he had found everything he had ever dreamed of having. Storm was awonder of love
that was beyond imagining. He held the power of alord, and beyond that he could truly fly, athrill till so
intoxicating that for amoment his thoughts drifted again to the wonder of it al. About him weredl his
comrades, Americans and Japanese, weaving back and forth across the sky, racing ahead, climbing,
dropping, chatting, and laughing asthey leisurely floated through the air.

At the center of the group was acircle of ten of Jartan's sorcerers carrying atightly woven net in which
was piled their supplies, and the rather frightened Vena, with Imadafloating by her side. Inaway Mark
felt sorry for the men and women who were assigned to be their bearers. They were astrange breed of
sorcerers, never having mastered the lightning reflexes and offensive striking power for combat flying,
they had instead developed the ability to carry heavy burdensthrough the air, and thus were always
useful. They put him inmind of military transport pilots, absolutely essentid to any endeavor, yet never
knowing the ultimate challenge. They had devel oped their own guild, and looked at the single combat
flyersaround them like an adult troubled by abrood of boisterous children. Like transport pilots, they
were the unsung heroes of any military operation, and in times of peace, they werein many waysfar
more important than the aerid combat flyers of Haven who could barely get off the ground with the
burdens these sorcerers moved vast distances with ease.

What would happen to dl of thisif agate back home was found? He tried to imagine life back on Earth
and knew that he would be forever haunted by this dreamlike world. Y et he felt honor-bound to return;
he had taken an oath and his country was gtill a war. What would it be like to return to that war? It was
hard now to even imagine the sensation of holding ayoke in his hand, the whispering of the wind replaced
by theroar of four Wright Cyclone engines. And the flak, the damn flak bursting ahead, with the Zeroes
swinging in so that hefet smal and naked astheir cannon fire dashed through the plane.

Mark looked at Ikawa. They would haveto kill each other back there. The two of them, who had more
than once saved each other's life would be enemies again. Y et they were both honor-bound to go.

"Will you go back?' Mark asked, unable to contain the question any longer.

Ikawatried to smile. "I have the same oath asyou."



"Wewould be enemiesagain,” Mark said sadly.

"That would never happen,” Ikawasaid, reaching out to touch Mark on the shoulder. "1 would rather die
mysdf than hurt you."

"I know that, my friend."
And Ikawa was his friend, the closest he had ever known.
"What about the others?' Mark asked.

"| think our oaths as officers are different,” Ikawareplied. "l will not order any of my men to return. Here
they are warlords; back home they would be nothing but numberless bodies. Y et even so, | think quitea
few will go. Thetiesof their families are strong for them.”

"l think Smithie might go back, maybe Kraut aswell," Mark said dowly. "The othersI'm not sure, but
you'reright, it will be up to each individua.”

"Y ou two seem awfully glum." Leti drifted to Ikawasside.

"Oh, just chatting," Mark said, alittletoo quickly. He knew what Leti must befedling; he had seenitin
Storm's eyeswhen he had first told her about Kochanski's discovery of the druid. There had been no
scene, she had carried hersdlf as dways with the mature bearing befitting her station. Where was she
now--and Allic aswell? Mark breathed asllent prayer for their safety. Here he was worrying about what
wasjust adim posshility, while hislord and the woman he loved might even now be in combet, or
worse.

"Theidand should be just over the horizon now.” As she spoke, Mark could discern afaint smudge of
white.

"Tulana, we have you in Sght now," Leti announced into her comm crysd.
"Good to hear from you, Leti, you lovely old wench.”
Startled, Ikawalooked at hislover.

A faint blush tinted her face. "Tulanas an old friend," she explained. "He ownsthe central chain of idands.
We've known each other along time."

"l see," Ikawasaid evenly, trying hard to hide any jedousy.

"Y our bottom il aslovely asever?'

She held the crystal away and said quickly, "He never got that far."
"It'sdl right," Ikawareplied, trying to stay cam.

Mark struggled unsuccessfully to suppressagrin.

"Wl damn me, woman, tonight will be like old times, so hurry up and get down here, I've been waiting
al day. Infact I've been waiting for nearly a damn decade to see you again,”

"WEll be down shortly, coming in out of the southwest." Then Leti touched Ikawa's hand and said. "He
can bealittle tiresome."



Ikawa merely nodded.

Feding it best to leave the two done, Mark swung away and climbed through the light scattering of
clouds. The air was warm and pleasant, the ocean below a splendid turquoise glittering in the late
morning sun.

Stll riding the easterly wind, the group held formation amile above the ocean. At first it appeared they
were gpproaching an anchored ship, floating in the middie of the sea, but asthey drew closer the sheer
szeof it dl sarted to setin.

"Damn thing must be five thousand feet across,” Goldberg shouted, coming up to fly besde Mark.
"Makesacarrier look like arowboat!" Kochanski called.

Amazed, Mark felt asif hewasflying over a 17th century fortresstown in Europe. Theidand waslad
out in agtar pattern, the five points resting on massive circular pontoons, dominated by spirelike
battlements which tapered upward into towering masts. Each of the five points was obvioudy a bastion
with crendllated walls and a central keep. Thefive bastions were free-floating, linked back to the central
idand by broad triangular drawbridges, with the points reaching the bastions, and the baseslinked firmly
tothemanidand.

The centra part of the star was more than six hundred yards across, resting on acircle of pontoons.
Fromtheair it looked like a crazy patchwork quilt of narrow streets, warehouses, homes, and even
severd smdl temples. Bobbing at thetip of each bastion were glass-covered stills, which converted the
seawater, through evaporation by the sun, into drinking water. On the leeward side of theidand, the
open space between two of the bastions served as a harbor for what appeared to be half ahundred
fishing vessels and a score or more heavy oceangoing sailing ships.

The sailing ships captivated Mark's attention dmost as much asthe idand city. The largest one, nearly a
football field in length, was reminiscent of the classic dlipper ships of McKay which had raced the famous
Chinaroute ahundred years before. The ship wastwin hulled, its lines deek and graceful, with mastsa
hundred yards or morein height.

"Damned if that one over there doesn't look like atrireme," Kraut shouted, pointing to an arrow-deek
vessd that was cutting through the gently rolling sea, its oars rising and dropping in unison.

"Timeto go down," Leti caled, and winging over she darted into anearly vertica dive.

"Look, I'm adive bomber,” Walker shouted, and extending his arms like wings, he rolled up and over.
Laughing, therest of the group fdll to imitating him. Mark joined in the fun, arms extended, plummeting
draight down.

The gtar city filled the world beneath him, rushing ever closer. Following Leti'sleed, they dove directly
towardsthe central part of theidand, to an open platform atop a pyramid-shaped temple. Mark cut his
gpeed and swung out, then circled in and lightly touched down, the rest of the group dighting around him.
The platform was empty except for the new arrivals. Looking up, he saw the trangport sorcerers making
afar more stately and workmanlike gpproach, Imada still hovering a ongside them.

"L darling!"

Mark turned to see ahuge, shambling bear of aman, nearly seven feet in height, with shoulders aswide
as Shigeru and aflowing auburn beard that swept down past abroad lesther belt which seemed ready to
burst due to histremendous girth.



The giant strode forward and with asingle hand swept Leti into the air, asif shewereatoy. Witha
display of bravado he loudly kissed her on the cheek and then made asif to kiss her on the neck.

"All right, Tulana, put me down, damn it!" Leti shouted, but Mark could hear in her tone that she was
delighted to seehim.

The huge man dropped Leti and surveyed the group.
"So wheresthis great warrior that ruined my chancesfor you?' heroared.

Leti nodded toward Ikawawho stepped forward. Mark could see that his friend was anything but
pleased at the reception they had received so far.

Tulana extended his hand, his eyes aglow. Ikawatook it, and there was amoment of silence asif thetwo
were Sizing each other up.

A grinfindly creased Tulanasface.

"You'redl right, my man. Though when | first heard about you, | had amind to look you up and tear
your head off out of sheer jedousy--till | heard the particulars. Anyone who could win back Leti's
Crydta of the Night isabetter man than |, and damn my eyes and teeth, | don't admit that very often.”

Ikawafinaly relaxed, and Leti, with perhaps alittle too much show, dipped her hand into his.

"By Jartan'sbloody eyes, I'll bet you offworlders have never seen afloating city like ming," Tulana
shouted.

Surprised at the blasphemy, the sorcerers|ooked nervoudy around.

"Oh, don't worry yoursalves none. | got some of the codger's blood in my veins. I'm agrandson of
Boreas and a great-grandson | am of Jartan's on my mother'sside. I'm afavorite of Jartan to boot, so I'll
swear by the old goat as much as| like, damn me. | guessthat means | wasjust making a pass at one of
my greet aunties." Tulanaroared a his own joke.

"Comeon, I'll show you the sights and then it'stime to break open abarrel or two of beer.”
"Did you say beer?' Walker shouted.
"The best to be had."

"Say, | think I'm gonnalikethis place." Eagerly hefell in dongside the ruler, who, till shouting
imprecations, started down the steps of the pyramid.

Mark walked over to Ikawa, who smiled and said, "' thought the son of a bitch was going to break my

"l think helikesyou," Leti ventured, unable to keep from grinning.
"Well, thank God for that,” Ikawareplied. "I certainly wouldn't want to upset the family.”

"Y ou know," Mark said, unable to contain himsdlf, "if you two ever make some sort of forma marriage
out of this, that guy's going to be your nephew-in-law."

"Just what I've dwayswanted,” |kawa groaned.



After saverd hours of crisscrossing the city, which Tulanawas showing off with evident pride, Mark
found himsdf to be captivated by the place. Even in the unique world of Haven, it ranked as one of the
more bizarre regions he had ever seen.

Tulanasidand of Sdemar was over three millenniaold, and asfar as he could guess, the giant had been
ruling it and eight otherslikeit sincetheir creation during the Great War. Theidands had origindly been
created asrest points for sorcerers crossing the ocean and afterwards evolved into mgjor trade ports
linking the continents. There were now four such chains crossing the ocean and from each of the chains,
like spokes on awhed, dozens of minor centers radiated outward so that no point on the ocean was
more than half aday'sflying time from a safe haven. Tulana kept boasting that his systlem wasthefirgt,
and that al the others were but minor systems controlled by rivaswho at best were smple-minded
incompetents.

Mark found that there was a certain organic qudity to the artificid idand, like an ever-living organism that
was forever building itself, wearing down, and replacing parts at need. It was, Mark felt, asif agrest ship
from the time of Alexander had somehow survived across the ages, due to constant mai ntenance, and
through time had acquired the architecture and design of every ship that had been built afterward, so that
inthe end the vessel was an historica melange.

The floating idand was built on a series of pontoons, which in turn were anchored by heavy cablesto the
ocean floor. Each idand was | ocated above ardatively shdlow spot in the ocean, so the depth here was
under athousand feet. All dements of its design had been engineered to ride out the roughest storm.

But the city's understructure was what held his attention the most. A vast interworking of pegged timbers,
ropes and iron beams, it set up a cacophony of creaks and groans astheidand rolled in the sea.

The city supported nearly ten thousand inhabitants and was far more than merely aport of cal for
sorcerers flying across the ocean. It served as atrade center and safe haven for shipsaswell, but gained
mogt of itslivelihood from the shepherding and harvesting of fish.

"I've got millions of tons of food growing out there,” Tulanaboomed, pointing expansvey to the
shimmering ocean. "'I'm prince of achain of nine of these idands and control most of the central ocean.
It'sthe best damn realmin thisworld!™

Tulanalooked back at the weary travelers who sat about his long table in the main feasting hal, which on
al sdeswas open to the pleasant afternoon breeze, offering an uncluttered view of the sparkling oceanin
every direction.

"A beer would sound mighty good right now,” Walker said, looking hopefully up at Tulana.
"Ah, damn me, I've been neglecting you." Laughing, Tulana clapped hishands.

A doorway into the floor opened and half a dozen servants appeared, dragging up a heavy barrel which
they deftly cracked open. Heavy leathern flagons werefilled and passed around, foaming amber brew
dripping down their sdes. Without waiting for the others, Tulunaswept up aflagon in his beefy hands and
drained it off. Expectantly he looked over at Walker who tentatively sniffed the brew, brought it to his
lips, and took ashort pull. A look of ddight lit hiseyes.

"Thisstuff isgreat!" Kochanski called.

"Now for some mituni,” Tulana shouted, and servants appeared carrying trays of golden fish, diced into
thin strips. The Americanslooked a each other in confusion.



"Sushi!" Shigeru cried and, caught up in theinformality of his hogt, the lumbering wrestler stood, scooped
ahandful of raw fish from a passing platter, and downed it in asingle gulp.

"Excdlent!”
"Jesus Chrigt," Smithie mumbled, looking at Mark. "Isthat stuff what | think it is?"

"Raw fish," Mark said, trying not to appear nonplussed, while around him the Japanese eagerly dived into
the repast.

"How the hell can you et that stuff?* Walker asked Saito, whiletrying to keep alook of disgust off his
face.

"It'sddicious,” Saito replied, spearing along golden diver on the end of afork and passing it to Walker.
Walker wrinkled his nose.

"They say it makesyou a better lover,” Shigeru growled. He leaned over Walker's shoulder and dangled
apiecein front of Waker'sface.

Waker tentatively sniffed it. "I don't want to tel you what it reminds me of," he said quietly, and Mark
couldn't help but bresk into alaugh.

Tulana, surveying the scene with obvious amusement, clgpped his hands again.
"Bringinthezah!"

"Damniit, look at the size of that lobster!" Kraut shouted. The room broke into around of excited cries
asfour servants appeared, carrying a monstrous, four-clawed creature, seamed red and nearly the size
of aman.

Laying the creature before Tulana, one of the servants handed him aheavy mdlet. Tulana brought the
wegpon smashing down on a claw, which cracked wide open to reved amass of creamy white mest.
Pulling aknife from hisbelt, Tulanadiced out several pounds of flesh with deft strokes, speared the
chunk on the end of the blade, and leaned over the table to offer it to Mark.

"Go on, take a bite, and passit on."
Mark bit and was stunned by its sweet richness. Grinning, he passed the blade to Kochanski.
"Better than Maine hardshell," Kochanski replied with delight.

The servants now fell to, wrestling the claws free, smashing them open, and passing the meat about, while
Tulanaburied hisfacein thefirst claw, so that his beard was soon coated with juice and mest.

"Seewhy you didn't have to worry about me being interested in him?* Leti said quietly, smiling at the
Japanese captain, who was fastidioudy cutting alarge piece of zah into more manageable dices.

In the distance a horn sounded, counterpointed by arolling of drums.
Tulanatossed the half-devoured claw onto the floor, hiseyes afire. "Damn them, they're at it again!™
Cursing, hewalked over to the edge of the pavilion and leaned over the side.

"From what direction?' he bdlowed.



"Northeastern quadrant. A patrol ship just relayed the message,” came avoice from below.
"How many?'
"Three, possibly four. They're Cresus--we know that for certain.”

"I'll bet my pouches they're the same ones hit us last week and killed old Gupta. Well, make the ship
ready, I'm getting sick of these bastards.”

"All right," Tulanashouted, walking back into the center of the room, "feasting's over for now. Were
going hunting!™

"These men have never done something likethis before" Leti said anxioudy. "Maybe they should it this
oneout."

"Whét the hell--they're sorcerers, aren't they? Come on, alittle hunting will do them good.”
"What say you," Tulanayelled to the assembly, "you're not afraid of alittle fishing expedition, are you?

"Fishing?l'd loveto!" Shigeru cried, lumbering to hisfeet and tossng ahandful of sushi aside. "Let's get
going.”

The group, carried away with the feasting and Tulana's haf angry, half excited mood, shouted gpprova.
"To the ships, then!" Tulana stormed over to the trap door, followed by a boisterous maob.

"Just what the hdll are Cresus?' Mark asked, falling in beside Leti, who was obvioudy less than pleased.
"They'refish,” shesad quietly.

"What kind of fish?' Mark asked, dthough he redly didn't want to know.

"Carnivorous, and bigger than a house. They're aconstant problem for the sea shepherds.”

"Y ou mean like ashark?" Ikawa asked.

"I don't know theword," Leti replied, "but if ashark can swalow an entire ship, you've got the right
idea"

"Herewego again,” Ikawasaid, trying to smile.

Following Tulana's lead, the party poured into the street, which was aswarm with several hundred men
racing down to the boats docked on the lee side of the idand. The atmosphere was strange: grim, but

with awild note of excitement. Above the genera confusion, Tulanas voice could be heard booming out
oaths and commands.

Reaching the harbor side, Mark was delighted to see that they were going to board the large clipper-type
ship he had seen fromthe air.

"What do you think of her?' Tulanacdled, pointing expangvely. " Cloud Dancer isthefinest one afloat!”

Not waiting for aresponse, he turned away, and with agood deal of cursing and shouting, ordered the
ship to depart.

"| think were going to be swimming underwater," Leti announced. "Therest of our group hasn't had a
chanceto practice o I'd better give them some pointersright now.” Calling the offworlders together, she



hurriedly started to explain the techniques of breathing benesth the waves.
Mark and Ikawa broke away from their men and wandered astern to where Tulana stood by the whesd!.

"Weve got four of them out there for certain,” Tulana announced. "Oneis old Naga-he's been athornin
my sdefor years. Wait until he finds out I've got over a score of sorcerers and another demigod with me
thistime!"

"It soundslikeit'sgoing to be exciting,” Mark said tentatively.

"Exciting? Therés nothing likeit! | hate the damn things. They can swallow ahundred tons of the finest
mituni in asingle pass and be out again in an hour. Thistime of year they cruise the western end of my
chain; later in the season they'll shift further east. And the gods help usif they ever got to one of my
cities-they'd make splinters of it in the flash of an eye. But damn my soul, if they weren't here to pester
me, I'd die of boredom, | would."

"All'sready!" cameacry from forward.
"Cagt away, then,” Tulanashouted. "Hoig dl sals”
"Why don't we just fly out to where they are?' Ikawa ventured. "1t'd be fagter.”

"I'll need the rest of the men when we get them to breach. But you'll see, we've got a broad reach today,
well bethereinnotime.”

"Clear away!"

A curtain of white canvas thundered down from above, filling the masts. The crew, cursing and shouting,
worked the sheets, pulling the sailsin, while from above came awild litany of shouts and chanties asthe
men let out yet more salls.

A shudder ran through the huge vessel as Tulanaguided it out past the star point bastions.
"Now hang on,” Tulanashouted, adelighted grin on hisface.

Spinning thewhedl hard over, he pointed the ship north. The canvas sails snapped and thundered,
bellying out with the wind, and the deck started to hedl over. Nervoudy Mark looked around for
something to grab onto.

Thevessd lurched and the deck canted even higher, while the crew strained at the windlasses, hauling the
sheetsin tight, cranking the vast fore and aft sails down to form winglike airfoils.

"Wereflying ahull,” Tulanacried asthe canting continued so that Mark felt asif the entire vessdl would
roll straight on over. Unable to contain himsdlf, helifted off the deck.

"A land walker to be sure,” Tulana shouted good-naturedly. "But go on, fly out abit and see me beauty
sl

Mark looked over at Ikawa, who flew up to follow Mark through the rigging. Sailors waved to them as
they rose above the ship.

"It'smagnificent!" Ikawacried.

Cloud Dancer cut through the water like aknife, its massve fore and aft sails pulled taut as drumheads.
It diced easly through the waves, kicking up curtains of spray and leaving arooster tail plumefifty feet



highinitswake. The curtains of water caught the early afternoon sun in arainbow wash.
"She must be doing closeto thirty knots," Ikawasad. "It'sjust amazing.”

Together the two swooped down, racing along the downwind side, dicing through the sdty spray and
then arcing back up again. Pointing to the foremast crow's nest, Mark raced through the rigging once
more and aighted next to severa sailorswho were anxioudy peering forward.

"A good day for ahunt,” one of the sailors cried.

Forgetting what Leti had told him only moments before, Mark smiled in agreement and settled back to
enjoy theinvigorating roller coaster ride.

"Therethey arel" one of the lookouts shouted at last, pointing to severa smdl boats on the horizon.
Cupping his hands, the sailor leaned over therailing. "Straight ahead,” he roared.

Tulana came floating up through the rigging to hover next to the crow's nest. He brought up his
communications crystal and listened as areport camein from the ships ahead.

"Four of them to be sure--it'll be ahell of ahunt. Get your people ready!" he shouted.
Rising from the crow's nest, Mark and Ikawafollowed Tulana back down to the deck.

"Clear the boats," Tulana ordered, and the deck crew, racing to the port and starboard railings, pulled
the canvas clear from adozen deek, two-masted catamarans. At the bow of each of the boatswas a
massive catapult armed with atwelve-foot spear tipped with arazor-sharp barb, and stacked alongside
each wespon were a dozen more bolts. Forward on the main deck, a battery of four more catapults
were reveded that stood nearly fifteen feet high, armed with twenty-foot bolts.

"They've got double torson catapults,” Kochanski said excitedly. "It'slike an ancient navy going to war."
In spite of hisearlier trepidation, Mark found himsalf getting caught up in what was happening.

"Gather round," Tulana commanded, and for the moment the giant became serious and grim-faced asthe
offworlders clustered around him.

"We're gonna have agrand timein acouple of minutes. Leti'stold me that except for your leaders, you
folks have never been underwater before.”

The men exchanged nervous glances. Mark could see that besides the underwater briefing, Leti must
have been filling them in on what they would be facing, for their previous childlike enthusiasm had
definitely been tempered.

"Now the Cresusisaterrible big beastie, not very smart, but nasty when he getsriled. Well pick up our
ladultas once we get near, and then we start in.”

"What areladultas?' | kawa asked.

"Friends of ours—-you'll see. Hopefully therell be enough to tow usal in; | sent word ahead to get extra
mounts for the rest of you. Now, once we start to close, thetrick isto get underneath a Cresus and then
dart hitting him with your energy bolts. Aim for the assend of the damned things, they'rered sensitive
there, but watch out for their tail flukes. Have you got dl of that?"

"I think s0," Mark replied, though he wasn't quite sure what had just been said. ™Y ou mean we just shoot



tokill them and that'sit."

"Kill them?" Tulanaroared, looking over at the two sorcerers from hisidand, who started to laugh
uproarioudy. "Kill them, he sayd"

"What's so funny?' Mark asked, looking at a short, barrel-chested sorcerer who had stripped to nothing
but aloin cloth.

"It'sjust to get the damn things moving,” the Sorcerer told him. ™Y ou see, we want the things to breach.”
"What the hell is breach?' Goldberg asked.

"Y ou know, likein Moby Dick--to get them out of the water," Kochanski responded. "I guessthe
catapults are to finish them off."

"Aye, you'vegot it, laddie," Tulanareoined, dapping Kochanski on the back and knocking the wind out
of him. "We want the damned things to breach, and by Jartan's hairy assit'sasight that'll make agod
tremble. When you got one heading up, get out of the water ahead of it, so the boat crews know what's
coming. If it lookslike the thing isgoing to hit aboat, it's your job to go back in and divert it awee bit."

"And how do we do that?" Ikawa asked nervoudly.

"Y ou go back in and giveit acouple of strikes dong the head to steer it in the opposite direction, then get
the hdll out of the way and watch the show."

"Inrangel" came ashout from above.

"Helmsman, take her into the wind and clear away the boats. Sorcerers, follow me, and by the gods
don't et any of them get near this ship. Old Nagawould just loveto eat thisthing for dinner.”

Pulling off histunic, Tulanaquickly stripped down to skin and crygas, dl thetime giving Leti alascivious
grin. The goddess dipped out of her tunic and flying breeches, but shaking her head at Tuiana, she
modestly left her undergarments on.

"Let'sgo then," Tulanaordered, his disappointment obvious. He flew across the deck and out over the
ocean toward alight catamaran that was running close hauled before the wind.

Leti and the offworlders followed him, the men quiet for achange.

"Thereé's our ladultas," the barrel-chested sorcerer called, pointing to what appeared to be aboiling foam
of water, laced with fins.

"They look like sharksto me," Walker said nervoudly.
"Morelike dolphins" Shigeru said excitedly.

Sowing, the group drifted down to the water. Tulana plunged right in, disappeared for amoment, and
then surfaced, while the offworlders hovered nervoudy above the waves.

"Comeonin, thewater'sgreat,” Tulana shouted. A fin came up aongside him and severd of the
Americans shouted warnings, to which Tuianareplied with laughter. "They'refriends," the prince roared.
"Now get your assesin thewater, damniit.”

Setting the lead, Mark plunged in. When he resurfaced, he saw alithe torpedo-shaped cresture that
looked a bit like asalfish circling tight around him. Mark gazed suspicioudy at the ladulta. Its eyeswere



large and round, amost like ababy sedl's. Drawing closer, the cresture gently nudged him.

"Air bresther, friend?’

Startled, Mark could only swim down to look at the ladulta.

"Friend, airbresther kill Cresus?' LikeaTd, the ladultawas tdlepathically communicating with him.
Smiling, Mark reached out to touch it.

"Friend," hethought, "never fight Cresus before. Will you help me?!

"Help good. | am Sul named; take hold my top fin. Cresus bad, kill our young, try to smash cities of
arbreathers. We teach them lesson today.”

Tentatively, Mark grabbed Sul'sdorsal fin and let the ladulta pull him back to the surface. It came nearly
out of the water, blowing air. Taking athroaty breath through a bresthing hole in the middle of itsback; it
dovedightly.

"Say, thesethingsarelike Tadl" Imada shouted.

"There's enough herefor dl of us," Tulanashouted, as the off-woriders floundered around the water,
getting oriented. "Trust their judgment; they know this game better than you. Well stick together asa
group--if you get separated from your ladulta, just cal hisname and keep cdling it till he picksyou up.”

"Worg, stay on the surface and direct the action up here. Mark and Ikawa, keep track of your people
and I'll cal the commandsin to you. Shift your crystals accordingly.”

The barrel-chested sorcerer mumbled a curse, but nodded in reply.

Tulana disappeared below the waves, then surfaced again. "I've got one. Follow me."
"Hold tight," Sul commanded, and together he and Mark plunged benesth the waves.
"Check in," Mark caled through his comm crystdl.

"Smithiehere

"Goldberg here. Thisisgreat, Captain.”

"Walker. | don't like this underwater shit, captain.”

"Kochanski here. Everything'sdl right.”

"Kraut here. Captain, I'm sensing something really big up ahead--make that two, no, four images
forming.”

Mark turned his attention forward and sensed avast moving wall straight ahead.
"Ikawahere. My people are dl right.”
"Hang on, my friend, something damn big ahead."

"I'vegot it, Mark." Sul surged forward with remarkable speed and Mark was thrilled by this strange
charge into the sea. Propelled by the ladultal's powerful undulating action, Mark rode above the cresture,
hanging on with hisleft hand so hisright would be freetofire.



A dull flash lit the ocean ahead, followed an ingtant later by a deafening roar.
"Tulanahit good," Sul whispered, and Mark could sense the delight in the creature's thoughts.
"I'm on to one," Tulanas voice roared through the crystd. "Close on me and let's get him up.”

Sul, asif having heard Tulanas voice, swvam forward. In spite of the shieding which protected Mark from
the drag of the ocean, he found himsalf struggling to hang on asthe ladulta charged in.

Looking around, he could see the other ladultas closing in, each towing an offworlder. More than one
sorcerer was gripping his ride with both hands and cursing wildly.

Suddenly the ocean before Mark turned a darker blue, and then went black.
"Hang on!" Sul cdled, and ingtantly he snapped over, diving straight down.

"Holy shit!" Waker screamed, and the comm crystal was suddenly overloaded with shouts of panic,
matched by Mark'sown cry.

The ocean before him was avast cavern of darkness haf ahundred feet across, surging in hisdirection.
The circle of darkness was rimmed with teeth, each of which wasthe size of aman.

The darkness surged past, buffeting Sul and Mark. Behind the mouth was agreat dark bulk that seemed
to dtretch off into infinity.

Tulana appeared straight ahead, racing beside the creature. Turning, he swung in next to Mark.

"I figured I'd stir him up for you firgt,” Tulanaroared. "It'sjust alittle onefor you folksto break in on.
Now let'sget him upsat!"

"You crazy bastard,” Mark yelled, but his words were drowned by the shouts of his companions.
"Start fire" Sul whispered.

Mark pointed his hand at the massive bulk gliding above him and fired. His shot was followed instantly by
ascore of others.

A deafening roar boomed through the ocean, and the Cresus kicked and rolled, buffeting Mark and his
ladulta.

"Agan!" Tulanaordered.

Another volley laced out. Suddenly the creaturestail loomed straight ahead, flukes dashing back and
forth asthe Cresus turned and started up.

"He's breaching!" Tulanashouted. "Everybody out of the water!"
Sul cut away from the Cresus and raced straight upward, rocketing past their prey.
"Release” Sul cdled. "'l wait in direction of sun.”

Mark let go and, clearing the surface, he flew into the sky, blinded by the afternoon glare. Around him
the water seemed to explode as the offworlders soared into the air. Several launches stood by not fifty
yards away, their aft catapults pointed to where the sorcerers had emerged.

"He'sbreaching,” Tulanaroared, exploding out of the water below Mark. "Everyone get your asses



dex."

Directly beneath Mark the water suddenly turned black. A geyser exploded under him, threatening to
tumble him as he shot away.

And then the Cresus appeared.

The mouth, itsteeth glinting wickedly in the sun, rose heavenward, higher and higher into the air.
Transfixed, Mark floated aboveit.

Y et dill it came upward--fifty feet, then ahundred feet, the water exploding around it like atidal wave.
A glint of light shot past, and the creature gave a bellow and seemed to rear even higher.
Another glint, and a catapult bolt snapped past Mark to bury itself in the creature's head.

A third bolt shot out, catching the creature in the middle of itsbody. A geyser of hot blood sprayed the
ocean inrivers of red.

The Cresus shrieked and kicked, and then likeamountain it fell onitsside. Asits body hit the water, a
towering wal of water and foam kicked into the air.

"Good shooting!" Tulanacried.

The Cresusrolled and kicked on the ocean's surface, while the three launches crested the tidal wave and
circled in, damming three more shotsinto its head.

Tulanasoared to Mark'sside. "Fun, isn't it?"
Stunned by what he had just witnessed, Mark just looked at the prince.

"Now let'sgo for abig one," Tulanayelled. Turning, he dove westward to where the ladultas circled,
walting.

"Fun, hesaid," Waker cdled to Mark. "If | hadn't been swimming naked, I'd till be cleaning the shit out
of my pants.

"Wadll, let's get after them," Leti shouted, and Mark could see that she was caught up in the excitement of
the hunt.

"In and after them," Kochanski screamed, swinging in behind Tulana. "Thar she blowd "

Shigeru roared with joy and dove past Mark. Finally caught up in the thrill of the chase, Mark followed,
plunging into the ocean and cdling Sul's name. Within seconds his companion appeared, joyfully spinning
through the water in a series of 1oops before coming up aongside Mark.

"Good kill," Sul called. "Now let's get big one!™
"Lead on!" Mark shouted.

Asthey dove, the world started to turn dark, the visible reds near the surface shifting in the water through
green and into an ever-darkening blue.

"I'vegot him," Tulanacaled through the comm crystdl. "Tdl your ladultasto track on me!™

AsMark relayed the command, Sul made a sharp banking turn and raced away.



Mark turned his sensesforward, probing, and picked up the images of Tulanaand Leti ahead of the
group.

"Naga It'shim, damnit!" Tulanascreamed.

The effect on the ladultas was dectric: A series of throaty growls echoed through the water in astrange
harmonic chorusthat shifted and woveitsdf in amultivaried interplay of minor chords.

"Wheat the hdll isthat?' Mark thought.

"Battle chant,” Sul'sthought returned. "L et Naga know we come, that we cometo kill. He take many
young, many herd brothers, many mates. Now we fight again.”

"Thar she blows," Kochanski cried through the comm. "The damn thing'samonster!"

Mark strained his attention forward, and suddenly the image formed. Hisfirst ingtinct wasto recoil, but
the wild charge through the ocean and the |adultas maddening song overcame him.

"Bugler sound charge!" Kraut yelled.
"Banza!" came Shigeru's growl as hisladulta pushed forward.

Naga's massive bulk grew ever wider. The sorcerers were coming in on abroadside strike, and Mark,
scanning back and forth, could barely sense either end of the creature.

"The damn thing's at least two hundred yards long!" Ikawa shouted.
Tulanaand Leti, forcing their ladultasto dow, waited for the rest of the group to catch up.

"We're near the bottom. It'sone of hisold tricks, so watch out,” Tulana shouted. "Everyone fire on my
commeand!”

In atight formation the group surged in. At the last possible second the team jackknifed straight down to
the creastures Sde. The Cresuswas smply gliding ong asif histormentors were only aminor
annoyance.

Sul jackknifed once again, turning directly underneath the massive beest.

"Frg"

Thewater crackled into steam. Unable to miss, Mark pointed and let go with afiery bolt.
"He's crushing down!™ Tulanaroared. "Bresk out!™

Horrified, Mark saw the monster's bulk come dropping.

Sul spiraled down and out, skimming so close to the sandy bottom that he sent up awave of silt.
Alarmed cries drowned out the comm link, ladulta shrieksfilled the sea, and over everything ese wasthe
insane trumpeting of the enraged Cresus. Sul pulled away at the last possible second, as the mountain of
flesh dammed down on the ocean floor. A tidal surge stormed out, and to his horror Mark saw more
than one of his comradestorn free of their ladultas by the turbulence. But their mounts heroically circled
back to pick up the dismounted sorcerers.

The ocean around Mark went black. It seemed impaossible, but sweeping around him was amassive tall
fluke, bigger than the sde of ahanger.



At Sul'scommand, Mark dammed out shot after shot, though the ocean around him was awild confusion
of energy bolts, darting ladultas, and--filling his vision--the writhing form of Naga, bent on crushing them.

Sul pulled up over the fluke and raced down its backsde, expertly rolling with the turbulent wake.
"Keegp shooting!" Sul kept calling.

Mark, grasping at last that Sul and he were ateam, finally started to block out the flow of the action,
trusting to his companion to safely guide him through the battle and focusing only on placing his shots.

Shigeru banked in dongside Mark, exuberantly firing at the massive underside of thetail.

Suddenly the Cresus rose from the ocean floor and surged forward, histwo hundred foot widetall
damming up and down. The ladultas broke away, avoiding the turbulence, and with what Mark thought
was incredible bravery started to dart underneath the creature. More than one of the offworlders, smply
overwhemed by the battle, was ftill not firing. Sul cut down and started arun, straight up the length of
Naga's body, and Mark dammed off a series of bolts, unable to miss.

"Wonderful strikes, wonderful. Wefinaly getting him mad,” Sul cried.
"| thought he dready was mad!" Mark caled.
"Just getting started. Hang on!”

The creature surged downward again and Sul darted away. There was another boom as the Cresus
dammed into the bottom, and then it was up again.

From the corner of hiseye, Mark saw aladulta spiraling upward, pushing alimp form. It was Goldberg!
"One of my menishurt!" Mark cried.
"My brother Gavd, he take him up. Airbreather not dead, just knocked adeep.”

Anxioudy, Mark looked around, unable to see more than ahandful of his companions. Another ladulta
spiraded by, snvimming spasmodicdly in ajerky spird, with Saito no longer holding its dorsd fin, but now
swimming dongsde asif trying to help the creature to the surface.

Sul let out acry of rage and turned to go back in.

"He's going to breach!" Tulanaroared through the comm link. "Everyone up and clear!”

Sul legped through the water, rocketing straight up into the light.

"Meset in direction of sun. Release!”

Mark cleared the surface and was stunned to see Cloud Dancer lessthan ahundred yards away.
"Break him east!" Tulanaroared. "To the east, the bastard's after my ship again!™

Turning, Mark arced back into the ocean, even as his other comrades were coming up out of the water.
"Sul' Damnit, Sul!™

The ladulta surged in and, without dowing, Mark grabbed his companion'sfin.

"Nagaiswily one! Go for ship,” Sul cried. "We must aim for Nagas eye.”



The darkness was coming up with blinding speed.

Now trusting Sul's judgment, Mark hung on as the ladulta darted back and forth.

Leti surged past, hanging on to her companion, but Tulana, bellowing with rage, swam aone.
Mark and Shigeru followed in their wake. The Cresus's gaping mouth filled the ocean before them.

"Jesus Chrigt!" Mark screamed, as Sul seemed to swim straight into the jaws of death. With deft turns,
Sul cut in front of Naga, turned away, then darted back in.

"Now fire. Thereeyel”

Mark saw the orb, asbig asthe side of ahouse. A bolt shot past him, Tulana's, and drawing aim hefired.
The ocean boiled with steam. Both shots hit, but it was asif they had struck asted wall, and Mark saw
that the lens was pockmarked with scar tissue. A traplike lid dammed down and the creature shifted

avay.
"Keep firing, we going up!™ Sul cried.

The ocean color was shifting, growing lighter. Mark, hanging by Tulanas Side, kept firing bolt after bolt
into the protecting lid.

Suddenly they were out of the water, Sul arcing into the sky. "Release!™

Mark let go, hovering by Nagas side, il firing away. Over his shoulder he could see Cloud Dancer, its
crew desperately working to turn the ship around.

"Y ou bastard,” Tulanaroared. "Y ou scum-egting spawn of hell. Damnyou, I'll kill you thistime!™

Shouts echoed up from below. Looking down into the torrent, Mark saw alight catamaran tumbling end
over end through the air, the crew shrieking. Shigeru darted in, so close that he actualy dammed into
Naga's closed eye. Pointing down with both hands hefired off abrilliant flash of incandescent hest.

"That'sit, damn my hairy assl" Tulanaroared, and dove to Shigeru's sde. Mark hovered above them,
incredulous, as Tulanalanded on Naga's closed lid and continued to fire.

A bolt dashed past Mark, and then two more, the stedl-tipped shafts burying themsdvesinto the
mongter's grey sde not adozen feet from where Tulanaand Shigeru continued to fire. The creature
started to arc even further away.

"He'sfaling!" Leti screamed, coming up besde Mark. "Get back!™

Mark followed the demigod up and away from the creature. Now severa hundred feet inthe air, he
looked down--into Nagas mouth. Like some pit of hell, the mouth was a hundred and fifty feet across,
and ringed with row after row of teeth that marched downward into afetid darkness. The creature
seemed to be nothing more than one vast eating tube, capable of swallowing anything in its cavernous
maw.

Unableto resst, Mark fired straight into the darkness.

A thundering boom echoed up, and the air filled with the stench of rot and decay. The cresture seemed
to surgein hisdirection, and Mark soared upward as the massive gullet dammed shut in avain attempt to
devour him.



Naga started to fall away in the opposite direction from Cloud Dancer. The creature dammed back
down, sending a plume of spray half athousand feet into the air. A great tidal wave surged out and the
great ship gppeared to rise straight up into the heavens, hovering for amoment and then diding back
down the face of the wave, the crew shrieking and yelling, some with fear. But to Mark's amazement,
most of them seemed to be enjoying theride.

The ocean surged and boiled, the dark bulk of the monster turning, and with amazing speed it raced
eastward.

"Damn him, the bastard's running away,” Tulanashook hisfistsin impotent rage. " Come back and fight
me, you thieving, shit-eating coward!"

"Thething's so damned big you could put fifty boltsinto him and hed gtill keep fighting, but he never gives
us achance. Hell run at top speed for ahundred miles,” Tulanasaid degjectedly, coming up to hover by
Mark'ssde. "He dways does that just when we redlly get going. Well never catch him now."

"Thank the gods," Mark said, in an awestruck whisper.

"Y eah, damn the bastards.”" Tulana's disappointment was obvious. "Wdll, let's get back to the ship,
rescue our people, and tow the dead onein.” Without waiting for areply, the prince dropped and swept
across the ocean surface to where ladultas were busy picking up the survivors of the wrecked launch.

"What afight. Best time of my lifel" Shigeru cried, risng from the spray.

Ikawa cut a path from the wrecked catamaran to draw up dongside Mark. "It'samiracle no one got
killed. A lot of broken bones, but those ladultas picked up every man.”

"Goldberg--anyone see him?* Mark called out.

"Back on the ship dready," Leti announced, swinging in to join the group.
Saito, coming up from the wrecked launch, wasthelast to raly.
"How'syour ladulta?' Mark asked.

"Broken fin and some cracked ribs," the sergeant said with tearsin hiseyes. "I fell off and he went back
into save me and got hit by afluke. They're taking him to the healersin Tulanas city. Damn, those
creatures are grand.” His comment was met with a chorus of agreement.

"You know," Leti announced with asmile, "Tulana's been fighting with Nagafor the last two hundred
years. If heever actudly killed him, | think he'd be secretly heartbroken.”

Incredulous, Mark looked over at her.
"I think it's sport for both of them," she explained, shaking her head.
"Well, next time," Walker said quietly, "I'll ¢ay home and listen to the game on the radio.”

"It's been great, come back soon,” Tulanaroared, staggering under the effect of an dl-night drinking
bout.

Mark looked around at his companions. More than one of them was leaning over the sde of Cloud
Dancer, gasping inthe cool early morning light.

"Chrigt, Mark, do we gottafly?' Walker begged, hisface a pale shade of green.



"Itl clear our heads,” Mark said evenly, not redly beieving his own words. His nauseawas not helped

by what was going on astern. The massive bulk of the Cresusthey had killed the afternoon before was

hooked to the stern by a cable, so that the vessel had barely crawled hafway back to the floating idand
during the night.

Hundreds of ladultas surged around the haf-submerged corpsein awild frenzy of feeding, their cdls
counterpointing the feasting aboard ship. To Mark's amazement, he had discovered that the ladultaloved
beer, and he had shared an uncounted number of flagonswith Sul, to the point that the two had babbled
tel epathic endearments of undying friendship.

For the ladulta this was the grand payoff. A hated enemy was dead, there'd be food enough for weeks,
and in return they'd help their surface friends by herding fish into nets and bringing up zah from the
bottom.

In celebration, the ladulta of Tulanahad called in their neighbors from several hundred miles around to
joininthefestival, so that the ocean was awash in blood, Cresus mest, beer, ladultas swarming about
and tearing off hunks of meat with their razor-sharp teeth. It was a party Mark knew he would forever
remember with elther fondness or disgust--he wasn't quite sure which.

"Timeto be off," Leti announced. The transport sorcerers, who had sat out the battle at the city and flew
out after the fun was over, nodded their good-byesto Tulanaand lifted into the air with Vena, who
seemed anything but pleased with Imadals condition. With teetotalers disdain for their lessdisciplined
companions, the sorcerers quietly grinned at each other.

"All right, | hate these damn good-byes," Tulanagrowled, casting his eyes over the group.
"Shigeru, anytime you want to come out for agood hunt, you're my honored guest.”

"With pleasure, my lord," Shigeru durred happily as Tulana dapped him on the back. Ignoring propriety,
Shigeru dapped the prince in return, so that Tulana staggered and broke out into adelighted grin.

"You're dl welcome back, and maybe well kill that bastard for sure!™ Tulanaroared. "Why, by my hairy
jewds, it wasthe best hunt in yeard!™

"So long, you beautiful wench." Reaching out, he grabbed L eti's backside and squeezed. Playfully, she
dapped him acrossthe face and findly helet go. Ikawa, ill uncomfortable with the attention Tulana had
been showering on hislover, tried unsuccessfully to forceasmile.

"He actudly took the crysta back al by himsdf?" Tulanaasked, looking at Ikawa.

Leti put her arm around Ikawaand smiled a her lover with an admiring gaze.

"Then maybe I'll be your nephew, too,” Tulana shouted with agrin, and gave Ikawaa bear hug.
"Now get the hell out of here. | think I'm going to throw up again and | don't like my gueststo seeit.”
"There's some other good-byesto attend to first,” Mark said.

Tulanasmiled indulgently. ™Y eah, they do grow on you. If ever you need their help, just let me know."
Turning, Tulana staggered away, bellowing an obscene chanty which was quickly picked up by the crew.

Mark legped over the side of the ship and his companions followed. The cool water felt good and he
found it cleared his head somewhat. He let his shielding down so the water soaked through his garments
to rinse out the after effects of the feast, then switched the shield back up again.



"Sul, Sul.”

A ladultadarted past him, homing in on Shigeru who, bumbling out a string of endearments, embraced his
companion.

"Still drunk like me," Sul's thoughts whispered through Mark's mind.
Turning about, Mark saw hisfriend hovering in the water before him.
"l cameto say good-bye," Mark whispered.

Theladultadrew closer and nuzzled him like an overgrown puppy.

"We good battle teamn, good friends. Y ou come again we swim together, | show you my world. You
need me, | come, anywhere ocean flow."

Mark reached out and gave him an affectionate embrace.

"You need me, | dways cometo help,” Mark replied.

Sul hiccuped and rolled hiseyes.

"Try Cresus meat with me. We make room for you beside body."

"Some other time," Mark groaned. He found it strange to hear laughter echoing through hismind.

Sul spun around himin atight arc, histail gently brushing across Mark's chest, then the ladulta darted
avay.

Mark rose from the water and saw his companions forming up, looking at each other sheepishly.
"Well damnit, they're like underwater Tds, like damn puppies,” Goldberg sniffled.
"All right, let'sget going,” Mark growled, trying to hide hisemoations.

Cursing and groaning, the group lifted into the air and winged over the Cresus, which was surrounded by
ladultastill gorging themsdlves, while othersfloated lazily dongside, their bellies distended.

"Lord, what agtink!" Walker sad, wrinkling hisnose.
"My ladulta said they redlly love it when it's aged for a couple of weeks," Goldberg rgoined.

Walker, leaning over, lost what little breskfast he had vainly struggled to hold, to the delighted hoots of
the ladultacircling below.

"Do you redly expect meto believe this?' Patrice yelled. The messenger cowered. "Y our ladyship, | am
only reporting the information sent back from Asmara. It's dready been crosschecked with another
source. Sheistraveling with the group, and by now she's hafway across the ocean, with little or no hope
of breeking free."

"Get out of here," Patrice snapped.
The messenger, bowing low, scurried out of the room without looking back.
"Damn them,” Patrice snarled, damming her fist on the table before her.



I've got to get control, she kept trying to tell hersaf. She could fed the spasmodic trembling of her
hands, knowing that the terrible stresswas findly taking itstoll.

How am | going to break this to Gorgon? The thought made her somach turn into knots. Already he
was roaring about the damage done to hisrealms, the ever increasing pressure of Jartan, and the fact that
so far he had borne dl the burden of the struggle.

That had dways been her intent on this campaign: to let him take al the risks while she regped the greater
share of rewards. There had been the dightest of hintsfrom him that if there was treachery involved, that
if shewasin fact secretly dlied to Jartan, he would have his vengence. Would he assume that now, even
though she wasinnocent in thisdday?

"What am | going to do?' She reached over to aside table and refilled her goblet yet again, watching as
the trembling of her hands eased ever so dightly.

If the girl wastrapped in close proximity to Leti, the strain of keegping up her fase identity must be
crushing. And the dightest mistake or dropping of her guard would befatal to dl these long years of

planning.

Would Vena have the strength and resourcefulness to somehow dip awvay? Evenif shedid, Patrice
thought dg ectedly, there was no possibility of her ever being able to outrace L eti.

"I'll haveto get her out,” Peatrice muttered.

Sitting back, she extended her hands, and the tile-covered surface shimmered with apaelight, the smal
crystasat the four corners glowing brightly. A milky filament appeared, and the surface of the table
became wrapped in afine mist that quickly formed into amap of the ocean.

Patrice stood up, hands still extended, and the map moved, the projection and scale changing to reveal
the northern chain of floating idands ruled by Tulana. She shifted the perspective around, scanning the
distance between each. The measure of flying time gppeared between each idand, the figures adding up
and appearing in one corner.

Suddenly the images moved yet again, growing smaler. A map of the entire ocean again filled the table as
she studied the chains of floating idands farther south, marking off distances and tracing out routes,
caculating move and counter move.

She guided theimage back to Tulanas chain, thistime focusing the map in so that ardief of eachidand
filled the entire table. Y et more figures appeared beside each of theimages, showing the strength of the
idands fortifications and garrison, information updated regularly by her so-called merchants.

Gradually the plan started to form.

With awave of her hands, the image on the mapping table disappeared. She touched her
communicationscrysd.

"Inform my guards and first battle team to prepare for an immediate departure,” she commanded sharply.
"They areto report to mein oneturning.”

Without waiting for areply, she snapped the crystd off.

Firg, though, she'd have to tell Gorgon about the delay. As she contemplated the promisesand lies
necessary, she had another long drink, but the trembling would not go away.



Chapter 11

Mark looked around suspicioudy, feding atingle of discomfort running down the back of his neck. Back
in Landra, he had become accustomed to the open friendliness of the people; after dl, the "offworlders,”
asthey were il called, were acknowledged heroes of the realm. He redlized now he had become
spoiled by the trestment.

While serving with the occupation force in Sarnak's old realm, he had also known awariness and
sullenness that was to be expected from a conquered people, and had gone out of hisway to show the
common people there a certain understanding. Perhapsit was being an American, he thought. Even when
they'd beat a people, they'd wanted to be liked by them. But it was different here.

It seemed asif thesefolks, at best, smply didn't give adamn who they were. They just wanted to fleece
them of their money and makelife as difficult aspossible.

The only positive thing about thiswas that the city of Portus, an independent city-state bordering the
druid'sforest realm, was unsurpassed in beaity.

They had flown in the evening before and the first sght of land from over ahundred miles away had been
the high snow-capped mountains catching the golden-red hues of the early evening sun. The city flanked
both sides of anarrow fjord, and the mountains beyond the town were covered with aforest which had
left him awestruck.

The trees would have dwarfed the towering redwoods he had once seen north of San Francisco. Some
rose over haf athousand feet into the air, their trunks nearly fifty feet across. The town itsalf was actudly
part of the foredt, living trees supporting aspindly latticework of buildingsthat arched from trunk to trunk.

Thetavern they had stayed in had actualy been carved into atrunk with rooms suspended around the
outside like barnacles on arock.

"I hope this one pays off," Ikawa growled, hisbad temper starting to show.
"Weve got to be patient with these people,” Leti replied, trying to smile.

Mark looked over a Ikawa, who was il bristling from their last rgjection, thefifth of the day. The last
merchant they had talked to in hope of obtaining equipment and a guide into the druid's realm had
laughed them out of hisoffice, calling Leti a spoiled brat of Jartan's who had no businessin the areato
gart with. It had taken dl of Ikawas self-control, dong with arestraining hand from Saito, to keep him
from decking the man.

Leti paused for amoment, looking around asif lost. There were no streetsin the traditional senseinthis
town, since the town was actualy part of the forest, each trunk abuilding unto itself.

A burly man walked by, a heavy pack on his shoulders, and Leti hopefully stepped up to him.
"Excuse me, I'm looking for the traveling merchant Deidre.”

"How come?' the man replied, asif annoyed at the interruption.

"We have busnesswith her."

"What kind of business?'

"Private," Leti said quietly.
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"Then she should have made better arrangements for you to find her,” the man said, stepping past Leti.
"WElIl pay you to teke usthere,” Mark said, stepping in front of the man and holding out asilver coin.
He paused and looked up a Mark. "Y ou're the folks interested in going inland, aren't you?"

Mark nodded.

The man laughed. "The only ones who go in there and come back are the ones the old man of the forest
invites. Do yoursdves afavor and go home."

"How do we get invited?"

"Ligten, sonny,” the man said evenly, "we make our living by trading with the old man. Werethe only
ones alowed in and back. No one's going to give away our secrets, and you can be damn certain no
one'sinterested in getting the old man angry at them. And when it comesto Deidre, your best bet isto
skipit. So just buy what you want here, and go home.”

Without even asking, the burly man took the coin out of Mark's hand.

"Payment for some excdllent advice," he said dmost cheerfully and made asif to continue on.
"Damnit, I've had it with this shit," Walker snapped, coming up to block the man's path.
"Walker, don't,” Mark commanded.

"Ah, s0 the mighty sorcerers are going to gang up and threaten me, isthat it?' the burly man said, raising
hisvoice. "An excellent display of Jartan's so-called sense of fair play.”

"All wewant to do isfind Deidre," Walker snapped.
"Find her yoursdlf." The man shouldered hisway past, not bothering to look back.
"If you'relooking for Deidre, I'm over here," ahigh, clear, and very amused voice cdled.

Mark looked up and saw athin, amaost childlike woman leaning over abacony that arched between two
trees. Her waist-length brown hair floated in the cool forest breeze, and her freckled face and green eyes
were dight with laughter at the scene beneath her.

"I've been waiting for you," she said, and beckoned to the group.

"Isthere something wrong?' Imada asked nervoudy, reaching out to touch Vena.

Sheflinched, drawing away asif his hands were poisonous. His heart breaking, he pulled away from her.
She had been like this since they had left on what he had thought would be an exciting trip, one which for
agirl who had grown up on aborder outpost would be filled with wonder.

"Why won't you talk to me?" Imada sighed.

"Theresnothing to say,”" Venawhispered, and she smiled, though somehow it looked brittle and cold, as
if shewas hiding something.

"I think I'll go for awalk," shewent on. "Sitting in thisroom is bothering me too much.”

She paused, looking into the mirror. He watched her closely. Funny, he never remembered her doing that



when they had been in Landraand first cometo Asmara All her attention had always been focused on
him. But now, he noticed, she could not pass amirror without pausing, staring at her reflected image,
sometimesdrawing closeto it asif shewas gazing at an interesting stranger. She noticed him looking at
her and turned, the smilein place.

"Why are you watching melikethat?" she whispered dmost accusingly.
"Because| loveyou."

She amiled and drew closer, but in his heart he sensed that it was an action that was being forced. She
kissed him lightly on the forehead.

"I'd liketo go out for awalk," she said.
"Y ou remember Leti's orders, wereto stay here, and | know she means that even more for you.”
"| can take care of mysdlf," Vena snapped.

"Maybe back aong the border,” Imada said, drawing closer and tentatively putting his hands on her hips,
"but thistown seems dangerous.”

She pulled away from him and started to the door.

"Vena, you know the rest of the men will stop you from going out.”

"And what's wrong with you?' she snapped. "Aren't you man enough to tell them different?”
Stunned, he looked at her, unable to speak.

She seemed to hesitate and then turned back to him.

"I'm sorry," shewhispered, and he fdt asif somehow hisold lover was now back. "Oh, I'm so sorry,
Imada, it'sjust that | don't like this place. | wanted to be adone just with you for awhile, and then they
made you come with them. | guessI'm just angry.”

"It'sdl right," he Sghed, coming up and hugging her. "Y ou haven't played your harp snceweleft,” he
continued, brushing her cheek with the back of his hand. "Why don't you sng me asong?"

"The harp?1 don't fed likeit." Hefet asif her response wasjust alittle too sharp.
Helooked over at the battered case, resting by her side of the bed.
Suddenly her lips brushed againgt his ear.

"Let'sdo something ese," she whispered, and though at the mere suggestion hefdt his passion taking
hold, still he could sense a strange distance within her, asif her body and mind were two separate beings.

"So that's the arrangement,” Deidre said, motioning for aservant to pour another round of drinks.

Mark took the goblet appreciatively. The wine seemed to have been made from afermented honey, yet it
was light, even dightly dry instead of cloyingly sweset, with acurious flowery aftertaste.

"I'd fill prefer tofly it,” Waker said.

"Go ahead and try," Deidre replied. "Above that forest canopy you could crisscross the old man'srealm



until you were damn near as old as heis and not see anything. Fly under the canopy and you'll belost
inddethefirg hour."

"Riding isthe easiest way. Each of uswho has permission has our own privatetrail and markers. So you
go my way or not at dl." She smiled sweetly at Walker, who shook his head and said nothing.

"Onething,” Leti said evenly.
"Goon."

"No one else wanted to take usin, they said the old man would be angry with them. So why are you
doing it?'

"I'm his granddaughter,” Deidrereplied. "If he doesn't likemebringing you in, I'll just get yelled at.
Whether he killsyou or gives you afeast will be your problem, not mine.”

"But I'm the daughter of agoddess,” Leti replied, "with some of the best sorcerersin al of Haven with
me"

"If youretdling methat asathreat,” Dadre replied, "rest assured, Grandfather can take care of himself
even againg you. Y our father rules an ocean away, not here. These are free city-states, under no god or
goddess, so your name and lineage count for little."

"| &till don't understand why you're bothering with us," Mark interjected. "No one else would give usthe
right time of day.”

Deidre laughed. "Because I'm good-natured.”
Walker looked at her suspicioudly.

"And besides, I'm amerchant. Y our priceisagood one, believe me. Findly--let'sjust say I'm abit
bored."

"Bored?' Walker asked.

"I'm curious as to what the old man will do when and if hefinally agreesto seeyou.”
"l don't likethisone bit,” Walker snapped.

"If wewant to seehim,” Leti replied, shaking her head, "thisisthe only way."

She paused and looked at Ikawa. "That is, if you really want to do this." Mark could sensethe
hopefulnessin her voice. He knew if Storm were here the two of them would not do anything to get inthe
way of thisventure, yet at the same time both would hope that in the end nothing would come of it and
that there was no way to ever return to Earth. He found he was haf hoping for the sameresult. The
thought of having to make a choice was becoming a nightmare.

"I'm sorry,” Ikawareplied. "We haveto find out.”
Leti forced asmile and looked at Deldre. "When do we leave?"

"This afternoon. There's no time like the present to get Sarted.”

At the Sght of the coastline, Patricefelt asif energy had coursed into her. The land was as beautiful as



she had remembered it, the vast trees cloaking the mountainside, the sparkling snow-capped mountains,
the deep crystdline blue of the ocean. It was so different from the rolling hills and pastora splendor of her
own land.

She looked over her shoulder, scanning the world. It was asif the sky were hers aone, and she the only
person soaring above the world.

Her guards and battle team were far behind her now, resting on one of the floating idands, concedled
under the garb of guild sorcerers going east to work for aprince half aworld away. They would continue
on dowly, awaiting her word for theright timeto strike.

They must be in Portus, she realized. Thetrick would be to sneak in without being detected. If the party
was gtill there, getting Venaand the stolen crystals out might be difficult, Snce no matter what her guise
Leti would recognize her on sight. She would need an dly in this; and she smiled at the memory of an
encounter she'd had when had been younger.

"Therearetimes| think werejust riding in circles" Ikawasaid, looking to Leti asif for confirmation.
She amiiled, shaking her heed.
"I'm every it as confused asyou are. I've never been in arealm like this before.”

If he had not felt there was an ever-increasing danger to what they were doing, he would have been
enjoying thistrip like no other he had ever been on before.

In the four days since leaving Portus, he had sat astride his Ta, dumbfounded by the wonders of the
forest. Deidre had explained to them that the great woods they were traveling through were not made up
of individud treesasdl had at first assumed but asingle vast living entity--each "tree," asit were, asingle
stem of an organism which she believed had an intelligence aswell. The forest, which covered tens of
thousands of square miles, had six separate trees growing in district groves. The border regions between
them were areas of tangled conflict as roots and stems struggled for dominance and to push their
neighbor back.

The second day out from Portus, they had crossed such aregion, dividing the forest of the ocean, the
Portus Woods, from that of the Druid Woods. Ikawa had been filled with adark foreboding at the sight
of it.

It seemed asif the treeswerelocked in a dow-motion combat. Roots reared up out of the ground,
drilling sraight into the hearts of riva trunks; branches snaked upward, struggling to block the light of
their rivas, winding in to strangle and choke. Theforest wasavast litter of dead limbs and broken trunks
piled up like jackstraws. Asthey took abreak from their march, Ikawa had nicked atrunk around which
aroot from arival wastrying to curl, and in their one hour stay he was amazed to see the root had grown
severd inches.

There was even a strategy to this dow motion struggle: Roots came up around an attacked trunk,
reaching out to coil around the offending limbs and strangling them in turn. It was aregion he was glad to
flea

Though dl the trees were of the same species, there were many trunks that were different, asif they were
manifestations of different organs. Some had silvery bark, the bottom sides of their leaves nearly
mirrorlike, projecting bursts of light downward into sections of the forest where new saplingswere arising
to replace trunksthat had died.



Sections of the forest were covered with spindly vines which Deidre carefully guided the party around,
warning them to stand far clear of any of the vines golden orchidlike blooms, which contained a pollen
that could induce a paraytic state. The vines were parasitic, moving through the forest like some strange
disease, their needle-sharp tendrils driving into the trunks of their hogt, draining out thelife-giving
nutrients, and then quickly moving on through the branches when the tree reacted and attempted to
drangletheinvader.

Ikawalooked back up again, trying to somehow judge the direction of their travel, but with little success.
Mark, urging his mount forward, came up to ride beside histwo friends.

"If I knew the old coot was going to be friendly, | think I'd actually enjoy this place,” Mark said, looking
over hisshoulder at avast pulsating array of mothlike insects which had started to gather behind the party
nearly an hour back.

"Say Deidre, what are those things?' Mark asked, pointing back to the moths.
"Just what they look like," she said with a smile, and then turned her attention forward.
"A fountain of information," Leti whispered.

"Y ou notice there's been ahell of alot more of them following us?' Mark said. "They've been coming in
from every direction.”

"Other things, too." Saito came up to join the conversation, pointing to alarge flock of grey birdsthat
kept circling and filtering through the trees, winging in low over the party, moving as silently asbatsin the
night.

"Something'sbuilding up,” Leti said, keeping her voice pitched low.

Ikawa nodded in reply. He kept looking about, yet was so confused by this strange world that he could
make no sense of what he waslooking for. All he could tell was that somehow the forest had become
watchful.

Deidre put up her hand to motion for the party to stop.

On the ground before him Ikawa saw a shard of white sticking out, covered by alatticework of roots
that had a curioudy disquieting appearance to them.

"I'd suggest we stay straight on thetrail here," Deidre said softly, "and pass the word back to the rest of
the party to keep quiet--and for heaven's sake, don't drop anything.”

Ikawa sensed aripple of conversation going through the Tals, and severd of them whined softly like
puppies that were suddenly afraid.

"Say, Captain,” Waker hissed, pointing to the ground, "tell me I'm wrong, but those rootslook like
they're shaped like skeletons.™

"Y ou know, he'sright,” Ikawawhispered, looking at Leti.

Thefloor of theforest for severa hundred yards ahead was torn and convoluted by roots that seemed to
come together to form skulls, limbs, and entire bodies, both human and Td. Scattered here and there and
covered with a sprinkling of leaves, white fragments of bone were evident.

"What happened here?' Leti asked, her voice low but ingstent.



Deidre, without looking back, pointed up. " See those white sacks in the branches?”

Ikawa followed where she pointed and saw dozens of great white globes, like inverted parachutes,
hanging severd hundred feet above him.

"Doiga-large stinging insects,” Deidre whispered. "'If something upsets them they come out by the
millions and swarm over their victims. The roots of Uldrasill take what is|eft. Somebody from the last
party through here most likely upset them.™

"Upset them?' Waker whispered.

"Laughed too loud, or jumped on the ground and they fdlt the vibrations. Sometimes they'll attack
becausethey smply fed likeit.”

Walker for once said nothing, looking straight up as they passed through the danger zone. The scene of
the struggle wasfindly behind them, and Ikawafet he could breathe easier again when the white nests
were no longer in Sight.

"I'm going to swing out to the back of the party just to keep an eye on things," Ikawawhispered. "Imada,
comedongwithme."

Imada started to protest, looking over at VVena, who rode quietly by hisside, but thelook in his
commander's eyestold him that it was an order.

Leti and Mark nodded as the two pulled over to let the others pass.
"Imada, you'refairly good with things of nature,” Ikawa asked softly. "Tell mewhat you're feding.”

"We're being watched, Captain. Those grey birds, for one thing; and have you noticed the pleasant
chatter of the forest has died away?'

Ikawa paused, redlizing that Imadawas right. The wonderful singsong cries and woodland sounds had
dropped away into an oppressive silence.

"Even those clouds of moths," Imada continued. "It fedslike they're part of something aswell.”
The party continued past, and as each rider drew abreast, Ikawawhispered awarning.

"I think well walk for agtretch,” Ikawaannounced, swinging down from his Td, who looked a him
curioudy.

"Legshurt,” Ikawa said, looking into the creature's eyes, knowing that the Ta would undoubtedly
announce what was being done to his comrades, and to Deidre aswell.

Kochanski, thelast in line, drew abreast of the two and siwung down off his mount to join them.
"I hope you don't mind, Kochanski," Ikawasaid quietly, "if Imadaand | speak in our old tongue.”
Kochanski, understanding immediately, said nothing.

"That's better, | feel we can talk freey now," Ikawasaid in Japanese. "I don't trust the Tals, or anything
else around us a the moment.”

"It fedls strange to hear our language again,”" Imadareplied with asmile.



"Your lady--isshewd|?"
Imadadowed his pace. "Why should you ask?'

"Oh, just that Leti has been concerned for her. She senses some sort of distance on Venas part, a
drawing avay."

"There's nothing wrong,” Imada said, abit too forcefully.

"There is something wrong, my young friend, otherwise | would not be hearing such defensein your
voice. Would you care to talk about it?"

"Just alovers spat," Imada said, and Ikawa could sensethelie.

"I think it's more than that. Leti feds there is something not quite right about Vena, but she can't seemto
placeafinger onit."

"It'snone of her business," Imadareplied sharply, and then, embarrassed at his outburst, he looked
avay.

So something iswrong, Ikawaredized. Imada had dways been the most gentle-spoken of dl his
soldiers. Granted, he had grown since their arrival here, but he was still more of an innocent child than a
man.

Ikawa could te!l aswdll that thiswas no lovers spat. The Venathat Imada had described so
enthusiastically was not the woman riding up front, not even the woman he had met so briefly upon their
return from the raid. He felt somehow that Venawas made of glass, and one sharp blow would shatter
her to reved something undernegath. It was Leti who had first voiced the thought, and he found now that it
was even taking hold in him aswell. He knew that Imadawas hiding something, adeeply troubled feding
that there was something wrong with the girl he loved so passionately.

"There--do you hear that?" Imada hissed, stopping and looking off to hisleft.
"I didn't hear anything,” Ikawa said, suddenly dert, but seeing nothing in the gloom.

The druid smiled asthe head of the party drew past. How blind they were! Not fifty feet away, and al of
them so totally unaware.

His granddaughter flashed abright smile. The little fool. Her arrogance will be the undoing of her yet,
but he could not help but shake his head affectionately. She truly had the spirit of animp, amost flaunting
awarning to the others and laughing that they were not even aware that since crossing under the Doiga
the group had been surrounded by his sorcerers.

The girl was right, though. There was a demigod with them, one of Jartan's brood to be sure, and he felt
abitter wave of disappointment. Killing them would have been such interesting sport. Perhaps he would
have thrown severa to the Doiga; his pets must be hungry again. Of course it would be amusing aswell

to take othersto the border and tie them between atrunk of hisbeloved Uldrasill and watch ashisown
tree and the next tree, Bughala, wrestled over the tidbits. Or even better, he could train aroot to enter his
victim through the soles of hisfeet, graduadly growing insgde the man's body, tracing itsway up through
the veins, dowly eating him dive until theroot finaly tangled the beating of his heart.

Haven had given him so many amusing ways of dispatching hisfoes. Now they had found him out, and
Caesar had findlly sent his assassinsto finish the battle started two thousand years ago.



The Druid chuckled softly a how innocently they were walking into the trap, following his granddaughter
likelittle lambsto the daughter.

Hefet the demigod's gaze sweep past him, probing into the gloom, pause but for a second, and then
continue on.

No, he couldn't tangle with an angry Jartan, damn him. If he killed thiswoman--and it would be so easy
to do--Jartan would come storming over here and tear Uldrasill apart. He patted the hollow trunk he was
ganding in with affection.

"No, my beauty, we can't let him hurt you." 1t would be like Jartan to rouse the druid's rivals-the
accursed Vir, master of Bughala, and Wormteeth, master of Wilvika:-to join him, to press Uldrasill back
and destroy the kingdom he had built. Those two ungrateful bastards! Turning on their own father and
moving away, like his other sons with the Essence, each to a separate tree.

So held have to take them dive for now and find out who the real assassinsin the party were. Maybe
then this demigod would redlize the nature of the company she kept and get the hell out of where she
didn't belong.

Smiling, he softly whistled.

Kochanski stopped.

"| just heard something.”

"It wasavoice," Imadaannounced, "No, not avoice, morelike abird call, but avoice aswell."
"Don't move," Ikawawhispered.

A fluttering of wings snapped overhead and a blizzard of white engulfed Ikawa, blinding him. The moths
that had been following them flooded the trail and then swept past them.

A loud shout echoed from the front of the column.

"Into the trees,”" Ikawa hissed, and he leaped straight upward, soaring for the high canopy of the forest,
Imada and Kochanski following him.

It seemed that in that instant the forest, which had been brooding in silence, exploded into life.

Part of the canopy overheed, adorned with the mirrorlike leaves, shifted, sending a blinding column of
light into the middle of the party. The group was shouting, covering their eyesfor protection. The vast
column of mothscircled in upon the group, joined by birds which added to the confusion. Other birds
swooped in, holding sections of flowering vines and dropping them into the confused mass.

It happened with such stunning quickness that Ikawa could barely believe that the Struggle was over. His
comrades tumbled from their Tds, convulsing from the effects of the paralytic vines and then lying till.

Gaining the high branches, he motioned for the other two to join him.

Only onerider remained upon her mount: Deidre, who sat at the head of the column looking back at the
falen group and laughing softly.

From out of the shadowy forest severa dozen forms stepped into the light, led by an old man leaning on
agaff.



Ikawafdt himsdf trembling with rage, though he was still not quite sure what had happened. Never had
he been so surprised by an attack, and never so completely overwhelmed by it before he even had time
to properly react. He could see Leti lying by her Ta, and in rage heraised his hand, pointing it at the
druid.

"Tiethem up carefully. | want no accidents,” the druid said.

Ikawa hesitated. So they were ill dive.

"Vena" Imada hissed.

"Shut up," Kochanski whispered, putting his hand over Imada's mouth.

"It was too easy, Grandfather,” Deldre said, jumping off her Tal and coming up to hug the old man.
"They must have suspected,” he said curioudly. "Either that or they're incredibly dumb.”

"They kept wandering about the town, harassing everyone about wanting to see you. One of them was
overheard saying they'd come from your old world."

"There, that'sit," the druid shouted. "1 told you about Caesar. Hefindly found me, poor old medl the
way out here. That bastard never could forget agrudge.”

"They redly don't seem dl that bad," Deidre replied.

"They'll condemn themsalves to the wicker death with their own words, you'll see” the druid shouted.
"And besides, an old friend is here to help me proveit!"

Ikawalooked curioudly at Kochanski, who till had his hand over Imada's mouth.
"Wicker death?" Ikawawhispered.
"Y ou don't want to know," Kochanski sighed.

The druid turned away from Deidre and started to walk down the path, looking at the prostrate forms
which his assistants were aready picking up and carrying down thetrail. The druid hesitated.

"Threearemissng!" heroared.

The forest seemed to explode with activity. Shafts of light swung around like searchlights, and flocks of
birds exploded outward. A beam of light snapped through the high canopy and the druid, with staff
raised, looked straight up.

"Come down herel" heroared.

"Timeto leavel" Ikawa shouted, bursting straight up through the branches. Imada struggled to return,
waving his hand down asif to strike the druid.

"You'l hit our own," Kochanski cried, and the boy relented, following Ikawa.
"Come back herel"

Bresking clear of the forest, Ikawa paused for amoment, and, pulling histrouser away from hisleg with
hisleft hand, he cut along length of fabric away with hisright. Helooped the light blue materid around a
branch and then continued to fly straight up toward the clouds, Imada and K ochanski following him.



Upward they climbed through the cool afternoon air, the canopy below like an endless sea of green. To
his left he could see the high mountains marking the shoreline that they had passed through the day
before. But in the other three directions asfar as he could see was the high plateau of the forest which
appeared to go on to the end of the world.

Gaining the protection of the clouds, he turned to look straight back down. Histwo comrades swung up
besdehim.

"We'rein our dement up here" Ikawasaid. "They won't follow."

"And they'rein theirs down there," Kochanski said bitterly.

"And they've got Vena," Imada cried.

"Don't forget therest of our friends,” Kochanski said, hisvoice cold, "and Leti aswell.”
Embarrassed, Imadalowered his head.

"l don't see anything," Ikawa said, scanning the forest thousands of feet below.
"So what are we going to do now?' Kochanski asked glumly.

"Walt till it settles down and then go back in," Ikawatold him.

"Back there," Kochanski said, "we're likes babes in the woods."

"Any better suggestions?'

Imadaand Kochanski could only shake their heads.

"Then we better get comfortable, and stay up here over this one spot.”

Wiping the swest from his brow, Allic collgpsed wearily to the ground.

"You look played out," Storm said, her voice edged with exhaustion, as she cameto Sit by her brother's
Sde

"Won't thisever end?" Allic's voice was distant and shaky. "We've hit fiveworldsin six days, each onea
jump through into battle. I don't even know where the hell we are any more."

"A good choice of words," Storm said, looking about at the shattered landscape. Each step into
Gorgon'sterritory was like ajourney into the heart of desolation.

She leaned back to look at the twin red suns hovering malevolently overhead, their heat blagting the
dhriveled land. The air was dry and dust swirled about them in dark clouds, hiding the ruins of the fortress
they'd just stormed.

Snaps of lightning arced overhead, but as Storm watched the discharges they gave her no pleasure. To
her, lightning could be aweagpon, but it was also athing of beauty, snapping out of dark clouds, pregnant
with life: giving rain. Thelightning above crackled from dust cloud to dust cloud asthey swirled and
eddied over the planet's cratered surface. The scent of sulphur hung heavy in the air, billowing up out of
ugly fissures. Numbly she took the mask away from her face, wiping the buildup of dirt out of theinsde,
rubbing her eyes, which instantly started to tear asthe stinking clouds seemed to assault her.



"Why in the name of al the godswould Gorgon ever want aplace like this?' Storm sighed.
"It fitshispersondity,” Allic said dgectedly.

Storm leaned against a mud-caked boulder and looked around. The ground was carpeted with corpses
which were aready starting to bloat in the heat. In an hour or two thered be another enchinthe air,
and she forced the thought away to keep her ssomach from rebelling.

Many of them were Gorgon's demons, their blackened faces contorted in the agony of sudden death.
Some had been hit on the ground, so brutally swift was the surprise of the attack; others had been caught
intheair, their burned bodies breaking on the boul der-strewn land.

She looked at them with disgust. They were not human or demon, to be sure, but they were not animal
ether. Her flesh crawled with the thought that somehow Gorgon might have found away to blend the
two together, creating horrifying caricatures of mankind. Shefet no remorse for thekilling she had done
here, as she gazed upon bodies with extralimbs, grotesque faces covered in scales, bodieswith normal
human faces but with four legs and no arms that were obvioudy used as beasts of burden, torsoes with
two heads, and others, mae, female, with horrifying exaggerations of sexud organs.

"It'slike he's created a nightmare and weretrapped in it," Storm whispered.
"l just wish we could corner the bastard, haveit out and then go home.”
"Sodol."

Alliclooked up at the column of light that suddenly appeared before him.

"Thefew prisonersthat talked said he pulled out just aswe jumped in," Jartan said coldly. "We know
which way hewent, so wefollow."

"Damn it, Father, we're running into aweb,” Allic replied. "Thisworld has haf adozen jump pointsto
other worlds; so did every other place. Theré'sno logic to it. We can't chase them all down. We seem
merely to be following him where hewantsusto go."

"Sooner or later well hit anerve, aplace he valuestoo much to let go without afight. When we do, welll
coseinfor thekill."

"At the time and place he chooses," Allic replied.

"Minar and Chosen agree with mein this. Wewill pressinfor thekill. We're going to finish thiswar, and
when we pull out well smash everything behind us. | intend to wipe these places clean of portals,
fortresses, everything. Even if he survivesitll take him eonsto work hisway back to us."

"Weve only got asingle line back to home," Allic pointed out. "He could aways cut in behind us. And
cutting that line would dow us up for daysif we needed to retreat."

"I've dready thought of that," Jartan said, "and that's why you're staying behind here.”
"Now wait aminute," Allic protested, wearily coming to hisfeet.

"Y ou'refinished, son. Y ou've logt your edge. | saw you in thisfight--you let ademon lord hit you from
behind. He might have killed you if your sister hadn't been there to protect your back. I'm leaving you
herewith agarrison of forty sorcerers, to maintain astrong point to our rear. If hetriesto cut us off with
arad, it'll beyour job to keep it open.”



"Ligten to him, Allic, you can't keep it up anymore.”
"Damndl of you. No." Allic snarled.
"Allic, shoot firg!"

As he garted to turn, Storm snapped off aweak bolt, knocking him in the side and damming him to the
ground before he could even react and bring his shield up.

Angrily herolled over, raising hishand.
An impenetrable barrier formed between him and Storm as Jartan came between them.

Alliclooked coldly at his sster, who cautioudy came forward once Jartan floated back, and kndlt by his
gde

"Areyoudl right?'
"Sidehurtslike hdl," Allic said, struggling to breathe.

"When we were children and played that game you could best me every time," Storm said gently, laying
her hand againgt his chest.

Hisragged breath came easier and he forced asmile.
"Except | a least aimed for your backside."

She hugged him affectionately. "Brother, if it had been ademon lord I'd be singing your desath song now.
Totell you the truth, 1've been protecting you for the last three battles. Y ou need arest, you've lost your
edge. Sooner or later, and | fear it will be sooner, we're going to get hit hard at ajump and they'll tear

you gpart.”

"I'm not sending you home, at least,” Jartan said. "I need al my strength out here, thisis where the threet
is. Now listen to your sister and me and agree to run this garrison for awhile.”

Trying to force asmile, Allic shook his head ruefully. He started to cough hoarsdly as he pulled his mask
adde for amoment to clean it out.

"Don't leave me herefor long," hetold them. "This place could drive even asober man to drink.”

Storm looked worriedly to her father but said nothing. Then she glanced back at the grotesque corpses
around her. All she wanted was to get this over with and go back home to aworld that was till sane, a
place that Gorgon would never lay his hands upon and destroy as he had this desolate land.

Chapter 12
Something cold splashed againgt hisface.

Startled, Mark Phillips opened his eyes. They wereriding, weren't they? He must have fallen adeep, and
hetried to Sit up.

He couldn't move. Y et he aready was up, on hisfest.

Gradualy he started to focus, and noticed the sound of laughter echoing inthe air.
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Shaking hishead, hetried to reach up to wipe his eyes, but he couldn't move his hands.

Damniit, I'mtied.

The focusfindly returned and he saw awizened face peering up a him, green eyes dark with suspicion.
"You'rethedruid," Mark whispered.

"The gpeech of Jartan'sredm,” the druid replied, hislilting accent difficult to understand. "Yes, I'm the
druid you sought.”

The man stepped back and Mark could see Deidre standing by her grandfather's side, her rough leather
riding breeches and tunic replaced now by aflowing linen gown of green, her brown hair swirling about
her like acurtain of filmy gauze.

"Wdl, Mark, | did as you asked and brought you to him," she said with an dmost sad smile. "So don't
blaneme”

"Thisisone hdl of areception.”
"Better than the one you planned for me," the druid cackled as he walked away.

Mark tried to move hiswrists and instantly redlized that al his crystals had been taken. Y et he could il
focus his power to alimited degree. Asif reading hismind, the druid looked back at him.

"I wouldn't try anything--not asingle word of command,” the druid laughed. "My friends over there might
get upst.”

The druid pointed over his shoulder to half adozen sorcerers, dressed in dark green livery and brown
capes, who were sitting around a campfire looking over at their captives.

"Thedightest Sgn of magics and my friends might use theirs on you.”

Laughing, the druid continued to where Shigeru wastied up next to Mark, and scooping his hand into the
small silver bowl Deidre carried, he splashed Shigeru, who groaned and opened his eyes.

They werein asmal clearing, illuminated by the reflected light of acircle of mirror branch trees. Inthe
center of the circlewas avast trunk nearly ahundred feet in diameter and rising straight as an arrow, its
great form punching through the canopy of surrounding trees.

Somehow, Mark knew this must be the heart of the forest. In the distance he could hear scatterings of
conversations filtering through the woods. Overhead he saw severa people leaning over thesde of a
platform, looking down at the prisoners with open curiosity. If he wasn't in such awretched situation he
fdt asif he could actudly be captivated by the sylvan tranquility here.

The harmonics of songbirds echoed from the high trees, and multihued butterflies, some aslarge ashis
hand, others so tiny they seemed like motes of dugt, filtered through the clearing. The patterns of light
reflected down from above seemed to counterpoint the bird songs, and Mark redlized that in fact the two
werelinked, the light shifting subtly to the risng and falling tempo of music.

A gentle breeze stirred through the woods, carrying with it the pleasant scent of the ancient woods,
mingled with anear cinnamon odor which hefindly realized came from some of the butterflies that would
wing in closeto hisface and hover before him, asif curious about the strangers.

"Say, Captain, where the hell arewe?!



Mark leaned over to see Walker tied up farther down theline.
"Ask him," Mark growled. "He's the one holding the cards.”
The druid came walking back up the line of captives and stopped again before Mark.

"It seemsyou're the leader of this group. At least the leader that's awake. For now, well keep that
daughter of Jartan adeep.”

So he had captured Leti aswell.
"How isshe?'

Thedruid laughed. "To think | actually captured ademigod,” he said shrewdly. "Alwaysthought it'd be an
interesting challenge, them with their high lording ways. Shelll be the joke of everyone now, the greet
daughter of Jartan captured by bent over, old me." There was a hysterical edge to hisvoice that Mark
found disguieting.

"If you know she's adaughter of Jartan, then you know aswel how hell react to thistreatment of his
own blood and those who serve him," Mark retorted.

"Ah, but the great god isn't even on Haven right now," the druid snapped. ™Y ou know he might never
come back."

Then: "I havefriends, | do, certainly they are true friends, they are," the druid teased, hopping back and
forth like an excited child.

Over by thefire, atall, dender form stood, threw back her hooded cape, and walked to the druid's side.

Mark knew at once that here was someone with a power as potent as Storm's or Leti's, perhaps even
more s0. Her gaze made him nervous, but he returned it without flinching.

"I'm Patrice" shesaid quietly, "and it'stimewe had alittle talk."

Ikawa stopped. There--he had heard it again: avoice.

The chase had been ahard one and in the beginning he had despaired of ever finding hisfriends. After
waiting an hour, they had dropped from the cloud and found the blue scrap that marked their escape.
Within minutes of their return to the forest, Ikawa had noticed that the sounds had changed, asif the
woods was again watching, and then the idea had formed.

Focusing dl of his strength through the crysta L eti had given him, he formed a shield around himsdlf and
his companions, but suppressed the flickering glow of it, dtering itslight, blending it into the twilight colors
of the forest floor. It was something he could never have done with an ordinary crystal, but this one came
from the demigod of the night and seemed strangely adaptable to this purpose.

They had moved forward, floating through the woods, drifting from shadow to shadow, Ikawa subtly
dtering the shielding to match the ever varying interplay of shadows. The effort had drained him to
exhaugtion, but he had to press on to find hisfriends and get them out. If he should stop even for a
moment to rest, to let the shield down, he knew they'd be discovered and lose what little hope was | ft.

Drifting through the shadows, he guided hisfriends on, feding Kochanski's hand on his|eft leg, and
Imadason hisright.



He heard the light crunch of afootfal and looked straight down to see two men walking past. One
paused, and looked up straight at him. Ikawa felt the sweat beading out on his forehead from the strain of
keeping the shielding up and from the knot of fear. He avoided looking straight at them, watching instead
from the corner of hiseye. The man hesitated briefly, then continued on.

"Jesus Chrigt, that was close," Kochanski whispered.
"Keep your mouth shut,” Ikawa hissed.
He heard the voices again, thistime closer, one of them awoman's.

Cautioudy he drifted around the side of atrunk and saw, directly ahead, a shimmering of light. Severd
trunks away, a platform hung out from the side of atree nearly on alevel with himself. Severd children
stood on the platform, their backs turned to him, leaning over the Sde asif watching something.

Well, we're here, Ikawa said to himself. Now what the hell am | going to do about it?

"So you came from the sameworld as | did?" the druid roared.

Mark felt asif he was shadowboxing with amadman. No matter what reassurances he gave, the old man
would lgpse into anear-maniaca fear.

"Can | say something?" Sergeant Saito cried, and Mark laid back against the pogt.

Thedruid turned to face him.

"Y ou can see we are different races, can you not?" Saito asked, and the druid nodded in agreement.
"Deidre, would you agree that though we are of two different races we behaved as friends?'

"It'strue," Deidre said sympathetically, and Mark sensed that this girl was not entirely on her
grandfather's sde. And she kept looking at Patrice with outright suspicion.

"Back on Earth we were hated enemies, Mark's country which was America, and mine. And America
was dlied with Britain in thiswar againgt us. But now we arefriends. | want you to know thet at least the
Americans are from your blood."

Mark redlized thejeopardy Saito had put himsdf in, but saw hisline of reasoning aswell, shifting the
argument away from shouted accusations and denials. Thank God someone was thinking clearly, Mark
thought, cursing himsdlf for trying to argue the facts on the surface.

The druid hesitated, looking over a Saito.
"WhereisthisAmerica?'

"Acrossthe great ocean, thirty days sail to thewest," Mark said quickly. "Y our descendants found the
land and settled it. Britain iswhere my people come from. | have the same blood as you.”

"Y ou werefighting againg Britain,” the druid said.
Saito nodded.

"Who dsewas Britain fighting againgt?" the druid said quietly.



"It doesn't matter,” Mark snapped quickly, redizing the trap Saito might be walking into.
The druid looked back at him coldly.
"Caesar isdead,” Mark told him. "He was stabbed by the Roman Senate.”

"Thirty years back," Mark announced loudly, trying to improvise so that al would get this new history
graight, "Italiahad anew leader caled Mussolini. All of us, including Saito's people, fought him and
destroyed his power and turned Rome back into dust.”

The men around him nodded vigoroudy in agreement.
The druid seemed to hesitate.

"Remember, Grandfather, they're Jartan's sorcerers,” Deidre said, her voice showing the dightest touch
of concern. "If they redlly intended to hurt you they would have comein far greater strength.”

"Then why are you here?" the druid asked.
Mark sghed with relief. Perhaps they werefindly getting through.

"Because we think you might know how to open aportal back to our own world so some of us might be
ableto return home."

Petrice looked over at Mark with evident surprise.

"You'reneutra inal of this" Mark said to the demigod. ™Y ou know how we came here and what we've
done since. Can't you explain that to him?"

Patrice smiled--and in that instant he knew without doubt that she was an enemy.

"I'vefollowed the story of these outlanders closdly,” she said, resting her hand lightly on the druid's
shoulder.

The old man looked up &t her with agap-toothed grin.

"Has anyone el se of the gods or demigods ever even bothered to visit you here?' Patrice said with a
husky whisper.

"Only my lady here," the druid shouted. "No oneelse”

"That'swhy | rushed hereto warn you," Patrice went on. "These people only want to see your temple, to
smash it down, and then to kill you."

Mark looked at Patrice with acold fury.

"Cadtrating bitch," Walker snarled.

"Perhaps we can arrange that treatment for you," Peatrice retorted.

"Shut up!" the druid roared, and raising his staff he snapped out a bolt, knocking Walker unconscious.
"They kidnapped one of my friends, and then were coming hereto kill you," Patrice continued.
"Kidnapped who?' Mark asked in surprise.



"See how innocent he sounds. Why, poor Vena." Patrice broke away from the druid's sde to go knedl
over the unconscious girl lying next to Leti.

"That'salie!" Mark shouted. "Venawaswith us, she'sthe companion of one of our men.”

" She seemed perfectly content traveling with us" Deldre said inquiringly, looking at Petricewith a
growing suspicion.

Mark shook his head.

"Which man was she with?" the druid yelled.

Mark remained Slent.

"One of thethreethat escaped,” Deidre said quietly. "The young one."
"Wake her up," Patrice asked, her voice pleading. " Shell tell you.”

The druid turned away from Mark and, going over to Venas side, he scooped a handful of the liquid out
of the bowl that Deidre brought over and splashed it into the girl's face.

With agroan, Venadtirred and Patrice helped her to Sit up.

"Vena, dear," Pafcice whispered, her voice breaking with emotion. "Vena, |I've come to rescue youl.
Y ou're safe with me now."

"Let her talk for hersdf,” Deidre snapped.

Petrice looked up angrily. "The girl's frightened. These animals kidnapped and bewitched her for heaven
knowswhat purpose. I've been frantic trying to reach her."

Vena opened her eyes and |ooked about.

"Tel her thetruth now, Vena," Patrice said quickly, looking up a Deidre asif the girl had injured her by a
fase accusation. "Tell her how I've come to rescue you.”

"Thisisdisgugting,” Deidre snarled. "Grandfather, that woman's hiding something.”
Venalooked up at Patrice and then reached out to hug her.
"Thank the gods you found me."

Ikawalooked sharply at Imada. His features seemed to have gone blank, asif the pain of betraya was
far too much to bear.

Heleaned in to Imada, hislipstouching the boy's ear.
"Don't move, don't make a sound, son. I'm counting on you asasoldier.”
Imadalooked at him, the tears streaming down hisface.

Goddamn it, something was horribly wrong, far more than the fix they werein now. Patrice had added an
element Ikawajust could not understand.

What am | going to do?



"I'm glad | could help you, my old friend," Patrice said to the druid as she helped Venato her feet. The
girl was now sobbing uncontrollably, screaming that she had been raped.

"Hush, child, well go home now," Patrice whispered, patting her on the shoulder.

Mark looked at the girl with disgust and then his gaze shifted back to Deidre, who was staring straight at
him asif trying to decide.

"I think it best that | leave now,” Patrice said smoothly. ™Y ou can entertain your prisoners asyou wish. I'd
loveto stay and watch, but this poor child needsfamiliar facesand aquiet placeto hed. Also, | believe
some of her property is stacked up with the captured booty."

Deidrelooked sharply at Patrice as the demigod suddenly let go of Venaasif shedid not exist and
walked swiftly over to the pile of packs, saddlebags, and accoutrements taken with the party.

"Why such arush?' Deidre asked quietly. "Vends been through aterrible ordeal. Perhaps the two of you
can be our guestsfor acouple days. Let her regain her strength. After dl, | know Grandfather would love
tovigt withyou agan.”

The druid, who had been watching the little dramawith interest, perked up at his granddaughter's
suggestion and came up to Patrices side, swiftly putting hisarm around her waist.

"It has been along time," he cackled. "Thelast time, we were both young, but my dear, I'm still young
indde--and in other ways, if you get my meaning."

A spark of impatiencelit Patrice's eyesas she said, "'l think | redlly should be going.” She forced aamile
and kissed the druid on the cheek. "Though I'd love to stay, | want to take Venahome. Now, if you'l
help me find her pack and harp case, I'll be on my way."

She broke away from the druid's embrace and bent over the pile of goods, reaching in greedily and
pulling the bags aside.

"Why the rush?' Mark caled. "It ssemslike you want to get away before thetruth islearned!”

The druid seemed to hesitate.

"It would be an insult to my grandfather if you didn't a least share ameal with us," Deidre said sharply.
The druid looked craftily back at Petrice. "Yes, at least eat with mefirgt.”

Sheignored him, fumbling over the goods with increasing agitation.

A muffled shout of triumph escaped her lips as she pulled a battered harp case from the pile. Clutching it
tightly, Patrice turned to look back at the druid.

"I'mleaving now," she announced. "Come, Vena."

"What'sin the harp case?' Mark shouted, his suspicions at last taking concrete form. Venahad clung to it
in the same way, and he now cursed himsdf for not taking more of an interest in her behavior.

"Yes, my dear," the druid whispered. "Why not play usasong firsd?1'd love to see the instrument, and
hear it."

The tableau seemed to hold before Mark: Petrice seemingly pulling in some vast hidden power, the druid
looking up with al his attention focused upon her.



Deidre dowly backed away, coming up by Mark's side. He felt her hands brush againgt his, and the
cords separated.

"Don't move," shewhispered, and he felt the coolness of two crystal bands dip into hispams.

"Pleaseforgive me” Patrice said, smiling. "I'm just upset over Vena I'd be delighted to stay the night with
you."

Mark felt Deldre's hands suddenly grab hisasif to take the crystals back. He clenched them tightly and
sad nothing.

The druid came up to Patrice and kissed her, his one hand running up her side, lingering over the swelling
of her breasts, while his other hand till clenched his staff. Mark kept his eyes on Patrice and could see
the sudden loathing in her eyes.

"Something's going to happen,” Mark whispered. "Get ready.”
Thedruid, crackling with ddlight, turned and started to walk away.
Petrice's shield snapped up to full.

"Grandfather!" Deidre screamed.

Mark was amazed by the old man's agility as hefell to the ground rolling, his shield going up asthe place
where he had just been standing exploded in flames.

Patrice fired off another bolt. Staggering, the druid cameto hisknees, trying to point his staff at her. The
sx sorcerers who had been standing around the fire, snapped off avolley of shotsat Patrice.

Screaming, Petrice turned to face them, knocking the first one on his back, his shield disintegrating under
her powerful blow.

Laughing, she looked back at the druid, hitting him again even as he fired abolt which set her shield
glowing but did no damage.

Petrice started to turn, looking at the row of offworlders ill tied, shorn of any shielding.

"What pretty targets!" Patrice raised her hand.

Mark legped away from the pogt, his shield up, and aimed abolt at her which he knew was usdless.
"Deidre! Weke Leti!"

Thegirl darted low, flying through the air. For the first time Mark redized she was dso a sorcerer, and
hed been conceding it dl dong.

"Come on, you whore!" Mark shouted.

Hiswords hit home. With a scream of fury Petrice turned her attention fully on Mark, oblivious of the
druid's strikes and the hel pless targets, many of whom were using their power to burn their bindings off,
their faces contorted with agony.

A searing blagt struck and sent him staggering.

"Lousy bitch!" Mark screamed, firing back.



Another blast struck him, knocking him down, his shield bardly holding. He knew that thisfight wasfuitile,
and the next strike would kill.

A dazzling snap of light crackled overhead, striking Petrice from above.
Startled, she looked up.

It had to be Ikawausing Leti'scrystal.

"Storm," Mark screamed, hoping to confuse her, "finish her!”

Patrice hesitated and looked over to see Deidre, shield up, pouring thereviving liquid over Leti,
protecting her with her own shidlding.

"Venal" Patrice shouted, reaching into afold in her dressand pulling out a set of crystds. Shetossed
them to Vena, then, holding the harp casetightly, legped into the air.

Severd blasts hit Petrice a once. Shefdl back, the harp case burgting into flames and fdling into the pile
of baggage.

With ashriek of near panic Patrice turned, smashing her fist into the burning case. For an ingtant Mark
saw asight which made his stomach turn to knots: In Patrice's scorched hands were three great crystas.

Roaring with triumph, sheroseinto the air, oblivious now to the bolts hitting her.

"Storm!" Mark screamed, hoping that Patrice would be unnerved by fear, thinking that there were two
other demigoddesses present, yet feeling foolish and week at the sametime as he called out hislover's
name like an incantation to protect him.

"Patrice, faceme!"

Leti was on her feet, tearing the smd| crystals from Deldreswrist and setting up afar stronger shield over
the two of them.

Another blast came out of the trees from above, blinding initsintengity.

With awild curse, Patrice soared straight up, Vena struggling to keep up with her.
A form burst out of the treetops.

n/endl"

Patrice continued into the canopy, but Vena hesitated.

"Vena, don't leave me!”

Mark looked up, heartsick at the anguish in Imadasvoice.

A cold laugh escaped Vendslips and she raised her hand to strike Imada, who floated before her, his
shied down.

Before she could strike, adash of bolts came up in every direction. Vena exploded into incandescence
and plummeted to the ground trailing flames.

Small fires crackled al around the glade, and the druid, roaring with anger and ignoring everything else,
ran over to the large trunk of Uldrasill which had been scorched by abolt. Rising into the air he patted



out the flame with his hands.

Mark suddenly became aware of the fact that the forest was aive with motion, the trees swaying, yet
there was no wind.

Crouching low, he waited for another strike. With the huge crystds she had just taken, Petrice could
easly begt dl of them. But there was no sign of her.

Kochanski suddenly appeared, hovering just below the green canopy. " She's gone, heading southwest
likeabat out of hell."

Sighing, Mark flew back to the ground and snapped his shield down. Looking up, he saw Imada
knesling, rocking back and forth and sobbing over the smoldering remains of hislover.

Leti sartedto goto hisside.
"Leave him befor amoment,” Mark said quietly. "He hasto understand it done.”

Leti stopped and looked at Mark, and he could see the sadnessin her eyes. "Sometimesthisworld isan
ugly place," shewhispered.

Surely by all the gods this can't be my beloved, Imada thought numbly. The world seemed to have
gone out of focus, the enormity of what had happened so vast that al the thoughts, all the redlizations
could not force their way into hismind at once.

Helooked at her face, strangely peaceful, leaned over to kiss her lips, then leaned back.

Something was changing. Lines started to crinkle out from the edges of her eyes, racing across her face
likefrogt lacing awindowpane on a cold winter night. The lines degpened, her face turning brittle, the
color of old parchment. Her eyes started to sink into dark hollow sockets, and the fine gossamer hair
changed to white.

Numbed with horror and loathing, he watched asthe truth of Venawas reveded in death. In that moment
Imadalost hisyouth, hisinnocence, al that he had ever believed was possible in the dream world he had
thought wasred.

Still smoldering beside her wasthe harp case, its Sde smashed in.

Y es, he had seen Patrice take something out of it. That must have been why Venahad clung toit so. Yet
there was something esein there, and reaching in he grabbed alump of clay, abit larger than hisfist. As
he lifted the object afragment of clay fell away, reveding adark flash of red undernesath.

Thiswould be his, he thought coldly, and dipped the crysta into histunic.
Mark cameto hisfeet, and smiled wearily as |kawa and Kochanski landed by hisside.
"Good shooting,” Mark said, grasping Ikawa's hand.

"It'snot often | appreciate being called awoman,” Ikawareplied, "but I'll et it pass, and damn good
thinking on your part. It scared her haf to death.”

The druid, who by now had stopped the burning of Uldrasill'strunk, came over to face Mark.

"Y ou mean that other demigod isn't here?!



Mark nodded.

"Good," and he puffed himsalf up, the nervousnessin his eyes gone. "Who released you and gave you
wegpons?' He waved his staff toward Mark.

"l did," Deidre snapped. "And you can thank mefor it right now!"

"Just because that woman did what she did, doesn't change my opinion of you one bit," the druid roared.
Leti came over to stand beside the druid and put her hand on his shoulder. "Do you know who | am?’
"Who woke you up?' the druid cried.

"l did, Grandfather," Deidre said, her patience obvioudy at an end.

"I'm as strong as Patrice," Leti whispered, forcing atight smile. "So let'slook at it thisway. If it was our
intent to harm you, I'll kill you right now."

Before the druid could react, Leti grabbed his staff. Mark watched as the two seemed locked in abitter
struggle. The gtaff started to glow, and the entire forest seemed to be in renewed turmail, the trees
swaying, the reflected light from above snapping back and forth. He could dmost sense anearly audible
groan running through the woods.

With agartled cry, the druid fell back, the staff in Leti's hand.

Deidre came protectively to her grandfather's Side, raising her shield to cover both of them, and looked at
Mark with hate-filled eyes.

A sad amile crossed Leti's features. "We came here as friends and want to keep it that way," shesaid. To
Mark's surprise, she bowed her head, dropping one knee dightly--an action he had only seen her and
Storm do in Jartan's presence.

She held the staff out to the druid.

"Pleaseforgive my impoalite actions, but you just didn't seem to want to listen.”

Puffing hard, the druid snatched the staff and then looked around, his pride obviousy wounded.
"WEell, next time just explain yourselves and we won't have al thisfuss" the druid snapped.
Exasperated, Deidre dropped her shield.

"Would you mind if we gathered our things?" Leti asked politely. "I'm afraid we are going after Patrice
immediatdy."

"Wait aminute," Kochanski said. "After coming dl thisway?'
"Did you see what Petrice took from the harp case?'

"Three damn big crystals, two of them amatch for the one that was belted at her waist--the third was
much darker,” Saito said, rubbing his burned wrists and coming to join the group.

"She now hasthe complete set of the Crystals of Fire," Leti said coldly.
"Crystals of Fire?' Mark asked.



"They were forged by her father, the Creator Bore. Upon his desth, the council of gods decided that for
the time being she would only inherit one of them. The otherswere to be put in safekeeping until such
time as she had matured and proven hersdlf to be trustworthy. She never has, and has dways bitterly
complained of that decison.”

"Maybeit was the wrong one. Maybe if they had given them to her then, she would have demonstrated
her ability to handle such power wisdly--for the three together give her more power than anyone on
Haven except the gods themsalves. Perhapsthat iswhy she has dways been so sullen and withdrawn
from therest of us"

"Regardless of that, though," Leti went on, her voice betraying her anxiety, "she's obvioudy gone through
some eaborate plot to obtain them.”

She paused, looking a Imada, who was still knedling by Venasside.
"And it was done when three of the gods are away fighting Gorgon,” Ikawa said quietly.

Startled, Leti looked at him. "I hope not even Patrice would be insane enough to seek such an dliance.”
She hesitated, then snarled, "By the gods, that must be it. Why else would she aso have stolen Horat's
Portd crystd?’

"Say, what the hell isgoing on around here?"

Mark looked over to see Walker, who had been knocked unconscious by the druid, starting to stir.
"There's been afight and werefreg," Saito said, going over to cut him loose.

"Damn. | miss all thefun,” Waker complained, hisvoice still groggy.

"Maybe not for long,” Leti said hitterly. "Anyone with burns, let me take care of them. Get our gear
together--we're flying for home within the hour.”

"Areyou going after her?" the druid asked.

"That's the plan, once wefind out what she'sdoing.”

"| don't take getting cast aside likethat lightly. I'm going with you."
"Grandfather," Deidre said quietly.

"Now don't go grandfathering me, you brat. Uldrasill can take care of herself for now. | haven't been out
of these woodsfor a couple of thousand years. It'stime | had alittle adventure.”

"WEell beflying hard,” Leti warned.

"Do you need a couple extrasorcerers, or not?" the druid snapped, his pride obvioudy still smarting from
the treatment he had received.

Leti smiled and nodded.
"Then well get somefood and be on our way." The druid laughed.
"If welve got an hour, can | at least ask onefavor?' Kochanski said nervoudly.

"What isit?'



"The Stonehenge, the grest circle.”

Startled, the Druid looked over at Kochanski.

"Now | know you," he shouted. "Y ou're the one who tried to sneak up on me, you, you..."
"Grandfather!"

"It'sright over there, just on the other Side of Uldrasill," the druid said, looking a Deidre.

"Should have strangled her at birth," he whispered as she took K ochanski's hand and guided him away.

"If you'll excuse me," Ikawa said, and he |eft the group and cautioudy approached Imada. His heart
tightened at the sight of the corpse.

The boy had been in love with a sorceress perhapsfifty times his own age. Redization of the horrible
treachery that had been played upon hisinnocence made |kawawant to scream with rage.

What could he ever say to comfort him now? If the girl had truly been hislover, it would be one thing.
But not this--the treachery of betraya compounded by the obscenity of acruel seduction of youth.

Ikawa scooped up a blanket laying beside the pile of baggage and, knegling by Imadas side, he covered
the corpse.

"Comeon, son," Ikawawhispered, taking Imada by the shoulders and helping him to stand.
The boy turned to him, and there was acold bitternessin his eyes.
"Theré's nothing to be said, so don't even try.” Imada's voice was flat and distant.

Pulling away, he turned and walked into the woods.

Slipping through the streets of Portus, Patrice ducked into a narrow doorway and did the bolt shut
behind her.

Three men stood, poised to strike, but as she threw back her cape they bowed low.
"Everyonein pogtion?"

"Asyou commanded, my lady."

"I was successful,” she whispered, and the three sorcerers grinned with delight.

" Are the communications crystdsin place here?"

"We smuggled them in. We haven't tested them yet, as you ordered.”

"Good. One never knowswho'slistening.”

One of the men nodded to the back corner of the room, and she walked over to open aplain wooden
chest. Asshe put her hand into it, afaint glow filled the room.

She quickly spoke a string of code words, waited for aresponse, then closed the chest.

The message would be leaped across the middie chain of floating idands, from agent to agent. Onceit



reached home, nearly haf of her sorcererswould bend their strength to jamming al means of
communication, cutting off those left in Asmarafrom news of the events here. Within minutes, her battle
team would be taking off from a boat anchored north of the middle chain of floating idands. She
visualized the charts of the region, calculating the distance to be covered and thetimes of arrival.

In an hour it would be timeto leave. For now, she had afew momentsto relax.

She had flown for hours, filled with adeep fear that Storm and Leti would be in close pursuit. Y et the sky
had remained empty, and the fear had gradually dropped away. The enemy would be hours behind her.

Y et why? Surely they would have had the advantage; they werefoolsriot to pressit. Whoever had
reported that Storm had left Haven would pay for it when she returned.

"A messenger flew in from Asmarathis evening,” one of the sorcerers said, coming up to offer Patricea
goblet of wine.

"Who?'

"Wethink one of Jartan's granddaughters.”

"Wereyou ableto get to her?'

"Wethink she's hiding somewherein thistown. Were making inquiries.”

A granddaughter? Could she take the time to hunt her down? She pondered the course; it'd only take an
hour or two, but there were things far more pressing, and besides, whatever news she carried was not
worth the bother of torturing out of her now.

"L et her go. Now bring me something to est, and then we leave.”

Struggling with exhaustion, Kochanski groaned with relief as hisfeet touched solid ground in front of
Stonehenge. Deidre had guided him around the huge tree and into the clearing while he babbled
excitedly, tdling her of the famed history of the artifact back on Earth.

And yet it was not exact, he suddenly redlized.

All thelintelswerein place, the circle truly complete, the outer ring of stones dl standing aswell. The
stones were covered with swirling designs made of chak and blue paint. There were other differences as
wdll: two smaller circles of upright wooden posts were in the middle, one inside the other, each the height
of aman and with holes carved, apparently at random, through the posts.

He had never thought that the Stonehenge the druid would create would be the one he remembered from
two thousand years ago, and not the one that was on the Salisbury Plains of today.

Making alink between the two would probably be impaossble unless Kochanski could convince the
crazy old man to knock half of his structure down. And the thought of making his own full-sized
Stonehenge now seemed foolish. Even if he did, what chance would there ever be of success?

Dgjected, he sat in the middle of the circle, pouring out the story to Deidre. She agreed with hisanalysis,
telling him that her grandfather had tried many timesto find Earth, and had waysfailed. She then got
Kochanski to talk about himself, and sat with rapt attention until Leti and the others arrived to announce
they wereleaving.



Stretching, Kochanski looked over at the dark-haired girl, who shook her head and forced asmile.
"A long flight," she sSighed, and then to his surprise, she drew closer and dipped her hand into his.
"Kochanski!"

"Oh, shit,” hewhispered. "I know that voice."

Helooked over his shoulder and saw Saraflying in from the west, escorted by two of the druid's
sorcerers.

"And here| fly across adamn ocean looking for you, worried sick, and | find you with this... this cheap
woman!"

"Now Sara," Kochanski said, looking from one girl to the other.
"And who isthisloud-mouthed child?' Deidre retorted.
"I'm hislover," she sngpped. "His ex-lover.”

"Lover?' Deidre looked at Kochanski with wide-eyed shock. " So you seduce girls barely old enough to
know better, isthat it!"

She dapped him hard across the face and stalked away.

"I've never touched her!"

Dedre sormed off without replying.

Kochanski gave Saraawithering look. " Get out of my sight,” he hissed.
"With pleasure, you chester,” shereplied haughtily. "Now where's Leti?"
Kochanski nodded to where therest of the group was landing.

"I'll never let you touch me now," she sngpped, her voice choking.
"That'sfinewith me. I'd kissasnakefirs."

She dapped him across the other cheek and stalked off.

Dazed, Kochanski stood in the darkness, swearing softly at whatever evil-minded god had ever
concelved of theideaof creating women.

From out of the shadows Mark appeared. " Getting punched around a bit tonight, aren't we?"
"They candl gotohdl.”

"Both of them will want you even more now, if only to beet the other one.” Mark smiled.
"God spare me." Kochanski rubbed hisjaw. "Just what the hel! is Sara doing here?'

"Shewas sent by Pina. | wasjust talking with her and Leti. It took them over aweek to crack the
security code into the treasure vault. They wanted to double check, just to make sure. And they found
what we dready know--some very valuable crystalswere missing.”



"Pinatore the place apart with a security check. VVena came up as a suspect so Sarawas sent out here to
tip Leti off and run acheck. The girl was seen in the areathe night before the keeper was found. No one
ever suspected that he had been murdered until they got the vault open.”

"Kind of risky, sending akid out likethat," Kochanski replied, unable to hide his concern.

"She can obvioudy take care of hersdlf. And don't forget, sheis pushing eighteen,” Mark replied.
"Too bad she didn't get here acouple of daysearlier.”

Mark nodded in agreement. "There's something € se, though.”

Kochanski could sense hisfear. "Go on."

"Gorgon cut behind Jartan's forces three days ago. We haven't heard aword from them since.
Kochanski was silent, knowing something more was coming.

"It was the confirmation for Leti," Mark replied. "It's no coincidence; she's convinced Patriceisin league
with him, that thiswhole thing was planned, and the only glitchin it was our forcing Venato come dong.”

"Then what the hell was she up to?"

"With the power of the three Crystals of Fire, and the portal crystal, she could bresk the barriers the
gods have set about thisworld to keep Gorgon out. It looks like the entire war was afeint to draw the
three most powerful gods away from the true threat. Patrice is going to open aporta and let Gorgon in.
If she succeeds, helll have hisarmiesin Haven, perhaps even take Asmara and the Heart Crystal before
Jartan can get back."

"Jesus Chrigt," Kochanski whispered. "If only we had known before Patrice got to us.”

"Sarastrip wasn't dl awaste, though,” Mark said quietly. "At least now we know how bad things are.
Patrice will probably try to cut us off,” he went on. "WEll take enough time to eat, but exhausted or not,
we've got to try and catch her, or get back to Asmaraand organize an attack before she opens the gate
intohdl.”

Chapter 13
"Jesus, Captain, | think it'sburning," Kochanski called, coming up to fly by Mark'sside.

Anxious, Mark tried to focus his attention through the thick overcast; he could sense theimage of thefirst
floating idand off the coast, but beyond that--nothing.

There was nothing on the comm link crystds, ether, and since leaving the mainland, the group had
maintained a strict communications blackout to help avoid detection.

"He'sright," Leti shouted, swinging up besde Mark and Ikawa. "They'reintrouble.”
"Let's get below these damn clouds. Maybe welll see something.”

Mark weighed the decison. Flying through the thick overcast hid their movement, snceit was il
unknown if Patrice had support, yet he didn't want to drop down on the floating idand without knowing
what was going on.
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Mark looked over his shoulder. He could barely see Saito, who was directly behind him, and the rest of
the group was strung out beyond in the clouds with Sara bringing up the rear.

At least he had convinced the druid and Deidre to rest overnight in Portus. Consdering the grueling
punishment of thisflight, the old man would have been in the ocean by now.

"All right,” Mark cdled, "let'sdip out of the clouds and take aquick look. If we're heavily outnumbered,
well pull back up.”

Sowing he garted to bleed off dtitude, the rest of the group following suit. Thethick overcast held for
long minutes, until hefelt asif they'd fly right into the ocean before they'd drop out of the storm.

Sowly, the greyness broadened out, there was afaint glimpse of dark rolling sess, then clouds again,
then more sea, awisp of tangled grey, and they were clear.

"Goddamn it,” Mark groaned.

The horizon ahead was awash with flames, reflecting luridly againgt the low overcast.

"That bitch destroyed the city,” Leti screamed inrage.

Mark drew histhoughts forward, scanning the sky for any movement of flyers. It was empty.
"I'm not picking up any combat,” Kraut shouted, "just the city in flames.”

"Standard battle gpproach,” Mark caled, using his communications crystad. " Remember, they have wall
crysas. I'm cdling in our arriva so they know we're friendly, but look out anyhow; they might be

trigger-happy.”

Mark tried repeatedly to raise theidand's command center but was greeted by silence. Asthe group
winged closer, to hishorror he could see why. The entire core of the city was asea of flames. The
drawbridges to the five bastion points were up, but two of them werein flamesaswell. Several milesout,
they passed over asinking ship with dozens of survivorscdlinging to itssides.

"Shouldn't we help them?" Shigeru cried.

"Not yet. It could still be atrap, and weve got to find out how bad the city isfirst. Well send somebody
back later."

Drawing closer, Mark was sickened by the horror of what he was seeing. Scores of boats dotted the
water, dozens of them overturned, flame-scorched and sinking. Hundreds of people clung to wreckage,
crying for help, raising their hands to the group which now passed overhead. An explosion shook the air,
and ever so dowly the vast center core of the city started to settle down, like awounded beast sinking
into the sea

Steam shot heavenward, filling the sky with adirty mist that blended in with the rolling clouds of black
smoke.

The city kept settling farther into the sea, and then, ever so dowly, the distant edge roseinto the air.
"Shel'sgoing down!™ Leti cried.

Horrified, Mark watched as ant-s zed people legped into the sea, while others, caught in the flaming
streets and collapsing buildings, screamed interror.



Higher and higher the city rose, while the eastern end started to dide downward.

Mark cursed with impotent rage as the vast structure seemed to hover for afinal moment before starting
itslong dide to the ocean floor. Huge sections broke away, crushing those unfortunate enough to be
floundering in the dark waters below. Explosonsrent the air as buildings crashed into each other. There
was alast convulsiveroar, and then, asif ahand had swept over the ocean, the fireswent out. The only
light in the wreath of smoke came from the now feeble-looking torches of the two burning bastions.

Flying with maddening speed, Mark winged into one of the three surviving bastions. Screams of panic cut
theair at hisapproach, and ashower of arrowsroseto greet him. Pulling up, he hovered in the air, the
rest of hiscomradesforming around him.

"Werefriends," Mark roared. " Stop shooting, were friends!™
"Stop shooting,” came adistant voice from below. "It'sthe offworlders.”

Mark waited for amoment, then dowly began to lower himsdlf, kegping hisshield at full strength. There
wasthe dim possibility that it could still be atrap--or the other chance, equaly dangerous, that someone
might have ared crystd affixed to an arrow, which, if it hit hisshidding, would destroy himin afiery
detonation.

Severd arrows sill came up, which Mark and the others easily dodged. Cautioudly, they settled atop one
of thefighting towersto be greeted by amotley assortment of grim-faced fishermen with bows, women,
children, and asingle soldier.

"Thank the godsyou're here," the soldier cried, trying to hold back tears of rage.

"What happened?’ Leti asked, even as she bent over to help abadly burned woman who laid on the
bastion floor in numbed shock.

"We picked up a brief warning from the next city westward that they were under attack by adozen
sorcerers,” the soldier said quietly, his voice edged with shock. "That wasit; we heard nothing more.
Oplin and Uyl, our two sorcerers, called the alarm. Before we were even haf ready they camein low
from the south, undetected.”

"Wedidn't stland a chance," awoman cried angrily. "There were thirty of them, and aterrible one that
suddenly appeared from the east shot boltslike the sun itself.”

"Patrice." Leti whispered the namelike acurse.

"They knew our wesk points," the soldier continued, "went under the city, hitting the pontoons, knocking
out thefire pumps. Oplin and Uyl were dead in the first minute, fighting with our wall crystal. They got
two of them, at least, but once they were dead, we were defensaess. My comrades fought for the city; |
was sent out here to organize the defense of this bastion.”

"| can't believe I'm the only oneleft.”

"We begged for quarter,” the woman shrieked. "We begged them to let us at least go to the boats, but
that woman--that woman told her followersto keep firing. Even some of them were sickened by the
daughter and drew back. | heard her scream that she wanted everything sunk before the offworlders got
here"

" She wanted to deny us quick access back," Leti said, her voice cracking with rage. "Wipe out two jump
points and we'd have to detour far to the north, adding daysto our return.”



"If you hadn't been coming here, this never would have happened. My husband wouldn't be dead!" The
woman legped at Mark, tearing at him, pounding him with her figts.

Mark didn't resist but let her vent her rage. Suddenly the woman dissolved into tears, and tenderly he put
hisarms around her.

Hisvisage dark, Mark looked at Leti. "We stay here the night to hel p these people.”
Her thoughts drifted into his mind.

"Far worse will happen to them if we don't get back. If Gorgon bresks through, al Haven might look like
this. Patrice did thisto cut us off. She must have boats positioned back to the southward idand chain,
and then shelll leap westward. Weve got to keep moving; maybe the next idand out is il intact.”

"Damnit, Leti, they need our help now! The next idand might be entirely gone, and well drop into the
seafrom exhaudtion.”

The demigod hesitated. "An hour to help, then no matter what we rest for awhile and push on. | can't go
it done. Patrice could be waiting with her band, | need your escort. Well have to take the chance that
part of theidand, or some boats, survived."

Mark struggled for control as she continued, ""Do you want meto tell these people that by helping to save
them, the entire world might become a nightmare? Do you want me to force them to make that choice?!

"Damnyou," Mark hissed out loud. Ikawa, whom Leti had allowed to hear what she was thinking,
looked in Mark's direction. From the anguished ook in his friend's eyes, Mark could see that |kawa had
been arguing the same point.

Thewoman in hisarms, still sobbing, was pulled free by severa fishermen and led away.
"Who'sin charge here?' Leti asked quietly.
"l guess| am,” thelone soldier said wearily.

"Well rescue who we can. I'll try to heal as many as possible over the next hour, then we need a placeto
rest before we leave."

"What?' the soldier roared. ™Y ou're going to leave us? We need your help now."
Mark was startled to seetearsforming in Leti's eyes.
"I can't tdl you why," she said softly. "Please believe me, we wish we could do more.”

"Here we get caught in your sorcery wars, we pay the price, and then you leave." The soldier's voice was
bitter with rage.

"Werewasting time," Leti said. "Bring your most injured peopleto me. Mark, Ikawa, start pulling people
out of thewater."

The group legped into the air. Spreading out over the darkness, they scanned low over the wavesfor
vidims

Mark could see anumber of ladultas coursing back and forth, caling excitedly, pushing exhausted and
limp forms toward the bastions. Working in teams, the offworlders would dip down, scoop a person up,
and carry him or her in. Y et Mark fdlt frustrated, sensing that hundreds of people werein the water, and



inthe short time available only a handful would be saved.
"It'stime," Leti suddenly caled over the comm links, her command flooded out with shouts of protest.

Mark looked over at Ikawa, who had been working with him, and could see the anger and resignation in
hiseyes.

"Inamoment!" he called, and keyed into the Americans commlink, while Ikawadid the same with his
men.

"Thisisadirect order,” Mark whispered sadly. "Weve got to go in now and rest before pushing on.”
"Bullshit, Captain,” Waker replied.

"Goddamnit, | fed the sameway," Mark said wearily. "Y ou know why weve got to go. We might save
hundreds here, but uncounted thousands of others might dieif we delay. God help usall. I'm asking you
as my comrades to go back in now."

There wasamoment of Slence.

"You heard him," Wdker findly whispered. "Let'sgoin.”

Mark turned and started back, and then, on an impulse, he dived into the sea.
"Ludalta, pack leader.”

He could hear arippling cry cut through the water as he kept repesting himsaif.

In the darkness he sensed aform coming up which suddenly brushed aongside him.
"1 Omna. Airbreather, fire maker?'

"Yes" Mark thought, "friend of Tulana."

"What happen?' the ladultaasked anxioudy. "Airbreather city burn, many dead, many hurt, crying for
help. Why?'

"Enemiesof Tulanado this, makewar on Tulana."

"We see her inair, not friend of ladultato do this. Shekill two of us. Never in memory airbreathers hurt
ladulta”

Mark could sense the confusion and rage in Omnal's thoughts.

"Other herdsto south of floating citiesfar avay. Arethere ladultathere?’
"Cousginsdigtant herds" Omnareplied. "Why ask?"'

"War come between airbreathers,” Mark responded.

"All ladultafriends, ocean big enough for al. Why not same for airbresthers?"
Mark was unableto reply.

"Do you know Sul?' hefinaly asked.



"Sul mate kin, we hunt Cresustogether, you hunt Nagawith him?*
"Y es, we hunted together.”
"I know of you, then."

"Tdl him | wish himwell and dways hisfriend,” Mark replied. "Fremakers must leave now to fight evil
woman who hurt your kin. We mugt fly to next idand west."

"No good,” Omnareplied, "totaly destroyed. It was smallest of floating cities, less than thousand
arbreathersthere, it ank.”

"How do you know that?"

"Ladultacall to each other through water, pass word across sea. Cals reach back and forth ten times
quicker thanyou fly."

What are we going to do? Mark thought to himsdif.

"Y ou sound sad, afraid,” Omnawhispered.

"We must go to western lands. Without idand we might not be ableto fly."

"| cdl to friends west see what can be done. Y ou fly, we will help you. Ladultawait for you there.”
"Thank you, my friend. I'm leaving now. Pleasetry to save as many asyou can.”

"That we dready wish to do," Omnasad. "Otherscall, have found more. Farewell."

Omnadipped avay and Mark rose back into the air. Back at the darkened bastion, he settled to the
ground and looked around at his grim-faced comrades.

"Let'stry to get somerest. We push on in three hours.”
The men looked a him darkly, knowing he wasright but unable to respond.

Sleep wasimpossible. The night air was rent with a cacophony of curses, screams, and maddening
confusion so that Mark felt asif his soul was being torn out of his body. Huddled together in aroom, the
men tossed back and forth, more than one stepping outside with the excuse that he was going to relieve
himsdlf only to return ahdf hour later soaking wet.

"Evenif the next idand out'sintact,” Ikawafinaly whispered, coming to st by Mark'sside, "1 think welll
be too damned exhausted to fly to it.”

"It'sbeen sunk,” Mark said grimly.

"Where did you hear that?"

"The ladultatold me, but they said they'll hep us when we get there.”
For thefirst time since arriving, Mark saw Ikawa smile.

"WEell just haveto trust them, | guess™

"Let'shope s0."



"Leti's exhausted hersdlf with hedling,” Ikawasighed. " Shelll be weaker than we are.”
"Weve got to keep moving."
"I know thet, damnit," Ikawareplied.

"Comeon, it'stimeto go." Mark and Ikawalooked up to see Leti framed in the doorway, her tunic and
breeches brown with caked blood.

The men filed out of the bastion and back to the open platform. The storm had cleared enough to reved
the twin moons of Haven riding high in the midnight sky.

The lone soldier stood before them, ragein his eyes.

"Someday you'll understand,” Leti whispered sadly. Rising into the air, she turned westward. The
offworlders mumbled their gpologies and followed her.

Mark, unable to stop himsalf, looked back and knew that he would be forever haunted by thelone
soldier's gaze: the look of an innocent man caught in the whedls of war.

Stretching her weary limbs, Patrice strode to the edge of the dock and looked out across the empty sea,
tinged now with thefirgt faint light of dawn.

Never had she pushed hersdlf so hard, and shefdt herself trembling with exhaustion. The flying had been
tough and seemingly endless through the night. Two of her sorcerers had disappeared, plummeting into
the ocean; a dozen others had been | eft behind on the boat which had been their launch platform. Yet it
had worked. The two strike forces had hit with devastating effectiveness, and she smiled inwardly,
knowing that the goa was now amost within reach. All communications were being jammed by her
sorcerers positioned off the coast in small boats, blocking the offworlders from any hope of sending a

message.

It was regrettable that there had not been enough time to finish destroying everything. But the carnage
would undoubtedly stop the offworldersin their misplaced desire to help save her victims. There was
nothing left of the next city out, and jumping the distance from Tulanas city to the mainland would be

nearly imposs ble even for a sorcerer who was well rested.

The destruction bothered her dightly. Killing in battle was one thing, but the daughtering of women and
children had been rather distasteful.

"My lady, your breskfast isready."

Patrice looked back at Leona. In some ways the young sorceress reminded her of Vena
Poor Vena, she thought sadiy; but the girl had served her purpose well.

"I'll be dong in asecond, dear,” Patrice Sghed.

With aflash of red, the ocean before her turned scarlet with thefirst light of day. Breathing deeply of the
morning air, asad smilelit her features.

Severd hours of rest, she thought, and then to the mainland by dawn tomorrow. Safely into her own
territory, she could leave the escort behind and fly with the power and speed of ademigod, far ahead of
Leti and her escorts. By the time the forces of Asmarawere tirred, the portal into Gorgon's realm would



be open to receive him.

The water rippled, and with alight splash adender form darted through the golden depths. Half curious,
she watched the creature streak away. There was something about the creature's eyes that bothered
her--asif it were somehow accusing her.

Vaguely uneasy, Patrice followed the shadowy form asit popped out of the water again, held inthe air
for asecond, and then turned over and plunged into the depths.

"They're beautiful, aren't they?' Leonasaid, coming up to stand beside Petrice.
"Beauty can hide an enemy," Patricereplied. "Stay here. If you seeit again, drikeit.”

Thegirl looked at Patrice with shock. The demigod had seen Leonarefrain from striking the boats and
people in the water as ordered. She wanted to say something, but thought better of it. For the moment,
sheld need dl her people. Theréd be time enough for punishments after the campaign was finished.

She touched the girl on the shoulder.
"He could be athreat to us," she said with asmile. "Better to take no chances.”
Leonamerely nodded in reply.

There was another splash, and without turning her gaze from the girl, Patrice raised her hand. A dash of
light snapped out; the water foamed and tumbled, stained red with blood.

"Likethat," Patrice said quietly, and walked away.

"Over there," Leti cried, her voice trembling with relief. "They did it," Shigeru roared. "'l knew they
would."

After Regensburg, hislast misson in Europe, Mark could remember such amoment--with two engines
out, and fuel nothing more than vapor, he had cleared the cliffs of Dover and finaly saw thelanding field
ahead. It flt the same now. There were no engines thistime, but exhaustion had taken him to the limits of
endurance and beyond. To splash down would have been useless, for heéd still have to swvim on the
surface, draining his strength further, and to go bel ow the water would require concentrating on shidds. If
they didn't have something to land on, further flight would be impossible.

Now there was aplace to land and rest, thanks to the ladultas. Dozens of the creatures were dashing
about on the surface, and in the middle of their circle was aroughly piled assembly of planks, boards,
and fragments of wreckage. It wasn't much, but at least it was aplaceto lay down and deep.

Dropping out of the sky, Mark winged over the raft and saw ladultas pressing in on the sides and from
undernegath to keep the platform afloat. He touched down lightly and felt the boards bucking and
swaying. One by one, his comrades winged in to land. More and more ladultas appeared, pushing up
againg the raft, keeping it above the water.

"They're amazing, just amazing," |kawawhispered in awve.
Walker looked nervoudy around, lying stretched out on a plank that rose and fell with the waves.
"Just hope | don't puke,” he groaned. An instant later hisloud snores echoed across the water.

"Wish | had something to est fird," Shigeru moaned.



"Alwaysyour ssomach first,” Ikawa sighed, but he could not help but agree.
"Captain, look!" Saito cried, pointing to the edge of the raft.

A ladulta appeared, holding akicking puttain its mouth. Shigeru took the proffered fish and tenderly
patted the ladulta on its flank.

"It said they're getting more fish right now." Shigeru grinned. Reaching into histunic, he pulled out aknife,
quickly cleaned thefish, and diced off along strip of golden flesh.

"Carefor some, Captain Phillips?' he said with aweary amile.

Hunger findly winning out, Mark took the strip and tentatively tried it, while the other Americans watched
him suspicioudy.

"Not bad,” Mark said, to hisown surprise. "Y ou all better eat. We need our strength to push on.”
"Captain, I'm picking up someone coming in from the west," Kochanski announced, coming to hisfeet.

Mark looked up and turned to scan westward. Kochanski never ceased to amaze him with his specia
ability, which now even seemed to outstrip Leti's,

"I'vegot it, too," Leti said quietly, wearily standing.

"Get ready--it could be her.” Trembling with exhaustion, Ikawa started to riseinto the air.
"Jesus Chrigt," Kochanski whispered. "If it's her, | think our shit is cooked.”

"It'sTulang," Leti cried with asmile.

Mark could now see half adozen forms cutting so low across the ocean that they rose and fell with the
rolling sea

Theformsgrew larger, coming on hard.
"Damn that bitch's hide to hdll!" Tulanas voice boomed as he drew in to hover above theraft.

Thiswas a different man than the one Mark had seen lessthan ten days before. His eyeswere livid with
rage, hisfeatures purple, asif every veinin hisface was about to burst.

"Why in the name of the gods did she do this?* Tulana screamed. "1 found the wreckage of my city just
over the horizon, and ninety percent of my people were dead. Damn her, I'll draw the bones out of her
living body, | will. My ladultatell me she destroyed Vanaas well--nearly four thousand dead.”

Helooked at Leti, asif hoping againgt hope that the underwater messages were mistaken.
She could only nod sadly.

Tears of rage clouded Tulanas eyes. "Why?' he asked hoarsdly.

Quickly she explained dl that had happened, and hisfeatures grew pale.

"She'smad,” he whispered; and the sorcerers who had accompanied him looked to each other with fear
and confusion.

"We need to get a message back to Asmaraa once," Leti said, "but she's jamming our communications



cydas”

"I noticed that, it started yesterday,” Tulana said thoughtfully. "The Cresus had moved again. | had Cloud
Dancer two hundred mileswest of what was left of my city”--he pointed vaguely back to the
horizon--"when | lost contact with my capital. Thought it was the aimosphere or some such thing. Then |
caught agarbled digtress cal and nothing more.”

"I've been trying to save some of my people dl night. The ladultatold me you were coming up, so |
waited heretill dawn, hoping | could rescue some more victims and then link up with you and get some
ansvers”

"If shewantsawar, she hasone," Tulanafinished darkly.

"Weve got to get back to Asmaraand organize,” Leti said. "Once she's home, | think shell open aportal
that we will not be ableto contain.”

"She's hafway back dready,” Tulanatold her.
"How do you know that?' Mark asked.

"A ladultadied to find out for me. Damn it, she murdered him. His mate called the news up to us; it came
injust as| got word that you had landed out here." Mark felt aripple of anxiety, and Tulana shook his
head.

"Sul'swith the ship. They've got their blood up, I've never seen them this mad before. In my realm, to kill
aladultaisacapita crime. They've never had anything like this happen to them before.”

"It's <till a capitd crime,” and as Tulana spoke, the ladulta circling the raft started a bone-chilling chant.

"Can you people fly another hour?' the prince asked. " Cloud Dancer's closing in from the west. Once
we land on it, we could come about and get another hundred and fifty miles closer to the coast while you
res.”

"We could try," Mark replied, feeling for thefirst time in two days that perhaps they might have achance
after dl.

Mark woke from a dreamless, exhausted deep to see Leti knedling beside him.
"Timeto move," Leti whispered, smiling wanly a him.

Mark could not help but notice that she had seemed to age overnight. Her features were drawn, her eyes
red-rimmed and bloodshot from exhaustion and fear. Standing, she stepped to Waker's side and gently
touched him on the shoulder.

Blinking the deep out of hiseyes, Mark stepped out of the cabin he had been sharing with Walker and
Kochanski, and climbed the ladder onto the windswept deck. I|kawawas dready awake, looking toward
the sun which now hung low on the western horizon.

"Seepwel?' Ikawaasked, holding out aflask of wine. Mark took amouthful, swished it around, and
gpat it over therailing.

"I could deep for aweek," he said.

"When thisisover with," Ikawareplied, trying to smile.



"It dways seemsthat there's anext time, though. On Earth there never seemed to be enough timejust to
deep. Then the war of Sarnak, and now this. Damn it, can't we just have peace?’

"Y ou haveto play the cardslife deds you, unfortunately,” Ikawasaid quietly.

The response caught Mark off guard. Y et as he thought, he knew that it was moments such asthisthat
somehow gave a purpose beyond lifeitself. He il did not know what had happened to Allic, to Jartan,
and to Storm. Was she till dive, or wasthis action of Patricestied into afar broader planwhichina
matter of days could spell his doom and the end of al he had so cometo love? Never had her love for
him seemed so precious. If only he could be with her, he thought wistfully. If only he was sure he would
see her again.

"The samural understands the intertwining of life, of death, of peace and war, and how one does not exist
without the other,” Ikawawhispered. " Chances are we have already lost. Tulanajust told methat the
ladulta say she has amost reached the mainland. We will not be there for another day.”

Mark could not respond.
"Y et we dtill have thismoment,” kawa continued, "and wewill ill try."
"Andif welose?'

"Thenitisdl gone--thisworld, this beautiful world which | love now far more than where we came from.
Knowing the evil we are about to face has made me love this place far more than | could ever have
imagined, because | redlize how fragileit truly is. | think | understand how the gods who created this must
fed, why Jartan will die himsdlf to protect it. Becauseif it was never threatened, we would not know how
preciousit truly is. Y our Norsemen knew thisin the Dark Ages, when even Vdhalawould haveitsfina
day, and thus the moments of goodness were dl the more precious. If we understand that, then how
precious those whom we love and call our friendstruly are. And how terrible the burden we now carry to
protect it for others, even if it meansthat we shdl die and never know its pleasures again.”

Ikawalooked over at Mark asif suddenly embarrassed.
"We better get the men ready to move out,” he said evenly.
Unableto reply, Mark smiled. Their gaze held for amoment in mutual understanding.

The rest of the men came up from below, some cursing and groaning, others quiet, al with anger in ther
eyes as Tulanabroke the news that Patrice was even now reaching the mainland.

"Wdl damnit, let's get someflying done" Waker sad, risng into the air.

Together, the group ascended into the afternoon sky, Leti and Tulanain the lead. Turning westward, they
disappeared into the clouds.

"Just what the hell am | going to do now?" Allic muttered to himself, peering up over thelip of the cave
where he had remained hidden for the last two days.

Thefortress was aswvarm with Gorgon's minions. Where they had come from he had no idea. They must
have remained hidden on another part of the world and come back.

The attack had been bruta and stunningly swift. Haf of his garrison gone under the svarm of thefirst
overpowering strike. There was nothing to do but run and hide.



Helooked at the rest of his men. Dejected, they sat huddled in the darkness. He could hear the rasping
wheezing of their breeth.

Theréd been no water since thismorning. The filters on their masks had long since clogged and become
next to ussless.

Hisfantas esfloated now between the nightmare bodies and a cold glass of water--it wasn't even wine
anymore or brandy, it was Smply water. There was nothing here at dl to work with, nothing he could
coax and change with his powersinto something they could drink. Perhaps Jartan could have pulled it off,
but where the hell was he?

"My lord."

Allic looked back.

"Edwinna's dead."

He looked into the shadows where a sorcerer sat, still cradling the woman'shead in hislap.

There was nothing Allic could have done to save her. He had drained what little strength he had left into
her, but the horrifying burns had smply been too much for him to master. In another time, another placeit
could have been done al so smply--but not here.

He cursed sllently at hisimpotence.
A shadow winged through the blood-red sky, and he froze.

The demonswere still looking for them. Y et it was not those searches from above that worried him. As
long asthey kept their shields off and hid in the cave, they would be safe; the landscape was amassive
catacomb of such warrens. Y et there were other searches aswell.

Cautioudy peering over therim again, he saw ateam attempting one.

A demon stood on alow rise not half amile away. Beside it was one of the nightmare perversions of
humanity, a man with four legs, but no arms. Its head was bent low to the ground; then it rose, hesitated,
and turned to one Sde. The creature moved into a hollow and disappeared from view, the demon
following behind it.

It had taken Allic awhileto redlize that the cresture wastrying to find them by scent. Ever so gradudly,
the demon--and their monstrous daves--would close the circle around them, flushing the sorcerersinto
the air where the finish would be short and deadly.

Allic did back into the darkness of the cave.
What would kill them first--the demons, or the lack of water?
Jartan must know by now what had happened. What the hell was delaying him?

At the moment, Allic dmost didn't care. They were going to die, and when the time came, he would lead
one lagt sortie and take some of Gorgon's minionswith him.

Chapter 14

Aninner thrill of warning coursed through Patrice's mind, but her plot was now too far along for caution.
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Y et his presence was amost soothing; gentlein visage, and so carefully crafted in its seductiveness.
"l sensefear,” Gorgon said quietly.

"If we should fail," Patrice replied, dmost too quickly, to cover her misgivings.

Hislaughter echoed through the empty chamber. "Wefail? Together we shdl rule Haven.”

"Yet | turn now even againg the gods.”

Even Patrice was amazed a her own indecisiveness. She had been divorced from the circle of gods since
the Great War, and they in turn had ignored her. Now they would know the folly of their dights.... Yet
gtill there wasthat sense of fear.

"The gods," Gorgon laughed, hisvoice like that of adelighted child pulling a prank on unsuspecting
elders. "What are they? Why are they known as gods? Because they stole Haven from the Old Ones and
abrogated the power unto themselves. We and they are cut from the same cloth.”

"Y et they are gods.”

"And you shall be agoddess. My goddess and consort."

Petrice hestated. "But they areimmortal, and even ademigod like myself will know agein theend.”
Gorgon's laughter echoed through the night. "I shall make you immorta aso.”

Incredulous, shelooked at him.

"Can | not steal souls bound for the Sea of Chaos and bend them to my bidding? If | have such power
over death, then know that you, too, shdl beimmorta when my hand stretches across Haven.”

Hisimage pulsed and glowed, shaping and reshaping, hovering for amoment as a seductive womarvchild,
then as aman, then as a strange shaping of the two, which held Patrice spellbound.

"Itisbut asmal matter,” Gorgon whispered. "Remember, you now hold the Crystals of Fire, except for
the Heart the most coveted of Jartan's gems.”

"Jartan?"' Patrice asked. "Where is he now?"
Theimage of Gorgon rose highinthepillar of fire.

"He has taken much that ismine," the demon lord boomed. "Thousands of my servants, a score of my
lords have falen into the Sea of Chaos by his hands. Even now hisforces storm the very gates of my
inner relm. Y et he has paid aswdll, for by my hand even Minar wasinjured. | have dain their sonsand
daughters, their children's children, and their host of followers.”

Petrice could sense the rage in his voice and knew that Jartan and Minar had deglt Gorgon a severe
setback, despite of the cost he'd exacted.

"Yetit shdl beasnothing,” Gorgon went on, dropping into athin pulsing flame. "'For when my servants
have passed through to your realm, the work shall begin. With Horat's Portal crysta, | will be ableto
break through the barriers and step into Haven, making it ours. Jartan and Minar know not the threst.
Already we have dipped past them, destroying the portals back to thisworld. It will take them daysto
cut their way back here--and by then it wiil betoo late.”



"It istimewe begin," Gorgon whispered soothingly.

Patricelooked a him, her featuresfixed in asmile. How long she had planned for this moment, she could
no longer recall. She could not even say when the turning away had first begun; how many countless
nights she had savored the anticipation of this moment, though her heart had stayed her. Could it be that
the mere anticipation had kept her dive, kept her dreaming and plotting?

She watched him closdly, and the clarity of thought returned. He would try to destroy her in the end, she
knew. Could she ever control him?

"You are not afraid of me, are you?' Gorgon purred, and again hisvoice waslike that of ayoung
woman's.

A dark smileflickered across her mouth. No; she could control even him--or it--or whatever it was that
floated before her.

When hiswork here was done she would bend him to her will, or drive him back into the darkness. It
had gonetoo far already, she redlized. She had taken action which would force Jartan to strike her--if he
returned--and that thought filled her with a sudden edge of fear and at last pushed the caution aside.

"Afraid of you?" shewhispered. "I fear nothing."
Her right hand pointed downward, and the dark porta crystal by her feet flared into brilliance.

The porta widened, deepened, pulsing bright red. Shafts of light snapped past her, so that the room
appeared to be engulfed in an inferno. From out of the flame five forms drifted upward, their taloned
wings begting darkly againgt the light.

Arcing outward, they spirded down to land by her side, their cod-black eyeslike pits of eterna night.
"Y our servants," ademon lord growled, bowing.

"Then begin your work," Patrice said coldly, stepping back from the pentagram.

Forming acircle around the pillar of light, they raised their winged arms, their criesrenting the air.

Then one by one, from out of the light, yet more appeared, broadening the circle, drawing out the legion
of their warriors and magic users, and preparing for the arrival of their master.

Exhausted, Patrice turned away, and a gentle laughter washed over the room. She looked back to see
the image of Gorgon, till barred from her reelm by the power of the Essence laid down so long ago. But
here at last she was cracking the find barrier, and she could seethe lust of anticipation in hiseyes. He
looked over a her and smiled again, the smile of an innocent child. She smiled back to him, the smile of
an innocent woman.

"There--do you senseit?' Leti whispered softly. The Heart crystal in the center of the conference room
glowed and flickered, bathing those in the circle with agentle lavender light. " Sheé'sdoing it; sheisactualy
cutting the fabric of the Essence, laying our world bareto him."

Ikawa looked across the room at her, and though for amoment their eyes caught and held each other, he
felt so very distant from her. She was now a demigod burdened with an awesome responsibility to
protect the ream, while he was still merely a sorcerer, the holder of aminor fiefdom.



Boreas, who had arrived only moments before the war council had begun, shifted in his chair and glared
with a cold anger. " She's opened the gate.”

"How long do you think we have?" Leti asked, looking over at the only dly whom she and Tulanahad
been able to summon. Communication had been next to impossible, so thorough had Patrice's jamming
been. If not for Tulanas strength, and the crystal shard forged by his grandfather, they might not have
reached even Boresas. All attempts to reach Aleena had failed, and Reena, whose realm was on the other
side of theworld, would not respond, so distant was she now to the concerns of others.

"The barriers are the strongest bonds ever forged,” Boreas said darkly. "Even with Horat's crystal it will
take days. She needsto bring through hundreds of his demonsfirst; they in turn must channel dl their
energy back into the portal to stretch it wider. We have three, maybe four days before Gorgon himself
can crossthrough.”

Leti settled back in her chair and Sghed. Boreas was silent, while Tulana, Sitting next to him, pulled on his
beard and cursed.

"And Jartan?' Mark asked.
Leti shook her head and looked at Pina, who was now in charge of the gateway portal.

"Jartan's forces have gone through fourteen jumps on this campaign, €leven of which areinto Gorgon's
outer realms. Pictureit asalong thread leading into an unmapped darkness. Two days ago the thread
was cut at the fifth jump point insde Gorgon'sterritory.”

"It was a perfect defense,” he said evenly. "The deegper in Jartan went, the more he had to leave behind to
protect each point in our communicationsline. | would assume that after the fifth jump point was
outflanked and taken, Gorgon's people followed up the line, cutting point after point.”

"So Jartan's il cut off and there's no hope of contacting him?' Tulana asked.

Pinanodded. " Jartan might not even know yet that he's been cut off, or could assume that it'saminor
harassment to his rear and continue to press forward. It could be weeks before he comes back. If he
followed standard battle doctrine, he would have kept a strong point midway on his communicationsline,
Hopefully that point will hold, but even it could be outflanked and cut off."

"A masterful deception,” Boreas commented.

"Obvioudy well planned,” Pinareplied, with adight hint of admiration for the professiond skill of his
adversary. "l suspect Jartan will percelve thismerely as adeaying and harassing action and will continue
to press his attack into the heart of Gorgon's realm.”

"And welose Haven," Leti said grimly. "The whole thing fits together so nicely. Lure the gods off Haven,
lead them on awild chase, then cut straight into the heart of our realm.”

"But it hasn't dl gone according to plan,” Ikawareplied, the dightest edge of rebukein hisvoice.
Boreasand Leti looked up at him.

"Venawas supposed to sted the Crystals of Fire without our even being aware that they were gone. The
portal would have been opened, again without our being aware of it. If our attention had not been drawn
toit, and at least some of her shielding penetrated by the power of the Heart"--he pointed to the massive
gem glowing before the group--"Gorgon might aready be among us.”



"Theres been adelay of nearly ten daysaswell,” Ikawa continued forcefully. "I dare say that Gorgon's
forces have taken aterrible beating from the gods while he waited for the crystalsto be retrieved.”

"We must fight our way through,” Boreas pointed out. "It'll take us three daysto reach her realm. Well
have no levies of armed men available--thereis no time to march them down there. | am bringing al my
sorcerers, when | left | had aready passed the word to marshal here.”

"How many will that be?' Leti asked.

"Just under seventy with warrior skills-and that will strip my redlm bare. Twenty are dready here with
me'--he paused--"including Giorgini."

Ikawalooked at Mark, who stiffened, but did not comment.

"We have only ahundred or so from Jartan's provinces,” Leti said, "and most of those are not of the top
echelon. We can get another forty or so from the free guilds and minor fiefdoms.”

"I brought up ten from Landra, and we can pick up another ten from occupation duty in Sarnak's old
territory,” Pinainterjected. "Those of Minar's provinces closest to us can throw in another forty or so."

"Twelve from my territories,” Tulanasaid coldly. "1 had to leave seven behind to protect my citiesfrom
the Cresus."

"And theresus,”" |Ikawasaid.

"Around three hundred then, who can make it hereintime," Boreas said. "Calling up transport people
and other nonmilitary sorcerers, we might get four hundred totd."

"And the gods know how many hundreds of demon warriors and lords will have aready passed through
by the time we get there," Leti pointed out.

"It doesn't look good,” Vadez grumbled.
"There's nothing else we can do,” Boreas snapped. "We have to attack.”

"Frontaly," Vadez sad, "againg afortified position with wal crystas, and the odds dready againgt us?*
He gave asnort of disdain and walked around the Heart crystal to face Boreas. "WEll be daughtered on
thefirs assault.”

"So we stay back here and hide, like frightened children?' Boreas growled.

"Areyou accusing me of cowardice?"

"If your people had done their proper job, that woman never would have infiltrated our ranks."
"| take respongihility for that,” Vadez snapped.

"You damnwe| should."

"If you want satisfaction, I'm ready to meet you any time," Vadez shouted.

Boreas legped to hisfeet. "Here and now, if you don't likewhat | said.”

"Damn you, we're suppose to be fighting on the same side," Ikawa roared, coming up to stand between
Vadez and Boress.



Leti came up beside Ikawaand angrily put her hands on Boreas shoulders. "Vadez isthe best security
advisor in Jartan's realms. He's better than mine, he's better even than your Farnak. If she got past him,
she'd have gotten past any of our people.”

"l don't need you to defend me," Vadez said dowly, hisvoice brimming with rage.

"l need dl of usto work together,” Leti shouted. "'If you two want to kill each other |ater--if thereisa
|ater--then go ahead.”

Ikawatook Vadez by the shoulders and gently pushed him away from Boreas. "Not now," he
whispered. "Firgt Patrice, who hasinsulted you far more by what shedid.”

"But | must redeem my honor,” Vadez whispered, torment in his eyes.
"Youvenever log it."

Vadez was slent, and Ikawafdt histhroat tighten. He could understand the torment of this man.
Through an unprecedented security breach, an enemy had stolen into the heart of Jartan'srealm and
opened the way for attack. The guilt was dowly killing the man.

"For the common good of us al, don't cause a breach between our people and Boreas.”

Vadez looked into Ikawas eyes, and for the first time since coming to Haven, Ikawa could see
confusonintheold warrior'sface.

"Wesdttleit later,” Valdez growled, breaking free from Ikawa and looking back at Boress.
The demigod merely nodded.

"Yet | gill say that afronta attack on Patrice's city issuicide,” Vadez told the council. " She might believe
that word has yet to reach us of the danger and it'll be severa days before we can respond. But
nevertheless her defenseswill be deployed. Hours before we hit, shell know were moving in. In fact,
shelll fully anticipate our arrival.”

Theroom was slent for amoment.
"Thereisno other way," Leti said findly. "Perhaps with the Heart crystal we can cut our way in.”

"The damn thing's awonderful wegpon,” Boreas replied, "but cumbersome. It'll take my strength, and
yoursaswadll, just to moveit. Inan air battleit'l be next to usdess, and welll have to fight our way across
twenty, maybe fifty miles, before we even reach the walls where the power of the Heart can be brought
to bear initsfull strength. Even if we breach the walls and knock out her heavy crystds, well still haveto
fight our way over and into the palace, cut our way through, and then finally smash the porta down--a
position which will be swarming with Gorgon's denizens.”

The room was slent again as everyone in the chamber considered hiswords.
"Then well haveto try from another direction,” Tulanasaid quietly.

"| figured we'd get around to this sooner or later, and | didn't fedl likewasting my breath first," he went
on. With asnap of hisfingers, one of his sorcerers stepped forward and unrolled a chart on the table
before the Heart Crystal.

"My forces are dready moving. Just remember I'm the one who thought it up when it comesto reward
timelater.”



Chapter 15

"ThisisRed Team caling in," Waker said, bresking comm link silence. "'I've got many, many bandits
coming up at twelve o'clock.”

"Fifty at least,” Kraut shouted, winging up dongside Walker. "No, make that seventy-five plus.”
"Seventy-five plus,”" Walker repeated into hiscrystd.

"What are bandits?" avoice crackled through the interference that Patrice's defensive teams were putting
down.

Walker looked over at Kraut and shook his head.

"The guysin the black hats. The enemy!"

"Acknowledged," camethe curt reply.

"They're coming up through the cloud layer," Kraut shouted, pointing forward and bel ow.

Severa miles ahead, Waker could clearly seethefirst specks, flying in aloose weaving formation. More
and more gppeared, coming up on an intersect path with Walker, Kraut, and their thirty companions.

"Chrigt, will you look at those demons,” Walker yelled.

Behind the first wave of enemy sorcerers, half ahundred forms appeared, black and red against the early
morning clouds, their mighty wings dashing through the air.

"Magic usersdl, | bet,” Walker said coldly.

"White or Black leader?' the comm link asked.

"Negative on that," Walker replied. There was no sign yet of either Patrice or Gorgon, at least.

The two groups continued to close.

"I'm sensing more coming up out of the city,” Kraut announced. "Maybefifty--morelike Sixty, at least.”

"They must have picked up the main van of our attack group,” Walker shouted. L ooking back over his
shoulder, hetried to pick out where Leti and the other one hundred and fifty sorcerers were keeping to
the upper cloud bank ten thousand feet above him. He focused his attention for amoment, scanning.
There--he could bardly sense them. Leti was cloaking the group well, but at this range they might be
noticed.

"Let's keep acting like the bait that we are," Waker said, avoiding the comm link. The enemy would
know that this small formation was aforward recon and bait--thirty sorcerers gpproaching Petrice's city
could be nothing ese. The trick was to make the bait so enticing that they'd make a stab nevertheless,
and then get jumped from above.

"They're breaking into two groups.” Kraut pointed forward.

Therange had closed to |ess than two miles, and Walker could now see that the demons were spiraing
upward in tight circles, going for the upper cloud bank, while sixty sorcerers were banking out in awide
circle, holding the same dtitude as the "bait."
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One of Jartan's elderly sorcerers came up to hover by Walker's side, giving him anervous glance.
Walker amiled. "Let'sget closer in.”

The sorcerer said nothing, but it was obvious that he wasn't happy.
"Comeon," Waker shouted. "It's gonna be agood scrimmage!™

Judging carefully, he watched as the Sixty sorcerers continued awide banking turn, positioning themselves
to comein on Waker'sright, while the demons continued to spira up.

"Something on our |eft--they're coming straight up from the ground below,” Kraut yelled.

Walker looked down. A quarter mile below, he saw scores of demons breaking through the scattering of
clouds and ground fog.

"Imada, how you doing?' Walker looked at the boy beside him. He would have preferred if the lad had
stayed with Ikawa, but he had ingsted upon being in the front of the action, and Ikawa had findly
relented.

Imada said nothing, but hiseyeswere cold, asif eager for contact. There was something about him that
gave Wdker the chills.

Helooked forward again. A couple more seconds, just a couple more, and then break and head straight
back out, pulling the attackersin under Leti, who could hit them from above.

"Contact--we have contact!”
Stunned, Walker looked back over his shoulder.
A ripple of fire dashed through the clouds above.

"Damnit, they werein the clouds, shielded and waiting for us," the voice over the comm link screamed.
"We're getting hit on..." The channd went dead.

Severa bodies came tumbling out of the clouds, trailing fire and smoke.

"Breek, left and down!" Walker screamed. Winging over, he started into anear vertica dive. When he
looked back, the rest of the group was following, and Kraut was closing in dongside. Farther back he
could see the demons who had been spiraling up now cutting over, knifing through the air, whilethe
group that had been circling to theright started to dive aswel, coming in behind them.

"Stick to melike glue," Waker shouted to his group.

Damn them, if only his own people were around him, he wouldn't be so worried, but there was only
Kraut, Imada, and the rest were aging warriors from Jartan's and Storm's courts. The outlanders had
introduced awhole new levd to agrid warfare here on Haven, flying in tight formation, jumping, dashing
through, and then pulling out as ateam. They had won Allic and hiswarriors over to this system, but few
others understood the tactics, and he feared that once combat wasjoined they'd follow their old instinct
to break apart and engage in individua combat.

"Dont mix it up. Hit them, then go for the clouds and fog bank!"

The range closed with frightening speed. Walker lined up his shot on ademon who, roaring with battle
lust, waswinging up to meet him.



A ripple of bolts shot up from the enemy, severad driking Walker's shielding so it glowed white-hot.

Damn, they've got power, hethought grimly. Snapping through two hundred yards, he continued his
dive straight at the enemy. Half of the demons were dready jackknifing over, building up their own speed
to cut in dongside Walker's group asthey cut through.

Walker lined up hisfoe and dashed out with abolt. Kraut hit the same demon aswell, loading his shield.
Walker fired again, diving so close that he could have touched the demon as he dived past. The demon's
shidding exploded, and hiswingswent up in flame. Trailing oily black smoke, he tumbled out of the sky.

They cut through the group, anumber of demons swinging in to race alongside, trading blow for blow.

Walker jinked |eft, sparing a glance back. The swarm of enemy were stresking in from behind. To his
horror he saw four of his companions twigting to engage in single combat.

"Stick to mel" Walker screamed.

A white-haired sorcerer scored akilling shot, knocking his demon over with ablinding flash. At the same
moment his shielding snapped, hit by three bolts from above, and the man disappeared in an explosion of
fire and smoke. The other three, helplesdy caught, were swarmed under asthe groups closing in from
behind cut through them, hitting with half a hundred bolts.

"Keep moving--don't stop!" Walker shouted. The rest of his group, with an almost equal number of
demons dogging their flanks, raced downward. The low clouds and fog seemed to race upward with
terrifying speed. He hit the cool blanket of mist but continued hisdive. The trick now wasto out fly the
enemy. The plan had been blown. Leti and her strike group were going to have to be on their own for the
moment. But at least Waker could tie up six or seven times his own number, trying to kill as many of
Patrice's dlies as possible without losing any more of hisown sorcerers.

"Don't dow down and hang on my tail!" Walker broke through three hundred feet, then ahundred.
Pulling out a the last possible second, flying through the heavy fog, he skimmed through the edge of an
openfidd.

A horrifying scream rent the air. Sickened, Walker looked back to see another of his sorcerers smashing
into the ground at top speed. The demon who had been trailing him, too intent on his prey to notice, lso
dammed into the ground.

Twigting and dodging, Waker flew full-out, cutting through the field. He spared a quick look back and
saw Kraut and Imadaand most of hissurviving sorcerers still behind him. Directly ahead he could sense
aforest. A demon cut out of the migt, trying to swing in front of him. They traded balts, then Walker
sensed anarrow trail into the woods and raced straight at it. A grim laugh escaped hislips asthe pursuing
demon dammed into atree.

"Hang on!" Walker screamed as he swept down the path at top speed, sensing rather than seeing the
twigs and turns of thetrail. Bolts of energy dammed through the forest, exploding the treesinto bals of
fire

"Red Leader, Red Leader, Stuation?" It was Léti.
"A littletight a the moment!" Walker cried.
"Same here. We need your support.”

"I think it'sthe other way around!" he shouted.



His attention shifted for amoment as he looked up. His heart fdlt like it was surging into histhroat ashe
jinked |€eft at the last possible second, cutting so close to atowering pine that a shower of branches and
needles exploded around him.

"Take care of yoursdlf, Walker!" Leti cried.
Hefound himsdf laughing. "What dsecan | do?'

The path before him split into even narrower trails. There was no timeto choose, so he cut I€ft. If he
dared to dow down, the demons, who were probably flying above the forest, would get ahead and into
position to pounce whenever he and his group finally emerged from the woods.

"Green Leader, Green Leader, initiate now!" Leti's voice crackled, ssunning Walker with itsintensity. She
must have focused her strength through the Heart to send out such astrong signd, which could cut
through any amount of jamming Petrice had put up.

"Good luck, Captain,” Walker whispered. Suddenly thetrail before him went dark, and he redlized that
hewasflying straight into a cliff wal! that cut straight up out of the heart of theforest.

"My lady, weve just got areport. The Heart Crystal has been sighted in the group.”
Patrice looked up to see the sorcerer in charge of battle communications standing before her.

Stunned, she cameto her feet. The Heart Crystal--at her very doorstep. Was Leti mad? Or wasthere a
plan within the plan which could still be dangerousfor her?

The comm link by her side crackled with battle reports and the booming shouts of triumph from the
demons.

No battle discipline with those bastards, she thought darkly.

"It'shard to figure out exactly what is going on, though,” the sorcerer ventured. "The demons keep
blocking our communications crystaswith their talk.”

"They're exuberant, that's al,” Patrice replied. The sorcerer hesitated, then went back to stand over the
map. But she could sense his misgivings--and for that matter, the misgivings of al her people at the
emergence of hundreds of Gorgon's demons.

No one of her reelm had known of the plan, not even her most trusted battle advisors. When the first
demons not needed to expand the gateway had at last come out of the portal rooms, there had been
cries of consternation. Two of her sorcerers had been killed in the corridors--along with severa
demons--when afight had broken out. She suspected that more than one of her followers might consider
turning againg her, but before they could marshal such a plan the battle would aready be won.

Leti's attack, days before expected, at first had aarmed her, but now in retrospect Patrice thought it was
the best possible thing, turning her people to acommon defense, diverting them from what was no longer
asecret: that Gorgon would break through to Haven before the day was out.

"Green Leader, Green Leader, initiatel" dashed through the comm link.

Patrice looked over at one of her battle advisors, who was flanked by Takgutha, fourth demon lord of
Gorgon.

"White must refer to you,” Takguthagrowled, "black to my lord. We know there are two battle teams



out there. Green must refer to yet another group.”

Patrice did not respond, feeling aripple of anger at Takgutha's impudence for speaking when not asked
to, asif hewere controlling the béttle.

"We estimate nearly dl their forces are either in the clouds or on the ground,” Petrice's battle leader
hissed, glaring at Takgutha, who smiled with barely conceded disdain.

"It could beafdsesgnd.”
"Or Boreas," Takgutha snapped.

There had been no reports of him, Patrice thought. If he had been at Asmaraor flown south with his
people, her spotters should have picked him up.

"The offworlders?" Patrice asked, looking at her communications sorcerer. The man whispered an inquiry
into his crystal and amoment later looked back.

"We think two were with the group that we've cornered on the ground. Inthe air only one has been

Spotted.”

Boreas and the offworlders. There was the puzzle. She still had areserve of sixty sorcerers and two
hundred sorcerer demons under her command, with another twenty arriving every hour. Where was
he--and the offworlders--or were they even here a al? Surely Leti would not be so foolish asto split an
aready inferior force before charging in.

"Commit the reserves of my followersto finish off those pests who bother us," Takgutha growled.
"Capture the Heart. It'sa prize worth haf this miserable world."

"I amin command here," Patrice raged, coming to her feet.
Takgutha, without dropping his smile, bowed low in obeisance. "But of course, my lady. Forgive me."
Therest of her people looked at her in stunned silence.

The Heart, she redlized, masking her thoughts, not sureif Takgutha could somehow reach into them. Leti

had the Heart with her. If Patrice could gain that before Gorgon came through, then surely she would be

his superior in strength. It was almost asif Leti were offering it straight to her. In the air, the wegpon was

too unmanageable, except in the hands of agod, but if Leti could bring it close enough to the city, it might
causetrouble for Petrice.

But the Heart could be hers.... Shelooked up at Takguthaand smiled.

"Y ou stay herein command of the reserve," she said coldly. "I'm taking my peoplein to finish Leti off."
"I humbly advisethat | and my warriors should go with you." Takguthareplied softly.

And capture it for your lord, Patrice thought darkly.

"Stay here and manage the defense. | want dl flanks covered as originally planned. Fail, and you are
responsible. I'm taking my peopleto finish Leti off." And she swept out of the room.

"And if they come by sea?' Takguthagrowled. "Y ou know we areill used to that relim.”

"| dready have my plansfor that,” Patrice snapped, "but they'd be foolsto try."



How long he had been underwater, Mark could no longer calculate. Somehow he had even mastered
deep while keeping his shield up againgt the crushing weight of the four hundred feet of ocean above him.

Tirdessladultas by the thousands had siwarmed around him and the other sorcerers, towing the humans
inrelays. Tulanahad even devised harnesses that tied to the ladultas dorsal fins and hooked to each of
the humans so they would not have to hold on during their three-day, thousand-mile underwater passage.
Mark could only hope thet the diversion had paid off; that through some miracle they had
successfully--and secretly--been brought to the gates of the city without Patrice being aware that Boreas
had entered the fray.

Y et it was a grim chance they were working on, the hope that Petrice, detecting Leti and the Heart
Crysta, would send everything against them and leave the back door open for alightning strike into the
city to smash the portal.

Now there was only the waiting in the darkness. Boreas drifted past Mark, with Tulanaby hisside.
Boreas |ooked spent. Since cregping to the outer approaches of the city, he had bent his entire strength
to chilling the water above them, stating that the cold blanket would reflect any probing from above and
thus mask their position.

"Another hour and well bethere,” Tulanasaid, coming up to float by Mark's side.

Eager to rise out of the tomblike darkness and begin the assault, Mark grinned in reply. He could barely
discern Shigeru's shadow on hisleft, and Goldberg on hisright. The rest of his command were strung out
inasinglelineto ether sde, steadily drifting forward with their [adultas.

"Green Leader, Green Leader, initiate!”

Startled, Mark looked at Boress.

"Damn it, were not quitethere yet," the demigod growled; then:
"Ladultabattle mounts! All riders get out of those harnesses.”

Reaching over to the strap around his chest, Mark hit the release plate and broke free from the creature
who had been towing him for the last hour.

The ladulta circled away to form in with the hundreds of his companions, who would come in the support
wave. A ladultacut in close, brushing Mark's side.

"Ready for battle again, Mark friend?"
"Sul! | didn't know you were here," he cried with delight.
"My herd arrive just before sky become bright. Not missthisfight with you.”

Eagerly, Mark reached out to grab hisdorsd fin, while affectionately patting his companion with his other
hand.

"We avenge death of comradestoday."
"Y ou ever fight againgt men before?' Mark asked.

There was amoment of heditation. "No."



"Ligten to my directions, then,” Mark said. "I'll get usthrough this"
"Group commanders, check your communications crystals,” Boreas ordered.

"Saito, run down your list," Mark said quickly. "Remember, gentlemen, report to your group leaders
only. Wefight as ateam; Goldberg and Shigeru will act as our sonar.”

"Follow Tulanastraight into the harbor. If not detected, well run al the way in, come out of the water,
then go for the palace. Well provide air superiority while Boreas and his people break in to smash the
portd. If they detect us coming in, well provide near-surface support to Boreas, who will continueto run

deep.”

"Any questions?’

"Yeah, Captain,” Smithieinterjected. "When the hell are we gonna see sunlight again?'
"Soon enough.”

"Weve got to go immediately,” Boreas called. "Now, attack!"

Sul legped forward, hislithe body dicing through the water at top speed. Mark tightened hisgrip and
hung on.

Long minutes passed. Though he probed in every direction, Mark could sense nothing--just the open sea
and the long lines of sorcerers, their mounts, and the surging school of ladultasfollowing in their wake.

"Bottom contact,” Kochanski announced. Looking down, Mark findly sensed the ocean floor shelving
upward out of the depths. Boreas and his battle team dove to hug the bottom, while Mark and his battle
team pushed straight aheed, following Tulana.

"Welve cleared the outer harbor,” Tulanawhispered, coming up to Mark's side. " Just a couple more
minutes”

To hisleft and right, Mark could sense the jetties that guarded the approach into Patrice's citadel. They
had originaly planned to be well insde the harbor and to spring out the moment Leti called. He could
only hope the delay was not fatal.

"Something ahead," Sui'sthought whispered through Mark's mind. "Human moving away."

Mark looked over at Tulana, who nodded and picked up speed. With his attention focused forward,
Mark could vagudly sense a shadowy image ahead of them. The image turned into two forms, and then
four.

"Going to surface," Sul whispered.
Tulana curved upwards, and Mark and the rest of the team followed.

The ocean sarted to brighten, shifting from indigo darknessto atwilight blue. The four forms suddenly
disappeared.

"They left thewater," Sul caled.
"They'reonto us," Tulanashouted. "Keegp moving!"
With an incredible burst of energy Sul dashed through the water at breakneck speed, pulling up dongside



Tulana, the other sorcerers spreading out into atwo-hundred-yard front. In spite of hisfear, Mark felt a
wave of exultation. It was like some mad underwater cavalry charge, asthe ladultas cut through the water
at more than thirty knots, their riders hanging on and shouting war cries.

A booming ripple of echoes and high pitched pings came through the water.
"They've dropped in behind us," Sul whispered.
"Keegp pushing forward,” Tulanacried. "They'retrying to divert us. L et the ladulta cover ud™

Mark looked over his shoulder and could sense haf adozen forms dropping in behind the group from
above. There was a gplash dmost straight overhead, and he could see the shadowy form of a sorcerer
cutting down.

An energy bolt dashed past, making the water boil and hiss. Two more bolts snapped out.
"Chrigt, Captain, we're getting jumped,” Kochanski cried.

"Kegpmovingin," Tulanacaled.

Another bolt shot past, nicking Shigeru's shield. Thewrestler let out astartled grunt.
"Don't turn back!" Tulana ordered.

Mark looked over his shoulder. Three sorcerers now rode on histail, not more than a hundred feet
behind. Sul sarted into awild series of jinxes and swerves, yet continued to follow Tulanas lead.

Suddenly haf ahundred ladulta emerged from the shadows. Surging in, they charged the enemy
sorcerers, their booming chants rumbling through the ocean with a bone-chilling pulse.

Unbdlieving, Mark watched as the creatures dammed into one of the sorcerers at top speed, knocking
him over. Like sharksin afeeding frenzy, the ladultalashed into him, damming him again and again.

An energy bolt snapped out, cutting aladultain half, and at that moment Mark saw the true savagery of
the creatures when aroused. Thundering screams rent the ocean, and the creatures crashed into the
sorcerers. Bolts continued to flame, killing half adozen more, yet il they continued to strike. A
sorcerer's shield went down under the repeated blows. Sickened, Mark could see the man flailing under
theinrush of water, desperately trying to swim to the surface. The ladulta circling above him rammed his
body, forcing him ever deeper until finaly he went limp. Histwo companions panicked and thrashed
toward the surface, firing blindly into the herd. Their shidds snapped off, and with savage criesthe ladulta
pushed them into the darkness bel ow, tearing their bodies to pieces.

Stunned, Mark looked at Sul. Three sorcerers had been killed in amatter of seconds.
"Now we aretruly angry,” Sul whispered coldly, and surged forward.

More splashes vibrated through the water ahead.

"Enemy forward!" Tulanacried.

Mark could sense them: a dozen sorcerers,

"They're holding tight together, and going down!" Shigeru cried.

"Fallow them in!" Tulanaordered.



Sul cut downward. With the advantage of speed the ladulta offered, the group quickly started to close.

A blinding flash snapped through the water ahead, and shouts of rage echoed up from Boreas group, il
hugging the ocean floor.

"Chrig, they've got awadll crystd with them,” Mark caled.

The group loomed into view, hovering above Boreas group, which was till charging forward. Another
bolt dashed out, and the scream of aladulta echoed through the ocean. Sickened, Mark knew that
without shieding, his mount wastotally defensdess. He might possibly survive astrike, but Sul would be
dead in an ingtant. He wanted to tell Sul to drop him off and held swim in alone, but without the ladultals
added speed, he doubted if they could effectively break through.

"Hit them hard then kegp moving!" Tulanacried.

The group surged in, closing ranks. The shadowy images resolved into adozen sorcerersin atight circle,
shiddsup, surrounding awal crysd.

A ripple of light snapped up from the ocean floor, striking into the enemy sorcerers. Shields glowed
white-hot, water boiled away in steam, and cries of panic and rage counterpointed the wild battle chant
of the ladulta

A bolt snapped out from Tulana's hand, followed an ingtant later by shots from histeam, cutting straight
into the circle of sorcerers. A single form sngpped into light, and one shattered body fell away.

Another dash of energy arced out from thewall crystd, cutting into Boreas attack group, killingaman
and hismount.

Tulana, with Mark at hisside, charged straight at the enemy, who now turned their attention to the upper
group. Dozens of bolts dammed back and forth. With awild curse, Kochanski tumbled free from his
mount, who smply disgppeared from the violent impact of half adozen hits. Saito fell away, hisshield
glowing hat, hisladulta crippled and circling blindly.

Suddenly, the enemy surged straight upward, racing for the surface.

Mark could seethewdll crystal tumbling into the depths, and in that instant he saw the glow of ared
crysd, locked insde a glass tube tied to the Sde of the massve gem.

"Break, break!" he screamed. "It's gonna blow!"

Tulana screamed out awarning asthe wal crystal tumbled straight into the mass of Boreas warriors, il
charging in dong the ocean floor.

The ocean snapped into adazzling brilliance. The shock wave dammed into Mark, knocking him free
from Sul. Horrified, Mark could see haf adozen sorcerers below floating limp in the water, their shields
gone. Crippled ladulta spiraded upward by the dozens, struggling to gain the surface; others, torn apart,
hung motionless. Wild screams rent the ocean, and aman came shooting up past Mark, hisleft arm gone,
trailing adark cloud of blood. Vainly, the sorcerer kicked for the surface through the wreckage and
boiling steam. A ladulta surged past Mark with lightning speed, damming into the man and, without
dowing, pushed him straight up.

The attack had smply ground to ahdlt.

"Rally and keep moving!" Boreas command boomed through the water. "Keep moving, damnit. Tulana,



get above the water!”

"Raly onme!" Tulanacaled.

Scanning, Mark could see the prince floating near the surface.
"OnTuland" Mark cdled through the comm link.

Through the shadows, Mark could see his companions moving in, some sill on their mounts. A form
brushed past: Sul. To Mark's horror, he saw ared dash on hisfriend'sside.

"You'rehurt!"
"Steam burn!™ Sul whispered grimly. " Still fight, though.”

Saito came in without his mount and trailing hisleft leg; Kochanski and the others regppeared circling in.
All around them the ocean was a horrifying confusion of bodies, bubbling steam, and wounded ladultas.

"Another one!" Shigeru cried. A small crystal dropped past the group, ared crystd tied to itsside insde
abottle. Suddenly a dozen more dropped in around them.

"Out of thewater!" Tulana screamed.

"Get your herd out of here!" Mark called to Sul. "Stand clear and get out of the harbor--you'll be
daughtered in herel”

Mark let go and surged upward; Sul, calling to his companions, cut out and away.

A thunderclap washed over Mark asthefirst crystal detonated. Shooting out of the water, he was
blinded by the sun, but dodged ingtinctively back and forth, trying to find hisfoes. Below him, adozen
columns of water shot heavenward from the depth charges.

A bolt dammed into his shield. Turning, he cut around and scanned the ocean. The heart of Patrice's city
was straight ahead, not haf amile away. The vast circular harbor spread out around him, and the sky
was swarming with demons. Even as he watched, he saw ten of the creatures cut acrossthe front of his
formation, each dropping acrystal. Seconds later the ocean seemed to explode.

"Weve got to break them up!" Tulanacried.
Twigting and turning, Mark fought for dtitude. "Formation, damn it, get in formation!" he screamed.

Goldberg wasthefirgt to gain his side, followed seconds later by a dozen sorcererstrailing in behind a
grim-faced Saito.

A band of demons cut down and through the group, trading shots. Mark aimed a balt, hitting histarget,
yet still the demon surged in, talons extended. Mark cut sideways and the demon shot past, hisface
contorted with rage. Two more bolts dashed into Mark, stunning him, as the battle broke downinto a
wild melee. From above he saw three demons winging downward, carrying anet that cradled awall

crysd.

"Break them!" Tulana screamed. The prince cut inward, firing bolt after bolt. Shigeru surged ahead, then
suddenly drew up, coming to acomplete stop and raising hishand. A dash of light cut out, hitting the net
and smashing the bottle that held the red cry<al.

Thewadl crystal detonated with athunderclap roar, and the three demons disappeared in the flames. The



shock wave washed over Mark, but he could see the flame of the explosion engulfing a dozen demons
and sorcerers who had been flying close to the group.

"That'sit!" Tulanascreamed. "Now through the hole!™
Charging forward, Mark cut through the expanding firebdl, his companions behind him.

The maneuver threw off their pursuit, and Mark saw that they were nearly to the city wall, with Patrice's
palace not a quarter mile ahead.

Then crisscrossing lights dashed out from the palace and the walls surrounding it.
"Wall crystald” Tulanahissed. "They must have adozen of them!”

The water below seemed to explode as Boreas emerged, cutting straight up, thefirst of his companions
following in hiswake.

"In on them!" Boreas shouted. "Weve got to close and finish it!"

A bolt fromawall crystal cut into the group behind Boreas, knocking two back into the sea, yet ill the
attackers kept emerging. Mark spotted Giorgini in the group, and inwardly breathed asigh of relief.

"Aboveud" Saito cried.

From out of the boiling cloud of smoke, still expanding outward from the detonated crystal, adozen
demons were charging straight down.

"Block them!" Boreas cried. "My group follow me!"

Mark turned to meet the attack. Relentlesdy the demons swarmed in, the leader disappearing when hit
by haf adozen shotsin the mad confusion.

"A wadl crysd!" Shigeru cried.

Two of the demonsin the center of the group had folded their wings and were plummeting, holding a
crystal between them. Desperately Mark fired again and again, but the two shot straight past him.
Winging up and over, Mark followed--straight at the water where Boreas hovered, rallying his sorcerers
asthey surfaced, and pushing them into the attack on Patrice's paace.

"Aboveyou!" Mark screamed.

Boreas raised his hand and fired, and one of the demons exploded. Desperately, the other clutched the
crystd to his chest and continued the fall.

Mark fired at the demon's back while trying to follow him down. He could see the flash of red asthe
demon reached into apouch by hisside, while gill clutching the massvewall crystd within thefolds of his

wIngs.
"No!" Mark screamed. Boreastried to cut in front, to stop the cresture in hissuicida plunge.

The demon dammed full force into the ocean. For the briefest of seconds Mark thought the creature had
faled. And then, with ablinding flash, the world before him seemed to disappear.

Chapter 16
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"It sounds like they're getting sSwarmed under in the harbor,” Ikawa cried, his voice edged with
exhaugtion. The interference that Petrice had been sending out had disappeared only moments before,
and now Ikawa could clearly hear the shouted battle commands.

Straining his gaze forward, he could discern the outline of Patrice's city through the diss pating clouds and
the flashes of combat on thefar side.

"Theresheis" Ldi cried, pointing.
For Patrice was winging up through the clouds with yet more reinforcements spread out behind her.

Desperately Leti looked around. After theinitid ondaught, her sorcerers had managed to hold their own,
trading nearly equal losses as the combat weaved back and forth across the heavens. Y et the defenders
had fought with masterful skill, aways keeping between Leti and the city, gradualy forcing her group to
curve off toward the shore--and away from the palace.

"Coming up from below!"

Ikawa looked straight down, and through the wisps of fog he saw scores of demons and a dozen
sorcerersrising up. "Walker, Waker, where the hdll are you!" he cried, but there was only silence.

Grimly, Ikawalooked at Leti. "Waker must befinished!"

"Theréstoo many," she shouted. "WEeve got to get the Heart down on the ground where we can fight
withit."

"Tome" Leti roared. "Break off combat and to mel”

Motioning for the dozens of sorcerers surrounding the Heart to follow, she started to dive, cutting in
toward the coast on an oblique away from the group coming in from below and Peatrice's advance from
the city. Leti's assault team broke away from their combats, turning to follow their leader, the enemy they
had been battling swinging in to dog their flanks.

"That hill looking out over the city!" Leti shouted, pointing forward.

Ikawa judged the distance and could see that they were falling miles short of their target. He could only
hope that the assault wing from the ocean would somehow gain the citade after all.

The ground raced up to greet him and he landed aongside L eti, rushing over to where the team carrying
the Heart settled in to land. Franticaly, they cast aside the netsto free the crystd.

A shriek rent the air, and looking up Ikawa could see Patrice streaking in.
"Leti, comeand meet mel"

"Like hdl, you bitch," Leti growled, focusing her attention on the Heart. Extending his hands, Ikawa
joined her, while the sorcererswho had carried it formed a circle about the two, putting up a protective
shidd.

A bolt of light shot out from the Heart, dicing past Patrice and cutting two of her sorcerersin half.
Ikawafdt drained, asif the Heart had somehow seized and drawn every ounce of his strength outward.

Gasping for breath, he staggered. The Heart was too powerful for him; he feared that to use it without
Leti by hissde might very wel kill him.



Petrice stormed overhead, a brilliant dash of fire cutting from her hand, damming into the protective
shidding, the energy around the group snapping and glowing.

"Agan!" Leti screamed. More of her sorcererswere now winging in, even asthe enemy closed. To his
horror, |kawawatched as siragglers were cut off, overwhelmed, and sent tumbling from the sky.

Heturned back to the Heart. Another snap of light, and severa more of the enemy dropped from the
sky, but Patrice dodged the bolt at the last second.

Swinging outward, she circled wide, her followersforming up into amassive cloud of attackers.
"Agan!" Leti screamed.

A dozen sorcerers shouldered in around Ikawa, extending their hands to the glowing Heart. He felt his
vision dropping into blackness as another explosive shot cut through Petrice's attack formation.

"They'recoming in!" Leti roared as a hundred or more forms dived from above. Bolts of energy dammed
out, rippling through the collective shidding, turning it white-hot. Stunned sorcerersfell screaming to the
ground.

L eti, extending both hands upward added her power to the shield, bolstering it, her dark hair swirling
about her in the incandescent storm.

Exhausted, |kawa dumped to the ground, unable to continue. The balance seemed to hold, astruggle
between the offense and defense, each side shifting more and more energy in. Patrice dropped her own
shidding, shouting with triumph as she dammed bolt after bolt into Leti's group.

"Hey, hitch!"

A high, clear voice rang out over the battle. Ikawalooked up to see asorcerer, dressed in the
flame-colored livery of Patrice, swing in behind the demigoddess and dam abolt into her head.

Stunned, Patricefell away.
"How 'bout another!" A second sorcerer fired straight at Petrice, burning her arm.

With ashriek of rage, Patrice fel backward, her hair smoldering. Turning, she looked through the swirling
confusion for her tormentors, her protective shielding snapping back up to full. Ikawacould fed the strain
on the defense dropping away.

"Timeto get the shit outta here!" the first sorcerer screamed, diving straight toward the defensive circle.
"ItsWaker!" Leti cried. "Let himin!"

The shielding snapped down for a second, as Patrice's forces, stunned by what had first appeared to be
abetraya, broke off the attack and scattered.

Laughing, Walker dighted beside Leti, who embraced him and turned to kiss Kraut on the cheek as he
landed next to his companion.

"Almost had her," Waker said ruefully, looking over towards Peatrice who, still stunned by the double
blow, had cut away from the group, her battle team following.

"Just how the hell?' Ikawa asked, coming to hisfest.



"| thought our shit was cooked," Kraut said, beaming, though Ikawa could see that the man was
trembling from the strain of what they had just pulled off.

"Anyhow," Waker interrupted. "There we were flying straight into acliff. Therewas no way out, so |
went to ground.”

"He actualy flew into anarrow crevice and stopped cold,” Kraut interjected. "I thought we were dead.
Wéll, it drove them crazy, it looked like we just disappeared. We stayed there for agood ten minutes,
and findly they broke up and started filtering through the trees looking for us. It was easy pickingsthen,
we jumped them asthey camethrough.”

"What about the others?' Leti asked quietly.

"Welost most in thefight and the chase," Walker whispered, the exhilaration of the moment before gone.
"Two more hit the cliff. Welost the othersfighting in the woods. Findly there was just Imada, Kraut, and
rre.Il

"Anyhow, Imada, he's the one that thought it up. He said why the hell don't we strip their dead and see
what we can do. Ain't that right, Imada?"

Walker turned around, smiling. The group surrounding them was Slent.

"Say, where the hdl isthelittle guy?' Walker asked nervoudy. "He was right behind us when we jumped
that old witch."

" mad?”
"He didn't comethrough," Leti whispered.

Stunned, Walker looked around the battle-scarred group. "Goddamn it."
" think they're forming up again!" one of Storm's sorcererscried.

Turning, Ikawasaw Patrice skimming low around the base of the hill, swinging in and out through the
scattering of trees.

Ikawawatched her intently as he stepped up to the Heart to concentrate for another blast.
"Get ready," Leti shouted.

"For Christ's sake, it'sImadal” Walker shouted, pointing to alone sorcerer who rose from the ground a
hundred yards away and streaked towards Patrice.

Thelonefigure climbed up, shield off with arms extended.

"What the hell isthat kid doing?* Waker shouted. "Imada, get your assin here."
The boy continued on, not looking back.

"He'ssurrendering,” Kraut said, his voice edged with disgust.

Ikawawatched in unbelieving slence. Imadahovered in the sky, the demigod winging in towards him.
The boy continued to float in the sky, and then with adramatic flourish fired abolt back toward his
comrades.



"The bastard's turned traitor," Walker snarled.

Ikawa was silent, unable to comprehend that one of his own would do this. Leti hovered before Imada
for amoment, and in his heart Ikawafound himsdf praying that she would strike him down and thus end
his disgrace. She suddenly pointed back towards the city, and two sorcerersfell in on ether sde of
Imada and started off.

"Traitor!" |kawaroared. He concentrated on the Heart and sent out ablast, but his shot went wide and
he staggered back, drained.

Suddenly, in the distance a brilliant flash snapped through the sky beyond the city.
"What in hell wasthat?' Waker whispered.
"Maybethey got through!™ Kraut cried.

Struggling to control hisanger, Ikawa returned to his primary responsibility and focused his attention on
his communications crystd. Instantly he picked up the wild shouts of abattle in progress.

"A wal crystd"--it was Shigeru's voice--"they're going to blow another wall crystal!”
Shouted commands dashed through the command link.
"I'mon him, I'm on him." Ikawarecognized Mark's voice.

Seconds later, abrilliant flash lit the Sky, and atowering column of steam and fire mushroomed into the
heavens.

"Green Leader," Leti screamed. "Green Leader, what's happening?'

The comm link was overloaded.

"Green Leader!"

The distant thunder of the exploding wall crystal rumbled acrossthe plain.
"Green Leader isdown," a shaken voice reported. "Repeat, heisdown.”

Horrified, Leti turned to look at her companions.

"In and on them." It was Tulana, his voice washing through the confusion.
"It'sfinished," another voice cut in, and then faded.

"She's pulling back!" Walker shouted.

Patrice, turning, started back toward the city alone. The rest of her sorcerers fanned out and pulled back
beyond the range of the Heart, where they went to ground.

Leti watched with cold interest.
"Shall wegoin?' Ikawaasked.
Leti looked around at the battle-worn group.

"The Heart'sthe only thing that's giving usthe edge at this point,” she said quietly. "Wego into the air, we



loseitsfirepower. Weve made it asfar aswe can. Whoever isleft over therewill havetofinishit. Were
fought out.”

Another thunderclap and burst of light snapped through the sky, engulfing one of the high pinnacles of
Petrice's palace, and the massive tower collgpsed into ruin.

Ikawa, heartsick and exhausted, looked over at Leti, who wordlessly shook her head.

"She's coming back.”

Takguthalooked over at Patrice's battle commander and smiled. "Whatever for?' he said hoarsdly. "She
wanted the Heart, she should be ableto takeit."

"Not at the price of our wall crystals,” the battle commander hissed. ™Y ou have no authorization to take
them. And you killed some of our people doingit."

"It was an emergency,” Takgutha snapped. "I heard how the offworldersintroduced thislittletrick. | felt
they should get atagte of it themselves™

"Shewantsto talk to you. Y ou are ordered not to use any more crystals,” the sorcerer growled.

"I have no time now," Takgutharoared. Turning away, he barked a series of commandsinto hisown
crysd.

"They still might bresk through,” Takgutha snarled.

"We have enough firepower to block them!™

"I want them dead now, so their bodies can be laid before my lord as an offering.”
"Not at the price of our crystals!™

With a curse, Takgutha raised his hand; the battle commander snapped up his shield in response. The
two looked at each other warily.

"Later, little one," Takguthalaughed. "I'm going out now to draw some blood."

"She wants you here when she gets back," the battle commander shouted, though the fear was evident in
hisvoice.

"Tdl your," and he paused, "tdl my lady she can find me fighting, where anyone who isawarrior should
mll

With acold laugh, he swept out of the room. Half a dozen demons greeted him by the door, carrying
between them threewdll crystdsin dings.

"Boread"

His shield gone from the blast, Mark found himself in the water, unsure how he had falen, or where he
even was.

"Boresd"



Mark, his shoulder numb, looked up at the vast pillar of fire and steam that rose heavenward and saw
Tulanahovering above him. Feebly he rose upward and looked around. Bodies lay scattered on the
water: ladultawho had stayed with the assault floundered on the surface, stunned by the blast or lying till
in death. Mark fdlt asif he was somehow caught in the end of the world.

"Over herel" It was Shigeru, Giorgini by hisside, holding Boreas's sensdess body.
Mark flew down to join them.

"I think he'still dive" Giorgini said grimly, hisface avidon of horror from the blood pouring down from
atorn scalp.

"Y ou two get him out of here,” Tulanaroared. "I'm going in and finish thid™
Mark looked at the warrior with disbdief, and then started to rise.
"You'reout of this," Tulanaordered. "Y our arm, Mark!"

Numbly, Mark looked over at hisright arm and for the first time realized that it was broken, saw the
shard of bone sticking out from awound that pulsed with blood. He suddenly felt giddy.

"Organize arear guard with your offworlders. I'm going for the palace,” Tulanasaid, and soared upward,
ascattering of sorcererswinging up around him.

Mark tried to follow. But Goldberg cut in front to hold him back.

"Y ou heard him," Goldberg shouted. He grabbed Mark's good arm and fumbled for his communications
crysd.

"Mark and Saito battle teams, thisis Goldberg. Tulana's battle ordersraly on me, rally on me.”
"I'vegottogoin!" Mark cried, struggling.

"Y ou'refinished, Captain." With aviolent pull, he streaked down, wrenching Mark so that he felt he was
going to pass out.

"Anyhow, it'sfinished," Goldberg whispered.

For amoment, there was silence. The demons that had been circling above swung about to pursue the
attack group.

"We better get organized,” Goldberg shouted.

Rising above the water, he cdled out aseries of commands, and Mark could see Saito coming in with the
rest of the Japanese, Kochanski by his side. Smithie gppeared from the water, blood pouring from his
nose and ears.

"l can't hear," Smithie screamed. "Damniit, my ears.”
Kochanski settled by Smithies sde and findly camed him down.

A series of bolts snapped down from above. Looking up Mark saw a covey of demons cutting low
across the water.

With hisright arm gone, al he could do was snap up his defensive crystal and hope for the best.



"Comewith me, Mark friend."
Looking down into the water, Mark saw Sul hovering by hisside.

"Not yet," Mark whispered, unable to stop watching Tulanas mad rush for Petrice's palace. The sky
rippled with light as the attack force doggedly pushed in, dodging and weaving through the interlocking
blasts of haf adozenwal crystals, the pursuing demons bresking off to hover above. Onward Tulana
pushed.

"Goddamn it, heésgonnamakeit,” Mark said.
And then the group seemed to disappear as three explosions ripped across the face of Patrice's palace.

"Damnit, damn them al," Goldberg hissed. The explosion roared across the harbor, echoing and
re-echoing.

From out of the boiling maelstrom, lone sorcerers gppeared, staggering, pulling back. Thelast to emerge
was Tulana

"Pull out,” Tulanas voice cut through the comm link. "Get out, we're finished.”

"Maintain fire," Saito shouted, and the group laid down a protective series of bolts over Tulanawho,
cutting low, streaked down the main boulevard of Patrice's city, ahaf dozen survivors around him, while
from behind a host of demonsled by atowering form closed in.

"Get in the water, break and run!" Tulana shouted. "We can't fight them anymore up here!"
"Go!" Sul caled, pushing up by Mark'sside.

"We're out of here, Captain!" Goldberg shouted, diving into the water.

Grabbing Sul'sdorsa with hisleft hand, Mark dipped below the waves.

With powerful kicks, the ladulta pushed away, going deep. All around him Mark could sense or see his
battered companions, surging due west, racing for the narrow harbor entrance.

"Ahead, crystal!" Sul caled and cut asharp right angle. A flash sngpped through the water, the shock
wave ripping through Mark. Two ladultasurged past, Shigeru on one, Giorgini on the other, between
them Boress, protected by their shields. Mark could see it was a dangeroudly close thing--they were
desperately overextending themsalves. A close hit would overload them. Then they disappeared from
view as Sul pulled ahead.

For long minutes the group surged through the harbor, unable to gain the surface againgt the combined
grength of thewall crystals and demons above. Their only hope was to zigzag through the water, dodging
the depth charges.

"The harbor entranceisjust ahead,” Sul called.

Thiswas the tough spot, Mark redized. The demonswould be surging into this point to block their
retreat and force them to the surface.

"Not much farther,” Kochanski caled. "Two hundred yards and were out.”

A booming echo snapped through the ocean, half ahundred ladulta picking up the call.



Sul dowed.
"What isit?' Mark cried.
"Cresus," Sul hissed.

"Merciful God," Mark groaned. The entire group seemed to pause. Snaps of energy flashed ahead, and
the shadowy forms loomed larger.

"They must have kept them off to one side on the bottom while we swept in, and then herded them in,”
Kochanski cried. "We've got to go up!”

"Stay down and get through them!" Tulanaroared through his comm link, and pushing forward helet go
of hisladulta. "Get between them and then out.”

With awild shout, Tulanacharged straight in.
"Hang on," Sul caled, and drove forward.

Mark could sense half adozen of the beasts, filling the harbor entrance from one side to the other, being
driven forward by teams of sorcererswho kept striking their flanks and their topsin order to kegp them
from breaching.

Tulanadammed out a series of boltsto the left and right, and a gap between two of the beasts started to
open.

Sul cut graghtin.

"Crydtad behind ug"

Mark looked back and could sense the energy of asmall gem asit dropped.

A snap of fire dashed out and Tulana, caught by the blagt, rolled out of control.
"Tulanal" Mark screamed.

The maw of aCresus swept past him, Horrified, Mark watched as Tulana struggled weakly to get out of
itsway.

"Il sseyou in hdl!" Tulanaroared.
The maw closed over him and he was gone.

Ladulta charged past Mark and Sul, shouting their rage, pulling the battered survivors out. A bolt of
energy snapped past Mark and, uncaring, he looked up to see an enemy sorcerer hovering above a
Cresus. Mark waited for the degth blow, but Sul cut downward in atwisting spird, racing for the ocean
floor.

The Cresus surged past them, its massive tail flukes creating aswirl of turbulence; then suddenly it was
behind them.

Sul's voice boomed through the ocean, calling to his companions, and Mark could sensethe cries of grief
as the shattered remnants of the attack force retreated into the open sea.

Beyond caring, Mark hung on as Sul dodged among the depth charges. Gradually, the concussions



dropped away, the only sound the calls of wounded ladulta echoing feebly through the water.
"Raly onme," afaint voice hissed through the comm link. It was Saito.

Mark roused from hislethargy and looked around.

Theclicking cali of aladulta snapped through the water.

Sul turned and pushed on, and gradually Mark could sense other forms moving in the water. "Raly on
me." The voice was stronger now.

Severa dozen formswerein thewater ahead, and Mark forced himself to regain his composure. For the
firgt time since the explosion in the harbor, he became aware of the throbbing pain in hisright arm, and of
the thin swirl of blood streaming from it. Looking down a Sul'sside, he saw asimilar trail welling out
from his companion.

"Wereafinepair,” Mark thought.
"At least we survived," Sul replied sadly asthey joined the exhausted remnants of the assault team.

"The captain madeit," Goldberg called, dropping away from hisladultato come up and float by Mark's
gde

Mark could fed hisworld going dark. "How bad?"
"Half the assault teamisgone,”" Saito replied.

"Our people?’

"Not sureyet," Saito told him.

"Green Leader, Green Leader," an ingstent voice whispered through the comm link, and Mark findly
redlized that it had been caling for several minutes now.

"Green Leader here," Saito called.

"Did you smash the portal ? We saw atremendous explosion,” Ikawa asked.
Saito hestated. "Negative, it was only their wall crystas. The attack isfinished.”
There wasamoment of Slence.

"Isthis Saito?' Leti called.

"I'min command now."

"Mark--whereishe?' Ikawacut in, his voice edged with panic.

"Wounded." Saito looked gppraisngly at Mark with the cold gaze of acombat soldier judging the
condition of another. "Hell pull through.”

"Raly intous" Leti whispered. "The ky isclear.”
"Here comes Shigeru," Goldberg announced, pointing downward.

From the murk, Shigeru and Giorgini emerged, still towing Boreas. Alongside them was K ochanski



pulling Smithie, who was now unconscious.

"We better get into Leti before they pick usup again!™ Saito announced, leading the way straight up.

"l leave you now," Sul whispered.

"You and your herd aretrue warriors," Mark replied sadly, and let go of the dorsal to gently stroke Sul.
"We day to keep fighting?' the ladulta asked.

Torn, Mark looked at hisfriend. How could he tell him the battle was logt, that Gorgon would break
through and that Haven would be devastated in the wars to come?

"Go out to sea. If we should win, wewill call you. But if you hear no more of us, know that we died to
help preserve your world. Avoid dl humanswho are l€ft, for they will be servants of the evil oneand
might harm you."

"1 will wait for your cal,” Sul whispered, nuzzling up by Mark's Sde before turning away and svimming
off into the darkness.

At last Mark broke clear of the ocean. Northward on the distant horizon he could see the outline of
Petrice's city, atowering pillar of smoke aboveit. Saito circled for amoment above the group, then
pointed back toward a hill haf adozen milesfrom the city and winged off.

Struggling, Mark tried to keep up. He spared a glance at the bedraggled survivors. Barely aman was
uninjured, and clusters of sorcerers clung together, helping to pull their unconscious and badly injured
companionstoward safety.

"Herethey come again!"
Wearily Mark looked up and saw a scattering of dots straight ahead in the sky.

Grimly hetried to force his shidld up. The world seemed to closein asif he was looking down along
dark tunnel swirling with dancing spots of light. The tunnd closed into blackness, and he felt himsdlf falling
away into night.

"Just what in the name of all the gods did you do?' Patrice stormed through the shattered wreckage of
her audience chamber to confront Takgutha, who stood defiantly in the middie of the room, surrounded
by adozen of hiscompanions.

"They were breaking through. | used thewall crystasto stop them.”

"Breaking through!" Petrice screamed. "Y ou destroyed half my wall crystals, you shattered my palace,
hundreds of my people are dead in the streets. Damn you, it looks like they did break through!™

"| stopped them," Takgutha growled.
"How did they get thisfar by sea? Was the harbor entrance blocked as| had arranged?”

"The command was not properly passed,” Takguthasaid coldly. "The creatures were not in position, but
they did finish them off on theway out. It was agood plan; we wiped them out."

"Where's Kuthna? | want to hear his sde of this."



"Hewaskilled in the explosions, my lady. | am sorry--he was agood battle commander.” A thin smile
crossed Takgutha's features.

Wild with fury, Patrice whirled around. The bastard had set her up. He had undoubtedly blocked the
order to move the Cresusin. He wanted an attack from seato get thisfar and to use it asan excuseto
smash most of her wall crystds.

"Y ou wanted this battle to prove yoursdlf to your lord!" Petrice snarled.
"I amawarior," Takgutha said matter-of-factly.

"Then proveit!" Patrice raised her hand and dammed a bolt into Takgutha before he could respond,
knocking him off hisfeet. Snarling, his companions started to sngp up their shidds.

"Don't move!" Takgutharoared, coming to hisknees. A torrent of blood poured from hisright arm.

Patrice struggled for control. "Well have areckoning on this." She swept out of the room, Takgutha
following her with ahateful gaze.

Down into the heart of her palace she stormed, cursing inwardly at the wreckage--and cursing herself.
The Heart had been tantdizingly within her reach until the offworlders had struck her. Now she channeled
her energy to the ugly scorches on her side and the back of her head. The pain eased, though true hedling
would haveto come later.

She was tempted to gather her forces and strike Leti again to finish it off. Too much time had been
wasted, though, and again she upbraided hersaf. So what if her paace, her crystals, even her city was
destroyed? She could have had the Heart. Y et Gorgon was now so close to coming through. She had to
be present. Was Takgutha a portent? she wondered darkly. Would Gorgon betray her?

Her mind swirled with the contradictions arising to what she had fdlt to be such a seamless plan for
success. And she felt an inward chill now--for after dl, the one thing she could never truly read was what
lingered in Gorgon's heart.

She had to be present at the moment he came through, to judge him. Y et he had promised so much, his
voice whigpering to her acrossthe centuries, promising al when this moment findly arrived.

Takguthawould pay for this; his blood would cement the bond. She wanted to see Gorgon flay theliving
flesh from hisvassad's body, and then shewould know. Petrice turned to one of her companions.

"Tdl that bastard Takguthal want him in the portal chamber.”
The sorcerer looked at her coldly, and bowing, turned away.

Two sorcerers stepped from aside acove and bowed low. "Thetraitor you wanted," and they pointed to
where Imada stood.

Patrice stopped and gazed at the boy, who looked at her with innocent eyes.
Her features softened. "Why did you cometo me?* she whispered, probing inward, searching hismind.

"My Venaserved you," hereplied. "I did not know it, but you had bonded meto you aswell. When |
saw you, | could not harm you.”

Theboy fell to his knees and abased himsdlf before her.



She did not know whether shefelt disgust or something else at the sight of him, so totaly vulnerable,
totdly willing to do anything she might wish. She hesitated. After al, he might be an amusing plaything.
Reaching down, she gently grasped hishair, raisng his head and gazing into his eyes before letting him go.

"Bring him aong," she said softly, and proceeded on. She'd have to think about him when there wastime.
If she decided not to accept him, at least Gorgon would be amused to have an offworlder to examine.

The doorsto the portal room were wide open, the corridor lit with alurid blood-red glow. Demonslined
the corridor and at her approach bowed low. Without dowing she entered the chamber.

For an instant her senses recoiled at the raw power in the room. Two hundred demons stood in avast
circle, ams extended. The crystasto either Sde of the pentagram glowed with such blinding light that
Patrice averted her gaze.

Gorgon hovered in the middle of the pentagram, hisform rippling with power, hisbody taut, asif straining
againgt an unseen barrier that was gradudly faling away.

At the sight of Patrice, asmile crossed hisfeatures.

"Soon, very soon,” Gorgon laughed, his chilling voice booming and echoing.

Patrice gazed at him, probing, unsure.

"I have heard one of my warriors displeases you?' Gorgon whispered, his voice now soft, melodious.
Petrice nodded, struggling to remain detached, to judge hisinner thoughts.

"1 will reward him properly for you when | emerge,” and hisvoice was like the promising sigh of alover.

"Soon you shal have Haven at your feet, the Heart Crystal in your hand, and | shdl defeat Jartan, who
hasignored you far too long.”

Patrice fet an inner voice catling to her, asif warning her to step back from the edge of the abyss. She
looked into Gorgon's eyes and his smiling gaze washed over her.

"Itistimenow that | come through and join you, my lover," Gorgon called, and the room surged with

light

Chapter 17

"Theres nothing eseto be done," Leti said grimly, looking around at the assembled group.

Ikawa stood by L eti's Sde, his gaze on the ground. He knew she wasright, but the finality of it was il

so sudden. Only an hour ago, when he had seen the explosions ripple across Patrice's palace, he had
thought for sure that the mission had been a success. Wild cheering had broken out. And then the garbled
battle reports had come in--the obvious cries of an army defeated and in retresat.

At that moment he had looked to Leti and had known what she had quietly formed in her heart and had
been carrying since the meeting in Asmara, the true reason why she had ingsted on bringing the Heart
Crygtal. Shewas going to destroy the Heart, Patrice's city, and herself.

"Do you see any hope of pulling back toward Asmara?' Pina ventured.

"Hopeless," Vadez growled. "Gorgon and his host will explode out of there soon--damn soon. Even |
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can sense the power surging out of that hellhole. Well be overrun before we even get started. Leti is
right. It'sthe only chance we haveto stop him."

The group wasslent again.

"| agree with Leti." Boreas, hisfeatures grey and drawn, limped into the circle of sorcerers surrounding
the Heart. Ikawa could see that every step for the demigod must be an agony.

"l sensed thiswas Leti'sfinal plan, but | did not speak since | believed we could break through from the
sea. It worked a Bataman during the Great War; | believed it would work again here.”

"And Patrice fought at Bataman, and helped lead the attack by sea," Vadez said quietly, the dightest
edge of reproach in hisvoice.

Boreas|ooked at the sorcerer and nodded.
"Thereisno time now for recriminations,” Leti said quietly.

"When | go forward, I'll not look back. | am not ordering anyoneto do this, though I'll need al of you if
thereisto be any hope of getting close enough. If you should decide to turn away, | will not seeit, and
there will be no shame. Weve got to get close, right up to thewall at the very least. If therestime, I'll
givetheword to run, but if not, if it ssemsthey're about to overwhelm us, I'll do what hasto be done
without warning.”

"What will happen when she hitsthe Heart with that red crystal?* Shigeru whispered to Ikawa.

"Boom," Walker said evenly, coming up to stand next to the wrestler. "Y ou saw what awall crystal can
do when it goes. When that big baby lets go, it'll flatten everything for miles. It'll blow that city apart, and
take the portd withit."

"Those poor peopleinthat city,” Goldberg sighed. "They had nothing to do with this.”
Leti nodded at Goldberg.

"I'm truly sorry about that, it isnot in our creed to harm innocent peoplein war. But if we do not do this,
millionswill die, for Haven will become a battleground when Jartan returns. And if he should not stop
Gorgon, thisworld will become anightmare.”

"What about those too injured to move?' one of the healers asked, motioning to more than thirty
sorcererswho lay under the shade of anearby tree. Mark was among them, as was Smithie and
Kochanski, who had suffered a severe concussion and collapsed after the group had madeit back to
land.

"If we succeed and smash the portal, then look after them," Leti whispered. "If not," and she paused,
"then | think you know what you'll haveto do for them.”

The hedler seemed to struggle with her inner fedlings, and then wordlesdy she stepped back to the
wounded.

"Arethere any comments? Though | ask you make them brief--even now the portal is bending outward,
amost ready to burst. We must move quickly.”

No one spoke.

"Then | giveyou five minutesto prepare asyou seefit.”



The group broke up, most of the sorcerers going off to be by themselves.
The offworlders cameto circle around Ikawa.

"Let'sgo see Mark," he said quietly.

"Hejust cameto," one of the heders said quietly, risng from Mark'sside.

Ikawakndt beside hisfriends. The hedler had closed the wound, but was unable to expend more energy
to knit the bone since so many required her attention. The arm was padded and bound tightly in a splint.

"l heard what she said,” Mark whispered.
"So you know."
Mark nodded.

"You gave meascare,” Ikawasad, trying to amile. "We were flying out to give you cover and some of
your folks thought we were the enemy.”

"That'sthelast | remember.”

"Walker saw you fal. You took alittle water before we got you out.”
Mark smiled feebly. "Kind of hard to believewe logt.”

"But we haven't,”" Ikawareplied.

"Sureashdl seemslikeit," Kraut said, hisvoice sad and distant. "Were al gonnadie in about another
ten minutes™

Ikawalooked up at Kraut and the others.

"Yetit'sworthit in theend. We al should have died back in China, when we were enemies. Instead we
came here, and found our power, our loves, our adventures--and far more, we learned that we are
brothers. Shigeru and Walker, who once hated each other, would now lay down their livesfor the other.”

Shigeru and Walker looked at each other nervoudly.
"Ah hdl, Captain, the big lug needs someoneto look out for him, that'sall.”
The men laughed.

"So we havefound that. We are dl fated to die some day. Y et asasamurai, asawarrior of Allic, | find
thisafine moment to choose that death. For we will die saving aworld that is preciousto us."

He paused, and saw Leti coming to the edge of the group.
"And we die together asfriends.”
"It'stime, my love." Her thought whispered through hismind.

"I cannot tell you how much | love you,” Ikawathought in reply. Y ou are my joy beyond words, beyond
thoughts."

"On the other sde of the seawe will meet again. | will wait for you there."



Thetwo looked at each other in silence.
"It'stime," she whigpered, thistime out loud.
Thewarriorslooked shyly at each other, exchanging handclasps.

Ikawalooked down at Mark again. "Good-bye, my brother. If we should succeed, just remember..." He
found he could no longer say the words.

"But I'm going with you." Mark forced aamile.
"Captain, that'skind of crazy," Waker announced. "Y ou're busted to hell."

"I'm going with you,” Mark insgsted. Weakly, hetried to struggle to hisfeet, then looked imploringly a
Ikawa, who gazed at him with asad smile of understanding.

"Shigeru, givehimahand.”

Thewrestler strode forward and gently lifted Mark onto hisfeet. Mark looked back at Kochanski and
Smithie, who were still unconscious.

"Let'sget going." Mark's voice was cold and even.

The group turned away and followed Leti back to where ateam of sorcerers had formed around the
Heart.

From out of the crowd, Giorgini pushed hisway through and came to stand before Mark.
"Mindif | fight dongside you?'

Mark looked over at Boreas, who nodded.

"Of course," Mark said, and abroad grin crept across Giorgini's features.

"At least Imadawill be saved hislife of humiliation,” Shigeru said darkly. The wrestler had been stunned
to hear of hisfriend's betrayal and openly wept at the news. His mood was now grim.

"Yeah, | can't bdieveit,” Waker sghed. A quizzica look crossed hisface, and he reached into histunic
and pulled out adip of paper.

"Funny--just before we lifted to attack | saw him scribbling something, and then he gave thisto me.
Looks like Japanese or something.”

Waker held out the paper. Saito took it and unfolded it.

" She destroyed my life, though | am il living,” Saito reed. "Now | shdl finishit dl for both of us.
Good-bye, my friends."

"What ishe up to?' Kraut asked, looking at Ikawa.

"He was aboy with honor,” Ikawa said evenly. "Perhaps he thought he could still do something. I think
our friend was not atraitor, but just someone who could no longer seethe world clearly,” and then he
could say no more.

"Say, anybody got acigarette?' Waker ventured, breaking the silence.



"Yeah, | remember that," Kraut laughed. "Here we're getting our butts blasted off during the siege of
Landraand you're pulling out cigarettes. Shit, | could go for one."

The group chuckled, trying to control their nervousness.
Leti smiled at the offworlders.
"I'll bewith the Heart," she said evenly. "Boress, can you fly?"

The demigod nodded, but all could see that his strength was gone. The blow he had suffered would have
killed any norma human, or even asorcerer.

"Well stay low," Leti told her command. "They must have a picket screen out ahead. We punch through,
and move asfast aswe can. | want to try and get this straight over the palace, but if that isimpossble, at
least to the base of the city wall. As| said before, if theréstimel'll give aminuteswarning. Then you are
freeto escape, but if | fear we are being overwhelmed | will strikethis," and reaching into a pouch by her
waist she pulled out ared crystd, "against the Heart without warning.”

"Doyou dl undergand?’
No onereplied.
"Then let'smovel”

The sorcerers surrounding the Heart lifted into the air, holding on to the rope netting which encased their
burden. Ikawa swung in by Leti's Side as she rose a scant dozen feet into the air and then Started
forward.

Leti looked over at him.

"Do you remember our first night together?" her thoughts whispered through hismind.
Hesamiled.

"Then let usthink of those thingsonce again.”

The group pressed in toward the city.

From awooded grove half amile forward, six sorcerers rose and started back toward the city.
"They'reonto us" Ikawashouted. "Keep our formation closea!”

Asthey streaked low over avillage, aquick flurry of bolts shot up from sorcerers on the ground. Ignoring
the strikes, the attack force pushed in.

"Those lousy bastards," Walker shouted.

Looking over his shoulder, Ikawasaw that asizeable fraction of the group had turned away to fleein the
oppositedirection.

"Ignorethem!™ Ikawa shouted. "Their liveswill be far worse than whatever we shdll face.”

Skimming iow againgt light opposition, Ikawa dodged down between arow of trees, sending aflock of
golden birdsin every direction with his passage. It was a glorious moment, that now filled hisentire
world. He had fdlt this before, this certainty that he was about to die, and with the coming of that



moment, never had hefdt so dive, so completely bonded to hisworld and the magnificent splendor of it.

The picket line of sorcerers kept faling back, trading long-range shots with the advancing group. The city
was now less than two miles ahead. Just another couple of minuteswas dl that they would need. Ikawa
fdt his heart soaring. Perhaps they could bresk all the way through, and his comrades could still escape
while he and Leti finished what had to be done.

"Here they come!" Shigeru snarled.

Looking forward, Ikawawas stunned. A cloud of demons and sorcerers rose above the wall to greet
them.

Staggered by the intensity of the power now reveaed, Patrice felt asif she had torn open the entire world
to his presence. Surging and coiling, Gorgon pushed againgt the last flimsy barrier.

It exploded into awall of fire.
The temple floor swayed beneath her feet, the arched buttresses overhead cracking.
Gorgon stepped through into the world of Haven.

He was the essence of fire, the creator of torment, hisflaming limbs dripping with oily smoke, hisfangs
00zing agreen, sulphurous glow, hiseyeslike flaming diamonds.

He leaned back and laughed, the booming of his voice counter-pointed by the shrieking cals of his
minions, who groveled before him in aterrible ecstasy of lugt.

And in that ingant she knew.

Helowered his head and looked at her with sardonic bemusement. "Does my form till please you?' he
whispered.

She said nothing, standing proud, aone, her mind screaming to her that al the dreams, al the desires had,
after dl, been only anilluson.

"Cometome," hesnarled. "1 wish to take you here, now. My servants can watch, for | have promised
them thissport.”

Hismouth curled in adark leer, flames running down its sides. A fiery hand reached out to grab her.

"Wewereto rule together asequals,” Patrice snapped, backing away. "There's till abattle to be fought
outsdethesewadls."

Gorgon laughed, and looked over a his servants.
"Go out and finish them,” he snarled. "I'll be dong shortly."
The demons poured out of the room, shouting triumphantly, eager for baitle.

Gorgon looked back at Patrice. "No oneismy equd,” he boomed. "Be my servant and submit to al my
wishes now--or die. And if you die, | will endave your soul in torment.”

Sheraised her shidd and leveled abolt of flameinto hisface.



It seemed to stun him; he drew back. Shefired again and the terror Started to rise in her as she continued
to pour out her strength, screaming inrage at him.

Ever so dowly, heraised hishand and pointed it at her.
A single shot took her off her feet, damming her againgt the wall, her gown scorched, her shield gone.

"Y ou are mine--Haven ismine--it is all mine," Gorgon laughed, risng over her.

"For God's sake, keep moving!" Walker roared, his shield glowing white hot. "Weve got to keep
moving!"

Crouching low on the ground, Ikawa dammed a burst into a demon hovering above the group. The shot
seemed to have little effect as the demon, roaring his defiance, threw abolt Sraight at Ikawa.

Walker turned with awild scream and lifted back into the air. As he reached out, his hand seemed to
touch the demon. There was an explosive flash and the creature plummeted into the circle of sorcerers
surrounding the Heart.

"Up, get up!" Leti screamed.

The beleaguered group rose and started forward. The sky above them was dark with the enemy. But the
wall was dill ahdf mile off, and to Ikawa it seemed anightmarish eternity away.

Shigeru looked around wildly, unable to fight with Mark in hisarms, ignoring Mark's commands to put
him down.

A stunning blow hit Ikawafrom behind, and he fell to earth. He could fed theicy-hot talonstearing into
hisflesh.

"Captain”

Kicking and clawing, Ikawarolled away and got to his knees, then dammed a bolt into the demon'sface.
The creature's head disappeared. Franticaly, Ikawalooked around. The group had pushed another
hundred yards ahead. Saito was above him, shouting, "Come on, Captain!”

Ikawa flew back into theair. Cutting and dashing with their bolts, the two pushed forward. Smoldering
bodies littered the ground in abloody trail, and wounded sorcerers crawled away from the inferno of
combat. Horrified, Ikawasaw one of Storm's retainers struggling on the ground, hislegsgone. A demon
alighted beside him and with adash of razor-sharp talons decapitated the man. Holding the head aloft,
the demon soared into the air, roaring with ddlight. In their killing frenzy, the demons had lost al control
and werefiring without care, sriking enemiesand aliesdike.

The warriors cut their way back into the decimated group.
"Agan!" Leti screamed.

They surged upward and forward, but avirtua wall of demons opposed them. The formation Started to
disntegrate into a confused melee of individual combats. Nearly half the sorcerers carrying the Heart
were down, unable to effectively defend themsealves. A knot of demons cut straight through the party, and
suddenly the Heart tumbled out of the net and crashed to the ground.

Leti dighted besideit and looked around wildly.



"Almost there" she screamed. "Just abit further!™

Ikawa landed beside her, and Boreas fought hisway through to join them. Wildly, Ikawalooked around.
Shigeru, sill carrying Mark, and his escort--Saito and Walker--landed to join them. From over the wall
Ikawa saw the sky darken further as several hundred more demons seemed to explode outward.

"Morecoming!" he cried.

"It'sasfar aswe're getting!" Boreas shouted.

But the wal was dtill several hundred yards away, and the palace a quarter mile beyond it.
"I only hope were close enough!™ Leti reached into the pouch and held the red crystd high.

Degpairing, |kawaknew that it was not close enough. All they could hope for wasto take as many with
them as possible, and perhaps weaken Gorgon for Jartan, if he should ever return.

"Everyone clear out of herel" she screamed.

A demon exploded into the middle of the group, damming Leti with abolt that sent her staggering, so that
she dropped thered crystal.

With awild scream, Ikawa dove, scrambling for the gem. The demon set up awild undulating roar and
his comrades, hearing hiswarning, svarmed in.

Ikawa snatched the red crystal from the ground. Before him a demon rose up. The demon staggered and
fell, the back of his head gone. Through the confusion Ikawasaw Mark, his broken arm up and his battle
crysta glowing hot, Shigeru on the ground by hisside.

"For God's sake, do it!" Mark screamed.

For an ingtant Ikawa saw Leti looking up at him, her eyeswide with pain and grief. Then he staggered
forward to the Heart.

They had ignored him. Imada watched the struggle between his deceiver and the one who had deceived
her in turn, and though he fdlt that it should fill his heart with joy, he was | eft instead with aninfinite
sadness. He had wanted to believe better of Haven, that one could love with innocence and truthfulness
and that somehow it would be returned.

If that was possible, he would never know it.

A detached smile crossed hislips as he reached into his tunic and pulled the object out. With histhumb
he pushed back a section of the clay to reveal the sharp glimmer of red underneath.

He walked forward into the circle of flame. With his shield down the firelegped to hisbody, his hair
curling, hisflesh screaming in protest asit started to smoke and pedl away. It was curious, but he felt no

pain.

He came up to thelarge portal crystal, which was till glowing brightly, and fdt asif he waslooking
draight into the heart of the sun.

"Patricel Gorgon!™

Locked in their loathsome struggle, the two paused and looked back at him, even asthefire swirled



about his body.
He held the great red crystal up high.
"No!" Gorgon screamed.

Even as his eyes burned away, he could see her face, the one who had destroyed hislife. It was strange,
he redlized; there was no rage, no horror. In Patrice's tormented eyes he saw only relief.

Imada brought Jartan's greet red crystal down, striking it hard against the crystal of Horat.

Therewasno pain, just afina flash of thought, the sensethat thereal Vena, the one that must have truly
existed and been killed, was waiting for him after dl. And then there was silence, and peace.

An exploson filled the sky, firgt flashing white-hot, changing in an ingtant to a boiling black cloud that
raced straight up to the heavens. The sun seemed to be blotted from the sky. Stunned, Ikawalooked up.
The palace had disappeared, and for awild moment he thought he had actually hit the Heart and hewas
seeing the resultsfrom beyond the realm of theliving. And then the shock wave hit him, damming him
backward to the ground.

It felt asif the earth was being torn asunder. The piercing shrieks of the demons counterpointed the
exploson. A swirling maglstrom seemed to fill the entire world.

"He's comethrough!™ Saito cried. "The Heart--destroy the Heart.”
Ikawatried to regain hisfeet.
"Wait," Leti cried, and her voice wasfilled with hope. "L ook, look what's happening!™

The demons that had siwvarmed over the group twisted and writhed in agony. Asif suddenly weightless,
they were pulled back into the conflagration. The sky wasfilled with their forms, their agonized cries
audible even above the roaring inferno.

The demons burgt into flames as they were pulled inexorably into the storm. The sky was awash with
their fire asthey tumbled end over end into the heart of the sorm, trailing plumes of oily smoke.

"The portal's gone!" Boreas cried. "The bastards are finished!"
Ikawalet thered crystd fall, and walked over to stand beside Leti.

Stunned, he watched as the mael strom swirled and seemed to fall in upon itself. Suddenly there was only
slence, though black smoke seemed to fill the very heavens.

"Wevewon," Leti sighed. "Gorgon has been destroyed, and the porta is closed.”

"How in the name of dl the gods?' Boreas whispered.

"It was Imada," Waker whispered.

A thin smile crossed Ikawals festures. He looked over a Shigeru and Saito, their sad smiles matching his.
"A good deeth,” Shigeru sighed. "Good-bye, my little friend.”

"Perhapsthe red Venawaitsfor him on the other sde," Leti said softly, dipping her hand around Ikawals



wad.

Her gaze hdd hisfor amoment, and for thefirst time since their swim in the lake long ago, Ikawafdt asif
hisold lover wastruly back again.

"We better get into the city,” Leti findly announced.

"| think the fight's over," she continued, raising her voice, "but alot of peoplein there are going to need
help.” Patrice's surviving sorcerers, who had been staring at the ruined city in stunned disbelief, looked
over a Leti. A sorcerer stepped forward and tore the offensive crystals from her right wrist, dropping

them by Leti'sfeet.

" She betrayed us, too. We had no idea, even to the end, what thiswas truly about.”
"Shebetrayed dl of us," Leti told her.
"My family's back there," the sorcerer said, fighting to control her emotions.

"I'll take your parole later," Leti said soothingly, touching the woman on the shoulder. "Go save them.
Pass theword that the fighting is over. Well comein shortly to help with theinjured.”

The sorcerer bowed low, lifted into the air, and streaked toward the city. The other sorcerers came up
before Leti, so that within amoment there was a pile of offensive crystas at her fedt.

"Boreas, will you stay with the Heart? I'll take anyone who's till fit and go into the city."

"Gladly. I've had enough for one day," Boreas said, hisvoicefull of exhaustion and infinite sadness.
"Say, what in hell isthat?' Kraut cdled, pointing toward alone figure flying naked above the city.
"It'shim. I'll be damned, it'shim!™ Shigeru cried, hisvoice near breaking with ddlight.

For ademigod whom Ikawa thought was cold and devoid of al emotions, Boreas suddenly appeared as
if he had returned to life. For the firgt time since meeting Boresas, |kawa saw agrin cross his features.

"Tuland"

The prince swung in and dighted. He was covered from head to foot with blood and adimy coating of
gore, hisgreat mane of hair and flowing beard were stresked white, and matted to his body.

Boreas rushed forward and the two giants roared with delight, dapping each other on the back, tears
streaming down their faces.

"By the hairy asses of dl the gods," Tulanabellowed, pointing back to the inferno raging in the city, "just
what the hell did you bastards do?'

"Never mind that,” Shigeru cried, coming up to give Tulanaadap that sent the prince staggering. "We
saw you get swalowed. How did you ever come back?"

"I gavethat Cresusthe worst bellyache of itslife, | did." Throwing his head back, he howled with
laughter.

Ikawa grinned, watching the exuberant exchange. For a second, Tulana caught his gaze, and in that
moment |kawa could sense that benegath the bravado, the terror of what he had been through had | eft the
prince shaken. Then, grinning, Tulanalooked away.



"Long | fell into the darkness. In the buffeting | lost my defensive crystals” he said, "and then | knew |
wasin the pit of his tomach. And by my hairy jewds, the stench was worse than the vomit of my
grandfather here. | felt the burning, and | thought | was cooked.”

"And then | thought, not me, not Tulana coming out as nothing but bones from that big beast'sfat ass. So
| pointed and Started to cut with my crystal. And by Jartan'steeth, you should have fdt that thing kick
and squirm. Never did he have amed like me!™

"So I'd cut with the crystal, and then dash with my dagger, and then cut and dash, cut and dash. |
thought I'd drown in hisblood in that darkness. And al the time his somach juices are burning my clothes
off, sothat | finaly tore off the shreds."

"And then what happened?' Shigeru asked, drawing back dightly from the stench which hung around his
friend.

"Well, I'm here, aren't 17" Tulanaydled. "And somewhere out thereisa Cresuswith aholein hisside, off
to tell old Naga he better stand clear of me from now on. Hell, I'm not going to breach that old bastard
next timel seehim, I'm going to let him swallow mewholel™

Boreas roared with delight again and hugged his grandson in a bearlike embrace.
Mark got dowly to hisfeet and went to Ikawato muitter, "He'sjust amazing.”

Ikawa, smiling, looked at Mark. And in the clarity of that moment, he knew that if agateway to Earth
could ever be opened, the men would cross back through as friends, and remain that way, no matter
what madnesstheir old world was still cresting.

"So wewon!" Tulanashouted happily. "I could sure use adrink!"

"I think wedl could,” Ikawalaughed. Tulana'swords had certainly summed it dl up. They weredive,
and their precious world of Haven would survive.

With hisleft hand, Mark rumbled in histunic and pulled out asiver flask.
"Allics" hesad. "Heleft it behind the night he left. I've been keeping it for him."

Clumsly Mark uncorked it, and offered the first drink to Ikawa. Then they passed it on to their circle of
comrades, who stood laughing with joy and exhausted relief.

"We have survived again,” Ikawawhispered. Looking over at Leti, he amiled.

Chapter 18

"So there was Tulana, as naked as the day he was born, and he actually sneaked up on Leti and hugged
her. | thought she was going to lose her last meal." Mark laughed, wiping the tearsfrom his eyes.

"And you should have seen Ikawasface," Kraut interjected. "It looked like he was going to kill him."

Ikawaforced asmile and shook his head as he looked over at the drawn features of hisold friend and
lord.

Allic smiled to show that he was interested in the conversation, but his exhaustion was evident.

Jartan and the attack contingent had returned that morning. The reunion had been apainful one as both
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sdes, now fully aware of what had happened, eagerly sought the faces of loved ones, and in more than
one case had retreated to a private room to hide their grief at the terrible price that had been paid.

Minar had lost abeloved son. Chosen had left as sllently and mysterioudy as he had arrived, hisonly
living granddaughter gone. Severa of Jartan's grandchildren were dead aswell, and many of the party
had suffered some injury, either physicaly or worse yet, to their inner senses from the horrors they had

fought.

Whether or not Gorgon had survived the destruction of the portal was not known. Jartan's attack had
reached to thefina gate into the nightmare world which was Gorgon's home, and had pressed no
further--for that was a place no one of Haven could endure. They had started back, leaving awake of
destruction behind them, laying down barriers and traps, sealing Gorgon off.

Therescue of Allic had been anear thing aswell. Therdief force, led by Storm, had arrived to find Allic
and eight survivors cornered in a cave and fighting off repeated attacks. It would take time, Ikawa
redlized, for Allic to heal--not just physicaly, but also from the nightmare of what he had endured.

"The druid and the porta ?* Allic asked. "What happened?’

The group looked over at Kochanski, who stood in the corner with Sarabeside him holding a possessive
amaround hiswais.

"It won't work. I'm trying to create areplicafrom ahazy memory of seeing Stonehenge years back while
in England, but the druid's version isamode of how it appeared two thousand years ago. | guess| just
never realized how precise the reproduction would have to be here on Haven. Besides, the druid told me
he tried countless times to go back, always without success."

"So there's no going back, then?' Storm asked.

Kochanski shook his head, and asmile that almost looked like relief crossed hisfeatures.
"l guessnot.”

"That'stoo bad,” Storm replied, and Mark chuckled at the obviouslie.

Ikawalooked around the group. He could sense the tension leaving most of them, the burden of the
decison having been lifted. Only two of his men, and Smithie, looked crestfalen, though he could only
hope that with time they would come to accept their new world.

Hebid aslent farewd to his parents and the world he had left. He would always regret that they could
never know that he was safe, that hisworld had not ended in an unnamed skirmish in Ching, but in fact
had barely begun.

" think it'stime you got some deep, Allic,” Storm said affectionately, kissng her brother on the forehead.
He looked at the circle of friends around him and nodded.

"Y ou've got the best of worldsright here," he whispered. "Believe me, | know."

|kawa nodded and came up to take L eti's hand.

"Of course, Mark and Ikawa need their deep now aswell," Allic said, amischievousgrin lighting hisface.

"Y ou've got to bekidding," Storm laughed. Taking Mark's hand, she left the room, the rest of the group
following.



"Come on, Kochanski, let's go for aswim. There's a beautiful spot--a secret place only | know about,”
Sarasaid asthey stepped into the hallway.

"Areyou crazy? Thelast thing | want to seeiswater,” Kochanski replied, looking nervoudy at his
friends, who filed past him. "I wasthinking of going with the guysfor adrink.”

"Wel, I'll come dong then," she announced.

Going down the hallway, they passed through Jartan's audience chamber, again aswvarm with activity as
the god set about bringing order back to hisream.

Kochanski looked over at the column of light as he passed through.
"Sorry about the porta, Kochanski," the god whispered in hismind.

"Actudly, I'm glad it turned out theway it did," Kochanski thought in reply. "Weal thank you, though,
for making the offer to us."

"You deserved it. But | must say I'm glad you'll be staying. Once things settle down well have atak."”
"With pleasure, my lord."

"Take care of that granddaughter of mine. Give her a couple of more years and you might find her a
wonderful lady to bewith. And for al our sakes, don't get her angry, or well never hear the end of it."

As Jartan's thoughts pulled away, Kochanski felt asif he heard booming laughter.

"Did he say something?”

"Nothing, kid."

"I'mnot akid," Sarareplied, pressing closeto him. "I'm damn near eighteen.”

"In my book you are, at least for the next year or so. After that, well talk.”

"Y ou promise?' Shelooked up a him, beaming.

"Sure." He couldn't help feding agrowing warmth for her, even though she did drive him crazy.

L eaving the chamber, they turned down a halway that led past the workshops. A door swung open, and
Kochanski felt Sara's grip tighten.

"Hi, Kochanski." Deidre, her eyeswarm and seductive, looked straight into his. "Going any place
Specid?’

"Well, | wasgoing to join my friendsfor adrink to celebrate," Kochanski replied, unable to drop his
gaze.

"We were planning to go there alone," Sarainterrupted, her voice dripping with venom.
"Oh, I'd loveto join you, though," Deidre replied.

She looked back through the doorway .

"Grandfather, I'll be back later," she called, and closed the door behind her.



She came up on Kochanski's other sde even as Sara pulled him along.
"It'sSarg, ian'tit?" Deidre said sweetly. "Tell me, are you gtill enjoying school ?!

Kochanski gulped, wondering if, after al that had happened, held live to see the end of the day.

Thedruid looked up and saw the door closing.

Damn girl. Sheld kept him out of agood fight, hovering over him and not giving him amoment of peace.
In addition, the Sorcerers Guild was dready putting heavy pressure on him to tell them the secret of how
held extended his lifespan. After dl, he was over two thousand years old, and a sorcerer's life expectancy
was only athousand years, or a mogt, twelve hundred.

Maybe he would share the secret formulas--maybe not. He did know that none of their bribes had
piqued hisinterest yet. Oh, well, he had lots of time.

Stll, he had been under alot of pressure lately. Maybe he could dip away for awhile. Therewerea
number of interesting young ladies about, and it would do his spirits good to meet some of them.

He looked back at the modd on thetable.

All wrong, dl of it wrong. And what was that fool doing by knocking down the lintels and leaving them
scattered about? What conjuring could he ever hopeto do with it?

Thedruid lowered his aff to knock the model apart, and the piece of amber which had come with him
from the old world--now shaped as his most sacred crystal--started to glow.

Startled, he hesitated.

Therewasatiny snap of light in the middle of the model and he drew closer, holding his staff aboveit and
gazingin.
People! There were people on the other side! And another Stonehenge!

He could never alow thisto happen. These men who had cometo him might be all right, but
Caesar--dead or not--had sworn to hunt him forever. He still considered himsdlf fortunate that
Kochanski had bdieved him when held said he'd never been ableto find Earth. The fool!

"I'm till aive, you bastard! Y ou'll never get me!” the druid roared.

Theimages on the other side shifted, faces |ooking about in fear. He laughed darkly, screaming acursing
incantation, and brought down the gtaff to smash the modd into athousand broken splinters.

No, they'll never get me, the druid laughed to himsdlf, panting from the excitement.

He went to the door and started to open it, then looked back at the fragments. With awave of hishand
they reassembled, but the pattern was different, though aready he wasn't sure how.

Ah, well, other things to worry about, such as the ladies. He quickly combed his hand through hislong
flowing beard, fluffing it out.

He waved the door open, stepped into the hallway, and looked back once more a the modd.
Already he wasn't quite sure what had happened.



Must have been that wonderful brandy | snuck earlier.

Now, brandy and ladies together, hethought gaily. Humming atune from the old fertility rites, he closed
the door behind him.

Epilogue
Sarnak cleared histhroat, and the argument that had been raging among his advisorsinstantly ceased.

"L et us summarize what we have learned. Gorgon was presumably killed by the blast. Correct?"

"Thereisaten percent probability that he managed to legp back through the porta asit blew. Therefore,
thereisavery dim possihility he dill lives. However, hisarmies are decimated, and Jartan and hisdlied
gods |eft Gorgon'sredlm in ashambles. So, asaplayer, heis off the board.”

"And Patrice?"'

"Moredifficult to determine, Sire. If she had an escape hole with powered pentagrams as we have set up
here, she could easlly have fled relatively intact. But sheisan outlaw without a power base, since Jartan
has aready assmilated her relm. Her sole strength, assuming she lives, would be that sheisin
possession of the Crystals of Fire.”

"Which would give her tremendousindividua power, but nothing else,”" interjected another advisor.

"Hmm," Sarnak mused. "Perhaps we can use this. Ralnath, set up ateam to surreptitioudy investigate dl
the outer worlds she might have ported to in an emergency. I'll expect my first report in aten-day.”

"Anything elsefor now?" he continued, glancing down the conference table. "All right, you are dismissed
until tomorrow.”

Asthe advisors stood and mingled, Ralnath followed his master into hisinner office.

"Sire, | have newsthat | knew you would not want mentioned &t the staff meeting. The information
reached me as the meeting was about to begin." He paused nervoudy, trying to gauge Sarnak's mood. "It
isan andysis of the potential danger to you that our sensitives and detection team have been picking up.”

Sarnak's face froze dightly, and though his voice remained cam, his eyeswent flat and lifdess. Ralnath
had seen this reaction before, and trembled inwardly.

"Wd|?'

"Not good, sire. We've determined that Boreas has made a breakthrough in farseeking.” He paused for a
reaction or comment, then continued hurriedly.

"Apparently the offworlder Giorgini came up with anew method of directiond finding. He has set up sites
across the world with sensitives and farseekers. They cannot locate you by themselves, but over aperiod
of timethey will be ableto pick up your aurain agenera areaand be ableto triangulate these findings to
center your location.”

Sarnak turned away, to seemingly study the map on thewadll. "I presume destroying those stations would
beusdess”

"Correct, Sre. It would merdly dert them asto their effectiveness.”
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Therewas a period of silence and Ranath wisdly kept his mouth shut, though he watched Sarnak's aura
begin to brighten as the demigod fought for control.

"How much time?'
"They cdculate threeto sx months, sire.”

Again there was amoment of slence; then Sarnak said briskly and casudly, "'l wish to seethereport in
itsentirety before we cometo any hasty conclusions. If it is correct, then we have to set up adternate
plansof action. That isdl for now, Ranath. Y ou may leave me."

Ranath was grateful to be dismissed. His master was never so deadly as when he reacted in so detached
and perfunctory amanner.

When he was done, Sarnak's sdlf-discipline began to deteriorate rapidly.

Boreaswill find me, he thought desperately. That creature of ice and hate won't just kill me--he
shivered--1'll be tortured for eons. If he can find me here, shielded as thoroughly as | am, then he
will be able to track me down wherever | run, be it thisworld or another.

In desperation he analyzed his options. There was only one solution he could think of.

Now | amtruly accursed, for | will have to awaken the Old Gods. Only they will have the power
to save me from Boreas.



