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PROLOGUE

"BE AT EASE, HAPLO. COMVE |IN AND MAKE YOURSELF COMFORTABLE. SIT DOMN. THERE
are no formalities between us."

"Allow ne to fill your glass. W drink what was once called the stirrup cup, a
salute to your |ong journey.

"You like the port? Ah, ny talents are nmany and mani fol d, as you know, but I
begin to think that only tinme-not magic- can produce a truly fine port. At

| east that's what the old books teach. |I've no doubt our ancestors were right
about that ... no matter how wong they were in other things. There is

somet hing about the drink | miss, a warnth, a nellowness that comes w th age.
This port is too harsh, too aggressive. Fine qualities in men, Haplo, but not
in wne.

"So, you are prepared for your journey? Is there any need or want | can
satisfy? Say so, and it's yours. Nothing?

"Ah, | do envy you. My thoughts will be with you every nonment, waking and
sl eepi ng. Another salute. To you, Haplo, ny emissary to an unsuspecting worl d.

"And they nmust not suspect. | know we've been over this before, but | want to
stress this again. The danger is great. |If our ancient eneny catches even the
slightest hint that we've escaped their prison, they will nove | and, sea, sun

and sky-as they did once-to thwart us. Sniff themout, Haplo. Sniff them out
as that dog of yours sniffs out a rat, but never let themcatch a whiff of
you.

"Let me refill your glass. Another salute. This one to the Sartan. You
hesitate to drink. Cone. | insist. Your rage is your strength. Use it, it wll
gi ve you energy. Therefore..

"To the Sartan. They nade us what we are.
"How ol d are you, Haplo? You have no idea?

"I knowtinme has no neaning in the Labyrinth. Let ne think. Wien | first saw
you, you | ooked to be just over twenty-five years. Along life for those of
the Labyrinth. Along life, and one that had al nbost ended.

"How wel |l | remenber that tine, five years ago, | was about to reenter the
Labyrinth when you energed. Bl eeding, barely able to walk, dying. Yet you
| ooked up at ne with an expression-1 will never forget it-Triunph! You had
escaped. You had beaten them | saw that triunph in your eyes, in your
exultant snmile. And then you coll apsed at ny feet.

"I't was that expression which drew nme to you, dear boy. | felt the same when |
escaped fromthat hell so long ago. | was the first one, the first one to nake
it through alive.

"Centuries ago, the Sartan thought to defeat our anbition by sundering the
worl d that was ours by rights and throwing us into their prison. As you well
know, the way out of the Labyrinth is long and tortuous. It took centuries to
solve the twi sting puzzle of our |and. The old books say the Sartan devised



this punishment in hopes that our bounding anbition and our cruel and selfish
natures woul d be softened by time and suffering.

"You must always renmenber their plan, Haplo. It will give you the strength
you'll need to do what | ask of you. The Sartan had dared to assune that, when
we enmerged into this world, we would be fit to take our places in any of the
four realnms we chose to enter.

"Somet hi ng went wrong. Perhaps you'll discover what it was when you enter
Death Gate. It seens, fromwhat | have been able to deci pher in the old books,
that the Sartan were to have nonitored the Labyrinth and kept its magic in
check. But, either through malicious intent or for sone other reason, they
forsook their responsibility as caretakers of our prison. The prison gained a
life of its own-a life that knew only one thing, survival. And so, the
Labyrinth, our prison, canme to see us, its prisoners, as a threat. After the
Sartan abandoned us, the Labyrinth, driven by its fear and hatred of us,
turned deadly.

"When at last | found nmy way out, | discovered the Nexus, this beautiful |and
the Sartan had established for our occupation. And | cane across the books.
Unable to read themat first, I worked and taught nyself and soon | earned
their secrets. | read of the Sartan and their 'hopes' for us and | |aughed

al oud-the first and only time in ny life | have ever |aughed. You understand
me, Haplo. There is no joy in the Labyrinth.

"But I will |augh again, when ny plans are conplete. Wen the four separate
worl ds-Fire, Water, Stone, and Sky-are again one. Then | wll |augh I ong and
[ oudly.

"Yes. It's time for you to | eave. You've been patient with the ranblings of
your |ord. Another salute.

"To you, Haploo.

"As | was the first to | eave the Labyrinth and enter the Nexus, so you shal
be the first to enter Death Gate and wal k the worl ds beyond.

"The Real mof the Sky. Study it well, Haplo. Cone to know t he people. Search
out their strengths and their weaknesses. Do what you can to cause chaos in
the realm but always be discreet. Keep your powers hidden. Above all, take no
action that will draw the attention of the Sartan, for if they discover us
before | amready, we are |ost.

"Death first, before you betray us. | know you have the discipline and the
courage to make that choice. But nore inportant, Haplo, you have the skill and
the wits to make such a choi ce unnecessary. This is why |'ve chosen you for
this mssion.

"You have one other task. Bring me sonmeone fromthis realmwho will serve as
nmy di sci ple. Someone who will return to preach the word, my word, to the
people. It can be sonmeone of any race - elven, human, dwarven. Make certain
that he or she is intelligent, anbitious, . . . and pliable.

"I'n an ancient text, | canme across a fitting anal ogy. You; Haplo, shall be the
voi ce of one crying in the wl derness.

"And now, a final salute. We will stand for this one.

"To Death Gate. 'Prepare ye the way.'



CHAPTER 1
YRENI PRI SON, DANDRAK
M D REALM

THE CRUDELY BUI LT CART LURCHED AND BOUNCED OVER THE ROUGH CORALI TE

terrain, its iron wheels hitting every bunp and pit in what passed for a road.
The cart was being pulled by a tier, its breath snorting puffs in the chil
air. It took one man to | ead the stubborn and unpredictable bird while four
nore, stationed on either side of the vehicle, pushed and shoved the cart
along. A small crowd, garnered fromthe outlying farnms, had gathered in front
of Yreni Prison, planning to escort the cart and its shameful burden to the
city walls of Ke'lith. There, a much larger crowd awaited the cart's arrival.

Daysi de was ending. The glitter of the firmanment began to fade as the Lords of
Ni ght slowy drew the shadow of their cloaks over the afternoon stars. N ght's
gloomwas fitting for this procession

The country fol k-for the nost part-kept their distance fromthe cart. They did
this not out of fear of the tier-although those huge birds had been known to
suddenly turn and take a vicious snap at anyone approaching themfromtheir
blind side-but out of fear of the cart's occupant.

The prisoner was bound around the wists by taut |eather thongs attached to
the sides of the cart, and his feet were nanacled with heavy chains. Severa
shar p- eyed bownren marched beside the cart, their feathered shafts nocked and
ready to be let |oose straight at the felon's heart if he so nuch as tw tched
the wrong way. But such precautions did not appear to offer the cart's

foll owers much confort. They kept their gaze-dark and watchful -fixed on the
man i nside as they trudged al ong behind at a respectful distance that markedly
i ncreased when the man turned his head. If they'd had a denon from Hereka
chained up in that cart, the local farmers could not have gazed on it with any
greater fear or awe.

The man's appearance al one was striking enough to arrest the eye and send a
shiver over the skin. Hi s age was indeterm nate, for he was one of those nen
whom | i fe has aged beyond cycles. Hi s hair was black wi thout a touch of gray.
Sl eeked back froma high, sloping forehead, it was worn brai ded at the nape of
his neck. A jutting nose, like the beak of a hawk, thrust forward from between
dark and overhangi ng brows. H s beard was black and worn in two thin short

brai ds twi sted beneath a strong chin. H's black eyes, sunken into high
cheekbones, al nost di sappeared in the shadows of the overhangi ng brows.

Al most, but not quite, for no darkness in this world, it seemed, could quench
the flame that snoldered in those depths.

The prisoner was of nedi um height, his body bare to the wai st and marked al
over with gashes and bruises, for he had fought |like a devil to avoid his
capture. Three of the sheriff's boldest men lay in their beds this day and
woul d probably lie there tor a week recovering. The man was | ean and si newy,
his movenents graceful and silent and swift. One might say, from |l ooking at
him that here was a nan born and bred to walk in the conpany of N ght.

It amused the prisoner to see the peasants fall back when he gl anced around at
them He took to | ooking behind himoften, much to the disconfiture of the
bowren, who were constantly lifting their shafts, their fingers tw tching
nervously, their gazes darting for instructions at their |eader-a solem-faced
young sheriff. Despite the chill of the fall evening, the sheriff was sweating
profusely, and his face brightened visibly when the coralite walls of Ke'lith



cane in sight.

Ke'lith was small in conparison with the other two cities on Dandrak Isle. Its
ill-kept houses and shops barely covered a square nenka. |In the very center
stood an ancient fortress whose tall towers were catching the last |ight of
the sun. The keep was constructed of rare and precious bl ocks of granite. In
this day, no one renenbered how it was built or who had built it. Its past

hi story had been obscured by the present, by the wars that had been fought for
its possession.

Guards pushed open the city gates and notioned the cart forward. Unfortunately
the tier took exception to a ragged cheer that greeted the cart's arrival in
Ke'lith and cane to a dead stop. The recalcitrant bird was alternately

t hreatened and coaxed by its handler until it began noving again, and the cart
trundl ed t hrough the opening in the wall onto a snobothed coralite street known
grandi osely as Kings H ghway; no king in anyone's nenory had ever set foot on
t he pl ace.

A large crowd was on hand to view the prisoner. The sheriff barked out an
order in a cracked voice and the bowren cl osed ranks, pressing close around
the cart, the front men in dire peril of being bitten by the nervous tier

Enbol dened by their nunbers, the people began to shout curses and raise their
fists. The prisoner grinned boldly at them seenming to consider them nore
anusing than threatening until a jagged-edged rock sailed over the cart's
sides and struck himin the forehead.

The nocking snile vani shed. Anger contorted the bl ood-streaked face. Hs fists
cl enched, the man nmade a convul sive | eap at a group of ruffians who had

di scovered courage at the bottomof a wine jug. The |eather thongs that held
the man fastened to the cart stretched taut, the sides of the vehicle quivered
and trenbl ed, the chains on his feet jangled discordantly. The sheriff
screeched-the young man's voice rising an octave in his fear- and the bowren
swiftly lifted their weapons, although there was some confusion over their
target: the felon or those who had attacked him

The crudely nmade cart was strong, and the man inside, though he exerted al
his energy, could neither break his bonds nor the wood that held them His
struggl es ceased and he stared through a nask of bl ood at the swaggering
ruffian.

"You woul dn't dare do that if | were free."

"Ch, wouldn't 1?" the youth jeered, his cheeks flushed with drink
"No, you wouldn't," replied the man coolly. H s black eyes fixed thensel ves
upon the youth, and such was the ennity and dire threat in their coal-fire
stare that the young man bl anched and gul ped. H's friends-who were urging him
on, though they thensel ves stayed well behind himtook offense at the felon's
remar ks and becane nore threatening.

The prisoner turned, glaring at one side of the street, then the other
Anot her rock struck himin the arm followed by rotting tomatoes and a
stinking egg that missed the felon but caught the sheriff squarely in the
face.

Havi ng been prepared to kill the prisoner at the first opportunity, the bowren
now becane his protectors, turning their arrows toward the crowd. But there
were only six bowren and about a hundred in the nmob, and things appeared
likely to go ill for both prisoner and guards, when a beating of w ngs and



hi gh- pi tched screans from overhead caused nost of those in the crowd to take
to their heels.

Two dragons, guided by hel med and arnored riders, swooped in |ow over the
heads of the nob, sending them ducking into doorways and dashi ng down all eys.
A call fromtheir leader, still wheeling high overhead, brought the dragon

kni ghts back into formati on. He descended and his knights followed him the
dragons' wingtips clearing the buildings on either side of the street by
barely a hand's breadth. Wngs rucked neatly at their flanks, their long tails
| ashi ng wi ckedly behind, the dragons alighted near the cart.

The kni ghts' captain, a paunchy m ddl e-aged nan with a fiery-red beard, urged
his dragon closer. The tier-terrified at the sight and snell of the
dragons-was heavi ng and how i ng and goi ng through all kinds of gyrations,
causing its handler no end of grief.

"Keep that damm thing quiet!" snarled the captain.

The tiermaster managed to catch hold of the head and fixed his beast with an
unbl i nking stare. As long as he could maintain this steady gaze, the stupid
tier-for whomout of sight was out of m nd-would forget the presence of the
dragons and cal m down.

I gnoring the stammrering, babbling sheriff, who was hanging on to the captain's
saddl e harness as a lost child hangs on to its newly found nother, the captain
gazed sternly at the bl oody, vegetabl e-stained prisoner

"It seens | arrived in time to save your mserable |life, Hugh the Hand."

"You did nme no favor, Gareth," said the man grimy. He raised his shackl ed
hands. "Free ne! 1'Il fight all of you, and themtoo." He flicked his head at
the remmants of the nobb peeking out of the shadows.

In the wild, these enornous birds are a dragon's favorite prey. Tiers' w ngs
are large and covered with soft feathers and are al nost conpletely usel ess.
They can, however, run extrenely fast on their powerful |egs. They make
excel | ent beasts of burden and are extensively used as such in the real ns of
t he humans. Elves consider the tier repul sive and uncl ean

The captain of the knights grunted. "1'Il bet you would. That death's a damm
sight better than the one you' re facing now kissing the block. A damm sight
better and a damm sight too good for you, Hugh the Hand. A knife in the back
in the dark-that's what |'d give you, assassin scum™

The curl of the Hand's upper |ip was enphasized by a feathery black nustache
and was clearly visible even in the failing light. "You know t he manner of ny
busi ness, Gareth."

"I know only that you are a killer for hire and that nmy liege lord net his end
by your hand," retorted the knight gruffly. "And |I've saved your head nerely
to have the satisfaction of placing it with ny own hands at the foot of ny
lord's bier. By the way, they call the executioner Three-Chop N ck. He's never
yet managed to sever a head froma neck at the first blow "

Hugh gazed at the captain, then said quietly, "For what it's worth, | didn't
kill your lord."

"Bah! The best nmaster | ever served nurdered for a few barls [1]. How nuch did
the elf pay you, Hugh? How many barls will you take nowto restore ny lord's
life to me?"



Yanki ng on the reins, the captain-his eyes blinking back tears-turned the head
of his dragon. He kicked the creature in the flanks, just behind the w ngs,
and caused it torise into the air, where it renai ned, hovering over the cart,
its snakelike eyes daring any of those lurking in the shadows to cross its
path. The dragon knights riding behind |likew se took to the air. The
tiermaster, his own eyes watering, blinked. The tier once nore trod sullenly
forward, and the cart clattered over the road.

It was night when the cart and its dragon escort reached the fortress keep and
dwel ling place of the Lord of Ke'lith. The lord hinself lay in state in the
center of the courtyard. Bundles of charcrystal soaked in perfuned oi
surrounded his body. His shield lay across his chest. One cold, stiff hand was
cl asped around his sword hilt; the other hand held a rose placed there by his
weepi ng | ady-wi fe. She was not anong those gathered around the body, but was
within the keep, heavily sedated with poppy syrup. It was feared that she

m ght hurl herself upon the flamng bier, and while such sacrificial

i ol ati on was customary on the island of Dandrak, in this case it could not
be allowed; Lord Rogar's w fe having just recently given birth to his only
child and heir. The lord's favorite dragon stood nearby, proudly tossing its
spi ky mane. Standing beside it, tears rolling down his face, was the head

st abl enaster, a huge butcher's blade in his hand. It wasn't for the lord he
wept. As the flanes consuned its master's body, the dragon which the

st abl enaster had rai sed froman egg would be slaughtered, its spirit sent to
serve its lord after death.

Al was prepared. Every hand held a flanming torch. Those milling about the
courtyard awaited only one thing before they set fire to the bier: the head of
the lord' s nmurderer to be placed at his feet.

Al t hough the keep's defenses had not been activated, a cordon of knights had
been drawn up to keep the curious out of the castle. The knights drew aside to
allow the cart entry, then closed ranks as it trundl ed past. A cheer went up
fromthose standing in the courtyard when the cart was sighted runbling
beneat h the arched gateway. The knights escorting it disnounted, and their
squires ran forward to |l ead the dragons to the stables. The lord' s dragon
shrieked a wel come-or perhaps a farewell-to its fell ows.

The tier was detached and | ed away. The tiernmaster and the four nmen who had
pushed the vehicle were taken to the kitchen, there to be fed and given a
share of the lord's best brown ale. Sir Gareth, his sword | oosened in its
scabbard, his eyes noting every nove the prisoner nmade, clinbed into the cart.
Drawi ng his sideknife, he cut the | eather thongs attached to the wooden sl ats.

"We caught the elflord, Hugh," Gareth said in an undertone as he worked.
"Caught himalive. He was on his dragonship, sailing back to Tribus, when our
dragons overtook him W questioned himand he confessed giving you the noney
before he died."

"I"ve seen how you 'question' people," said Hugh. One hand free, he flexed his
armto ease the stiffness. Gareth, |oosing the other one, eyed himwarily.
"The bastard woul d' ve confessed to being human if you'd asked him"

"I't was your accursed dagger we took fromny lord' s back, the one with the
bone handle with those strange markings. | recognized it."

"Dam right, you did!" Both hands were free. Moving swiftly, suddenly, Hugh's
strong hands cl osed over the chain-mail arnmor that covered the knight's upper
arms. The assassin's fingers bit deep, driving the rings of the chain mail
painfully into the man's flesh. "And you know both how and why you sawit!"



Gareth sucked in his breath, his sideknife jerked forward. The bl ade was
three-quarters the way to Hugh's rib cage when, with an effort of will, the
kni ght halted his reflexive |unge.

"Cet back!" he snarled at several of his fellows, who, seeing their captain
accosted, had drawn their swords and were preparing to come to his assistance.

"Let go of me, Hugh." Gareth spoke through gritted teeth. H's skin was a
ghastly | eaden hue, sweat beaded on his upper lip. "Your trick didn't work.
You won't neet an easy death at ny hand."

Hugh, with a shrug and a slight sardonic snile, released his grip on the
knight's arms. Gareth caught hold of the assassin's right hand, jerked it
roughly behi nd his back, and, grabbing his left, bound the two together
tightly with the remmants of the | eather thongs.

"I paid you well," the knight nmuttered. "I owe you nothing!"

"And what about her, your daughter, whose death | avenged-"

Spi nni ng Hugh around by the shoul der, Gareth swung his nmailed fist. The bl ow
caught the assassin on the jaw and sent himcrashing through the wooden slats
of the cart. Sprawl ed on his back on the ground, the Hand lay in the muck of

the courtyard. Gareth junped down fromthe cart. Straddling the prisoner, the
kni ght stared down at himcoldly.

"You'll die with your head on the bl ock, you murdering bastard. Bring him" he
ordered two of his nmen, and kicked Hugh in the kidney with the toe of his
boot. Gareth watched with satisfaction as the man withed in pain. The kni ght
added grimy, "And gag his nouth."

CHAPTER 2
KE' LI TH KEEP, DANDRAK, M D REALM

"HERE is THE ASSASSIN, MAGQ CKA," SAI D GARETH, GESTURI NG TO THE
bound- and- gagged pri soner.

"Did he give you any troubl e?" asked a well-forned man of perhaps forty
cycles, who gazed at Hugh with a sorrowful air, as though he found it
i npossible to believe that so much evil could reside in one human bei ng.

"None that | couldn't handle, Magicka," said Gareth, subdued in the presence
of the house nmagus.

The wi zard nodded and-consci ous of a vast audi ence- straightened to his ful
hei ght and fol ded his hands cerenoni ously over his brown velvet cassock; he
was a | and nagus and so wore the colors of the magic he favored. He did not,
however, wear in addition the mantle of royal magus-a title he had, according
to runmor, |ong coveted but one which Lord Rogar, for reasons of his own,
refused to grant.

Those standing in the nuddy courtyard saw the prisoner being | ed before the
person who was now by default-the hi ghest voice of authority in the fiefdom
and crowded around to hear. The light of their torches flared and danced in
the cold evening breeze. The lord's dragon, nistaking the tenseness and
confusion for battle, trunpeted |oudly, demanding to be unl eashed upon the
enemny. The stabl emaster patted it soothingly. Soon it would be sent to fight
an Eneny that neither man nor even the long-lived dragon can finally avoid.



"Rermove the gag fromhis nmouth,” ordered the wi zard

Gareth coughed, cleared his throat, and cast the Hand a sidel ong gl ance.
Leani ng near the wi zard, the knight spoke in low tones. "You will hear nothing
but a string of lies. He'll say anything-"

"I said, renove it," renonstrated Magicka in a comandi ng tone that left no
doubt in the m nds of anyone standing in the courtyard who was now t he naster
of Ke'lith Keep.

Gareth sullenly did as he was told, yanking the gag from Hugh's nmouth wth
such force that he wenched the man's head sideways and left an ugly weal on
one side of his face.

"Every man, no matter how heinous his crine, has the right to confess his
guilt and cl eanse his soul. \Wat is your nane?" questioned the wi zard crisply.

The assassin, gazing over the wi zard' s head, did not answer. Gareth snote Hugh
r ebuki ngly.

"He is known as Hugh the Hand, Magicka."
" Sur name?"
Hugh spit bl ood

The wi zard frowned. "Come, Hugh the Hand can't be your real nane. Your voice.
Your manners. Surely you are a nobl eman! The baton sinister, no doubt. Yet, we
nmust know the names of your ancestors in order to commend to them your
unworthy spirit. You will not speak?" Reaching out a hand, the w zard caught
hol d of Hugh's chin and jerked the man's face to the torchlight. "The bone
structure is strong. The nose aristocratic, the eyes exceedingly fine,
although I seemto see sonething of the peasant in the deep lines in the face
and the sensuality of the lips. But there is undoubtedly noble blood in your
veins. Apity it runs black. Come, sir, reveal your true identity and confess
to the murder of Lord Rogar. Such confession will cleanse your soul."

The prisoner's swollen mouth widened in a grin; there was a flicker of flane
deep in the sunken bl ack eyes. "Were ny father is, his son will shortly
follow, " Hugh replied. "And you know better than any here that | did not

mur der your lord."

Gareth raised his fist, intending to punish the Hand for his speech. A glinpse
of the wizard's face caused himto hesitate. Magicka's brow cleared in an
instant, his face smoboth as a pail of fresh cream The sharp eyes of the
captai n, however, had noted the ripple that passed across its surface at
Hugh' s accusation

"Insol ence,"” the wi zard said coldly. "You are bold for a man facing a terrible
death, but we will hear you cry out for nmercy before long."

"You better silence ne and silence me quick," said Hugh, his tongue running
across his cracked and bleeding lips. "Qtherw se people mght remenber that
you' re now guardian of the new little lord, aren't you, Mgicka? Wich neans

you can run things around here until the kid's . . . What? Ei ghteen? O maybe
| onger than that if you can keep your web wound tight around him And |'ve no
doubt you'll be a great confort to the grieving widow Wat mantle will you

wear tonight-the purple of royal magus? And wasn't it strange, my dagger
di sappearing like that. As if by magic-"



The wizard lifted his hands. "The ground quakes in fury at this man's

bl aspheny!" he shouted. The courtyard began to shake and trenble. Ganite
towers swayed. People cried out in panic, huddling close together. Some fel

to their knees, wailing and pressing their hands in the muck and nud, shouting
in supplication to the magus to ease his anger

Magi cka gl ared down his |ong nose at the captain of the knights. A punch from
Gareth, given somewhat reluctantly, it seened, in the small of Hugh's back
caused the assassin to gasp and draw a pai nful breath. The Hand's gaze,
however, never wavered or faltered, but remained fixed on the w zard, who was
pale with fury.

"I have been patient," said Mgicka, breathing heavily, "but | will not be

subj ected to such filth. | apol ogize to you, captain,” the w zard conti nued,
shouting to be heard above the runbling of the ground and the cries of the
people. "You were right. He will say anything to save his mserable life."

Gareth grunted but did not reply. Mgicka raised his hands placatingly and,
gradual |y, the ground ceased to shake. People drew deep breaths of relief and
rose to their feet again. The knight's gaze flicked aside at Hugh, net the
Hand's own intense, penetrating stare. Gareth frowned; his eyes went fromthe
assassin to the wizard, and they were dark and thoughtful

Magi cka, speaking to the crowd, did not notice.

"I amsorry, truly sorry, that this man nust leave this life with such bl ack
spots upon his soul," said the wizard in grieved and pious tones. "Yet so he
chooses. Al here are witness that | have given himanple opportunity to
confess.”

There were synpathetic, respectful murnmnurs.
"Bring forth the bl ock."

The murmurs changed in aspect, becoming |oud and anticipatory. People shifted
around to get a good view. Two burly wardens, the strongest that could be
found, emerged froma small doorway |eading to the dungeon of the keep

Bet ween themthey carried a huge stone-not the lacy and delicate coralite of
whi ch al nost everything in the city except the keep itself was constructed.
Magi cka, whose business it was to know the types and natures and powers of al
rocks, recognized the stone as marble. It did not come fromthis island or
fromthe | arger, neighboring continent of Uylandia, for no such rock existed
there [2]. The marble, therefore, cane fromthe |arger, neighboring continent
of Aristagon, which neant that this bl ock had been dug out of the land of the

eneny.

Either it was a very old piece of marble and had been brought over
legitimately during one of the few periods of peace between the humans and the
el ves of the Tribus Enpire-a theory the w zard di scounted-or Three-Chop N ck
as he was known, had smuggled it over, which Magi cka t hought probable.

Not that it mattered. There were nunerous diehard nationalists anong the
lord's friends, famly, and followers, but the wi zard doubted if there were
any who woul d object to a piece of dung such as Hugh the Hand | osing his head
on an eneny rock. Still, they were a hotheaded clan and the wi zard was

t hankful that the marble was so covered with dried blood that few of Rogar's
ki n woul d recogni ze the stone. None would think to question its origin.

The marbl e bl ock was about four feet by four feet and had a groove cut out of
one side that was al nost exactly the size of the average human neck. The



war der s- st aggeri ng under the wei ght-hauled the block out into the courtyard
and placed it in front of Magicka. The executioner, Three-Chop N ck, ducked
out from beneath the doorway and a trenor of excitement rippled through the
crowd.

Ni ck was a giant of a man and not one soul on Dandrak knew who he really was
or what he | ooked Iike. Wenever he perforned an execution, he wore bl ack
robes and a bl ack hood over his head so that, when passing anong the popul ace
on a daily basis, he would not be recogni zed and shunned. Unfortunately, the
result of his clever disguise was that people began to suspect every nan over
seven footspans in height of being an executioner and tended to avoid them al
i ndi scrimnately.

When it came tinme to deal out justice, however, N ck was the nmpst popul ar and
sought - aft er executi oner on Dandrak. Wether an incredible bungler or the npst
tal ented showran of his time, Three-Chop certainly knew how to entertain an
audi ence. No victimever died swiftly, but lingered on in scream ng agony as
Ni ck hacked and chopped away with a sword that was as dull as his wts.

Al eyes went fromthe hooded Nick to the bl ack-haired prisoner, who-it mnust
be admitted-had inpressed nost of those present with his cool ness. But al

those in the courtyard that night had either admred or actually been fond of
their nurdered liege lord, and it was going to be a distinct pleasure for them
to see his killer die horribly. The people noted with satisfaction, therefore,
that-at the sight of the executioner and the bl oodstai ned weapon in his

hand- Hugh' s face set in masklike calm and though he carried hinmself well and
forbore to trenble, they could see his breath come qui ck and hard.

Gareth grabbed the Hand by the arns and, dragging himout of the w zard's
presence, led the prisoner the few steps to the block

"What you said about Magi cka . " Gareth hissed the words in a | ow
undertone, and, perhaps feeling the wi zard' s eyes boring into his back, |et
t he sentence stand unfinished, contenting hinself with interrogating the
assassin with a gl ance.

Hugh returned his gaze, his eyes black hollows in the flickering torchlit
night. "Watch him" he said.

Gareth nodded. -His eyes were red-rimred and bl oodshot, his face unshaven. He
had not slept since the death of his lord two nights previous. He wi ped his
hand across his sweat-rined nouth; then the hand went to his belt. Hugh caught
a flash of fire, reflecting off a sharp-edged bl ade.

"I can't save you, Hugh," Gareth munbled. "They'd cut us both to ribbons. But

| can end it for you quick. It'Il likely cost ne ny captaincy"-the knight
gl anced back darkly at the w zard- "but then, after what |'ve heard, it's
likely I've lost that anyhow. You're right. I owe that nmuch to her."

He shoved the Hand around to stand in front of the block. The executioner

sol emmly renoved his bl ack robes-he disliked having them foul ed with bl ood-and
handed themto a young boy standing nearby. Highly elated, the child stuck out
his tongue at an unfortunate friend who had been hovering near, hoping for the
sane honor.

Grasping the sword, Nick took two or three practice swings to linber up his
arms and then indicated, with a nod of his head, that he was ready.

Gareth forced Hugh to his knees before the bl ock. The kni ght stepped back, but
not far, only two or three paces. Hi s fingers flexed nervously around the



knife concealed in the folds of his cape. H s excuse was framing itself in his
m nd. Wen the bl ade sank into his neck, Hugh screamed out that it was you,
Magi cka, who killed my lord. | heard it clearly. The words of a dying nan are,
they say, always true. O course, | knowthat he lied, but |I feared the
peasant s-bei ng a superstitious lot-wuld take it ill. | thought it best to cut
his mserable life short. Mgicka wouldn't believe it. He'd know the truth.

Ah, well, Gareth didn't have that rmuch left to live for anyway.

The executi oner grabbed hold of Hugh's hair, intending to position the
prisoner's head on the bl ock. But Magi cka, perhaps sensing an uneasiness in
the crowd that not even the excitement of a forthcom ng execution could quite
bani sh, raised a restraining hand.

"Halt," he cried. His robes swirling around himin the chill wind that had
sprung up, the wi zard wal ked toward the bl ock. "Hugh the Hand," said Magi cka
in a loud, stern voice, "I give you one nore chance. Tell us-now that you are

near the Real m of Death-have you anything to confess?"

Hugh rai sed his head. Perhaps the fear of approaching oblivion had finally
struck him

"Yes. | have sonething to confess."
"I"mglad we understand each other," said Magi cka gently. The smle of triunph
on the thin, aesthetic face was not lost on the watchful Gareth. "Wat is it
you have to regret in leaving this life, ny son?"

The Hand's swollen nouth tw sted. Straightening his shoul ders, he | ooked at
Magi cka and said coolly, "That | never killed one of your kind, w zard."

The crowd gasped in pleasurable horror. Three-Chop N ck chuckl ed beneath his
hood. The |onger this death dragged out, the better the w zard would reward
it.

Magi cka sniled with cool pity.

"May your soul rot like your body," he said.

Casting Nick a look that plainly invited the executioner to have a good tine,
the wi zard stepped back well out of the way, to keep the bl ood from spattering

on his robes.

The executioner drew forth a bl ack handkerchief and started to bind it around
Hugh' s eyes.

"No!" the assassin shouted harshly. "I want to carry that face with ne."
"Cet on with it!" Foamfl ecked the wizard' s lips.

Ni ck grabbed his hair, but Hugh shook the hand free. Voluntarily the prisoner
laid his head down upon the bl oodstained marble. H s eyes were w de open
staring unblinkingly, accusingly at Magi cka. The executioner reached down,
took hold of the man's short braid, and yanked it over to one side. Three-Chop
liked a clear expanse of neck with which to work

Ni ck raised his blade. Hugh drew a breath, gritted his teeth, and kept his
eyes focused on the wi zard. Gareth, watching, saw Magi cka bl ench, swallow, and
dart hasty gl ances here and there, as though seeking escape.

"The horror of this man's evil is too nuch!" the wzard cried. "Be swift! |



cannot bear it!"

Gareth gripped his knife. Nick's armnuscl es bul ged, preparing for the
downward stroke. Winen covered their eyes and peeped out between their
fingers, nen craned to see over each other's heads, children were hastily
lifted up to get a better view

And then there canme, fromthe gates, the clash of arns.

CHAPTER 3
KE' LI TH KEEP, DANDRAKE: M D REALM

A d GANTI C SHAPE, BLACKER THAN THE LORDS OF NI GHT, APPEARED ABOVE THE KEEFP' S
towers. No one could see clearly in the gloom but the flapping of huge w ngs
was audi bl e. The gate guards clashed sword agai nst shield, sounding the alarm
causi ng everyone in the courtyard to turn his attention fromthe inpending
execution to the threat above. Knights drew their swords and shouted for their
mounts. Raids by Tribus corsairs were conmonpl ace, and one had been expected
daily inretaliation for the abduction and subsequent death of the elflord who
had all egedly hired Hugh the Hand.

"What is it?" bellowed Gareth, endeavoring vainly to see what was goi ng on
torn between | eaving his post at the side of the prisoner and rushing to the
gates that were his responsibility.

"Ignore it! Get on with the execution!" snarled Mgicka.

But Three-Chop N ck denmanded an attentive audi ence, and he had | ost this one.
Hal f of the crowd was staring at the gate; the other half was running toward
it. Lowering his blade with an air of wounded pride, Nick waited in hurt and
dignified silence to see what all the fuss was about.

"It's a real dragon, fools! One of ours, not an elf ship. It's one of ours!"
Gareth shouted. "You two, keep an eye on the prisoner." The captain raced to
the gates to quell the spreadi ng panic.

The battle dragon swooped | ow over the castle. A score of rope cables,
glistening in the torchlight, snaked through the air. Men | eapt fromthe
dragon's back, slid down the cables, and landed in the courtyard. Everyone
could see the silver insignia of the King's Om glittering on their panoply,
and the crowd nmuttered om nously.

Swiftly the soldiers deployed, clearing a large area in the center of the
courtyard and placing thenselves in position around it. Shields in their |eft
hands, spears in their right, they stood at rel axed attention, facing outward,
refusing to meet anyone's eyes or answer anyone's questions.

A |l one dragonrider appeared. Flying over the gate, the small, swift-flying
dragon hovered over the circle cleared for it, wings holding it poised in the
air while it scanned the area in which it would land. By nowits rider's

el egant livery, flashing red and golden in the flaring torchlight, could be
easily recogni zed. The peopl e caught their breath and gl anced at each ot her

wi th questioning eyes.

The riding dragon settled to the ground, wings trenbling, its flanks heaving.
Fl ecks of saliva dripped fromits fanged nouth. Junping fromthe saddle, the
rider cast a swift glance around the courtyard. He was clad in the short
gold-trimed cape and red flared coat of a king's courier, and the people



waited in breathless anticipation to hear the news he had to inpart.

Al most everyone expected it to be a declaration of war against the elves of
Tri bus; some of the knights were already | ooking about for their squires so
that they might be ready to nuster at a nonment's notice. It was, therefore,
wi t h consi derabl e shock that those standing in the courtyard saw the courier
rai se a hand gloved in the finest soft and supple | eather and point at the
bl ock.

"I's that Hugh the Hand you are about to execute?" he shouted in a voice as
soft and supple as his gl oves.

The wi zard strode across the courtyard and was adnmitted into the circle
t hrough the ranks of the King' s Oamn.

"What if it is?" answered Magicka warily.
"If it is Hugh the Hand, | command you, in the name of the king, to deliver
himto nme-alive," said the courier

The wi zard gl owered at the man darkly. Ke'lith's knights | ooked questioningly
in Magicka's direction, awaiting his orders.

Until recently, the Vol karans had never known a king. In the world' s very
early days, Vol karan had been a penal col ony established by the inhabitants of
the main continent Uylandia. The famous prison at Yreni held murderers and

t hi eves; exiles, whores, and various other social enbarrassments were shi pped
off to the surrounding isles of Providence, Pitrin's Exile, and the three
Djerns. Life was hard on these outer isles, and over the centuries, the isles
produced a hard people. Each isle was ruled by various clans; each clan's lord
spent his time either beating assaults off his own |ands or attacking those of
hi s nei ghbors on Uyl andi a.

Thus divided, the humans were easy prey for the stronger, wealthier elven

nati on of Tribus. The el ves gobbl ed the humans up pi ecenmeal, and for al nost
forty cycles, the elves ruled both Uyl andia and the Vol karan Isles. Their iron
grip on the humans had cone to an end twenty cycles earlier, when a chieftain
of the strongest clan on Vol karan married the matriarch of the strongest clan
on Wyl andia. Rallying their people, Stephen of Pitrin's Exile and Anne of

W nsher formed an arny that overthrew the elves and hurled them sone of them
literally-off the isle.

When Uyl andi a and Vol karan were free of occupation, Stephen and Anne
procl ai med thensel ves ki ng and queen, murdered their nost dangerous rivals,
and, though it was runored that they were now intriguing agai nst each ot her
the two continued to be the nobst powerful and feared force in the realm In
the ol d days, Magicka would have sinply ignored the command, carried out the
execution, and done away with the courier if the man proved obstinate. Now,
standing in the shadow cast by the pitch-black wings of the battle dragon, the
wi zard was reduced to quibbling.

"Hugh the Hand is the nmurderer of our lord, Rogar of Ke'lith, and it is the
king's own law that we take his life in punishnent."

"His Majesty fully approves and appl auds your excellent and swi ft execution of
justice within his kingdom" said the courier with a graceful bow, "and he
regrets that he nust interfere, but there is a royal warrant out for the
arrest of the man known as Hugh the Hand. He is wanted for questioning in
regard to a conspiracy against the state-a matter which takes precedence over
all local affairs. Everyone knows," added the courier, looking directly into
Magi cka' s eyes, "that this assassin has had dealings with the elflords of



Tri bus. "

The wi zard knew, of course, that Hugh hadn't had dealings with an elflord on
Tribus. The w zard al so knew, at that instant, that the courier knew this as
well. And if the courier knew this, then he m ght know a nunber of other

t hi ngs-such as how Rogar of Ke'lith had truly net his death. Caught in his own
net, Magicka fl opped and fl oundered.

"Let nme see the warrant," he demanded.

Not hi ng, it seenmed, would give the king's courier greater pleasure than
produci ng the king's warrant for Magicka's viewing. Thrusting his hand into a
| eat her pouch that hung fromthe dragon's saddle, the courier withdrew a
scrol |l case. He renoved the scroll inside and handed it to the w zard, who
pretended to study it. The warrant would be in order. Stephen wasn't one to
make a m stake like that. There was the nane, Hugh the Hand, and it was seal ed
with the Wnged Eye that was Stephen's device. Grawing his lip until it was
raw and bl eedi ng, Magicka could do nothing but cast his people a
much-suffering glance that said he had tried but greater powers were at work
here. Placing his hand over his heart, he bowed coldly in silent, ungracious
acqui escence.

"Hi s Majesty thanks you," said the courier, smling. "You, Captain!" He
gestured. Gareth-his face carefully expressionless, though he, too, had

foll owed the unspoken as well as the spoken-cane up to stand behind the

wi zard. "Bring me the prisoner. Ch, and I'lIl need a fresh dragon for ny return
trip. King's business," he added.

Those two words-king' s business-could cormandeer anything froma castle to a
flagon of wine, a roast boar to a reginent. Those who di sobeyed did so at
their extrene peril. Gareth | ooked at Magicka. The wizard literally shook wth
rage, but said nothing- nerely gave a swift, short nod-and the knight left to
obey t he conmand.

The courier deftly retrieved the parchnent, rerolled it, and slid it back into
its scrollcase. As he glanced about idly, awaiting Gareth's return with the
prisoner, his gaze alighted on the bier. Instantly his face assuned an
expressi on of deep sorrow

"Their Mjesties extend their synmpathy to Lady Rogar. |If they can be of
service, her ladyship can be assured that she has only to call upon them"

"Her | adyship will be nost grateful," said Magi cka sourly.

The courier, smling once again, began to slap his gloves inpatiently against
his thigh. Gareth was | eading the prisoner past the King's Owm, but there was
as yet no sign of a fresh nount. "About that dragon-"

"Here, ny lord, take this one," cried the old stabl enaster eagerly, offering
the reins of the lord' s dragon to the messenger

"Are you certain?" queried the courier, glancing fromthe bier to the w zard.
He was, of course, famliar with the custom of sacrificing the dragon-no
matter how val uabl e-in honor of the fallen

Magi cka, with a furious snort, waved his hand. "Why not? Carry nmy lord's
nmurderer away on ny lord's nmost prized dragon! King's business, after all!"

"Yes, it is," said the courier. "King' s business."



The King's Om suddenly shifted their stance, turning their spears point
outward and | ocking shields to forma circle of steel around the courier and
t hose who stood near him

"Perhaps there are sonme aspects of the king' s business you would be interested
in discussing with H's Mjesty. Qur gracious nonarch will be happy to arrange
for the governing of this province in your absence, Mgicka."

The shadow of the wings of the circling battle dragon slid over the courtyard.

"No, no," protested the wizard hastily. "King Stephen has no nore | oyal
subj ect than nysel f! You may assure himof that!"

The courier bowed and answered Magicka with a charmng smle. The soldiers
surrounding himremained attentive and on alert.

Gareth, sweating beneath his | eather helm entered the circle of steel. The
captai n knew how cl ose he'd come to being ordered to fight the King's Owm and
his stomach was still clenching.

"Here's your man," Gareth said gruffly, shoving Hugh forward.

The courier took in the prisoner with one swift glance that noted the |ash

mar ks on the back, the bruises and cuts on the face, the swollen Iip. Hugh

hi s dark sunken eyes seening to have vani shed conpletely in the shadows
beneath his brows, regarded the courier with a detached curiosity that held no
hope, only a sardonic expectation of further tornment.

"Cut | oose his arns and unl ock those manacl es. "
"But, ny lord, he is dangerous-"

"He cannot ride like that and | have no tine to waste. Do not worry"-the
courier waved a negligent hand-"unl ess he can sprout wings, | do not think he
will try to escape by leaping fromthe back of a flying dragon.™

Gareth drew his dagger and cut the bonds around Hugh's arns. The stabl enaster
sumoning his helpers with a cry, gingerly entered the ring of steel, renoved
the saddle fromthe courier's spent nount, and put it on the back of Lord
Rogar's dragon. Patting the dragon's neck, the stabl emaster cheerfully passed
the reins to the courier. The old man woul d not see the dragon agai n; whatever
cane into King Stephen's hands never left. But it was far better to lose it
than be forced to thrust a knife into the throat of a creature who | oved and
trusted him then watch its life spill out, wasted on a man dead and gone.

The courier mounted. Reaching down his hand, he held it out to Hugh. The
assassin appeared for the first tinme to conprehend the fact that he was freed,
his head was not on the block, that terrible sword was not about to sever his
life. Moving stiffly and painfully, he stretched out his hand, caught hold of
the courier's, and let the man pull himup on the dragon's back

"Bring hima cloak. He'll freeze," ordered the courier. Many capes were

of fered, and he selected one of thick fur and tossed it to Hugh. The prisoner
wr apped the cloak around his shoul ders, reached back and gripped firmy the
rimof the dragon's saddle. The courier spoke a word of command and the
dragon, with a trunpeting call, spread his w ngs and soared upward.

The | eader of the King's Owm gave an ear-piercing whistle. The battle dragon
flew down until the ropes dangling fromits back were within the soldiers
reach. Swiftly they clinbed back up and took their places on the dragon's



| arge flat back. The dragon lifted its wi ngs, and within nmonents the shadow
was lifted, the sky was enpty, night's gray gl oom returned.

In the courtyard bel ow, nen gl anced at each other in silence, their faces
grim Wmen, eyeing their husbands and sensing the tense atnosphere, hurriedly
rounded up children, sharply reprimndi ng or slapping those who whi ned.

Magi cka, his face livid, stalked into the keep

Gareth waited until the wizard had departed, then ordered his nmen to set fire
to the bier. The flames crackled as the nmen and wonmen gat hered around and
began to sing their lord s soul to his ancestors. The captain of the knights
sang a song for the lord he had loved and loyally served for thirty years.
When he finished, he watched the | eaping, roaring flames consune the body.

"So you never killed a wi zard? Hugh, nmy friend, you m ght yet get your chance.
If | ever see you again . . . King' s business!" Gareth grunted. "If you don't
show up, well, I'"'man old man with nothing left to live for." H's eyes went to
the wizard's quarters, where a robed sil houette could be seen | ooking out the
wi ndow. Having his duties to attend to, the captain walked to the gate to nmake
certain all was secure for the night.

Forgotten, an artist bereft of his art, Three-Chop N ck sat disconsol ately
upon the bl ock.

CHAPTER 4
SOVEWHERE, VOLKARAN | SLES, M D REALM

THE COURI ER KEPT H S DRAGON UNDER TI GHT REIN. G VEN | TS HEAD, THE SMALL

riding dragon could swiftly outfly the larger battle dragon. But the courier
did not dare fly unescorted. Elven corsairs often lurked in the clouds,
waiting to snap up | one human dragonriders. And so the going was slow. But at

I ength the torches of Ke'lith vani shed behind them The craggy peaks of
Wtheril soon obscured the snoke rising fromthe bier of the province' s fallen
| ord.

The courier kept his dragon flying near the tail of the nightrae- the battle
dragon. It was a sleek black wedge, cutting through night's gray gl oom The
King's Own, strapped into their harnesses, were so nany bl ack |unps upon the
ni ghtrae's back.

The dragons flew over the small village of Hynox, visible only because its
squat, square dwellings showed up plainly. Then they passed over Dandrak's
shore and headed out into deepsky. The courier glanced up and down, this way
and that, Iike a man who has not flown nuch before-an odd thing in a supposed
king's nessenger. He could see two of the three Wayward Isles, he thought.
Hanastai and Bindi stai showed up clearly. Even in deepsky, it was not truly
dark-as dark as | egend held night had been in the ancient world before the
Sunder i ng.

El ven astrononers wote that there were three Lords of N ght. And though the
superstitious believed that these were giant men who conveniently spread their
flowi ng cl oaks over Arianus to give the people rest, the educated knew that
the Lords of Night were really islands of coralite floating far above them
moving in an orbit that took them every twelve hours, between Arianus and the
sun.

Beneath these isles were the High Realm purportedly where lived the



nmysteriarchs, powerful human wi zards who had traveled there in voluntary
exile. Beneath the H gh Realmwas the firmanent or day's stars. No one knew
preci sely what the firmanent was. Many-and not just the superstitious-believed
it to be a band of dianonds and other precious jewels floating in the sky.
Thus, |egends of the fabul ous wealth of the nysteriarchs, who had supposedly
passed through the firmanent, evolved. There had been many attenpts made by
both elves and humans to fly up to the firmanment and di scover its secrets, but
those who tried it never returned. The air was said to be so cold it would
freeze bl ood.

Several times during the flight, the courier turned his head and gl anced back
at his conpanion, curious to note the reactions of a man who had been snatched
frombeneath the falling ax. The courier was dooned to di sappointnent if he

t hought he woul d see any sign of relief or elation or triunmph. Gim

i npassi ve, the assassin's face gave away not hing of the thoughts behind its
mask. Here was a face that could watch a man die as coolly as another m ght
watch a nman eat and drink. The face was, at the nonment, turned away fromthe
courier. Hugh was intently studying the route of their flight, a fact that the
courier noticed with sone uneasi ness. Perhaps sensing his thoughts, Hugh

rai sed his head and fixed his eyes upon the courier

The courier had gai ned nothing fromhis inspection of Hugh. Hugh, however,
appeared to gain a great deal fromthe courier. The narrowed eyes seened to
peel back skin and carve away bone, and m ght have, in a nmonent, laid bare
what ever secrets were kept within the courier's brain, had not the young nman
shifted his eyes to his dragon's spiky mane. The courier did not | ook back at
Hugh agai n.

It nust have been coi nci dence, but when the courier noted Hugh's interest in
their flying route, a blanket of fog imredi ately began to drift over and
obscure the | and. They were flying high and fast and there was not nuch to see
beneat h t he shadows cast by the Lords of N ght. But coralite gives off a faint
bl ui sh light, causing stands of forests to show up bl ack agai nst the silvery
radi ance of the ground. Landmarks were easy to locate. Castles or fortresses
made of coralite that have not been covered over with a paste of crushed
granite gleamsoftly. Towns, with their shining ribbons of coralite streets,
show up easily fromthe air.

During the war, when marauding el ven airships were in the skies, the people
covered their streets with straw and rushes. But there was no war upon the

Vol karan Isles now The majority of humans who dwelt there thought fondly that
this was due to their prowess in battle, the fear they had generated anong the
el fl ords.

The courier, considering this, shook his head in disgust at their ignorance. A
few humans in the real mknew the truth- anong them Ki ng Stephen and Queen
Anne. The elves of Aristagon were ignoring Vol karan and Uyl andi a because t hey
had much bi gger problens to deal with at the nonent-a rebellion anong their
own peopl e.

When that rebellion was firmy and ruthlessly crushed, the elves would turn
their attention to the kingdom of the humans- the barbaric beasts who had
stirred up this rebellion in the first place. Stephen knew that this tine the
el ves woul d not be content with conquering and occupying. This time they would
rid thensel ves of the human pollution in their world once and forever. Stephen
was quietly and swiftly setting up his pieces on the great ganeboard,
preparing for the final bitter contest.

The man sitting behind the courier didn't know it, but he was to be one of
t hose pi eces.



When the fog appeared, the assassin, with an inward shrug, inmedi ately gave up
attenpting to ascertain where they were going. Being a ship's captain hinself,
he had fl own nost of the airlanes throughout the isles and beyond. They had
been taking a negative rydai [3], traveling in the general direction of
Kurinandi stai. And then the fog had cone and he coul d see not hing.

Hugh knew the ni st had not sprung up by chance, and it only confirmed what he
had begun to suspect-that this young "courier" was no ordinary royal flunky.
The Hand rel axed and let the fog float through his mnd. Specul ating about the
future did no good. Not likely to be much better than the present, the future
could hardly be worse. Hugh had done all he could to prepare for it; he had
hi s bone-handl ed, rune-marked dagger- slipped to himat the |ast nonent by
Gareth-tucked into his belt. Hunching his bare, |acerated shoul ders deep into
the thick fur cape, Hugh concentrated on nothing nore urgent than keeping
war m

He did, however, take a certain grimdelight in noting that the courier seened
to find the fog a nuisance. It slowed their flight and he was continually
having to dip down into clear patches that would suddenly swirl up before
them to see where they were. At one point it appeared that he had managed to
get themlost. The courier held the dragon steady in the air, the creature
fanning its wings to keep them hovering in the sky in response to the rider's
conmmand. Hugh could feel the courier's body tense, note the darting, shifting
gl ances cast at various objects on the ground. It seened, fromnuttered words
spoken to hinself, that they had flown too far in one direction. Atering
course, the courier turned the dragon's head and they were once again flying
through the nmist. The courier cast an irritated gl ance at Hugh, as nmuch as to
say that this was his fault.

Early in his life, primarily for his own survival, Hugh had taught hinmself to
be alert to all that happened around him Now, in his fortieth cycle, such
precaution was instinctive, a sixth sense. He knew the instant there was a
shift in the wind, a rise or dip in the tenperature. Though he had no

ti mekeepi ng device, he could tell within a mnute or two how rmuch tine had

el apsed fromone given period to another. Hi s hearing was sharp, his eyes
sharper. He possessed an unerring sense of direction. There were few parts of
the Vol karan Isles or the continent of Uylandia that he hadn't travel ed.
Adventures in his youth had taken himto distant (and unpl easant) parts of the
[ arger world of Arianus. Not given to boasting, which was a waste of
breath-only a man who cannot conquer his deficiencies feels the need to
convince the world he has none-Hugh had al ways been confident in his own m nd
that, set himdown where you would, he could within a matter of nonents tel
where upon Arianus he stood.

But when the dragon, at the courier's soft-spoken command, descended fromthe
sky and | anded upon solid ground, Hugh gazed around himand was forced to
admit that for the first tine in his life he was lost. He had never seen this
pl ace before.

The king's nessenger dismounted fromthe dragon. Renoving a gl owstone fromthe
| eat her pouch, he held the stone in his open palm Once exposed to the air,
the magi cal jewel began to give off a radiant light. A glowstone gives off
heat as well, and it is necessary to place it in a container. The courier

wal ked unhesitatingly to a corner of a crunbling coralite wall surroundi ng
their landing site. Leaning down, he deposited the glowstone in a crude iron

| anmp.

Hugh saw no other objects in the barren courtyard. Either the | anp had been
left in expectation of the courier's arrival or he hinself had placed it there



bef ore he departed. The Hand suspected the latter, mainly because there was no
sign of anyone el se nearby. Even the nightrae had been |l eft behind. It was

| ogical to assune, therefore, that the courier had started his journey from
this place and obviously expected to return-a fact that m ght or m ght not
have nmuch significance. Hugh slid down off the dragon's back

The courier lifted the iron lanp. Returning to the dragon, he stroked the
proudly arched neck and nurnured words of rest and confort that caused the
beast to settle itself down in the courtyard, tucking its w ngs beneath its
body and curling its long tail round its feet. The head fell forward on the
breast, the eyes closed, and the dragon breathed a contented sigh. Once
asleep, a dragon is extrenely difficult and even dangerous to wake, for
sometines during sleep the spells of subm ssion and obedi ence which are cast
over them can be accidentally broken and you' ve got a confused, irate, and

[ oudly vocal creature on your hands. An experienced dragonrider never allows
his animal to sleep unless he knows there is a conmpetent w zard near by.

Anot her fact Hugh noted with interest.

Coming close to him the courier raised his lantern and stared quizzically
into Hugh's face, inviting question or comment. The Hand saw no need to waste
his breath in asking questions he knew woul d not be answered, and so stared
back at the courier in silence.

The courier, nonplussed, started to say sonething, changed his mnmind, and
softly exhal ed the breath he had drawn in to speak. Abruptly he turned on his
heel, with a gesture to the assassin to follow, and Hugh fell into step behind
his guide. The courier led the way to a place that Hugh soon cane to
recogni ze, fromearly and dark chil dhood nmenories, as a Kir nonastery.

It was ancient and had obvi ously been | ong abandoned. The fl agstones of the
courtyard were cracked and in many cases missing entirely. Coralite had grown
over much of the standing outer structures that had been formed of the rare
granite the Kir favored over the nore common coralite. A chill wind whistled

t hrough t he abandoned dwel Iings, where no Iight shone and had probably not
shone for centuries. Bare trees creaked and dry | eaves crunched beneath Hugh's
boot s.

Havi ng been raised by the grimand dour order of Kir nmonks, the Hand knew the
| ocation of every nonastery on the Vol karan |Isles. He could not renmenber
heari ng of any that had ever been abandoned, and the nystery of where he was
and why he had been brought here deepened.

The courier cane to a baked-clay door that stood at the bottom of a tal

turret. He fit an iron key into the | ock. The Hand peered upward, but could
not see a glinmer of light in any of the wi ndows. The door swung open
silently-an indication that soneone was accustoned to com ng here frequently,
since the rusted hinges were well-oiled. Aiding inside, the courier indicated
with a wave of his hand that Hugh was to foll ow. Wen both were in the cold
and drafty building, the courier |ocked the door, tucking the key inside the
bosom of his tunic.

"This way," he said. The direction was not necessary-there was only one
possi ble way for themto go, and that was up. A spiral staircase |ed them
round and round the interior of the turret. Hugh counted three |evels, each
marked by a clay door. Al were |ocked, the Hand noted, surreptitiously
testing each as they ascended.

On the fourth level, at another clay door, the iron key again made an
appearance. A long narrow corridor, darker than the Lords of Night, ran
straight and true before them The courier's booted footsteps rang on the



stone. Hugh, accustoned by habit to treading silently in his soft-soled,
suppl e | eather boots, nmade no nore noise than if he had been the man's shadow.

They passed six doors by Hugh's count-three on his left and three on his
right-before the courier raised a warning hand and they stopped at the
seventh. Once again the iron key was produced. It grated in the |lock and the
door slid open

"Enter," the courier said, standing to one side.

Hugh did as he was told. He was not surprised to hear the door shut behind
him No sound of a key turning in the | ock, however. The only light in the
room canme fromthe soft glow given off by the coralite outside, but that faint

shimer illuninated the roomwell enough for the Hand's sharp eyes. He stood
still a moment, closely inspecting his surroundings. He was, he discovered,
not al one.

The Hand felt no fear. H's fingers, beneath his cloak, were clasped around the
hilt of his dagger, but that was only conmon sense in a situation like this.
Hugh was a busi nessnman and he recogni zed the setting of a business discussion
when he saw it.

The other person in the roomw th himwas adept at hiding. He was silent and
kept hinself concealed in the shadows. Hugh didn't see the person or hear him
but he knew with every instinct that had kept himalive through forty harsh
and bitter cycles that there was someone el se present. The Hand sniffed the
air.

"Are you an animal ? Can you snell ne?" queried the voice-a male voice, deep
and resonant. "Is that how you knew | was in the roonf"

"Yeah, an animal," said Hugh shortly.

"And what if | had attacked you?" The figure noved over to stand by the

wi ndow. He was outlined in Hugh's vision by the faint radiance of the
coralite. The Hand saw that his interrogator was a tall man clad in a cape
whose hem he coul d hear draggi ng across the floor. The man's head and face
were covered by chain mail, only the eyes visible. But the Hand knew his
suspi ci ons had been correct. He knew to whom he was tal ki ng.

Hugh drew forth his dagger. "A hand's breadth of steel in your heart, Your
Maj esty. "

"I amwearing a mail vest," said Stephen, King of the Vol karan Isles and the
Wyl andia Cluster. He was, seemingly, not surprised that Hugh recogni zed hi m

A corner of the assassin's thin lips twitched. "The chain mail does not cover
your arnpit, Mijesty. Lift your el bow " Stepping forward, Hugh placed thin,
long fingers in the gap between the body arnor and that covering the arm "One
t hrust of my dagger, there . " Hugh shrugged.

Stephen did not flinch at the touch. "I must nention that to ny arnorer.”

Hugh shook his head. "Do what you will, Mjesty, if a nan's determined to kil
you, then you're dead. And if that's why you've brought ne here, | can only
of fer you this advice: decide whether you want your corpse burned or buried.”
"This froman expert," said Stephen, and Hugh could hear the sneer if he could
not see it on the man's hel med face.



"I assune Your Majesty requires an expert, since you' ve gone to all this
trouble."

The king turned to face the wi ndow. He had seen alnmpst fifty cycles, but he
was well-built and strong and able to w thstand incredible hardshi ps. Sone
whi spered that he slept in his arnor, to keep his body hard. Certainly,
considering his wife's reputed character, he night also wel cone the
protection.

"Yes, you are an expert. The best in the kingdom | amtold."

Stephen fell silent. The Hand was adept at reading the words nen speak with
their bodies, not with their tongues, and though the king m ght have thought
he was masking his turbul ent inner enotions quite well, Hugh noted the fingers
of the left hand close in upon thensel ves, heard the silvery clinking of the
chain mail as a tremor shook the man's body.

So it often was with nen making up their mnds to nurder

"You al so have a peculiar conceit, Hugh the Hand," said Stephen, abruptly
breaki ng his | ong pause. "You advertise yourself as a Hand of Justice, of
Retribution. You kill those who allegedly have wonged others, those who are
above the | aw, those whom supposedl y-ny | aw cannot touch."

There was anger in the voice, and a challenge. Stephen was obviously piqued,
but Hugh knew that the warring clans of Vol karan and Uyl andia were currently
bei ng held together only by a nortar conposed of fear and greed, and he did
not figure it worth his while to argue the point with a king who undoubtedly
knew it as well.

"Why do you do this?" Stephen persisted. "Is it sone sort of attenpt at
honor ?"

"Honor? Your Majesty talks like an elflord! Honor won't buy you a cheap neal
at a bad inn in Therpes."

"Ah, the nmoney?"

"The money. Any knife-in-the-back killer can be had for the price of a plate
of stew That's fine for those who just want their man dead. But those who've
been wronged, those who' ve suffered at the hands of another-they want the one
who brought themgrief to suffer hinself. They want himto know, before he

di es, who brought about his destruction. They want himto experience the pain
and the terror of his victins. And for this satisfaction, they're willing to
pay a high price."

"I amtold the risks you take are quite extraordi nary, that you even chall enge
your victimto fair conbat."

"If the custoner wants it."
"And is willing to pay."

Hugh shrugged. The statenent was too obvious for conment. The conversation was
poi ntl ess, meani ngl ess. The Hand knew his own reputation, his own worth. He
didn't need to hear it recited back to him But he was used to it. It was al
part of business. Like any other customer, Stephen was trying to talk his way
into committing this act. It amused the Hand to note that a king in this
situation behaved no differently from his hunbl est subject.



St ephen had turned and was staring out the wi ndow, his gloved hand-fi st
cl enched-resting on the | edge. Hugh waited patiently, in silence.

"I don't understand. Why shoul d those who hire you want to give a person who
has wonged themthe chance to fight for his life?"

"Because in this they're doubly revenged. For then it's not nmy hand that
strikes the killer down, Your Mjesty, but the hands of his ancestors, who no
| onger protect him"

"Do you believe this?" Stephen turned to face him Hugh could see the
nmoonl i ght flash on the chain mail covering the man's head and shoul ders.

Hugh rai sed an eyebrow. Hi s hand noved to stroke the braided, silky strands of
beard that hung fromhis chin. The question had never before been asked of him
and proved, so he supposed, that kings were different fromtheir subjects-at

| east this one was. The Hand noved to the wi ndow to stand next to Stephen. The
assassin's gaze was drawn to a small courtyard bel ow them Covered over wth
coralite, it glowed eerily in the darkness, and he could see, by the soft blue
light, the figure of a man standing in the center. The man wore a bl ack hood.
He held in his hand a sharp-edged sword. At his feet stood a block of stone.
Twi sting the ends of his beard, Hugh sml ed.

"The only things | believe in, Your Mjesty, are ny wits and ny skill. So I'm
to have no choice. | either accept this job or else, is that it?"

"You have a choice. Wen | have described the job to you, you may either take
it or refuse to do so."

"At which point nmy head parts conpany from my shoul ders. "

"The man you see is the royal executioner. He is skilled in his work. Death
wi Il be quick, clean. Far better than what you were facing. That nuch, at

least, | owe you for your time." Stephen turned to face Hugh, the eyes in the
shadow of the chain-mail helmdark and enpty, lit by nothing wthin,
reflecting no light fromw thout. "I nust take precautions. | cannot expect
you to accept this task without knowing its nature, yet to reveal it to you is
to place nyself at your mercy. | dare not permit you to remain alive, know ng
what you will shortly know. "

"I'f I refuse, I'mdisposed of by night, in the dark, no witnesses. I|f |

accept, I'mentangled in the sane web in which Your Majesty currently finds

hinsel f twisting."

"What nore do you expect? You are, after all, nothing but a nurderer,"’
said coldly.

St ephen

"And you, Your Mjesty, are nothing nore than a man who wants to hire a

nmurderer." Bowing with an ironic flourish, Hugh turned on his heel
"Where are you goi ng?" Stephen demanded. "If Your Majesty will excuse nme, |I'm
|ate for an engagenent. | shoul d' ve been in hell an hour previous." The Hand

wal ked toward t he door.

"Dam you! |'ve offered you your life!" Hugh didn't even bother to turn
around. "The price is too low M life's worth nothing, I don't value it. In
exchange, you want nme to accept a job so dangerous you' ve got to trap a man to
force himto take it? Better to nmeet death on ny own terns than Your

Maj esty's. "



Hugh flung open the door. The king's courier stood facing him blocking his
way out. At his feet stood the glow anp, and it cast its radi ance upward,
illumnating a face that was ethereal in its delicacy and beauty.

He's a courier? And |I'ma Sartan, Hugh thought. "Ten thousand barls," said the
young man. Hugh's hand went to the braided beard, twisting it thoughtfully.
H s eyes gl anced si deways at Stephen, who had come up behind him

"Douse that light," comanded the king. "lIs this necessary, Trian?"

"Your Majesty"-Trian spoke with respect and patience, but it was the tone of
one friend advising another, not the tone of a servant deferring to a
master-"he is the best. There is no one else to whomwe can entrust this. W
have gone to considerable trouble to acquire him W can't afford to | ose him
If Your Majesty will remenber, | warned you fromthe begi nning-"

"Yes, | renmenber!" Stephen snapped. He stood silent, inwardly fum ng. He woul d
undoubtedly like nothing better than to order his "courier” to march the
assassin to the block. The king would probably, at this nmonent, enjoy w el ding

t he executioner's blade hinmself. The courier gently drew an iron screen over
the Iight, |eaving themin darkness.

"Very well!" the king snarl ed.
"Ten thousand barl s?" Hugh couldn't believe it.

"Yes," answered Trian. "Wen the job is done."

"Hal f now. Half when the job is done."

"Your life now The barls then!" Stephen hissed through clenched teeth.
Hugh took a step toward the door

"Hal f now " Stephen's words were a gasp, al nmost incoherent.

Hugh, bowi ng in acqui escence, turned back to face the king.

"Who's the victin?"

St ephen drew a deep breath. Hugh heard a clicking, catching choke in the
king's throat, a sound vaguely simlar to the rattle in the throats of the

dyi ng.

"My son," said the king.

CHAPTER 5
KI R MONASTERY, VOLKARAN | SLES, M D REALM

HUGH WAS NOT SURPRI SED. | T HAD TO BE SOVEBODY CLOSE TO HI' S MAJESTY, TO

account for all the intrigue and secrecy. The Hand knew Stephen had an heir to
the throne, nothing nore than that. Judging by the king's age, the kid must be
ei ghteen, twenty cycles. O d enough to get into serious trouble.

"The prince is here, in the nonastery. W"-Stephen paused, trying to noisten a
dry tongue-"have told himhis life is in danger. He believes you are a

nobl eman in disguise, hired to take himto a secret hiding place where he will
be safe." Stephen's voice cracked. Angrily he cleared his throat and resuned



speaking. "The prince will not question this decision. He knows well enough
what we say is true. There are those who are a threat to him"

"Cbviously," said Hugh

The king stiffened, the chain mail clinked, and Stephen's sword rattled inits
sheat h.

The courier, with a whispered, "Restrain yourself, Your Majesty!" swiftly
i nterposed his body between that of the king and the assassin.

"Remenber, sir, whomyou are addressing!" Trian rebuked.

Hugh ignored him "Were aml to take the prince, Majesty? What am| to do
wi th hi nP"

"I will provide you with the details,"” Trian answered.

St ephen had apparently had enough. H s nerve was failing him He stal ked past
Hugh toward the door, turning his body slightly so that he avoided touching

t he assassin. He probably did it unconsciously, but the Hand, recognizing the
affront, smiled grimy in the darkness and struck back

"There is a service | offer all nmy clients, Mjesty."
St ephen paused, hand on the door handle. "WelI?" He did not |ook around.

"I tell the victimwho is having himkilled and why. Shall | so informyour
son, Majesty?"

The chain mail jingled softly; a trenmor shook the man's body. But Stephen's
head remai ned unbowed, his shoul ders straight. "Wen the nmonent cones," he
said, "nmy son will know. "

Stiff-backed, straight-shoul dered, the king wal ked into the corridor; Hugh
heard his footsteps receding in the distance. The courier noved to stand next
to the Hand, not speaking until he heard-in the distance-the sound of a door
sl am shut .

"There was no call to say that," said Trian softly. "You wounded hi m deeply."
"And who is this 'courier," " returned Hugh, "who hands out the monies of the
royal treasury and worries about a king' s feelings?"

"You are right." The young man had turned slightly toward the w ndow and Hugh
could see himsnile. "I amnot a courier. I amthe king' s nagus."

Hugh rai sed an eyebrow. "Young, aren't you, Mgicka?"
"I amolder than | appear," answered Trian lightly. "Wars and ki ngship age a
man. Magi c does not. And now, if you will acconpany me, | have clothing and

supplies for your journey, as well as the information you require. This way."

The wi zard stood aside to allow Hugh to pass. Trian's manner was respectful

but the Hand noted that the w zard was deftly bl ocking the corridor down which
St ephen had passed with his body. Hugh turned in the direction indicated.
Trian paused to pick up the gl ow amp, renoved the screen, and wal ked near

Hugh, hovering close at his el bow.

"You must, of course, look and act the part of a nobleman, and we have



provi ded suitable costume. One reason you were chosen is the fact that you are
gently born, though not acknow edged. There is a true air of aristocracy about
you that is inbred. The prince is highly intelligent and woul d not be fool ed
by a clod in expensive clothes."

After a short walk of no nore than ten steps, the w zard brought Hugh to a
halt outside one of the many doors lining the corridor. Using the same iron
key, Trian inserted it into the | ock and the door opened. Hugh stepped inside,
and they traversed a corridor that ran at an angle to the first. This corridor
was not as well-kept as the former. The walls were crunbling. Footing was
treacherous on the cracked floor, and both Hugh and the w zard trod carefully
and cautiously. Turning left, they entered another corridor; another left turn
brought themto a third. Each successive corridor was shorter than the one
previ ous. They were, Hugh recogni zed, noving deeper into the building' s
interior. After this, they began a series of zigs and zags-turns taken
seemingly at random Trian talked the entire way.

"It was advisable that we learn all we could about you. | know that you were
born on the wong side of the sheets follow ng your father's liaison with a
serving wench, and that your noble father-whose name, by the way, | was unabl e
to discover- cast your mother out into the streets. She died during the elven
attack on Firstfall and you were taken in and raised by Kir nmonks." Trian
shuddered. "It must not have been an easy life," he said in a | ow undertone
with a glance at the chill walls that surrounded them

Hugh saw no need to conment and so kept silent. If the w zard thought to
confuse or distract himby this conversation and the circunvol ved route they
were taking, Trian was not succeeding. Kir nonasteries are built generally
al ong the sane plans-a square inner courtyard surrounded on two sides by the
nonks' cells. On the third side were housed those who served the nonks or

i ke Hugh, orphans taken in by the order. Here, too, were the kitchens, the
"study" rooms, and the infirmary.

The boy lying on the straw pallet on the stone floor tossed and turned.
Though it was bitterly cold in the dark, unheated room the child' s skin
burned with an unnatural heat and he had, in his convul sive struggles, thrown
aside the thin blanket used to cover his bare linbs. A second boy, sone years
ol der than the sick child, who appeared to be about nine cycles, entered the
chanmber and stared pityingly down at his friend. In his hands, the ol der boy
carried a bow of water. Placing it carefully upon the floor, he knelt beside
the sick child and, dipping his fingers into the water, dabbled the liquid
onto the dry, fever-parched lips.

This seemed to ease the child' s suffering. Hi s thrashings stopped and his

gl azed eyes turned to see who cared for him A wan snmile spread over the thin,
pal e face. The older boy, with an answering smle, tore a piece of fabric from
his ragged clothes and placed it in the water. Winging it out, careful not to
waste a drop, he sponged the child' s hot forehead.

"I't"ll be all right-" the older boy started to say, when a dark shadow | ooned
over them a cold and bony hand grasped his wist.

"Hugh! What are you doi ng?" The voice was chill and dank and dark as the room

"I- I was helping Rolf, Brother. He has the fever and Gran Maude said that if
it didn't break he'd die-"

"Di e?" The voice shook the stone chanber. "Of course he will die! It is his
privilege to die an innocent child and escape the evil to which mankind is
heir. That evil which daily must be scourged from our weak shells." The hand



forced Hugh to his knees. "Pray, Hugh. Pray that your sin in attenpting to
thwart the ancestor's will by perforning the unnatural act of healing be
forgiven you. Pray for death-"

The sick child whinmpered and stared up at the nonk in fear. Hugh flung aside
the hand that held himdown. "I'Il pray for death," he said softly, rising to
his feet. "I'll pray for yours."

The bl ow of the nmonk's staff caught Hugh across his upper body. He staggered.
The second bl ow knocked himto the floor. Blows rained down upon the boy's
body until the nonk grewtoo tired to lift the weapon. Then he stal ked out of
the infirmary. The water bow had been broken during the beating. Bruised and
battered, Hugh groped about in the darkness until he found the rag-wet with
water or his own blood, he didn't know which. But it was cool and soothing and
he placed it gently on the forehead of his friend.

Lifting the thin body in his arms, Hugh held the sick boy close, rocking him
awkwar dly, soothing himuntil the body in his arnms ceased to twitch and shiver
and grew still and col d.
"At the age of sixteen," Trian was continuing, "you ran away fromthe Kir. The
nmonk to whom | spoke said that before you left, you broke into their record
roons and | earned the identity of your father. Did you find hin®"

"Yeah," answered the Hand, inwardly thinking: So this Trian has gone to sone
trouble over nme. The magus has actually been to the Kir. He has questi oned
them extensively, it seened. Which neans . , . Yes, of course. Now, isn't
that interesting? Wio will |earn nore about whomduring this little wal k?

"A nobl eman?" Trian probed delicately.

"So he called hinmself. He was, in reality-how did you phrase it?-a clod in
expensi ve clothes."

"You speak in the past tense. Your father is dead?"
"I killed him"

Halting, Trian stared at him "You chill nme to the bone! To speak of such a
thing so carel essly-"

"Way the hell should | care?" Hugh kept wal ki ng and Trian had to hurry to
catch up. "Wen the bastard found out who | was, he canme at ne with his sword.

I fought hi mbare-handed. The sword ended up in his belly. I swre it was an
accident, and the sheriff believed me. After all, | was only a boy and ny
"nobl e’ father was well-known for his | echerous ways-girls, youths, it didn't
matter to him | didn't tell anyone who | was, but let themthink I was
someone ny father had abducted. The Kir had seen to it that | was

wel | -educated. | can sound hi gh-bred when | want to. The sheriff assumed | was
some nobl eman's son, stolen to feed ny father's lust. He was nore than wlling

to hush up the old lech's death, rather than start a blood feud."

"But it wasn't an accident, was it?"

A stone turned under Trian's foot. He reached out instinctively to Hugh, who
caught the w zard's el bow and steadied him They were descendi ng, noving

deeper and deeper into the nmonastery's interior

"No, it wasn't an accident. | wested the sword fromhim it was easy, he was
drunk. | spoke ny nother's name, told himwhere she was buried, and stuck the



blade in his gut. He died too quick. I've |earned, since then."

Trian was pale, silent. Lifting the glowanp in its iron lantern, he flashed
it into Hugh's deeply lined, grimface. "The prince rmust not suffer,"” the

wi zard said.

"So, back to business." Hugh grinned at him "And we were having such a
pl easant chat. What did you hope to find out? That |I'mnot as bad as ny
reputation? O the opposite? That |'m worse. "

Trian was apparently not to be drawn off onto any side paths. Keeping his hand
on Hugh's arm he | eaned cl ose, speaking softly, though the only ones to hear
them that the assassin could see were bats.

"I't nust be swift and clean. Unexpected. No fear. Perhaps, in his sleep. There
are poi sons-"

Hugh jerked his armfromthe man's touch. "I know nmy business. 1'll handle it
that way, if that's what you want. You're the custonmer. O rather, | take it
you speak for the custoner."

"That is what we want."

Reassured, sighing, Trian wal ked only a short distance further, then halted
bef ore another | ocked door. Instead of opening it, he placed the gl ow amp on
the floor and indicated with a motion of his hand that Hugh was to | ook

i nsi de. Stooping, placing his eye to the keyhol e, the assassin peered into the
room

The Hand rarely felt enotion of any sort, never showed it. In this instance,
however, his bored and disinterested glance through the keyhole at his

i ntended victimsharpened to an intense, narroweyed stare. He was not | ooking
at the plotting, schem ng youth of eighteen who had sprung from Hugh's
reasoning. Curled up on a pallet, fast asleep, was a towheaded, w stful-faced
child who coul d not be ol der than ten

Slow y Hugh strai ghtened. The wi zard, lifting the gl ow anp, scanned the
assassin's face. It was dark and frowning, and Trian sighed again, his
delicate brows creased in worry. Placing a finger on his lips, he |l ed Hugh to
anot her roomtwo doors down fromthe first. He unlocked it with the key, drew
Hugh i nside and softly shut the door

"Ah," the wizard said softly, "there's a problem isn't there?"

Hugh gave the roomin which they stood a swift and conprehensive glance, then
| ooked back at the anxi ous magus. "Yeah, | could use a snoke. They took ny
pi pe away fromme in prison. Got another?"

CHAPTER 6

KI R MONASTERY, VOLKARAN | SLES, M D REALM

"BUT YOU FROMNED, YOU SEEMED ANGRY. | ASSUMED- "

"-that | was feeling squeam sh about butchering a small child?"

It is his privilege to die an innocent child, and escape the evil to which

mankind is heir. The words cane to himfromthe past. It was this dark and
chill room the cracked stone walls that brought the menory back to him Hugh



drove it down into the depths of his mnd, sorry he'd recalled it. A warm ng
bl aze burned in the firepit. He lifted a coal with the tongs and held it to
the bow of a pipe the magus had produced froma pack |lying on the floor
Stephen, it seened, had thought of everything.

A few puffs and the sterego [4] glowed and old nenories faded. "The frown was
for nyself, because I'd made a mistake. I'd misjudged . . . sonething. That
sort of mstake can be costly. | would be interested to know, however, what a
kid that age could have done to earn an early death."

"One mght say ... he was born," answered Trian, seem ngly before he thought,
because he cast Hugh a swift furtive glance to see if he'd heard.

There was very little the assassin m ssed. Hugh paused, the hot coal held over
t he snmoki ng bowl, and stared quizzically at the w zard.

Trian flushed. "You are being paid well enough not to ask questions," he
retorted. "In fact, here is your noney."

Fumbling in a purse that hung at his side, he produced a handful of coins and
counted out fifty one-hundred-barl pieces.

"I trust the king's marker will be sufficient?" Trian held it out.

Hugh, raising an eyebrow, tossed the coal back into the fire. "Only if | can
collect onit."

Puffing on the pipe to keep it lit, the Hand accepted the noney and i nspected
it carefully. The coins were genuine, all right. A water barrel was stanped on
the front, a likeness (though not a good one) of Stephen's head adorned the
back. In a real mwhere nost things were obtained by either barter or stealing
(the king hinmself was a notorious pirate whose ravages comritted anong the

el ven shi pping had hel ped himwi n his throne), the "double barl" coin as it
was called was rarely seen, much | ess used. Its value was exchangeable in the
preci ous commodity- water. [5]

This job would make Hugh's fortune. He woul d never have to work again, if he
chose. And all for killing one little kid.

There is an abundance of water in the Low Realmthose isles in the heart of a
per petual storm known as the Mael strom But no dragon has yet been found who

will fly into the Mael strom The elves, with their nagical, mechanica
dragonshi ps, are able to sail the stormtossed route and consequently hold a
virtual nonopoly on water. The prices the elves charge- when they'll sell it

to humans at all-are exorbitant. Therefore, the raiding of elven transport
ships and of water storage ports is not only financially lucrative for hunans,
it is amtter of Iife or death.

It didn't make sense. Hugh bal anced the coins in his hand and stood | ooking at
the w zard.
"Very well, | suppose you nust know sonething," Trian adnmitted reluctantly.
"You are, of course, famliar with the current situation between Vol karan and
Wyl andi a?"

"No. "
On a small table stood a pitcher, a |arge bow, and a mug. Tossing the noney

on the table, the assassin lifted the water jug and, pouring its contents into
the mug, tasted it critically. "Low Real mstuff. Not bad."



"Water for drinking and washing. You nust at |east appear to be a nobl eman,"
returned Trian irritably. "In | ooks and snell. And what do you nean, you know
not hi ng of politics?"

Casting off his cloak, Hugh | eaned over the bow and plunged his face into the
water. Laving it over his shoulders, he picked up a bar of |lye soap and began
to scrub his skin, wincing slightly when the |lather stung the raw | ash marks
on his back. "You spend two days in Yreni prison and see how you snell. As for
politics, they have nothing to do with nmy business, beyond providing the
occasi onal customer or two. | didn't even know for certain Stephen had a son-"

"Well, he does." The w zard's voice was cold. "And he also has a wife. It is
no secret that their marriage is strictly one of conveni ence, to keep their
two powerful nations from going for each other's throats and | eaving us at the
nmercy of the elves. The lady would Iike very nuch, however, to have power
consolidated in her hands. The crown of Vol karan cannot be passed on to a
femal e, and the only way Anne can take control is through her son. W recently
di scovered her plot. My king barely escaped with his life this time. W fear
he woul d not a next."

"And so you get rid of the kid. That solves your problem | guess, but |eaves
your Kking w thout an heir."

Pipe clanped firmy between his teeth, Hugh stripped off his pants and

spl ashed wat er abundantly over his naked body. Trian turned his back, either
from nodesty or perhaps sickened by the sight of numerous weals and battle
scars-sonme fresh-that marred the assassin's skin.

"Stephen is not a fool. That problemis being resolved. Wen we decl are war
upon Aristagon, the nations will unite, including the queen's own. During the
war, Stephen will divorce Anne and marry a wonman of Vol karan. Fortunately His
Maj esty is of an age that he can still father children-many children. The war
will force the nations to remain united despite Anne's divorce. By the tine
peace cones-if ever-Uylandia will be too weakened, too dependent on Stephen to
break the ties."

"Very clever," Hugh conceded. Tossing the towel aside, he drank two nugs of
the cool, sweet-tasting Low Real mwater, then relieved hinself in a chanber
pot in a corner. Refreshed, he began to | ook over the various articles of
clothing that were fol ded neatly upon a cot. "And what'|l|l nake the elves go to
war ? They've got their own problens.”

"I thought you knew nothing of politics,"” nuttered Trian caustically. "The
cause of war will be the . . . death of the prince."

"Ah!" Hugh drew on the underclothing and the thick woolen hose. "All very neat
and tidy. That's why you must trust the deed to ne, rather than handle it
yourself with a few magics in the castle.”

"Yes." Trian's voice broke on the word; he nearly choked. The Hand paused in
the act of drawing a shirt on over his head to give the magus a sharp gl ance.
The wi zard kept his back turned, however. Hugh's eyes narrowed. Laying the
pi pe aside, he continued to dress hinself, but nore slowy, paying keen
attention to every nuance of the w zard' s words and tone.

"The child's body nust be found by our people on Aristagon. Not a difficult
task. Wen the word goes forth that the prince has been taken captive by the
elves, there will be raiding parties sent to ook for him | wll provide you
with a list of |ocations. W understand you have a dragonship-"



"OfF elven make and design. Isn't that convenient?" Hugh responded. "You had
this well-thought-out, didn't you? Even to the point of framng nme for Lord
Rogar's rmurder."

Hugh pull ed on a velvet doublet, black, braided in gold. A sword lay on the
bed. Picking it up, examining it critically, Hugh slid the blade fromthe
sheath and tested it with a quick, deft flick of his wist. Satisfied, he

repl aced the bl ade and buckl ed the sword belt around his waist. He slipped his
dagger into the top of his boot.

"And not only framng me for nmurder. Maybe committing the nurder, as well?"

"No!" Trian turned to face him "The house w zard nurdered his lord, as you, |
gat her, have already guessed. W were on the watch and nerely took advant age
of the situation. Your dagger was 'appropriated and substituted for the one
in the body. The word was whi spered to that knight friend of yours to the
effect that you were in the nei ghborhood."

"You let me lay nmy head on the bl ood-slinmed stone, let ne see that mani ac
standi ng above me with his dull sword. And then you save ny life and think
that fear alone will buy ne."

"I't would have another nman. Wth you, | had ny doubts and-as you may have
gat hered-1 had al ready expressed themto Stephen."

"So | take the kid to Aristagon, nurder him |eave the body for the grieving
father to find, who then shakes his fist and vows vengeance on the el ves, and
all humanki nd marches off to war. Wn't it occur to someone that the elves
aren't really that stupid? They don't need war with us right now This
rebellion of theirs is serious business."”

"You seemto know nore about the elves than you do your own people! Sone m ght
find that interesting."”

"Some mght, who don't know that | have to have nmy ship overhaul ed by el ven
shi pbuil ders and that its magic nmust be renewed by elven w zards."

"So you trade with the eneny-"
Hugh shrugged. "In ny business, everyone's an eneny."

Trian licked his lips. The discussion was obviously leaving a bitter taste in
his mouth, but that's what happens, thought Hugh, when you drink wth kings.

"The el ves have been known to capture humans and taunt us by |eaving the
bodi es where they may easily be discovered,"” Trian said in a | ow voice. "You
shoul d arrange matters so that it appears-"

"I know how to arrange matters." Hugh placed his hand on the w zard' s shoul der
and had the satisfaction of feeling the young man flinch. "I know ny

busi ness." Reachi ng down, he picked up the coins, studied themagain, then
dropped two into a small inner pocket of the doublet. The remai nder he tucked
away carefully into his noney pouch and stored that in a pack. "Speaking of
busi ness, how will | contact you for the rest of nmy pay, and what assurance do
| have that 1'Il find it and not a feathered shaft in ny ribs when I return?"

"You have our word, the word of a king. As for the feathered shaft"-now it was
Trian who experienced satisfaction-"1 assume you can take care of yourself."



"I can," said Hugh. "Renmenber that."
"A threat?" Trian sneered.

"A prom se. And now," said the Hand coolly, "we'd best get going. W'll need
to do our traveling by night."

"The dragon will take you to where your ship is noored-"

"-and then return and tell you the |ocation?" Hugh raised an eyebrow. "No."
"You have our word-"

Hugh sniled. "The word of a man who hires me to rmurder his child."

The young w zard flushed in anger. "Do not judge him You cannot understand-"
Biting his tongue, he silenced hinself.

"Under st and what ?" Hugh fl ashed hima sharp, narrow eyed gl ance.
"Not hi ng. You said yourself you have no interest in politics." Trian
swal | owed. "Believe what you want of us. It nakes little difference.”

Hugh eyed hi m specul atively, decided that no nore informati on would be
forthcom ng. "Tell me where we are and | will find nmy way from here."

"Inpossible. This fortress is secret! W worked many years to make it a safe
retreat for Hs Mjesty."

"Ah, but you have ny word," Hugh nocked. "It seenms we're at an inpasse.”

Trian flushed again, his teeth clenched over his lip so tightly that, when at
| ast he spoke, Hugh could see white marks upon the flesh.

"What of this? You provide nme with a general |ocation-say the name of an isle.
"Il instruct the dragon to take you and the prince to a town on that isle and
| eave you. That's the best |I can do."

Hugh considered this, then nodded in agreenent. Knocking the ashes fromthe

pi pe, he tucked the long, curved stemwth its small rounded bow into the
pack and inspected the remai nder of the pack's contents. He evidently approved
what he saw, for he cinched it tightly.

"The prince carries his own food and cl ot hing, enough for"- Trian faltered,
but forced the words out-"for a ... a nonth."

"It shouldn't take that long," said the Hand easily, throw ng the fur cloak
over his shoul ders. "Depending on how close this town is to where we're bound.
I can hire dragons-"

"The prince nust not be seen! There are few who know him outside of the
court, but if by chance he were recognized-"

"Rel ax. | know what |'m doing," Hugh said softly, but there was a warning in
the bl ack eyes that the w zard t hought best to heed.

Hugh hefted the pack and started for the door. Myvenent glinpsed fromthe
corner of an eye drew his attention. Qutside, in the courtyard, he saw the
ki ng's executioner bow in apparent response to some unheard command and then
quit his post. The bl ock al one remai ned standing in the courtyard. It gl eaned



with a white light strangely inviting in its coldness and purity and prom se
of escape. The Hand paused. It was as if he felt, for a brief instant, the
invisible filament, cast out by Fate, wap itself around his neck. It was
tuggi ng hi m away, dragging himon, entangling himin the same vast web in
whi ch Trian and the king were already struggling.

One swift, clean stroke of the sword would free him One stroke against ten
t housand barls. Twisting the braid of his beard, Hugh turned to face Trian

"What token shall | send to you?"
"Token?" Trian blinked, not understandi ng.
"To indicate the job is done. An ear? A finger? \Wat?"

"Bl essed ancestors forfend!" The young wi zard was deathly white. He swayed
unsteadily on his feet and was forced to |l ean against a wall to retain his
bal ance. And so he did not see Hugh's lips tighten in a grimsnile, the
assassin's head incline ever so slightly, as if he'd just received an answer
to a very inportant question

"Please . . . forgive this weakness," Trian nuttered, brushing a shaking hand
across his damp skin. "I haven't slept in several nights and . . . and then
the dragon ride up rydai and back again in such haste. Naturally, we want a

t oken.

"The prince wears"-Trian gul ped and then, suddenly, seened to find some inner
reserve of strength-"the prince wears an anulet, the feather of a hawk. It was
gi ven hi m when he was a babe by a nysteriarch fromthe H gh Realm Due to its
magi cal properties, the amul et cannot be renmpved unless the prince is"- here
Trian faltered once again-"dead." He drew a deep, shivering breath. "Send us
this anulet, and we will know . " His voice trailed off.

"What magi c?" Hugh asked suspiciously.

But the wi zard, pale as death, was silent as death. He shook his head, whether
physically unable to speak or refusing to answer, Hugh couldn't tell. At any
rate, it was obvious he wasn't going to find out any nore about the prince or
his anul et.

It probably didn't matter. Such magically bl essed objects were conmonly given
to babes to protect them from disease or rat bites or keep them fromtunbling
headfirst into the firepit. Mst of the charms, sold by roam ng charl at ans,
had as nmuch magi cal power in themas did the stone beneath Hugh's feet. A
king's son, of course, was likely to have a real one, but Hugh knew of
none-even those with true power-who could protect a person from say, having
his throat cut. Long ago, so legend told, there had been w zards who possessed
such skill in their art, but not now Not for many years, since they had |eft
the Md Real mand gone to dwell on the isles that floated high above. And one
of these wi zards had cone down and given the kid a feather?

This Trian nust take nme for a real fool. "Pull yourself together, w zard,"
sai d Hugh harshly, "or the kid will suspect."

Trian nodded and gratefully drank the nug of water the assassin poured for
him Cosing his eyes, the wizard drew several deep breaths, centered hinself,
and within a few nonments managed to smle calmy and normally. Col or returned
to his ashen cheeks.

"I amready now," Trian said, and |l ed the way down the corridor to the chanber



where the prince |ay sl eeping.

Inserting the key in the lock, the wizard silently opened the door and stepped
back.

"Farewel | ," Trian said, tucking the key into the breast of his doublet.
"Aren't you coming? To introduce ne? Explain what's going on?"

Trian shook his head. "No," he said softly. He was, Hugh noted, careful to
keep his gaze straight ahead, not so nuch as glancing into the room "It is
now i n your hands. 1'll |eave you the l[anp."

Turning on his heel, the wi zard practically fled down the corridor. He was
soon lost in the shadows. Hugh's sharp ears caught the sound of a lock click
There was a rush of fresh air, swiftly shut off. The w zard was gone.

Shruggi ng, fingering the two coins in his pocket with one hand, the other
reassuringly touching the hilt of his sword, the assassin entered the chamnber.
Hol di ng the | anp high, he shone it on the child.

The Hand cared nothing for and knew | ess about children. He had no nmenory of
his own chil dhood-little wonder, it had been brief. The Kir nonks had no use
for the state of blissful, carefree childish innocence. Early on, each child
was exposed to the harsh realities of living. In a world in which there were
no gods, the Kir worshiped life's only certainty-death. Life came to nankind
haphazardly, at random There was no choice, no help for it. Joy taken in such
a dubious gift was seen to be a sin. Death was the bright prom se, the happy
rel ease.

As part and parcel of their belief, the Kir performed those tasks which nost
ot her humans found of fensi ve or dangerous. The Kir were known as the Brothers
of Deat h.

They had no nmercy for the living. Their province was the dead. They did not
practice healing arts, but when the corpses of plague victins were tossed out
into the street, it was the Kir who took them perforned the solem rites, and
burned them Paupers who were turned fromthe doors of the Kir when they were
alive gained entrance after death. Suicides-cursed by the ancestors, a

di sgrace to their famlies-were welcomed by the Kir, their bodies treated with
reverence. The bodies of nurderers, prostitutes, thieves-all were taken in by
the Kir. After a battle, it was the Kir who tended to those who had sacrificed
their lives for whatever cause was currently in vogue.

The only living beings to whomthe Kir extended any charity at all were male
children of the dead, orphans who had no other refuge. The Kir took themin
and educated them Werever the nmonks went-to whatever scene of nisery and
suffering, cruelty and deprivation, they were called upon to attend-they took
the children with them using themas their servants and, at the sane tine,
teaching them about life, extolling the merciful benefits of death. By raising
these boys in their ways and grimbeliefs, the nonks were able to maintain the
nunbers of their dark order. Some of the children, Iike Hugh, ran away, but
even he had not been able to escape the shadow of the black hoods under whose
tut el age he had been reared.

Consequently, when the Hand gazed down at the sleeping face of the young
child, he felt no pity, no outrage. Murdering this boy was just another job to
him and one that was likely to prove nore difficult and dangerous than nost.
Hugh knew the wi zard had been |ying. Now he only had to figure out why.



Tossing his pack on the floor, the assassin used the toe of his boot to nudge
the child. "Kid, wake up."

The boy started, his eyes flared open, and he sat up, reflexively, before he
was truly awake. "What is it?" he asked, staring through a nass of tousled
golden curls at the stranger standing above him "Wo are you?"

"I'"'m known as Hugh-Sir Hugh of Ke'lith, Your H ghness," said the Hand,
renmenbering in time he was supposed to be a nobl eman and nanming the first |and
hol ding that cane to his mnd. "You' re in danger. Your father's hired nme to
take you to soneplace where you'll be safe. Get up. Time is short. W nust

| eave while it is still night.”

Looki ng at the inpassive face with its high cheekbones, hawk nose, braided
strands of black beard hanging fromthe cleft chin, the child shrank back
am dst the straw

"Go away. | don't like you! Where is Trian? | want Trian!"
"I"'mnot pretty, like the wizard. But your father didn't hire me for ny | ooks.
If you're frightened of ne, think how your enenmies'|| feel."

Hugh said this glibly, just for something to say. He was prepared to pick up
t he ki d-kicking and screani ng-and carry himoff bodily. He was therefore
somewhat surprised to see the child consider this argument with an expression
of grave and keen intelligence.

"You meke sense, Sir Hugh," the boy said, rising to his feet. "I wll
acconpany you. Bring my things." He waved a small hand at a pack |lying next to
hi mon the straw

It was on Hugh's tongue to tell the kid to bring his own things, but he
recalled himself in time. "Yes, Your H ghness," he said hunbly, bending down.

He took a close look at the child. The prince was snmall for his age, with

| arge pal e blue eyes; a sweetly curved mouth; and the porcelain-white

conpl exi on of one who is kept protectively within doors. The light glistened
of f a hawk feather hanging froma silver chain around the child' s neck

"Since we are to be traveling compani ons, you rmay call ne by ny nane," said
t he boy shyly.

"And what night that be, Your Hi ghness?" Hugh asked, lifting the pack

The child stared at him The Hand added hastily, "I've been out of the country
many years, Your Hi ghness.™

"Bane," said the child. "I am Prince Bane."

Hugh froze, notion arrested. Bane! The assassin wasn't superstitious, but why
woul d anyone give a child such an ill-onmened nanme? Hugh felt the invisible
filament of Fate's web tighten around his neck. The image of the block cane to
hi m col d, peaceful, serene. Angry at hinmself, he shook his head. The choking
sensation vani shed, the inage of his own death di sappeared. Hugh shoul dered
the prince's pack and his own.

"W nust be going, Your Hi ghness," he said again, nodding toward the door

Bane lifted his cloak fromthe floor and threw it clumsily over his shoul ders,
fumbling at the strings that fastened it around his neck. Inpatient to be



gone, Hugh tossed the packs back to the ground, knelt, and tied the strings of
t he cl oak.

To his astonishnment, the prince flung his arns around his neck

"I"'mglad you're ny guardian," he said, clinging to him his soft cheek
pressed agai nst Hugh's.

The Hand held rigid, unnmoving. Bane slipped anay fromhim "I'mready," he
announced in eager excitenment. "Are we goi ng by dragon? Toni ght was the first
time 1'd ever ridden one. ' | suppose you nmust ride themall the tinme."
"Yes," Hugh nmanaged to say. "There's a dragon in the courtyard.” He lifted the
two packs and the lanp. "If Your H ghness will follownme - "

"I know the way," said the prince, skipping out of the room

Hugh foll owed after him the touch of the boy's hands soft and warm agai nst
hi s skin.

CHAPTER 7
KI R MONASTERY, VOLKARAN | SLES, M D REALM

THREE PEOPLE WERE GATHERED | N A ROOM LOCATED | N THE UPPER LEVELS OF THE
nmonastery. The room had been one of the nonks' cells and was, consequently,
cold, austere, small, and wi ndow ess. The three-two nen and one woman-stood in
the very center of the room One nman had his arm around the woman; the wonman
had her arm around him each supporting the other, or it seemed both m ght
have fallen. The third stood near them

"They are preparing to | eave." The w zard had his head cocked, though it was
not with his physical ear he heard the beating of the dragon's wi ngs through
the thick walls of the nonastery.

"Leaving!" the woman cried, and took a step forward. "I want to see hi m again!
My son! One nore tine!"

"No, Anne!" Trian's voice was stern; his hand clasped hold of the wonman's and
held it firmy. "It took long nmonths to break the enchantnment. It is easier
this way! You rust be strong!"

"I pray we have done right!" The woman sobbed and turned her face to her
husband' s shoul der.

"You shoul d have gone along, Trian," said Stephen. He spoke harshly, though
the hand with which he stroked his wife's hair was gentle and |l oving. "There
is still time."

"No, Your Majesty. We gave this matter |ong and careful consideration. Qur
pl ans are sound. We rnust follow through on them and pray that our ancestors
are with us and all goes as we hope."

"Did you warn this . . . Hugh?"
"A hard man such as that assassin would not have believed ne. It would have

done no good and m ght have caused a great deal of harm He is the best. He is
cold, he is heartless. W nust trust in his skill and his nature."



"And if he fails?"

"Then, Your Mjesty," said Trian with a soft sigh, "we should prepare
ourselves to face the end."

CHAPTER 8
HET, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

AT ALMOST PRECI SELY THE SAME Tl ME HUGH LAID H' S HEAD ON THE BLOCK I N KE' LI TH
anot her execution-that of the notorious Linbeck Bolttightener-was being
carried out thousands of nmenka [6] below on the isle of Drevlin. It would seem
at first that these executions had nothing in comon except the coincidence of
their time. But the invisible threads cast by that inmortal spider, Fate, had
just wrapped around the soul of each of these oddly disparate people and woul d
slowy and surely draw t hem t oget her

On the night that Lord Rogar of Ke'lith was nurdered, Linbeck Bolttightner was
seated in his cozy, untidy dwelling in Het-the ol dest city on
Dr evl i n- conposi ng a speech.

Li mbeck was, in his own | anguage, a Geg. In any other |anguage in Arianus, or
in the ancient world before the Sundering, he would have been known as a
dwarf. He stood a respectable four feet in height (wthout shoes). A full and
[ uxuriant growth of beard adorned a cheerful, open face. He was devel oping a
slight paunch, unusual in a hardworking young adult Geg, but that was due to
the fact that he sat a great deal. Linbeck's eyes were bright, inquisitive,
and extrenely nearsighted.

He lived in a small cavern am d hundreds of other caverns that honeyconbed a

| arge mound of coralite located on the outskirts of Het. Linbeck's cave was
different in certain respects fromthose of his neighbors, which seened
fitting since Linmbeck hinmself was certainly an unusual Geg. H s cave was
taller than the others, being almost two Gegs high. A special platform built
of knobwood pl anks, allowed Linmbeck to clinb up to the ceiling of his dwelling
and enj oy anot her of the cavern's oddities-w ndows.

Most Gegs didn't need wi ndows; the storns that buffeted the isle nmade w ndows
i mpractical, and in general, the Gegs were far nore concerned wth what was
goi ng on inside than outside. A few of the city's original buildings-the ones
that had been built [ong, |ong ago by the hall owed and revered Mangers- had

wi ndows, however. Snall panes of thick, bubble-filled glass set into recessed
holes in the sturdy walls, the wi ndows were perfectly suited to a lifetine of
battering wind, rain, and hail. It was w ndows such as these that Linbeck had
confiscated froman unused building in the center of town and transported to
his cavern. A few turns of a borrowed bore-hoogus created the perfect-size
openi ngs for two wi ndows on the ground floor and four nmore up above.

In this, Linbeck established the major difference between hinmself and the
majority of his people. They | ooked only within. Linbeck Iliked to | ook

wi t hout -even if | ooking without only brought visions of slashing rain and hai
and lightning or (during those brief periods when the storns subsided) the
vat -t hi ngs and humrer coils and bl azi ng bl uezuzts of the Kicksey-W nsey.

One other feature of Linbeck's dwelling made it positively unique. On the
front door, which faced the interior of the nound and its interconnecting



streets, was a sign with the letters WJPP painted in red, marching al ong
boldly at a definite uphill slant.

In all other aspects, the dwelling was a typical Geg dwelling- the furniture
was functional and nade out of whatever material the Gegs could find, there
were no frivol ous decorations. None could be found that would stay put. The
wal I s and floors and ceiling of the snug cavern shook and quivered with the
t hunpi ng, throbbing, whunping, zizzt, crackle, and clanging of the
Ki cksey- W nsey-the dom nant feature, the dom nant force on Drevlin.

Li mbeck, the august |eader of WJPP, did not mnd the noise. He took confort in
it, having listened to it, albeit somewhat nuffled, in his nmother's wonb. The
CGegs revered the noise, just as they revered the Kicksey-Wnsey. They knew
that if the noise ceased their world would conme to an end. Death was known
anong the Gegs as the Endl ess Hear Not hi ng.

W apped in the conforting bangi ng and drunm ng, Linbeck struggled with his
speech. Wrds canme easily to him Witing themdown did not. What sounded fine
and grand and noble when it came out of his nouth |ooked trite and pretentious
when he saw it on paper. At least it did to Linbeck. Jarre always told himhe
was far too critical of hinmself, that his speeches read just as well as they
sounded. But, as Linbeck always replied with a fond kiss on her cheek, Jarre
was prej udi ced.

Li mbeck tal ked al oud as he wote, in order to hear his words spoken. Being
extremely nearsighted and finding it difficult to focus properly when he wore
hi s spectacles, Linbeck invariably took themoff when witing. H s face
pressed close to the paper, his quill scratching away, he got nearly as nuch
i nk up his nose and down his beard as he did on his speech

"It is therefore our purpose, as Wrshipers United for Progress and
Prosperity, to bring to our people a time of good living now, not sonetime in
a future that may never cone!" Linbeck, carried away, banged his fist on the
tabl e, sloshing ink out of the inkwell. A small river of blue crept toward the
paper, threatening to i nundate the speech. Linbeck stemred the tide with his
el bow; his frayed tunic soaked up the ink thirstily. Since the tunic had | ong
ago lost any color it mght have once possessed, the purple splotch on the

sl eeve was a cheerful inprovenent.

"For centuries we have been told by our |eaders that we were placed in this
real m of Storm and Chaos because we were not deened worthy to take our place
with the Wel ves above. W who are flesh and bl ood and bone could not hope to
l[ive in the land of the imortals. Wen we are worthy, our |eaders tell us,
then the Welves will come from Above and pass judgment on us and we shall rise
up into the heavens. In the nmeantine, it is our duty to serve the

Ki cksey-Wnsey and wait for that great day. | say"-here Linbeck raised a

cl enched and inky fist above his head-"I say that day will never cone!

"I say that we have been lied to! Qur |eaders deluded! It is easy enough for
the H gh Froman and the people of his scrift to talk of waiting for change
until Judgnent cones. They do not need a better life. They receive the God's
payment. But do they disperse it equally anong us? No, they make us pay, and
pay dearly, for our share that we have al ready earned by the sweat of our
brow '

(I must pause here for cheering, Linbeck decided, and put a blot that was
supposed to be a star to mark the pl ace.)

"It istime to rise up and-" Linbeck hushed, thinking he heard a strange
sound. Now, how anyone coul d hear anything in this land, other than the noise



of the Kicksey-Wnsey and the buffeting and roaring of the storns that swept
daily over Drevlin, was a nystery to the Wl ves who cane nonthly for their

shi pmrent of water. But the Gegs, accustoned to the deafening noises, mnnded
them no nore than the rush of air through the | eaves of a tree would bother an
el flord of Tribus. A Geg could sleep soundly through a ferocious thunderstorm
and start bolt upright at the rustle of a nobuse in his pantry.

It was the sound of distant shouting that aroused Linbeck's attention and,
stricken by sudden consci ousness, he peered up at a tinekeeping device (his
own invention) set in a hollow of the wall. A conplex conbination of

whi rl y-wheel s and spokey-spi kes, the device dropped one bean every hour on the
hour into a jar below Each norning, Linmbeck enptied the jar of beans into the
funnel above, and the neasuring of the day began again.

Leaping to his feet, Linbeck peered nearsightedly into the jar, hastily
counting up the beans. He groaned. He was | ate. G abbing a coat, he was
headi ng out the door when, at that nonent, the next line in his speech
occurred to him He decided to take just a second to record it and sat back
down. All thoughts of his appointnment went clean out of his mnd. |nk-bedaubed
and happy, he once nore lost hinself in his rhetoric.

"We, the Wirshipers United for Progress and Prosperity, advocate three tenets:
The first, all of the scrifts should come together and pool their know edge of
t he Kicksey-Wnsey and | earn how it operates so that we becone its masters,

not its slaves. [Blot for cheering.] The second, worshipers quit waiting for a
day of Judgment and start to work now to better the quality of their own
lives. [Another blot.] The third, worshipers should go to the Froman and
demand a fair share in the Wl ves' paynent. [Two blots and a scribble.]"

At this juncture. Linbeck sighed. He knew, from past experience, that his
third tenet would be the nost popular with the young Gegs inpatient over
serving long hours for inadequate pay. But of the three, Linmbeck hinmself knew
it to be the |least inportant.

"I'f only they had seen what | saw! " Linbeck nourned. "If only they knew what |
know. If only I could tell them"

The sound of shouting broke in on his thoughts again. Raising his head,

Li mbeck smiled with fond pride. Jarre's speech was having its usual effect.
She doesn't need ne, Linbeck reflected, not sadly but with the pleasure of a
teacher who takes pride in seeing a pronising student bl ossom She's doing
fine without me. I'll just go ahead and finish

During the next hour, Linbeck-smeared with ink and inspiration-was so absorbed
in his project that he no | onger heard the shouts and therefore did not notice
that they changed in tone fromcheers of approval to roars of anger. Wen a
sound ot her than the nonotonous whunp and whuzzl e of the Kicksey-Wnsey did
finally attract his attention, it was only because it was the sound of a door
bangi ng. Occurring sone three feet away fromhim it startled himinmmensely.

"I's that you, ny dear?" he said, seeing a dark and shapel ess blur that he
assunmed was Jarre

She was panting as if froman undue amount of exertion. Linbeck patted his
pocket for his glasses, couldn't find them and groped with his hand over the
table. "I heard the cheers. Your speech went well tonight, | gather. |I'msorry
| wasn't there as | prom sed, but | got involved . " He waved a vague and

i nk-spl attered hand at his work.

Jarre pounced on him The Gegs are small in stature, but wide of girth, with



| arge strong hands and a tendency to square jaws and square shoul ders that
give a general overall inpression of squareness. Male and femal e CGegs are
equal ly strong, since all serve the Kicksey-Wnsey until the marrying age of
about forty years, when both are required to retire and stay hone to bear and
rai se the next generation of Kicksey-Wnsey worshipers. Jarre was stronger
even than nost young wonen, having served the Kicksey-Wnsey since she was
twel ve. Linbeck, not having served it at all, was rather weak. Consequently,
when Jarre pounced on him she nearly carried himout of his chair.

"My dear, what is the matter?" Linbeck said, gazing at her mnyopically, aware
for the first time that something was the matter. "Didn't your speech go
wel | ?"

"Yes, it went well. Very well!" Jarre said, digging her hands into his
tattered and ink-stained tunic and attenpting to drag himto his feet. "Cone
on, we've got to get you out of here!"

"Now?" Linmbeck blinked at her. "But ny speech-"

"Yes, that's a good idea. We shouldn't |eave it behind for evidence." Letting
| oose of Linbeck, Jarre hastily caught up the sheets of paper that were a

by- product (no one knew why) of the Kicksey-Wnsey and began stuffing them
down the front of her gown. "Hurry, we haven't nuch time!" She gl anced around
the dwelling hastily. "lIs there anything el se |lying around that we should

t ake?"

"Evi dence?" questioned Linbeck, bew | dered, searching for his gl asses.
"Evi dence of what?"

"OfF our Union," said Jarre inpatiently. Cocking an ear, she |listened and ran
over to peer fearfully out one of the w ndows.

"But, my dear, this is Union Headquarters," began Li mbeck when she shushed
hi m

"There! Hear that? They're com ng." Reachi ng down, she picked up his gl asses
and stuck them hastily and at a precarious slant on his nose. "I can see their
| anterns. The coppers. No, not the front. The back door, the way | cane in."
She began to push and hustle Li nbeck al ong.

Li mbeck stopped, and when a Geg stops dead in his tracks, it is al nost
i npossible to shift or budge him "I1'mnot going anywhere, ny dear, until you
tell me what's happened." He calmy adjusted his spectacles.

Jarre wung her hands, but she knew the Geg she | oved. Linbeck had a stubborn
streak in himthat not even the Kicksey-Wnsey could have knocked out. She had
| earned to overconme this on former occasions by noving fast and not giving him
time to think, but, seem ngly, that wasn't going to work tonight.

"Ch, very well," she said in exasperation, her eyes darting constantly to the
front door. "W had a big cromd at the rally. Bigger than anything we'd
expect ed-"

"That's narvel -"
"Don't interrupt. There isn't time. They listened to nmy words and-oh, Linbeck
it was so wonderful!" Despite her inpatience and fear, Jarre's eyes shone. "It

was |ike setting a match to saltpeter. They flared up and expl oded!"

"Expl oded?" Li nmbeck began to get uneasy. "My dear, we don't want themto



expl ode-"

"You don't!" she said scornfully. "But nowit's too |late. The fire's burning
and it's up to us to guide it, not try to put it out again." Her fist

cl enched, her square chin jutted forward. "Tonight we attacked the

Ki cksey- Wnsey!"

"No!" Linmbeck stared, aghast. So shaken was he by this news that he sat down
qui te suddenly and unexpectedly.

"Yes, and | think we danaged it permanently." Jarre shook her thick nmane of
short-cut curly brown hair. "The coppers and sonme of the clarks rushed us, but
all of our people escaped. The coppers'|| be com ng to the Union Headquarters
in search of you, ny dear, and so | came to take you away. Listen!" Sounds of
bl ows could be heard hamering on the front door; hoarse voices were shouting
to open up. "They're here! Quickly! They probably don't know about the back-"

"They're here to take me into custody?" Linbeck said, pondering.

Jarre, not liking the expression on his face, frowned and tugged at him
trying to pull himback up on his feet. "Yes, now cone-"

"I"ll stand trial, won't 1?" he said slowmy. "Mst |likely before the High
Froman hinsel f!"

"Li mbeck, what are you thinking?" Jarre had no need to ask. She knew all too
wel I . "Puni shment for hurting the Kicksey-Wnsey is death!"

Li mbeck brushed this aside as a m nor consideration. The voices grew | ouder
and nore persistent. Soneone called for a chopper-cutter

"My dear," said Linbeck, a |look of alnmpst holy radiance illumnating his face
"at last I'Il have the audience |I've sought all my lifel This is our gol den
opportunity! Just think, I'lIl be able to present our cause to the Hi gh Fronman
and the Council of the C ans! There'll be hundreds present. The newssingers
and the squawky-tal k-"

The bl ade of the chopper-cutter snmashed through the wooden door. Jarre turned
pale. "Ch, Linbeck! This is no time to play at being a martyr! Pl ease cone
with ne now "

The chopper-cutter wenched itself free, disappeared, then smashed through the
wood agai n.

"No, you go ahead, ny dear,"
stay. |'ve made up nmy nmind."

sai d Li mbeck, Kkissing her on the forehead. "I'lI

"Then I'1l stay too!" Jarre said fiercely, entw ning her hand around his.

The chopper-cutter crashed into the door, and splinters flew across the room
"No, no!" Linbeck shook his head. "You nust carry on in ny absence! Wen ny
words and nmy exanple inflame the worshipers, you nmust be there to lead the
revol ution!”

"Ch, Linbeck"-Jarre wavered-"are you sure?"

"Yes, my dear."

"Then I'1l go! But we'll spring you!" She hastened to the doorway, but could



not forbear pausing for one final glance behind her. "Be careful," she
pl eaded.

"I will, ny dear. Now, go!" Linmbeck nade a playful shooing notion with his
hand.

Bl owi ng hima kiss, Jarre disappeared through the back door just as the
coppers crashed through the splintered door in the front.

"We're | ooking for one Linmbeck Bolttightner," said a copper, whose dignity was
somewhat marred by the fact that he was plucking splinters of wood out of his
bear d.

"You have found him" said Linbeck majestically. Thrusting out his hands,
wrists together, he continued, "As a chanpion of my people, | will gladly
suffer any torture or indignity in their nanes! Take me to your foul-snelling,
bl ood-encrusted, rat-infested dungeon.”

"Foul -snel i ng?" The copper was highly incensed. "I'll have you know we cl ean
our jail regular. And as for rats, there ain't been one seen there in twenty
years, has there, Fred?" He appealed to a fellow copper, who was crashing

t hrough the broken door. "Ever since we brought in the cat. And we washed up
the blood fromlast night when Durkin Wenchwi el der come in with a split lip
on account of a fight with Ms. Wenchw el der. You' ve no call," added the
copper testily, "to go insultin my jail."

"I ... I"'mvery sorry," stamered Linbeck, taken aback. "I had no idea."

"Now, come along with you," said the copper. "What have you got your hands
stuck in ny face for?"

"Aren't you going to shackle ne? Bind me hand and foot?"

"And how woul d you wal k? | suppose you' d expect us to carry you!" The copper
sniffed. "A pretty sight we'd | ook, haulin' you through the streets! And
you're no lightweight, neither. Put your hands down. The only pair of nmanacl es
we had busted sone thirty years ago. W keep 'em for use when the young' uns
get outta hand. Sonetimes parents like to borrow 'emto throw a scare into the
little urchins.”

Havi ng been threatened with those manacles often in his own turbul ent
ur chi nhood, Linbeck was crushed.

"Anot her illusion of youth fled," he said to hinself sadly as he all owed
hinself to be led away to a prosaic, cat-patrolled prison

Martyrdom was not starting out well.

CHAPTER 9
HEX TO WOMBE DREVLI N, LOW REALM

LI MBECK WAS LOOKI NG FORWARD TO THE FLASHRAFT RI DE ACROSS DREVLIN TO THE
capital city of Wwnbe. He had never ridden a flashraft before. Nobody in his
scrift had, and there were nore than a few nutterings anmong the crowd about
common crinminals getting privileges to which ordinary citizens weren't

entitl ed.



Somewhat hurt at being referred to as a conmon crimnal, Linbeck clinmbed up
the steps and entered what resenbled a gl eami ng brass box fitted wi th w ndows
and perched on nunerous netal wheels that ran along a netal track. Taking his
spectacl es from his pocket, Linbeck hooked the frail wire stems over his ears
and peered at the crowd. He easily located Jarre anong the throng, though her
head and face were hidden in the shadows of a volum nous cloak. It was too
dangerous for any sort of sign to pass between them but Linbeck did not think
it would hurt if he brought his thick fingers to his lips and blew her a small
ki ss.

A coupl e standing alone at the far end of the platformcaught his attention
and he was astounded to recognize his parents. At first it touched himthat
they would come to see himoff. However, a glinpse of his father's sniling
face, half-hidden by a gigantic muffler he had wound around his neck to ensure
that no one knew him nade Linbeck understand that his parents had not cone
out of filial devotion but probably to nake certain they were actually seeing
the Iast of a son who had brought them nothing but turnoil and di sgrace.

Si ghing, Linbeck settled back in the wooden seat.

The flashraft's driver, commonly known as a flasher, glared back at his two
passengers, Linbeck and the copper who acconpanied him in the only
conpartnent on the vehicle. This unusual stop in the station of Het had put
the flasher way behind schedule and he didn't want to waste any nore tine.
Seeing Linbeck start to stand up-the Geg thought he saw his old teacher in the
crowmd-the flasher threw both sections of his carefully parted beard over his
shoul ders, grasped two of the nmany tin hands before him and pulled. Severa
nmetal hands sticking up fromthe compartnent's roof reached out and grabbed
hol d of a cabl e suspended above them An arc of blue lightning flared, a

whi stle-toot shrilled Ioudly, and, am dst crackling zuzts of electricity, the
flashraft jolted forward.

The brass box rocked and swayed back and forth, the hands above themt hat
clung to the cable sparked al arm ngly, but the flasher never seemed to notice.
Graspi ng another tin hand, he pushed it clear to the wall and the vehicle

pi cked up speed. Linbeck thought he had never in his |life experienced anything
so marvel ous.

The flashraft was created | ong ago by the Mangers for the benefit of the

Ki cksey- Wnsey. Wen the Mangers nysteriously di sappeared, the Ki cksey-W nsey
took over the operation and kept the flashraft alive just as it kept itself
alive. The Gegs lived to serve both.

Each Geg belonged to a scrift-a clan that had lived in the same city and had
wor shi ped the sane part of the Kicksey-Wnsey since the Mangers first brought
the Gegs to this realm Each Geg perforned the sane task his father perforned
bef ore himand his grandfather before himand his grandfather before him

The Gegs did their work well. They were conmpetent, skilled, and dexterous, but
uni magi nati ve. Each Geg knew how to serve his or her particular part of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey and had no interest in any other part. Further, he never

guesti oned the reasons for doing what he did. Wiy the whirly-wheel had to be
turned, why the black arrow of the whistle toot should never be allowed to
point to red, why the pull-arm needed to be pulled, the push-arm pushed, or

t he cranky-clank cranked were questions that did not occur to the average Geg.
But Li nmbeck was not an average Geg

Del ving into the whys and wherefores of the great Kicksey-Wnsey was

bl asphenmous and woul d call down the wath of the clarks-the ecclesiastica
force on Drevlin. Performing his or her act of worship as taught by the scrift
teachers and doing it well was the height of anmbition for npbst Gegs. It would



gain them (or their children) a place in the real ms above. But not Linbeck

After the novelty of noving at a terrific rate of speed wore off, Linmbeck
began to find riding in the flashraft extremely depressing. The rain dashed
agai nst the wi ndows. Natural |ightning-not the blue |lightning created by the
Ki cksey- W nsey-streaked down fromthe swirling clouds and occasionally fought
the blue lightning, causing the brass box to buck and jolt. Hail clattered on
the roof. Lunbering around, beneath, above, and through huge sections of the
Ki cksey-Wnsey, the flashraft seenmed to be smugly exhibiting-to Linbeck, at

| east-the ensl avenment of the CGegs.

The flames fromgigantic furnaces |lit the oppressive and everlasting gl oom By
their light, Linbeck could see his people- nothing nmore than squat, dark
shadows agai nst the glowing red- tending to the Kicksey-Wnsey's needs. The
sight stirred an anger in Linbeck, an anger that he realized renorsefully had
been banked and nearly allowed to die out as he'd grown absorbed in the

busi ness of organi zi ng WJPP.

He was glad to feel the anger again, glad to accept its offer of strength, and
was just pondering on how he could work this into his speech when a conment
from his conpani on brought a nmonentary interruption to his thoughts.

"What was that?" asked Linmbeck

"I said, it's beautiful, ain't it?" repeated the copper, staring at the
Ki cksey-Wnsey in reverent awe.

That does it, thought Linmbeck, thoroughly outraged. When | come before the
H gh Froman, | will tell themthe truth.

. "CGet out!" shouted the teacher, his beard bristling with rage. "Get out,
Li mbeck Bolttightner, and never let me see those weak eyes of yours in this
school again!"

"I don't understand why you're so upset." Young Linbeck rose to his feet.

"Qut!" how ed the Ceg.
"It was a perfectly sousound question."

The sight of his instructor rushing at him upraised wench in hand, caused
the pupil to beat a swift and undignified retreat fromthe classroom
Fourteen-turn Linbeck left the Kicksey-Wnsey school in such haste that he
didn't have time to put on his spectacles, and consequently, when he reached
the red creaking cog, he took a wong turn. The exits were marked, of course,
but the nearsighted Linbeck couldn't read the witing. He opened a door he
thought led to the corridor that led to the nmarketplace, got a blast of w nd
right in the face, and realized that this particular door opened on Cutside.

The young Geg had never been Qutside. Due to the fearsome storns that swept
over the land on the average of one or two an hour, no one ever left the
shelter of the town and the conforting presence of the Kicksey-Wnsey. Rife

wi th tunnels and covered wal kways and underground passages, the cities and
towns of Drevlin were constructed in such a way that a Geg could go for nonths
wi t hout ever feeling a raindrop splash on his face. Those who had to travel
used the flashraft or the CGegavators. Few CGegs ever, ever wal ked Qutsi de.

Li mbeck hesitated on the doorstoop, peering nearsightedly into the w ndswept,
rai n-drenched | andscape. Though the wi nd bl ew strongly, there was a |ul
between storms and a feeble gray light was strained through the perpetua



cl ouds-as close as Drevlin ever cane to basking in the rays of Solarus. The
light made the ordinarily gl oomy | andscape of Drevlin alnost lovely. It w nked
and blinked on the many whirling and punping and turning arnms and cl aws and
wheel s of the Kicksey-Wnsey. It glistened in the clouds of steamrolling up
to join their cousins in the skies. It nmade the dreary and drab | andscape of
Drevlin, with its gouges and slag heaps and pits and hol es, seem al npst
attractive (particularly if all one could see was a kind of pleasant, fuzzy,
nmud- col ored bl ur).

Li mbeck knew at once he had taken a wong turning. He knew he should go back
but the only place he had to go was home, and he was aware that by now word of
his getting kicked out of Kicksey-Wnsey school woul d have reached his
parents. Braving the terrors of Qutside was far nore attractive than braving
the wath of his father, and so Linbeck, w thout a second thought, wal ked
Qutside, letting the door slam shut behind him

Learning to walk in mud was an experience all in itself. On his third step, he
sl i pped and pl unked down heavily in the rmuck. Upon rising, he discovered that
one boot was firmly mred, and it took all his strength to tug it out. Peering
dimy around, Linmbeck concluded that the slag heaps m ght provide better
wal ki ng. He sl ogged his way through the nuck and eventually reached the piles
of coralite that had been tossed aside by the strong di gger hands of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey. dinbing up on the hard, pocked surface of the coralite,

Li mbeck was pl eased to note he was right-wal ki ng was much easier up here than
in the mnud.

He guessed, too, that the view should be spectacul ar, and thought he really
should see it. Pulling out his spectacles, he hooked them over his ears and
gazed around.

The snokestacks and hol di ng tanks, lightning-flinging arms and huge revol ving
wheel s of the Kicksey-Wnsey thrust up fromthe flat plains of Drevlin; many
of themtowering so far into the sky that their steam ng heads were lost in
the clouds. Linbeck stared at the Kicksey-Wnsey in awe. One tended, when one
served only one portion of the gigantic creation, to concentrate on just that
one part and | ose sight of the whole. The old saying about not seeing the
wheel for the cogs canme to Linbeck's mnd

"Why?" he asked (which was, by the way, the very question that had caused him
to be thrown out of school). "Wiy is the Kicksey-Wnsey here? Wiy did the
Mangers build it, then leave it? Wy do the imortal Wl ves cone and go every
mont h and never fulfill their promise to lift us up into the shining real ns
above? \Why? Way? Why?"

The questions beat in Linmbeck's head until either these resoundi ng whys or the
wi nd rushing past himor the act of staring up at the gl eam ng structure of
the Kicksey-Wnsey or all three together began to make himdizzy. Blinking, he
took off his spectacles and rubbed his eyes. O ouds were nassing on the

hori zon, but the Geg judged it would be sone tinme yet before another storm
swept over the land. If he went home now, a stormof a different sort would
sweep over him Linbeck decided to explore

Fearing he might fall and break his precious spectacles, Linbeck tucked them
carefully into the pocket of his shirt and began to make his way across the
sl ag heap. Being short and stocky and deft in their novenents, Gegs are

remar kably surefooted. They clunp across narrow catwal ks built hundreds of
feet above the ground without turning a hair in their beards. Gegs desiring to
go fromone |level to another will often catch hold of the spokes of one of the
huge wheels and ride it up, dangling by their hands, fromthe bottomto the
top. Despite the fact that he couldn't see very clearly, Linbeck soon figured



out how to traverse the cracked and broken piles of coralite.

He was just moving really well and naking sonme headway when he stepped on a

| oose chunk that tilted and threw himsideways. After that, he had to
concentrate on watching his footing, and it was undoubtedly due to this that
he forgot to watch the approach of the clouds. It was only when a gust of wi nd
nearly blew himoff his feet and drops of rain splattered into his eyes that
he remenbered the storm

Hastily Linmbeck pulled out his spectacles, put themon, and | ooked around. He
had traveled quite a distance w thout knowing it. The clouds were swooping
down on him the shelter of the Kicksey-Wnsey was sone di stance away, and it
woul d take hima long tine to retrace his route anong the broken coralite. The
stornms on Drevlin were fierce and dangerous. Linbeck could see bl ackened hol es
blown in the coralite fromthe deadly lightning strikes. If the |ightning
didn't get him there was no doubt that the giant hail stones would, and the
Geg was just beginning to think that he woul dn't have to worry about facing
his father ever again when, turning conpletely around, he saw a | arge
Sonet hi ng on the fast-darkening horizon

Just what the Something was, he couldn't tell fromthis distance (his
spectacl es were covered with water), but there was a chance that it m ght

of fer shelter fromthe storm Keeping his spectacles on, knowi ng that he woul d
need themto help |l ocate the object, Linbeck tottered and stunbl ed over the
sl ag heap.

Rai n began pouring down, and Linmbeck soon di scovered he could see better

wi t hout spectacles than he could with them and pulled themoff. The object
was now nothing but a blur in front of him but it was a blur that was rapidly
growi ng larger, indicating he was getting nearer. Wthout his spectacles,

Li mbeck couldn't see what it was, until he was actually standing right in
front of it.

"A Welf ship!" he gasped.

Though he had never seen one, the Geg recognized the ship instantly fromthe
descriptions given by those who had. Made of dragon skin stretched over wood,
wi th huge wings that kept it soaring in the air, the ship was nonstrous in
bot h appearance and size. The mmgi cal power of the Wl ves kept it afl oat,
carrying themfromthe heavens to the lowy real mof the Gegs bel ow

But this ship wasn't flying or floating. It was lying on the ground, and

Li mbeck, staring at it nearsightedly through the driving rain, could have
sworn-if such a thing were possible for a ship of the imortal Welves-that it
was broken. Pieces of sharp wood jutted up at odd angl es. The dragon skin was
torn and rent, |eaving gaping holes.

A bolt of lightning striking quite near him and the resultant thunder, caused
the Geg to remenber his danger. Hurriedly he leapt into one of the holes that
had been torn in the side of the ship.

A sickening srmell made Linbeck gag.

"Ugh." He grasped his nose with his hand. "It reminds me of the tine the rat
craw ed up the chimey and died. | wonder what's causing it."

The storm had settled in; the darkness inside the ship was intense. The
[ightning strikes were al nost continuous, however, providing brief flashes of
illumnating |ight before the ship was once again plunged into pitch-darkness.



The light didn't help Limbeck nuch. Nor did his spectacles, when he finally
renenbered to put themon. The interior of the ship was strange and made no
sense to him He couldn't tell up fromdown or what was floor or wall. Objects
were scattered about, but he didn't know what they were or what they did and
was reluctant to touch them He had a fear, in the back of his mnd, that if
he bot hered anything the strange craft mght suddenly rise up and fly off with
him And though the thought of such an adventure was somewhat exciting,

Li mbeck knew that if his father had been mad before, he would positively foam
at the nouth to hear that his son had in any way annoyed the Wl ves.

Li mbeck resol ved to keep near the doorway, holding his nose, until the storm
ended and he could find his way back to Het. But the whys and whats and
wherefores that were continually plunging himinto trouble in school began
buzzing in his brain.

"I wonder what those are,"” he nuttered, staring at a nunber of
fascinating-1ooking blurs Ilying scattered about on the floor just a few feet
in front of him

Cautiously he drew nearer. They didn't | ook dangerous. In fact, they |ooked
like .

"Books!" said Linmbeck in astoni shnment. "Just |ike the ones the old clark used
to teach ne to read.'

Bef ore Limbeck quite knew what was happeni ng, the "why" was propelling him
f orwar d.

He was very near the objects and could see, with growi ng excitement, that they
wer e books, when his foot struck agai nst sonething that was soft and squishy.
Leani ng down, gagging at the foul snell, Linbeck waited for another |ightning
flash to show himthe obstacle.

It was, he saw in horror, a bloated and decayi nhg corpse.

"Hey, wake up," said the copper, poking Linbeck in the side. "Wnbe's the next
stop.”

CHAPTER 10
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

AN ORDI NARY FELON ON DREVLI N WOULD HAVE BEEN BROUGHT BEFORE HI S LOCAL Fronan
for judgment. Petty thefts, drunk-and-disorderlies, the odd braw -t hese were
considered to fall under the domain of the head of the defendant's own scrift.
A crinme against the Kicksey-Wnsey, however, was considered high treason and
therefore the defendant was required to go before the H gh Froman.

The Hi gh Froman was head of the nost inportant scrift in Drevlin-at |east that
was how his clan viewed thensel ves and that was how ot her Gegs were expected
to viewthem It was their scrift which was in charge of the Pal mthe hall owed
al tar where, once a nonth, the Wl ves descended fromthe heavens in their
power ful w nged dragon shi ps and accepted the honage of the Gegs, given in the
formof holy water. In return, the Wlves | eft behind "bl essings" before they
depart ed.

The capital city of Wnbe was very nodern, conpared to other cities on
Drevlin. Few of the original buildings constructed by the Mangers remmi ned
standi ng. The Ki cksey-W nsey, needing to expand, had | eveled and built over



them thus destroying nuch of the existing housing of the Gegs. Nothing
daunted, the Gegs had sinply nmoved into sections of the Kicksey-Wnsey that

t he Ki cksey-W nsey had abandoned. It was considered quite fashionable to live
in the Kicksey-Wnsey. The Hi gh Froman hinsel f had a house in what had once
been a hol di ng tank.

The Hi gh Froman held court inside a building known as the Factree. A huge
structure, one of the largest on Drevlin, the Factree was made of iron and
corrugated steel and was, so legend had it, the birthplace of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey. The Factree had | ong since been abandoned and partially
denol i shed, the Kicksey-Wnsey having fed parasitically off that which gave it
birth. But here and there, standing silent and ghostly within the eerie |ight
of the glinmerglanps, could be seen the skeleton of a clawike arm

The Factree was a sacred and holy place to the Gegs. Not only was it the

Ki cksey-Wnsey's birthplace, but it was in the Factree that the Gegs' nost
hal | owed i con was | ocated-the brass statue of a Manger. The statue, which was
the figure of a robed and hooded nman, was taller than the Gegs and

consi derably thinner. The face had been carved in such a way that it was
shadowed by the hood. There was a suggestion of a nose, and the outlines of
i ps and prom nent cheekbones and the rest blended into the nmetal. In one of
its hands the Manger grasped a huge, staring eyeball. The other arm held in a
crooked position, was hinged at the el bow

Standing on a raised dais next to the statue of the Manger was a tal
overstuffed chair. It had obviously been constructed for those built al ong

di fferent dinensions than the Gegs, for its seat was sone three Geg-feet off
the floor, its back was nearly as tall as the Manger, and it was extrenely
narrow. This chair was the H gh Froman's cerenonial sit-up-high, and he
squeezed his large body into it on occasions of state. He overl apped the sides
and his feet dangled well above the dais, but these mnor detractions in no
way reduced his dignity.

The Froman's audi ence sat cross-1legged on the concrete floor beneath the dais
or perched on ancient linbs of the Kicksey-Wnsey or stood around on the

bal coni es overl ooking the main floor. On this day, a considerable crowd had
jamred into the Factree to witness the trial of the Geg who was a reputed
troubl emaker, the | eader of an insurrectionist, rebellious group which had
finally gone so far as to inflict injury on the Kicksey-Wnsey. Mst of the
night scrifts for every sector were present, as were those Gegs over forty who
were no | onger working on the Kicksey-Wnsey but were staying hone raising
young. The Factree was filled over and beyond capacity, and those who could
not see or hear directly were kept inforned of the proceedings by the
squawky-tal k-a sacred and mysterious means of communicati on devel oped by the
Mangers.

A whistle-toot, blowing three tines, called for relative silence. That is, the
CGegs kept quiet, the Kicksey-Wnsey didn't.

The proceedi ngs were interspersed with whoosh, thunp, whang, zizzt, occasiona
sharp cracks of thunder, and how ing gusts of wi nd from Qutside. Being
accustoned to these noi ses, the Gegs considered that quiet had descended and
the cerenony of Justick could be comrenced.

Two Gegs-one's shaved face painted black, the other white- stepped out from
behi nd the statue of the Manger, where they had been standing, waiting for the
signal. In their hands they held between thema |large netal sheet. Casting
their stern gazes over the crowd to see that all was in order, the two Gegs
began to vigorously shake the metal, creating the effect of thunder



Real thunder was not in the |east inpressive to the Gegs, who heard it every
day of their lives. Artificial thunder, reverberating through the Factree over
t he squawky-tal k, sounded eerie and wonderful and drew gasps of awe and

mur murs of approval fromthe crowd. Wien the | ast vibrations of the quivering
sheet had faded away, the H gh Froman made his appearance.

A CGeg of sone sixty turns, the H gh Froman was fromthe weal t hiest, npst
powerful clan in Drevlin-the Longshoremans. His family had held the title of

H gh Froman for several generations, despite attenpts by the Dockworkers to
west it fromthem Darral Longshoreman had given his years of service to the
Ki cksey- Wnsey before taking over the duties of his office upon his own
father's death. Darral was a shrewd Geg, nobody's fool, and if he enriched his
own clan at the expense of others in Drevlin, he was nmerely carrying on a

ti me-honored tradition

H gh Froman Darral was dressed in the ordinary working clothes of the
Cegs-baggy trousers falling over thick, clunping boots, and a high-collared
snock that fit rather tightly over his stout middle. This plain outfit was

i ncongruously topped by a crown of cast iron-a gift fromthe

Ki cksey- W nsey-whi ch was the High Froman's pride (despite the fact that after
about fifteen minutes it gave hima poundi ng headache). Around his shoul ders
he wore a cape made of large and ugly bird feathers-the feathers of the
tier-(a gift fromthe Wl ves), which signified the Gegs' synbolic desire to
fly upward to heaven. In addition to the feathered cape, which appeared only
at trials of Justick, the H gh Froman had painted his face gray, a synbolic
bl endi ng of the black and white faces of the Geg warders now standi ng on
either side of himand designed to prove to the Gegs that Darral-in al

t hi ngs-was neutral

In his hand, the H gh Froman held a |l ong stick from which dangled a | ong,
pronged tail. At a signal fromDarral, one of the warders took the end of this
tail and inserted it reverently and with nuttered words of prayer to the
Manger into the base of the statue. A bul bous glass ball affixed on top of the
stick hissed and sputtered alarnmngly for an instant, then sullenly began to
glow with a bluish-white light. The Gegs murnured appreciatively, nmany parents
drawi ng the attention of children in the audience to simlar glinmrerglanps

t hat hung upsi de-down |ike bats fromthe ceiling and lit the Gegs

stormridden darkness.

After the murnurs again died down, there was a brief wait for a particularly
vi ol ent whoosh-whang fromthe Kicksey-Wnsey to subside; then the H gh Froman
| aunched into his speech

Facing the statue of the Manger, he raised his flashglanmp. "I call upon the
Mangers to descend fromtheir lofty real mand guide us with their wi sdom as we
sit in judgrment this day."

Needl ess to say, the Mangers did not respond to the call of the H gh Froman.
Not particularly surprised at the silence-the Gegs woul d have been
trenmendously astounded if anyone had answered- H gh Froman Darral Longshoreman
determned that it was his duty by default to sit in judgment, and this he
did, clambering up into the seat with the assistance of the two warders and a
f oot st ool

Once he was wedged into the extremely unconfortable chair, the H gh Froman
gestured for the prisoner to be led forward, inwardly hoping-for the sake of
his squeezed posterior and his already aching head-that the trial would be a
short one.

A young Geg of about twenty-five seasons who wore thick bits of glass perched



on his nose and carried a | arge sheaf of papers, stepped respectfully into the
presence of the High Froman. Darral stared-narrow eyed and suspicious-at the
pi eces of glass covering the young Geg's eyes. It was on the tip of his tongue
to ask what the samhill they were, but then it occurred to himthat Fromans
wer e supposed to know everything. Irritated, the H gh Froman took out his
frustrati on on the warders.

"Where's the prisoner?" he roared. "What's the del ay?"

"Beggi ng the Froman's pardon, but | amthe prisoner," said Linbeck, flushing
i n enbarrassnent.

"You?" The Hi gh Froman scow ed. "Where's your Voice?"

"I'f the Froman pl eases, | amny own Voice, Yonor," said Linbeck nodestly.
"This is highly irregular. Isn't it?" asked Darral of the warders, who
appear ed perpl exed at being thus addressed and could only shrug their

shoul ders and | ook-in their face paint-incredibly stupid. The Froman snorted
and sought help in another direction.

"Where's the Voice for the Ofense?"

"I have the honor of being the O fensive Voice, Yonor," said a m ddl e-aged
Geg, her shrill tones carrying clearly over the distant whunpi ng of the
Ki cksey- W nsey.

"I's this sort of thing-"
Li mbeck-"done?"

t he Froman, |acking words, waved a hand at

"It is irregular, Yonor," answered the Geg, coming forward and fi xi ng Li nmbeck
with a grim disapproving stare. "But it will have to do. To be honest, Yonor
we couldn't find anyone willing to defend the prisoner."

"Ah?" The High Froman brightened. He felt imensely cheered. It was likely to
be a very short trial. "Then carry on."

The Geg bowed and returned to her seat behind a desk made out of a rusting
iron drum The Voice of the Ofense was dressed in a long skirt, and a snock
tucked in tightly at the waist [7]. Her iron-gray hair was coiled into a neat
bun at the nape of her neck and was held in place with several |ong,

f orm dabl e- appeari ng hai rpins. She was stiff-backed, stiff-necked,
stiff-lipped, and remni nded Li nbeck-much to his disconfiture-of his nother

Subsiding into his seat behind another iron drum Linbeck felt his confidence
oozing from hi mand was suddenly conscious that he was tracking nud all over
the floor.

The Voice of the Ofense called the High Froman's attention to a nale Ceg
seated beside her. "The Head Clark will be representing the church in this
matter, Yonor," said the O fensive Voice.

The Head Clark wore a frayed white shirt with a starched collar, sleeves whose
arms were too long, breeches tied by rusty ribbons at the knees, |ong

stocki ngs, and shoes instead of boots. He rose to his feet and bowed with
dignity.

The Hi gh Froman ducked his head and squirned unconfortably in his seat. It was
not often that the church sat in on trials, rarer still for themto be part
and parcel of the Ofense. Darral nmight have known his self-righteous



brother-in-law would be in on this, since it was a bl asphenous crine to attack
t he Ki cksey-W nsey. The Hi gh Froman was wary and suspi ci ous of the church in
general and his brother-in-law in particular. He knew that his brother-in-|aw
t hought that he himself could do a better job running the nation than
he-Darral. Well, he wouldn't give them an opportunity to say that about this
case! The High Froman fixed Linmbeck with a cold stare, then sniled benignly at
the Prosecution

"Present your evidence."

The Offensive Voice stated that for several years the Wrshipers United for
Progress and Prosperity-she pronounced the name in severe and di sapproving
tones- had been maki ng a nui sance of thenselves in various small towns anong
the northern and eastern scrifts.

"Their | eader, Linbeck Bolttightner, is a well-known troubl emaker. From
chi | dhood, he has been a source of grief, sorrow, and disappointment to his
parents. For exanple, with the aid of a nmisguided elderly clark, young Linbeck
actually learned to read and to wite."

The Hi gh Froman took advantage of the opportunity to cast a reproachful glance
at the Head d ark. "Taught himto read! A clark!" said Darral, shocked. Only
clarks learned to read and wite, in order that they could pass the Wrd of
the Mangers in the formof the Struction Manal on to the people. No other

CGegs, it was assuned, had tine to bother with such nonsense. There were
murmurs in the courtroom parents pointing out the unfortunate Linbeck to any
children who mght be tenmpted to follow his thorny path.

The Head C ark flushed, appearing deeply chagrined at this sin conmtted by a
fellow Darral, grinning despite his poundi ng head, shifted his pinched bottom
in the chair. He did not succeed in making hinself confortable, but he felt
better, having the satisfactory know edge that in the contest between hinself
and his brother-in-law he was ahead one to not hing.

Li mbeck gazed around with a smle of faint pleasure, as if finding it
entertaining to relive the days of his chil dhood.

"Hi s next act broke his parents' heart," continued the Ofensive Voice
sternly. "He was enrolled in Prentice School for Bolttightners and one

i nfamous day, during class, Linbeck, the accused"-she pointed a quivering
finger at him"actually stood up and demanded to know why."

Darral's left foot had gone nunb. He was endeavoring to work some feeling into
it by wiggling his toes when he heard that tremendous why shouted by the
Voi ce of the Ofense and came back to the trial with a guilty start.

"Why what ?" asked the H gh Froman.

The O fense, considering she had nade her point, appeared taken aback and
uncertain how to proceed. The Head Clark rose to his feet with a supercilious
sneer that pronptly evened the score between church and state. "Just 'why,’
Yonor. A word that calls into question all our nost cherished beliefs. A word
that is radical and dangerous and could, if carried far enough, lead to a

di sruption of governnent, the downfall of society, and very possibly the end
of life as we know it."

"Ch, that why" said the H gh Froman knowi ngly, frowning at Linbeck and cursing
hi m for having given the Head C ark an opportunity to score a point.

"The accused was thrown out of school. He then upset the town of Het by



di sappearing for an entire day. It was necessary to send out search parties,

at great expense. One can inmagine," said the Voice feelingly, "the anguish of
his parents. Wen he wasn't found, it was believed that he had fallen into the
Ki cksey-Wnsey. There were some who said at the tinme that the Kicksey-W nsey,
angered at the 'why,' had seen fit to deal with himitself. Just when everyone
bel i eved he was dead and all were busy planning a nenorial, the accused had
the audacity to turn up alive."

Li mbeck smi | ed deprecatingly, and appeared enbarrassed. The Froman, after an
i ndi gnant snort, returned his attention to the O fense.

"He said he had been Qutside," said the Voice in hushed and awe-fill ed horror
that carried well over the squawky-tal k.

The assenbl ed Gegs gasped.
"I didn't nmean to be gone that |long," Linmbeck put in mldly. "I got lost."

"Silence!" roared the Froman, and instantly regretted yelling. The pounding in
his head increased. He turned the flashglanp on Linbeck, nearly blinding him
"You'll get your chance to speak, young man. Until then you'll sit quietly or
you'll be taken fromthe court. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir. Yonor," Linbeck answered neekly, and subsi ded.
"Anyt hi ng el se?" the H gh Froman asked the O fense peevishly. He couldn't fee
his left foot at all, and the right one was beginning to tingle strangely.

"It was after Linbeck's return that the accused fornmed the aforenenti oned
organi zati on known as WIJPP. This so-called uni on advocates, anong ot her
things: the free and equal distribution of the Wl ves' payment, that al
wor shi pers get together and pool their know edge about the Kicksey-W nsey and
so learn 'how and 'why-' "

"Bl asphemy!" cried the shuddering Head Cark in holl ow tones.

"And that all Gegs cease to wait for the Judgnent day and work to inprove
their lives thenselves-"

"Yonor!" The Head Clark leapt to his feet. "I ask that the court be cleared of
children! It is appalling that young and i npressi onabl e m nds shoul d be
subj ected to such profane and dangerous notions."

"They' re not dangerous!" protested Linbeck

"Hush up!" The Froman scow ed and gave the matter some thought. He hated to
concede another point to his brother-in-law, but this did offer an ideal way
to escape fromhis chair. "Court recessed. No children under the age of
eighteen will be allowed back in. W'll break for lunch and return in an
hour . "

Wth help fromthe warders-who had to literally pull himfree-the Hi gh Froman
heaved his bul k out of his chair. He renoved the iron crown from his head,
rubbed life back into his tortured posterior, stonmped on his foot until he
could feel it again, and breathed a sigh of relief.

CHAPTER 11



WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

COURT RESUMED, M NUS CHI LDREN AND THOSE PARENTS WHO WERE FORCE TO STAY hone
and take care of them The H gh Froman, with a resigned and martyred
expression, put on his crown and once nore wedged hinself into the torturous
chair. The prisoner was brought in, and the Voice of the O fense concluded her
case.

"These dangerous ideas, so seductive to inpressionable mnds, actually swayed
a group of young people as rebellious and di scontented as the accused. The

| ocal Froman and the clarks- knowi ng, Yonor, that young people are by nature
somewhat rebellious, and hoping that this was just a phase through which they
wer e passing-"

"Li ke pinmples?" suggested the Hi gh Froman. This brought the desired | augh from
the crowd, although they seened somewhat uncertain about chuckling in the
presence of the frowning Head O ark, and the |aughter ended in a sudden spate
of nervous coughi ng.
"BEr . . . yes, Yonor," said the Voice, resenting the interruption. The Head
Clark smled with the patient air of one who tolerates a dullard in his
presence. The Hi gh Froman, seized with the sudden urge to throttle the Head
G ark, mssed a considerable portion of the O fensive Voice's speech

"-incited a riot during which the Kicksey-Wnsey, Sector Y-362, sustained

m nor damage. Fortunately, the Kicksey-Wnsey was able to heal itself al npst

i medi ately and so no | asting harmwas done. At least to our revered idol!"
The Offensive Voice rose to a screech. "Wat harm may have been done to those
who dared do such a thing cannot be calculated. It is, therefore, our demand
that the accused-Li mbeck Bolttightner-be renmoved fromthis society so that he
can never again |ead our young people down this path that can only take them
to doom and destruction!”

The Voice of the Ofense, having rested her case, retired behind the iron
drum Thunderous appl ause reverberated throughout the Factree. Here and there,
however, came hi sses and a boo, which caused the H gh Froman to | ook stern and
brought the Head Clark to his feet.

"Yonor, this outburst only goes to prove that the poison is spreading. W can
do one thing to eradicate it." The Head O ark pointed at Linbeck. "Renpve the
source! | fear that if we do not, the Day of judgnent that many of us feel to
be at last close to hand will be postponed, perhaps indefinitely! | would urge
you, in fact, Yonor, to prohibit the accused from speaking in this assenbly!"

"I don't consider four hisses and a boo an outburst,” said Darral testily,
glaring at the Head d ark. "Accused, you may speak in your own defense. But
take care, young man, I'll tolerate no bl asphenous harangues in this court."

Li mbeck rose slowy to his feet. He paused, as if pondering a course of
action, and finally, after profound deliberation, laid the sheaf of papers
down on the iron drum and renoved his spectacles.

"Yonor," said Linbeck with deep respect. "All | ask is that | be allowed to
rel ate what happened to ne the day that | was lost. It was a nost remarkable
occurrence and it will, | hope, serve to explain why | have felt the need to
do what | have done. | have never told this to anyone before," he added

solemmly, "not my parents, not even the person | hold nost dear in all the
world."

"WIl this take |Iong?" asked the Froman, putting his hands on the arns of the



chair and endeavoring to find a certain amount of relief fromhis cranped
situation by | eaning to one side.

"No, Yonor," said Linbeck gravely.
"Then proceed."

"Thank you, Yonor. It happened the day | was thrown out of school. | had to
get away, to do a lot of thinking. You see, |I didn't consider that mnmy 'why'
had been bl asphenpbus or dangerous. | don't hate the Kicksey-Wnsey. | revere
it, truly. It fascinates ne! It's so wonderful, so big, so powerful." Linbeck
waved his arms, his face lit by the holy radiance. "It draws its source of
energy fromthe stormand does it with incredible efficiency. It can even take
raw iron fromthe Terrel Fen below and turn that iron into steel and nold that
steel into parts so that it is continually expanding. It can heal itself when
it is injured.

"It accepts our help gladly. We are its hands, its feet, its eyes. W go where
it can't, help it when it gets into trouble. If a claw gets stuck on Terre
Fen, we have to go down and shake it |oose. W push bl eepers and turn
whirly-wheels and raise the raisers and | ower the | owers and everything runs
snmoothly. O seenms to. But | can't help," added Linbeck softly, "wondering
why. "

The Head O ark, scowing, rose to his feet, but the H gh Fronman, pleased to
have an opportunity to gain one on the church, regarded himwith a stern air.
"I have given this young man perm ssion to speak. | trust our people are
strong enough to hear what he has to say without losing their faith. Don't
you? Or has the church been derelict in its duties?"

Biting his lip, the Head O ark sat back down and glared at the H gh Froman
who smiled conplacently.

"The accused nmay proceed."

"Thank you, Yonor. You see, |'ve always wondered why there are parts of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey that are dead. In sone sectors it sits idle, rusting away or
getting covered over with coralite. Some parts haven't noved in centuries. Yet
t he Mangers nust have put themthere for a reason. Wiy? What were they
supposed to do and why aren't they doing it? And it occurred to me that if we
knew why the parts of the Kicksey-Wnsey that are alive are alive, and if we
knew how they were doing it, then we m ght be able to understand the

Ki cksey-Wnsey and its true purpose!

"And that's one reason that | think all the scrifts should get together and
pool their know edge-"

"I's this | eadi ng somewhere?" asked the H gh Froman irritably. H s headache was
starting to nake hi m nauseous.

"Er, yes." Linbeck nervously put his spectacles back on. "I was thinking these
t hought s and wondering how I coul d make peopl e understand, and | wasn't payi ng
much attention to where | was going, and when | |ooked around, | discovered

had wandered conpletely outside of the Het town limts. Quite by accident,
assure youl

"There weren't any fierce storms in the area just then, and | thought |'d take
alittle look around, sort of distract nyself fromm trouble. It was
difficult walking and | guess | was concentrating on keeping ny footing,
because suddenly a storm struck. | needed shelter and | saw a | arge obj ect



lying on the ground, so | ran for it.

"You can imagi ne ny surprise, Yonor," said Linbeck, blinking at the High
Froman from behind the thick glass | enses, "when | discovered that it was one
of the Welves' dragonships.”

The words, echoing fromthe squawky-tal k, resounded in the Factree. Gegs
stirred and nuttered anong thensel ves.

"On the ground? | npossible! The Welves never land on Drevlin!" The Head O ark
was pious, smug, and self-satisfied. The Hi gh Froman appeared uneasy, but
knewfromthe reaction of the cromd-that he had allowed this to proceed too
far to stop now

"They hadn't |anded," Linbeck expl ained. "The ship had crashed-"

This created a sensation in the court. The Head Clark leapt to his feet. The
CGegs were talking in excited voices, many shouting, "Shut himup!" and others
answering, "You shut up! Let himtalk!" The H gh Froman gestured to the

war ders, who shook the "thunder,"” and order was resuned.

"I demand that this travesty of Justick stop!" booned the Head C ark.

The Hi gh Froman considered doing just that. Ending the trial now acconplished
three things: it would rid himof this mad Geg, end his headache, and restore
the circulation in his |l ower extremties. Unfortunately, however, it would
appear to his constituents as if he had caved in to the church, plus, his
brother-in-law would never let himforget it. No, better to let this Linmbeck
fell ow go ahead and speak his piece. He woul d undoubtedly string together
enough rope to hang hinself before |ong.

"I have made my ruling," said the Hgh Froman in a terrible voice, glaring at
the crowd and the Head Clark. "It stands!" He transferred the glare to
Li mbeck. "Proceed."

"I admt that | don't know for certain the ship had crashed," anended Li nmbeck
"but | guessed that it had, for it was |ying broken and danaged anong the
rocks. There was nowhere to go for shelter except inside the ship. A large
hol e had been torn in the skin, so | entered."

"I'f what you say is true, you were fortunate that the Welves did not strike
you down for your bol dness!" cried the Head O ark.

"The Welves weren't in nuch position to strike anyone down," returned Linbeck
"These i mortal Welves-as you call them were dead."

Shouts of outrage, cries of horror and alarm and a nuffled cheer rang through
the Factree. The Head Cdark fell back into his seat, stricken. The O fense
fanned hi mwi th her handkerchief and called for water. The H gh Froman sat

bolt upright in shock and nanaged to wedge hinself firmy and inextricably in
his chair. Unable to rise to his feet to restore order, he could only wiggle
and fume and wave the flashgl anp, hal f-blinding the warders, who were
attenpting to pull himfree.

"Listen to me!" Linbeck shouted in the voice that had quelled multitudes. No
ot her speaker in WJPP, Jarre included, could be as conpelling and charismatic
as Li mbeck when he was inspired. This speech was the reason he had al | owed
hinself to be arrested. This was, perhaps, his |last chance to bring his
nmessage to his people. He would nake the nost of it.



Junmping onto the iron drum scattering his papers beneath his feet, Linmbeck
waved his hands to attract the crowd's attention

"These Wl ves fromthe real mns above are not gods, as they would have us
bel i eve! They are not immortal, but are nmade of flesh and bl ood and bone |ike
oursel ves! | know, because | saw that flesh rotting away. | saw their corpses
in that tw sted w eckage

"And | saw their world! | saw your 'glorious heavens.' They had brought books
with them and | | ooked at some of them And truly, it is heaven! They live in
a world of wealth and magnificence. A world of beauty that we can only begin
to imagine. A world of ease that is supported by our sweat and our |abor! And
let me tell you! They have no intention of ever 'taking us up to that world

as the clarks keep telling us they will, "if we are worthy'! Wy should they?
They have us to use as willing slaves down here! W |live in squalor, we serve
t he Kicksey-Wnsey so that they can have the water they need to survive. W
battle the stormevery day of our mserable lives! So that they can live in

[ uxury off our tears!

"And that is why | say," shouted Linbeck over the rising tumult, "that we
should learn all we can about the Kicksey-Wnsey, take control of it, and
force these Wl ves, who are not gods at all, but nortals, just like us, to
gi ve us our proper due!"

Chaos broke out. Gegs were yelling, scream ng, shoving, and pushing. Appalled
at the nonster he'd unwittingly unl eashed.

The Froman-finally freed fromhis chair-stonped his feet and pounded the
butt-end of his flashglanp on the concrete with such ferocity that he yanked
the tail free of the statue and doused the light.

"Clear the court! Cear the court!”

Coppers charged in, but it was sone tinme before the excited Gegs could be nade
to |l eave the Factree. Then they milled around in the corridors for a while,

but fortunately for the H gh Froman, the whistle-toot signaled a scrift change
and the crowds di spersed-either going to performtheir service for the

Ki cksey- W nsey or returning hone.

The Hi gh Froman, the Head O ark, the O fensive Voice, Linbeck, and the two
warders with sneared face paint were left alone in the Factree.

"You are a dangerous young man," said the H gh Froman. "These lies-"
"They're not lies! They're the truth! | swear-"

"These |ies would, of course, never be believed by the people, but as we have
seen this day when you recite them they lead to turnoil and unrest! You have
doomed yoursel f. Your fate is now in the hands of the Manger. Hold on to the
pri soner and keep himquiet!" the H gh Froman ordered the warders, who |atched
on to Linmbeck firmy, if reluctantly, as though his touch m ght contaninate

t hem

The Head O ark had recovered sufficiently fromhis shock to appear snug and
pi ous again, this expression mngling with righteous indignation and the
certain conviction that sin was about to be punished, retribution exacted.

The Hi gh Froman, wal ki ng somewhat unsteadily on feet to which the circul ation
was only now returning, nmade his way with aching head over to the statue of
the Manger. Led along by the warders, Linmbeck followed. Despite the danger, he



was, as usual, deeply curious and far nore interested in the statue of the
Manger itself than in whatever verdict it mght hand down. The Head C ark and
t he Voi ce crowded close to see. The H gh Fronman, with many bow ngs and

scrapi ngs and nunbl ed prayers that were echoed reverently by the Head d ark,
reached out, grasped the left hand of the Manger, and pulled on it.

The eyeball that the Manger held in the right hand suddenly blinked and cane
tolife. Alight shone, and noving pictures began to flit across the eyeball.
The Hi gh Froman cast a triunphant glance at the Head C ark and the Voi ce.

Li mbeck was absol utely fascinated.

"The Manger speaks to us!" cried the Head Clark, falling to his knees.

"A magic lantern!" said Linbeck excitedly, peering into the eyeball. "Only it
isn'"t really nmagic, not like the magic of the Welves. It's nechanical magic! |
found one on another part of the Kicksey-Wnsey and | took it apart. Those
pictures that seemto nove are franes revolving around a light so fast that it
fools the eyes-"

"Silence, heretic!" thundered the Hi gh Froman. "Sentence has been passed. The
Mangers say that you shall be given into their hands."

"I don't think they're saying any such thing, Yonor," protested Linbeck. "In
fact, I"'mnot certain what they're saying. | wonder why-"

"Why? Why! You will have a lot of tine to ask yourself why as you are falling
into the heart of the storm" shouted Darral

Li mbeck was wat ching the magic lantern that was repeating the sane thing over
and over and did not clearly hear what the H gh Froman had said. "Heart of the
storm Yonor?" The thick | enses magnified his eyes and gave hima buglike
appear ance that the Froman found particul arly disgusting.

"Yes, so the Mangers have sentenced you." The Hi gh Froman pulled the hand and
t he eyeball blinked and went out.

"What? In that picture? No, they didn't, Yonor," Linbeck argued. "I'm not
certain what it is, but if you d only give me a chance to study-"

"Tormorrow norning," interrupted the H gh Froman, "you will be rmade to wal k the
Steps of Terrel Fen. May the Mangers have nercy on your soul!" Linping, one

hand rubbi ng his nunb backsi de and the other his pounding head, Darra
Longshoreman turned on his heel and stal ked out of the Factree.

CHAPTER 12

XOVBE, LOW REALM

"Ml SITOR' SAI D THE TURNKEY THROUGH THE | RON BARS

"What ?" Linbeck sat up on his cot.

"Visitor. Your sister. Come along."

Keys jangl ed. The closer clicked and the door swung open. Linbeck,

consi derably startled and extrenely confused, rose fromthe cot and foll owed
the turnkey to the visitors' vat. As far as he knew, Linbeck didn't have a

sister. Admittedly, he'd been gone from home a nunber of years, and he didn't
know all that much about rearing children, but he had the vague inpression



that it took a considerable Iength of time for a child to be born, then be up
wal ki ng about, visiting brothers in jail.

Li mbeck was just perform ng the necessary cal cul ati ons when he entered the
visitors' vat. A young woman flung herself at himw th such force that she
nearly knocked hi m down.

"My dear brother!" she cried, wapping her arns around his neck and ki ssing
himwi th nore attachment than is generally displayed between siblings.

"You've got till the whistle-toot blows the next scrift change," said the
turnkey in bored tones as he slamed shut and | ocked the cl oser behind him

"Jarre?" said Linbeck, blinking at her. He'd left his spectacles in the cell

"Well, of course!" she said, hugging himfiercely. "Who else did you think it
woul d be?"

"I... | wasn't sure' Linbeck stammered. He was extrenely pleased to see Jarre,
but he couldn't hel p experiencing a slight tw nge of disappointnment at the
loss of a sister. It seened that fanmily might be a confort at a time like
this. "How did you get here?"

"Odwi n Screwl oosener has a brother-in-law who serves on one of the flashraft
runs. He got ne on. Didn't it make you furious," she said, releasing her grip
on Linbeck, "to see the enslavenent of our people exhibited before your eyes?"

"Yes, it did," answered Linbeck. He was not surprised to hear that Jarre had
experi enced the sane sensations and thought the sane thoughts he had during
the flashraft journey across Drevlin. The two often did this.

She turned away fromhim slowy unw nding the heavy scarf from around her
head. Linbeck wasn't certain-Jarre's face was pretty nuch a blur to him

wi t hout his spectacles-but he had the feeling that her expression was
troubled. It might be, of course, the fact that he was sentenced to be
execut ed, but Linmbeck doubted it. Jarre tended to take things like that in
stride. This was something different, something deeper

"How i s the Union getting al ong?" Linbeck asked.
Jarre heaved a sigh. Now, Linbeck thought, we're getting somewhere.

"Ch, Linbeck," Jarre said, half-irritable, half-sorrowful, "why did you have
to go and tell those ridiculous stories during the trial?"

"Stories?" Linbeck's bushy eyebrows shot up into the roots of his curly hair.
"What stories?"

"You knowthe ones about the Wl ves being dead and books with pictures of
heaven in them"

"Then t he newssingers sang then?" Linbeck's face gl owed with pleasure.

"Sang them " Jarre wung her hands. "They shouted them at every scrift change!
Those stories were all we heard-"

"Why do you keep calling themstories?. " Then, suddenly, Linbeck understood.
"You don't believe them What | said in court was true, Jarre! | swear by-"

"Don't swear by anything," Jarre interrupted coldly. "W don't believe in



gods, renenber?"

"I swear by ny love for you, mny dear," said Linbeck, "that all | said was
true. Al those things really happened to nme. It was that sight and the

know edge it brought-the know edge that these Welves aren't gods at all, but
nortals just like us-that gave me the inspiration to start our Union. It's the
menory of that sight which gives nme the courage to face what | am facing now, "
he said with a quiet dignity that touched Jarre to the heart.

Weepi ng, she threw herself into his arnms again.

Patting her confortingly on her broad back, Linbeck asked gently, "Have | hurt
the cause a great deal ?"

"No-0-0," hedged Jarre in a nuffled voice, keeping her face buried in

Li mbeck' s nowtear-sodden tunic. "Actually, uh . . . You see, ny dear, we |let
it ... urn ... be known that the torture and hardship you suffered at the
hands of the brutal inperialist-"

"But they haven't tortured nme. They've really been very nice to nme, ny dear."

"Ch, Linbeck!" cried Jarre, pushing away fromhimin exasperation. "You're
hopel ess! "

"I"'msorry," said Linbeck

"Now, listen to nme," Jarre continued briskly, w ping her eyes. "W don't have
much time. The nost inportant thing we've got going for us right nowis this
execution of yours. So don't mess that up! Don't"-she raised a warning
finger-"say anything nore about dead Wl ves and suchlike."

Li mbeck sighed. "I won't," he prom sed.

"You're a martyr for the cause. Don't forget that. And for our cause's sake,
try to |l ook the part." She cast a di sapproving eye over his stout figure. "I
bel i eve you' ve actually gai ned weight!"

"The prison food is really quite-"

"Thi nk of soneone besides yourself at a tine like this, Linbeck," Jarre

scol ded. "You' ve got only tonight left. You can't | ook emaci ated by that tine,
| suppose, but do the best you can. Could you nanage to bl oody yoursel f up?"

"I don't think so," Linbeck said abjectly, aware of his limtations.

"Well, we'll have to make the best of it." Jarre sighed. "Watever you do, try
to at |least |ook martyred."

"I'"'mnot sure how"
"Ch, you know brave, dignified, defiant, forgiving."
"Al'l at once?"

"The forgiving part is very inportant. You m ght even say sonething al ong
those lines as they' re strapping you onto the lightning bird."

"Forgi veness, " nuttered Linbeck, committing it to nenory.

"And a final defiant shout when they shove you off the edge. Sonething about



"WUPP forever . . . they'll never defeat us.' And you returning, of course.”

"Defiance. WUPP forever. Me returning." Linbeck peered at her myopicalty. "Am
| ? Ret urni ng?"

"Well, of course. | said we'd get you out and | nmeant it. You didn't think
we'd |l et them execute you, did you?"

"You' re such a druskh," Jarre said, playfully ruffling up his hair. "Now, you
know how this bird thing works-"

The whistle-toot went off, its blast resounding through the city.

"Time!" shouted the turnkey. His fat face pressed against the iron bars of the
door to the visitors' vat. He began to rattle the opener in the closer

Jarre, a look of annoyance on her face, wal ked over to the door and peered
t hrough the bars. "Five nore tocks."

The turnkey frowned.

"Remenber," said Jarre, holding up a form dabl e-100king fist, "that you'll be
letting ne out."

The turnkey, muttering sonething unintelligible, walked away.

"Now, " said Jarre, turning around again, "where was |? Ch, yes. This bird
contraption. According to Lof Lectric-"

"\What does he know about it?" demanded Linmbeck jeal ously.

"He's with the Lectriczinger scrift,” replied Jarre in lofty tones. "They fly
the lightning birds to harvest lectric for the Kicksey-Wnsey. Lof says that
they' Il put you on top of what |ooks like two giant wi ngs made out of wood and
tier feathers with a cable attached. They strap you to this thing and then
shove you of f above the Steps of Terrel Fen. You float around in the storm and
get hit by hail and driving rain and sleet-"

"Not |ightning?" asked Linbeck nervously.

"No." Jarre was reassuring.

"But it's called a lightning bird."

"It s only a nane."

"But with nmy weight on it, won't it sink instead of fly up into the air?"

"OfF course! WIIl you stop interrupting ne?"

"Yes," said Linbeck meekly.

"The contraption will begin to fall, snapping the cable. The lightning bird
will eventually crash into one of the isles of the Terrel Fen."

"It will?" Linbeck was pale.

"But don't worry. Lof says that the main frane is alnpst certain to wthstand



the inpact. It's very strong. The Kicksey-Wnsey produces the wooden sticks-"

"Why, | wonder?" nused Linmbeck. "Wy should the Kicksey-W nsey make wooden
sticks?"

"How woul d I know! " Jarre shouted. "And what does it matter anyway! Now,
listen to ne." She put both hands on his beard and tugged until she saw tears
in his eyes, long experience having taught her that this was one sure way of
getting his mnd off its latest tangent. "You'll |land on one of the islands of
the Terrel Fen. These islands are being mned by the Kicksey-Wnsey. Wen the
di g-cl aws cone down to dig up the ore, you nust put a mark on one of them OQur
people will be watching for it, and when the di g-claw cones back up, we'll see
your mark and know which island you' re on."

"That's a very good plan, ny dear!" Linbeck smled at her in admration

"Thank you." Jarre flushed with pleasure. "All you have to do is stay away
fromthe dig-claws so that you won't get mned yourself."

"Yes, |I'll do that."

"The next tine the dig-claws cone down, we'll make certain that a help-hand is
| owered." Seeing Linbeck | ook puzzled, Jarre patiently explained. "You
knowone of the claws with a bubble clutched in it that carries a Geg down to
the isle to free a stuck claw. "

"I's that how they do it?" Linmbeck marvel ed.

"I wish you d served the Kicksey-Wnsey!" Jarre said, tugging on his beard in
irritation. "There, I'msorry. | didn't nmean it." She ki ssed hi mand rubbed
his cheeks to erase the pain. "You're going to be all right. Just remenber
that. When we bring you up, we'll put it out that you were judged innocent. It
wi Il be obvious that Mangers support you, and that therefore they support our
cause. W'l have Gegs flocking to join us! The day of revolution will dawn!"
Jarre's eyes gl eaned

"Yes! Wonderful!" Linbeck was caught up in her enthusiasm

The turnkey, nose thrust between the bars, coughed meani ngfully.

"Al'l right, I"'mconing!" Jarre wound her scarf back around her head. Wth sone
difficulty, nuffled by the scarf, she kissed Linbeck a final tine, |eaving
fuzz in his nouth. The turnkey opened the door. "Renenber," Jarre said
nmysteriously, "martyred."

"Martyred," Linmbeck agreed good-naturedly.

"And no nore stories about dead gods!" The last was said in a piercing whisper
as the turnkey hustled her away.

"They' re not"-Linbeck began-"stories."
He said the last with a sigh. Jarre was gone.

CHAPTER 13
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM
THE GEGS, A VERY GENTLE AND GOOD- NATURED PECPLE, HAD NEVER, I N THEI R ENTI RE

history (that they could remenber), been to war. Taking another Geg's life was
unhear d- of, undreant -of, unthinkable. Only the Kicksey-Wnsey had the right to



kill a Geg, and that was generally by accident. And, although the Gegs had
execution down on their |awbooks as a punishnent for certain terrible crines,
they couldn't ever bring thenselves to actually put another one of their
fellows to death. Therefore they dunped it in the | aps of the Mangers, who
weren't around to protest. If the Mangers wanted the condemmed to live, they'd
see to it that he lived. If they didn't, he didn't.

Wal king the Steps of Terrel Fen was the Gegs' termfor this nethod of ridding
thenmsel ves of undesirables. The Terrel Fen are a series of small islands that
float beneath Drevlin, revolving downward in a never-ending spiral until they
eventual ly vanish into the swirling clouds of the All-dark. It was said that
in the ancient days, just after the Sundering, it was actually possible to
"wal k" the Terrel Fen, the islands being close enough to Drevlin that a Geg
could leap fromone to the other. The ancient CGegs presumably forced their
crimnals to do this very thing.

Over the centuries, however, the islands had gradually been pull ed deeper and
deeper into the Mael strom so that now one coul d-during pauses in the
stormonly vaguely make out the shape of the nearest island drifting down

bel ow. As one of their nmore ingenuous Hi gh Fronmen pointed out, a Geg would
have to sprout wings in order to survive |ong enough for the Mangers to judge
himon the way down. This led, quite naturally, to the Gegs thoughtfully
provi ding wi ngs for the condemmed, which led to the devel opnment of the "bird
contraption" that Jarre had descri bed.

"The "Feathers of Justick" was its formal appellation. It was nmade of the
finely shaped and neatly trinmed wood pieces spit out by the Kicksey-W nsey
for use in the lectriczingers.

The wooden frane, four feet wi de, had a w ngspan of about fourteen feet. The
frame was covered with a woven material (another product of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey) that was then decorated with her feathers, held in place by a
sticky substance nade of flour and water. Ordinarily, a strong cable attached
to the lectriczinger allowed it to zoomup into the heart of the storm and
harvest lightning. But, of course, it couldn't very well do this with a

t wo- hundr ed-rock Geg weighing it down.

During a lull in the stornms, the offending Geg was taken to the edge of
Drevlin and placed in the center of the Feathers of Justick. His wists were
strapped securely to the wooden frane, his feet dangled out over the back end.
Six clarks lifted the contraption and, at the order of the H gh Froman, ran
with it to the edge of the isle and cast it off.

The only Gegs present to witness the execution were the H gh Froman, the Head
G ark, and six mnor clarks necessary to send the Wngs of Justick into the
air. Long ago, all Gegs not serving the Kicksey-Wnsey had attended
executions. But then had cone the sensational "wal king" of the notorious Dirk
Screw. Drunk on the job, Dirk fell asleep, and didn't notice the tiny hand on
the whistle-toot attached to the bubble-boiler waving at himw ldly. The
resul tant expl osion parboil ed several Gegs and- what was worse-seriously
damaged the Ki cksey-Wnsey, which was obliged to shut itself down for a day
and a half to effect repairs.

Dirk, though severely steam burned, was taken alive and was sentenced to

Wal king the Steps. Crowds of Gegs cane to witness the execution. Those at the
back, conplaining that they couldn't see, began to push and shove their way to
the front, with the tragic result that nunerous Gegs standing on the edge of
the isle took unexpected "wal ks." The Hi gh Froman banned all further public

vi ewi ng of executions fromthat tinme forward.



On this occasion, the public didn't mss nmuch. Linmbeck was so fascinated by

t he proceedi ngs that he conpletely forgot to | ook martyred, and highly annoyed
the clarks, who were strapping his hands to the wooden frame, with his endl ess
string of questions.

"What is this stuff nade fron?" Referring to the paste. "What hol ds the frane
toget her? How big are the sheets of fabric wapped around the frane? Do they
cone that big? Really? Wy does the Kicksey-Wnsey make fabric?"

Finally the Head Clark, in the interests of protecting the innocent, decreed
that a gag be placed in Linbeck's mouth. This was done, and the Feathers of
Justick was ready to be cast off into the air without cerenmpny at the hurried
conmand of the Hi gh Fronman, who-crown on his head-had a splitting headache and
wasn't able to erjoy the execution in the slightest.

Six stout clarks grasped the main-frame section of the Feathers and hoisted it
up over their heads. At the signal fromthe Head O ark, they broke into a

| unbering run, dashing down a ranp, heading for the edge of the isle. Suddenly
and unexpectedly, a gust of wi nd caught the Feathers, snatched it fromtheir
hands, and lifted it into the air. The Feathers bucked and | urched, spun
around three tines, then crashed down to the ground.

"What the sanmhill are you doing out there?" shouted the H gh Froman. "What the
samhill are they doing out there?" he demanded of his brother-in-Iaw,
who- | ooki ng harassed-ran to the edge to find out.

The clarks extricated Limbeck fromthe broken | ectriczinger and brought him
di zzy and spitting feathers out of his nouth, back to the starting platform
Anot her Feat hers of Justick was procured-the Hi gh Froman fum ng at the

del ay- and Li nbeck was strapped on. The clarks received a stern lecture from
their superior about the need to hold on tightly to the frame, and then they
were of f.

The wind lifted the Feathers at just the right nonent and Li nbeck sail ed
gracefully into the air. The cabl e snapped. The clarks, the Head O ark, and
the H gh Froman stood at the edge of the isle watching the feathered
contraption glide slowmy outward and sink sl owy downward.

Sonehow or other, Linbeck nust have managed to yank the gag from his nouth,
because Darral Longshoreman coul d have sworn that he heard a | ast "Wyyyyy?"
trail off into the heart of the Mael strom Renoving the iron crown off his
head, he fought back an inmpulse to hurl it over the edge of the isle,

and- heavi ng a vast sigh of relief-returned to his home in the hol ding tank

Li mbeck, floating on the air currents swirling himgently round and round,
twisted his neck to ook at the isle of Drevlin above him For many nonents he
enj oyed the sensation of flying, circling lazily beneath the isle, peering up
at the coralite formations that appeared unique fromthis viewpoint-nmch

di fferent than when seen from up above. Linbeck wasn't wearing his spectacles
(he had them wrapped in a handkerchi ef tucked safely away in a pocket of his
trousers), but having been caught in an updraft, he found hinself swept quite
close to the bottomof the isle and therefore had an excell ent view

MIllions and mllions of holes bored up into the interior. Some were extrenely
| ar ge- Li nbeck could easily have sailed into one if he had been able to manage
the wings. He was quite startled to see thousands of bubbles drifting out of

t hese hol es. They burst al nost i mediately when they hit the open air, and

Li mbeck realized in a flash that he had happened on a remarkabl e di scovery.

"The coralite rmust produce sone sort of gas that is lighter than air and so



keeps the island afloat." Hs mind went to the picture he'd seen on the
Eyebal . "Why woul d sone islands float higher than others? Why woul d the

i sland that the Welves live on, for exanple, be higher than ours? Their island
must weigh less, that's logical. But why? Ah, of course." Linbeck didn't
notice, but he was rapidly descending in a spiral that would have nade him
dizzy if he had thought about it. "M neral deposits. That would account for
the difference in weight. W nmust have nore mineral deposits-such as iron and
so forth-on our island than the Wlves do on theirs. Wiich is probably why the
Mangers built the Kicksey-Wnsey down here instead of up there. But that stil
doesn't explain why it was built in the first place."

Moved to wite down his |atest observation, Linbeck was irritated to find that
his hands were tied to sonething. Looking to see what, he was recalled to his
current interesting, if desperate, situation. The sky around hi mwas grow ng
rapi dly darker. He could no |l onger see anything of Drevlin. The wi nd was

bl owi ng harder and had taken on a distinct circular notion; the ride was
growi ng consi derably nore bunpy and erratic. He was tossed this way and that
way, upward and downward and around and around. Rain began to pelt down on
him and Li nbeck nmade anot her discovery. Although not as monentous as the
first, this one had rather nore inpact.

The paste solution holding the feathers to the fabric dissolved in water.

Li mbeck watched in growing al arm as, one by one and then in clunps, the tier
feathers began sliding off. Linbeck's first inmpulse was to | oosen his hands,

al t hough what he would do when his hands were | oose wasn't exactly obvious. He
gave a violent tug at his right wist. This had the effect-and a startling
effect it was-of causing the contraption to flip conpletely over in mdair.

Li mbeck found hinself hanging by his wists fromthe rapidly defeathering

Wi ngs, staring down at his feet. After the first nonent of sickening panic
subsi ded and Li mbeck was fairly certain he wasn't going to throw up, he
noticed that his situation had i nproved. The fabric, now m ssing nost of the
feathers, billowed out above him slowing his rate of descent, and though he
was still getting tossed around consi derably, the notion was nore stable and
| ess erratic.

The [ aws of aerodynanics were just beginning to energe from Li mbeck's fertile
m nd when he saw, materializing out of the stormclouds bel ow him a darkish
bl ob. Squinting, Linbeck ascertained at I ength that the bl ob was one of the

i slands of the Terrel Fen. It had seened to himthat when he was anong the

cl ouds, he was drifting down very slowy, and he was astonished to note that
the isle appeared to be rising up to neet himat an alarmng rate of speed. It
was at this point that Linbeck discovered two | aws simultaneously: the theory
of relativity being one, the I aw of gravity being anot her

Unfortunately, both laws were driven clean out of his head by the inpact.

CHAPTER 14
SOVEWHERE, UYLANDI A CLUSTER, M D REALM

THE MORNI NG LI MBECK WAS GLI DI NG DOANWWARD | NTO THE TERREL FEN, HUGH AND t he
prince were flying dragonback into the nightside sonewhere over the Uyl andi a
Cluster. The flight was cold and cheerless. Trian had given the dragon its
directions, so that Hugh had nothing to do but sit in the saddl e and think. He
could not even tell what track they were flying, for a magical cloud
acconpani ed t hem

The dragon woul d occasionally dip down below the cloud to get its bearings,



and then Hugh tried to glean, fromthe softly glowi ng coralite | andscape
nmovi ng snoot hly beneath them sone idea of where he was and where he had been
Hugh had no doubt but that he'd been doubl e-crossed, and he woul d have gi ven
hal f the noney in his purse to know the whereabouts of Stephen's hideout in
case he decided to conplain about his treatnment in person. It was usel ess,
however, and he soon gave up

"“I'"'m hungry-" began Bane, his childish high voice splitting the still night
air.

"Hol d your tongue!" snapped Hugh

He heard a swift intake of breath. d ancing around, he saw the boy's eyes
wi den and shimrer with tears. The kid had probably never been yelled at in his
entire life.

"Sound carries clearly in the night air, Your Highness," said the Hand softly.
"If someone is following us, we don't want to make it easy for him™"

"I's someone followi ng us?" Bane was pal e but undaunted, and Hugh gave the kid
credit for courage.

"I think so, Your Hi ghness. But don't worry."

The prince pressed his lips tightly together. Timdly he slid his arns around
Hugh's wai st. "That doesn't bother you, does it?" he whispered.

Smal | arms tightened around Hugh, he felt a warm body nestle against his, and
the child s head rested lightly on his strong back. "I'mnot afraid," Bane
added stoutly, "it's just nicer when you' re close.”

A strange sensation swept over the assassin. Hugh felt suddenly dark and enpty
and abhorrently evil. Gitting his teeth, he resisted the inmpulse to free
hi nsel f of the kid's touch by concentrating on their imredi ate danger

Soneone was followi ng them Woever it was, he was good at it, too. Tw sting
around in the saddle, Hugh searched the sky, hoping that their shadow-fearful
of losing sight of them m ght grow carel ess and show hi nsel f. Hugh saw
not hi ng, however. He couldn't even have told exactly how he knew t hey had
conpany. It was a prickling at the back of his neck, instinct reacting to a
sound, a smell, something glinpsed fromthe corner of the eye. He quietly
accepted the warning, his one thought: Wo was trailing themand why?

Trian. There was that possibility, of course, but Hugh discounted it. The

wi zard knew their destination better than they did. He m ght have been
followng themto make certain the Hand didn't attenpt to subvert the dragon
and nake off with it. That woul d have been foolish in the extrene. Hugh was no

wi zard, he knew better than to meddle with a spell, especially one laid on a
dragon. Ensorcel ed, dragons were obedient and tractable. Break the
enchantnent, and they regained their own will and intelligence and becane

totally erratic and unpredictable. They m ght continue to serve you, but they
m ght al so deci de to nake you their evening repast.

If it wasn't Trian, who was it?

Soneone fromthe queen, no doubt. Hugh cursed the w zard and his king | ong and
hard beneath his breath. The bungling fools had let slip their plans. Now,
undoubt edly, Hugh had to contend with sone baron or earl attenpting to rescue
the child. The Hand would have to rid hinmself of this nuisance, which neant
laying a trap, cutting a throat, hiding a body. The kid woul d probably



recogni ze the man, know himto be a friend. He woul d grow suspi ci ous. Hugh
woul d have to convince the prince that the friend had been an eneny; that his
enenmny was truly his friend. It |ooked to be a |ot of bother, and all because
Trian and his guilt-ridden king had been carel ess.

Wl |, thought Hugh grimy, it'll cost them

The dragon began spiraling down, w thout guidance from Hugh, and the Hand
guessed that they had reached their destination. The magi cal cloud di sappeared
and Hugh glinpsed a patch of forest, dark black agai nst the bl ue-gl ow ng
coralite, and then a large cleared area and the sharply defined and delineated
shapes that were never found in nature but were created by man.

It was a small village, nestled in a valley of coralite and surrounded by
heavy forests. Hugh knew of many such towns that used the hills and trees to
hi de thensel ves fromelven attack. They paid the penalty by being well off the
maj or airlanes, but if it came to a question of living well or living at all,
some peopl e gladly chose poverty.

Hugh knew the value of life. Measuring it against good living, he considered
t hem f ool s.

The dragon circled the sleeping village. Seeing a glade in the forest, Hugh
gui ded the beast to a snooth | anding. As he unpacked their gear fromthe
dragon's back, he wondered where their shadow had set down. He did not spend
much tinme considering the question. The Hand had laid his snare. It required
only baiting.

The dragon left themimmedi ately after it was unloaded. Rising into the air,
it di sappeared above the treetops. Casually, taking his tinme, Hugh shoul dered
t he packs. Mdtioning to the prince to follow, he was heading off into the
woods when he felt a tug at his sleeve.

"What is it, Your Hi ghness?"

"Can we tal k out |Ioud now?" The child' s eyes were wide.

Hugh nodded.

"I can carry my own pack. |I'mstronger than I |ook. My father says sonmeday |'m
going to grow up to be as tall and strong as he is."

Stephen said that, did he? To a kid he knew would never grow up. If | had that
bastard in front of nme, it'd be a pleasure to twi st his neck

Silently Hugh handed Bane the pack. They reached the edge of the forest and
pl unged into the deep shadows beneath the hargast trees. Soon they woul d be
lost to sight and hearing, their feet making no sound on the thick carpet of
fine dustlike crystals.

The Hand felt another tug at his sleeve.

"Sir Hugh," said Bane, pointing, "who's that?"

Startled, the Hand gl anced around. "There's no one there, Your Highness."

"Yes, there is," said the child. "Don't you see hin? It's a Kir nmonk."

Hugh halted and stared at the boy.



"It's all right if you don't see him" added Bane, shifting his pack to lie
nore confortably across his small shoulders. "I see lots of things other
people don't. But |I've never seen a Kir nonk walk with anyone before. Wy is
he with you?"

"Let me carry it, Your Hi ghness." Hugh took the pack fromthe prince and,
propelling the child in front of himwith a firmgrip of his hand, resuned
wal ki ng.

Dam Trian! The bl asted wi zard nmust have |l et sonething else slip. The kid had
pi cked up on it and now his inmagination was running wild. He m ght even guess
the truth. Well, there was nothing to be done about it now It only nade the
assassin's job that nuch nmore difficult-and therefore that nmuch nore

expensi ve.

The two spent what was left of the night in a water harvester's warm ng shed.
The sky was |ightening; Hugh could see the faint glinmer of the firmanment that
presaged dawn. The edges of the Lords of Night glistened a fiery red. Now he
could determine the direction in which they were noving and could at | ast
orient hinself. Inspecting the contents of his pack before |eaving the
nmonastery, he'd ascertained that he had all the proper navigationa

equi prent - hi s own havi ng been taken fromhimin Yreni prison. He renoved a
smal | | eat her-bound book and silver baton topped by a quartz sphere. The baton
had a spi ke on the end and Hugh shoved it into the ground.

Al'l such sextants are of elven make-humans possessi ng no nechani cal magic
skills. This one was practically new and he guessed it was a trophy of war.
Hugh gave the baton a tap with his finger and the sphere rose into the air,
much to the delight of Bane, who was watching in w de-eyed fascination

Scarcity of water in the Md Real mmeans that nmuch of it rust be harvested
fromplant life. Water farmers rai se such water-produci ng plants; water
harvesters go foraging for the |iquid.

"What's it doi ng?" he denanded.
"Look through it," Hugh offered.

The prince hesitantly placed his eye level with the sphere. "I just see a
bunch of nunbers,"” he said, disappointed.

"That's what you're supposed to see." Hugh nmade a nental note of the first
nunber, turned a ring at the bottom of the baton, read off the second, and
finally a third. Then he began flipping pages in the book

"What are you | ooking for?" Bane squatted down on his haunches to peer over
Hugh's arm

"Those nunbers you saw are the position of the Lords of Night, the five Ladies
of Light, and Solarus, all in relation to each other. | find the nunbers in
this book, match themw th the tine of year, which tells ne where the islands
are located at this particular nonment, and it should tell ne within a few
nmenkas where we are.”

"What funny witing!" Bane turned his head nearly upside-down to see. "What is
it?"

"It's elvish. Their navigators were the ones who figured all this out and cane
up with the magi cal device that takes the readings."



The boy frowned. "Wy didn't we use sonething |like that when we flew on the
dragon?"

"Because dragons know instinctively where they are. No one's sure how, but
they use all their senses-sight, hearing, snmell, touch-plus some we probably
don't even know exist to guide them EIf magic won't work on dragons, so they
had to build dragonships and they had to nmake things like this to tell them
where they were. That's why"-Hugh grinned-"el ves consi der us barbarians."

"Well, where are we? Do you know?"
"I know," said Hugh. "And now it's tinme, Your Hi ghness, for a nap."

They were on Pitrin's Exile, probably about 123 nmenkas backtrack [8] from
Wnsher. Hugh felt nore relaxed, once this was in his mnd. It had been
unsettling, not being able to tell up fromdown, so to speak. Now he knew and
he could rest. It wouldn't be full Iight for another three hours.

Rubbi ng his eyes, yawning, and stretching, like a man who has travel ed far and
i s bone-tired, Hugh-shoul ders sl unmped and feet draggi ng-nmarched the prince
into the shed. Seem ng hal f-asl eep, the assassin gave the door a push to close
it. It didn't shut all the way, but he was, apparently, too tired to notice.

Bane took a bl anket from his pack, spread it, and lay down. Hugh did the sane,
shutting his eyes. When he heard the child's breathing fall into a slow and
steady rhythm he swiftly twisted, catlike, to his feet and crept silently
across the floor of the shed.

The prince was already fast asleep. Hugh | ooked at himclosely, but the boy
did not appear to be shamming. Curled up in a ball, lying on top of his
bl anket, he would freeze in the chill predawn air.

Fi shi ng anot her bl anket out of his pack, Hugh tossed it over the kid, then
nmoved silently back to the opposite side of the shed, the side near the door
He slipped off his tall boots and laid themon the floor, carefully arranging
them so that they were turned sideways, one resting on top of the other. He
dragged his pack over and laid it just above his boots. Renoving the fur

cl oak, he wrapped it in a ball and placed it next to the pack. A bl anket,
spread over the cape and pack, left the soles of the boots show ng. Anyone

| ooking in fromthe doorway woul d see the feet of a bl anket-w apped nman fast
asl eep.

Satisfied, Hugh drew his dagger fromhis boot and squatted down in a dark
corner of the shed. Eyes on the door, he waited.

Hal f an hour passed. The shadow was giving Hugh anple tine to fall into deep
sl eep.

The Hand waited patiently. It wouldn't be too | ong now. Day had dawned fully.
The sun was shining. The nman nust fear they woul d waken and start on their way
again. The assassin watched the thin ribbon of gray light stream ng in through
the partially shut door. \Wen that ribbon began to w den, Hugh's hand
tightened its grip on the dagger

Slowy, silently, the door swung open

A head thrust inside. The man | ooked |l ong and carefully at the supposedly
slunbering figure of Hugh beneath the blanket, then turned the sane careful
scrutiny to the boy. Hugh held his breath. Apparently satisfied, the man
entered the shed.



Hugh expected the man to be arned and to i medi ately attack the dummy of

hi nsel f. The assassin was di sconcerted to see that the man carried no weapon
in his hand and was paddi ng soft-footed over to the boy. It was just to be a
rescue, then.

Hugh | eapt, wapped an arm around the nman's neck, and put the dagger to his
t hr oat .

"Who sent you? Tell ne the truth and 1'll reward you with a quick death."

The body in Hugh's grasp went |linmp and the assassin saw, in astonishnent, that
the man had fainted.

CHAPTER 15
PITRIN' S EXILE, VOLKARAN | SLES, M D REALM

"NOT EXACTLY THE SORT OF PERSON |'D SEND OUT ON A M SSI ON TO RESCUE MY SON
fromthe hands of an assassin," muttered Hugh, stretching out the comatose man
on the floor of the shed. "But then, maybe the queen's having trouble finding
bol d kni ghts these days. Unless he's shami ng."

The man's age was indeterm nable. The face appeared careworn and haggard. He
was bald on the top of his head; w spy gray hair hung in a long fringe around
the sides. But his cheeks were smooth, and the winkles around the nouth cane
fromworry, not age. Tall and gangly, he appeared to have been put together by
someone who had run out of the correct parts and been forced to substitute.

H s feet and hands were too big; his head, with its delicate, sensitive
features, seened too small

Kneel i ng beside the man, Hugh lifted a finger and bent it back until it al nost
touched the wrist. The pain was excruciating, and a person feigning
unconsci ousness woul d invariably betray hinself. The nan didn't even tw tch

Hugh gave him a sound smack on the cheek to bring himaround, and was about to
add anot her when he heard the boy coming up to his side.

"I's that who was follow ng us?" The prince, keeping close to Hugh, stared
curiously. "Way that's Alfred!" The boy grasped hold of the collar of the
man's cape, jerked his head up, and shook him "Alfred! Wke up! Wake up!"

Bang! went the man's head agai nst the floor.

The prince shook himagain. The man's head bunped the floor again, and
Hugh-r el axi ng-sat back to watch.

"Ch, oh, oh!" Alfred groaned each tine his head hit the floor. Opening his
eyes, he stared dazedly at the prince and nmade a feeble effort to renove the
smal | hands fromhis collar.

"Please . . . Your Highness. I'mquite awake, now . . . Quch! Thank you, Your
H ghness, but that won't be necess-"

"Alfred!" The prince threw his arnms around him hugging the man so tightly he
nearly snothered him "W thought you were an assassin! Have you cone to
travel with us?"

Rising to a sitting position, Alfred gave Hugh-and particularly Hugh's



dagger-a nervous glance. "Unh, traveling with you may not be quite feasible,
Your - "

"Who are you?" interrupted Hugh
The man rubbed his head and answered hunbly, "Sir, ny name-"

"He's Alfred," interrupted Bane, as if that explained everything. Noting from
Hugh's grimface that it didn't, the boy added, "He's in charge of all ny
servants and he chooses ny tutors and nakes certain ny bathwater's not too
hot - "

"My name is Alfred Montbank, sir," the man said
"You' re Bane's servant?"

" '"Chanberlain' is the correct term sir," said Alfred, flushing. "And that is
your prince to whomyou are referring in such a disrespectful nanner."

"Ch, that's all right, Alfred," said Bane, sitting back on his heels. H s hand
toyed with the feather amulet he wore around his neck. "I told Sir Hugh he
could call me by ny name, since we're traveling together. It's nuch easier
than saying ' Your Highness' all the tine."

"You're the one who's been follow ng us," Hugh said.

"It is ny duty to be with H s H ghness, sir.
Hugh rai sed a bl ack eyebrow. "QObviously sonebody didn't see it that way."

"I was mistakenly left behind." Alfred | owered his gaze, staring fixedly at
the floor of the shed. "His Majesty the king flew off so quickly, he
undoubt edl y overl ooked ne."

"And so you followed himand the boy."

"Yes, sir. | was alnost too late. | had to pack sone things | knew the prince
woul d need, which Trian had forgotten. | was forced to saddl e ny own dragon
and then I had an argument with the pal ace guards, who didn't want to let ne
| eave. The king and Trian and the prince had di sappeared by the tine | was

t hrough the gates. | had no idea what to do, but the dragon seened to have
some notion of where it wanted to go and-"

"It would follow its stablemates. Go on."

"We found them That is, the dragon found them Not wanting to presume to
thrust myself into their conpany, | kept a proper distance. Eventually we

| anded in that dreadful place-"

"The Kir nonastery."

"Yes, |-"

"Coul d you get back there again if you had to?"

Hugh put the question casually, easily, out of curiosity. A fred answered,
never dreaming his life hung in the bal ance.

"Why, yes, sir, | think I could. I've a good know edge of the countryside,
especially the | ands surrounding the castle.” Lifting his gaze, he | ooked



directly at Hugh. "Wy do you ask?"

The assassin was tucking the dagger back into his boot. "Because that's

St ephen' s secret hideout you stumbl ed across. The guards will tell himyou
followed him He'll know you found it-your disappearance clinches it. |

woul dn't give a drop of water for your chances of living to a ripe old age if
you went back to court.”

"Merciful Sartan!" Alfred' s face was the color of clay-he m ght have been
wearing a mask of silt. "I didn't know | swear, noble sir!" Reaching out, he
grasped Hugh's hand pleadingly. "I'Il forget the way, | prom se-"

"I don't want you to forget it. Who knows, it might come in handy one day."
"Yes, sir . . ." Alfred hesitated.

"This is Sir Hugh." Bane introduced them "He has a black nonk wal king with
him Afred.”

Hugh stared at the child in silence. No expression shifted the stone facade of
the face except perhaps for a slight narrowi ng of the dark eyes.

Al fred, flushing red, reached out his hand and snoot hed Bane's gol den hair.
"What have | told you, Your H ghness?" said the chanberlain, gently rebuking.
"It is not polite to tell people's secrets."” He glanced apol ogetically at

Hugh. "You nust understand, Sir Hugh. His Hi ghness is a clairvoyant and he has
not quite |learned howto handle his gift."

Hugh snorted, rose to his feet, and began to roll up his bl anket.

"Please, Sir Hugh, allow ne." Leaping up, Alfred sprang to snatch the bl anket
from Hugh's hand. One of the chanberlain's huge feet obeyed him The ot her
seened to think it had received different orders and turned the opposite
direction. A fred stunbled, staggered, and woul d have pitched headfirst into
Hugh had not the assassin caught his arm and shoved hi m upright.

"Thank you, sir. I'mvery clumsy, |I'mafraid. Here, | can do that now " Alfred
began struggling with the bl anket, which seenmed suddenly to have gained a

mal evolent life of its own. Corners slid through his fingers. He fol ded one
end, only to unfold its opposite. Winkles and bunps popped up in the nost
unlikely places. It was difficult to tell, during the ensuing tussle, who was
going to come out on top

"It's true about Hi s Highness, sir," Afred continued, westling furiously
with the strip of cloth. "Qur past clings to us, especially people who

i nfl uenced us. Hi s Highness can see them"™

Hugh stepped in, throttled the bl anket, and rescued Al fred, who sat back
panting and w ping his high doned forehead.

"I'"ll bet he can tell my fortune in the wine lees, too," Hugh said in a | ow
voi ce, pitched so that the child woul dn't hear. "Were would he get that kind
of talent? Only w zards beget wi zards. O maybe Stephen's not really this
kid's father."

Hugh shot this verbal arrow ainmlessly, not expecting to hit anything. H's
shaft found a target, however, burying itself deep, fromthe | ooks of it.
Alfred' s face went a sickly green, the whites of his eyes showed clearly
around the gray iris, and his |lips noved soundl essly. Stricken, he stared
speechl ess at Hugh.



So, thought the Hand, this is beginning to nmake sense. At least it explains
the kid's strange nane. He gl anced over at Bane. The child was runmagi ng
t hrough Al fred' s pack

"Did you bring ny sweetnelts? Yes!" Triunphantly he dug the candy out. "I knew
you woul dn't forget."

"Cet your things together, Your H ghness," ordered Hugh, throwing his fur
cl oak over his shoulders and hefting his own pack

"I'"ll do that, Your Hi ghness." Alfred sounded relieved, glad for sonmething to
occupy his mnd and his hands and keep his face averted from Hugh's. Qut of
three steps across the floor, he m ssed only one, which brought himto his
knees, where he needed to be anyway. Wth great goodwi Il he set to do battle
with the prince's bl anket.

"Alfred, you had a view of the | andscape when you travel ed. Do you know where
we are?"

"Yes, Sir Hugh." The chanberlain, sweating in the chill air, did not dare | ook
up, lest the blanket take himunawares. "1 believe this village is known as
Wat er shed. "

"Wat ershed, " repeated the Hand. "Don't wander off, Your H ghness," he added,
noticing the prince starting to skip out of the door

The boy gl anced back. "I just want to | ook around outside. I won't go far and
"1l be careful."”

The chamnberl ain had given up attenpting to fold the blanket and had at | ast
stuffed it bodily into the pack. Wen the boy had di sappeared out the door
Al fred turned to face Hugh.

"You will allow me to acconpany you, won't you, sir? | won't be any trouble,
swear . "

Hugh gazed at himintently.
"You understand that you can never go back to the pal ace, don't you?"
"Yes, sir. |I've set fire to ny bridge, as they say."

"You haven't just set it on fire. You' ve cut it fromthe bank and dunped it
down the gorge."

Alfred ran a trenbling hand over his bald pate and stared at the fl oor
"I"'mtaking you with me to | ook after the kid. You understand, he's not to go
back to the palace either. I'mvery good at tracking. It would be ny duty to

stop you before you did anything foolish, like trying to sneak hi maway."

"Yes, sir. That's understood." Alfred raised his eyes and | ooked directly into
Hugh's. "You see, sir, | know the reason the king hired you."

Hugh flicked a gl ance outside. Bane was gleefully throwing rocks at a tree.
Hs arnms were thin, his throw clunmsy. He continually fell short of the mark,
but patiently and cheerfully kept at it.

"You know about the plot against the prince's life?" Hugh questioned easily,



hi s hand, beneath his cloak, noving to the hilt of his sword.

"I know the reason," repeated Alfred. "It's why I'mhere. | won't get in the
way, sir, | pronise you."

Hugh was confounded. Just when he thought the web was unraveling, it got nore
tangl ed. The man knew the reason, he said. It sounded as if he nmeant the rea
reason! He knows the truth about the kid, whatever that is. Has he cone to
hel p or hinder? Hel p, that was al nost |aughable. This chanberlain couldn't
dress hinmself wi thout help. Yet, Hugh had to admt, he'd done an extrenely
efficient job of tailing them not an easy matter on a dark ni ght nmade darker
by enchanted fog. And, at the Kir nonastery, he had managed to conceal not
only hinself but also his dragon froma w zard' s six senses. But someone that
skilled in tracking, hiding, and tailing had fainted dead away when he felt a
knife at his throat.

There was no doubt this Alfred was a servant-the prince obviously knew hi m and
treated himas such. But whom was he serving? The Hand didn't know, and he
meant to find out. Meanwhile, whether Alfred was truly the fool he appeared or
a cunning liar, the man had his uses, not the |east of which would be to take
charge of H s Hi ghness.

"Al'l right. Let's get started. W'll circle around the village, pick up the
road about five nmiles outside it. Not |ikely anyone around here would know t he
prince by sight, but it'll save questions. Has the kid got a hood? Get it on
him And keep it on him" He cast a disgusted glance at Alfred' s satin-coated,
knee- breeched, beribboned, and sil k-stockinged finery. "You stink of the court
amle off. But it can't be helped. Mst likely they'Il take you for a

charl atan. First chance we get, 1'll bargain with sone peasant for a change of
cl othes.”

"Yes, Sir Hugh," Al fred nurnured

Hugh stepped out the door. "We're |eaving, Your Highness."

Bane danced up eagerly and caught hold of Hugh's hand. "I'mready. Are we
going to stop at an inn for breakfast? My nother said we mght. |'ve never
been allowed to eat at an inn before-"

He was interrupted by a crash and a stifled groan behind him Al fred had
encount ered the door. Hugh shook the boy's hand free. The child's soft touch
was al nost physically painful.

"I"'mafraid not, Your Highness. | want to get clear of the village while it's
still early, before people are up and stirring."

Bane's nouth drooped in disappointnent.

"It wouldn't be safe, Your Highness." Alfred emerged, a |large knot formng on

his glistening forehead. "Especially if there is sonmeone plotting to ... uh
do you harm" He glanced at Hugh as he said this, and the assassin

wonder ed agai n about Al fred.

"l suppose you're right,"

probl ems of being fanous.

the prince said with a sigh, accustoned to the

"But we will make a picnic under a tree," added the chanberl ain.

"And eat sitting on the ground?" Bane's spirits lifted, then fell. "Ch, but I
forgot. Mdther never allows ne to sit on the grass. | mght catch a chill or



get ny clothes dirty."

"I don't think that this time she will nmind," Afred replied gravely.

"If you're sure
at Alfred.

The prince put his head on one side and | ooked intently

"I"msure."

"Hurrah!" Bane darted forward, skipping |lightheartedly down the road. Al fred,
clutching the prince's pack, hurried after him He'd nake better time, thought
Hugh, if his feet could be persuaded to travel in the sane general direction
as the rest of his body.

The assassin took his place behind them keeping both under careful
surveill ance, hand on his sword. If Alfred so nuch as | eaned over to whisper
into the kid's ear, that whisper would be nmade with his | ast breath.

A mle passed. Al fred seened conpletely occupied with the task of staying on
his own two feet, and Hugh, falling into the easy, relaxed rhythm of the road,
l et his inner eye take over guard duty. Freed, his nmind wandered, and he found
hi nsel f seei ng, superinposed over the body of the prince, another boy wal ki ng
al ong a road, though not with cheerful gaiety. This boy wal ked with an air of
defiance; his body bore the marks of the punishnent he had received for just
such an attitude. Bl ack nonks wal ked al ong at his side.

."Come, boy. The lord abbot wants to see you."

It was cold in the Kir nonastery. Qutside the walls, the world sweat and
sweltered in sumrer heat. Inside, death's chill stal ked the bl eak hallways and
kept court in the shadows.

The boy, who was not a boy any | onger, but standing on the threshold of
manhood, left his task and foll owed the nonk through the silent corridors. The
el ves had raided a small village nearby. There were nmany dead, and nost of the
brot hers had gone to burn the bodies and do reverence for those who had
escaped the prisonhouse of their flesh

Hugh shoul d have gone with them H's task and that of the other boys was to
search for charcrystal and build the pyres. The brothers pulled the bodies
fromthe weckage, conposed the twi sted |linbs and staring eyes, and pl aced

t hem upon the heaped oil -soaked faggots. The nonks said no word to the Iiving.
Their voices were for the dead, and the sound of their chanting echoed through
the streets. That chant had cone to be a nusic everyone on Uyl andia and

Vol karan dreaded to hear

Sone of the nmonks sang the words:

each new child's birth, we die in our hearts, truth black, we are shown,
deat h al ways returns

The ot her nmonks chanted over and over the single word "with." Inserting the
"with" after the word "returns,"” they carried the dark song full-cycle.

Hugh had acconpani ed the nonks since he was six cycles old, but this time he'd
been ordered to stay and conplete his nmorning's work. He did as he was told,

wi t hout question; to do otherwi se would be to invite a beating, delivered

i npersonal ly and without malice, for the good of his soul. Oten he had
silently prayed to be | eft behind when the others went on one of these grim

m ssions, but now he had prayed to be allowed to go.



The gates boomed shut with an omi nous dull thunder; the enptiness lay like a
pall on his heart. Hugh had been planning his escape for a week. He had spoken
of it to no one; the one friend he had nade during his stay here was dead, and
Hugh had been careful never to make another. He had the uneasy inpression
however, that his secret plot must be engraved on his forehead, for it seened
t hat everyone who gl anced at him kept |ooking at himwi th far nore interest
than they had ever before evinced.

Now he had been | eft behind when the others were gone. Now he was being
sumoned into the presence of the | ord abbot-a man he had seen only during
services, a man to whom he had never spoken and who had never before spoken to
hi m

Standi ng in the chanber of stone that shunned sunlight as sonething frivol ous
and fleeting, Hugh waited, with the patience that had been thrashed into him
since childhood, for the nan seated at the desk to acknow edge not only his
presence but also his very existence. Wile Hugh waited, the fear and
nervousness in which he'd lived for a week froze, dried up, and bl ew away. It
was as if the cold atnosphere had nunmbed himto any human enotion or feeling.
He knew suddenly, standing in that room that he woul d never |ove, never pity,
never feel conpassion. From now on, he woul d never even know fear

The abbot raised his head. Dark eyes | ooked into Hugh's soul

"You were taken in by us when you were six cycles. | see in the records that
ten cycl es nore have passed." The abbot did not speak to himby nane.

Doubt| ess he didn't even knowit. "You are sixteen. It is time for you to nmake
preparation for taking your vows and joi ni ng our brotherhood."

Caught by surprise, too proud to lie, Hugh said nothing. Hi s silence spoke the
truth.

"You have al ways been rebellious. Yet you are a hard worker, who never
conpl ai ns. You accept puni shnent without crying out. And you have adopted our
precepts-1 see that in you clearly. Wy, then, will you | eave us?"

Hugh, havi ng asked hinsel f that question often in the dark and sl eepl ess
ni ghts, was prepared with the answer.

"I wll not serve any man."

The abbot's face, stern and forbidding as the stone walls around him

regi stered neither anger nor surprise. "You are one of us. Like it or not,
wherever you go, you will serve, if not us, then our calling. Death wll
al ways be your master."

Hugh was di smi ssed fromthe abbot's presence. The pain of the beating that
followed slid away on the ice coating of the boy's soul. That night, Hugh nmade
good his plans. Sneaking into the chanber where the nonks kept their records,
he found, in a book, information on the orphan boys the nonks adopted. By the
light of the stub of a stolen candl e, Hugh searched for and discovered his own
nane.

"Hugh Bl ackt horn. Modther: Lucy, |ast nane unknown. Father: According to words
spoken by the nother before she died, the child' s father is Sir Perceval

Bl ackt horn of Blackthorn Hall, Diern Hereva." A later entry, dated a week
after, stated: "Sir Perceval refuses to acknow edge the child and bids us 'do
with the bastard as we will." "



Hugh cut the page fromthe | eather-bound book, tied it up in his ragged scrip,
snuf fed the candl e, and slipped out into the night. Looking back at the walls

whose grim shadows had | ong ago shut out any of the warnmth or happi ness he had
known in chil dhood, Hugh silently refuted the abbot's words.

"I will be death's master."

CHAPTER 16
STEPS OF TERREL FEN LOW REALM

LI MBECK REGAI NED CONSCl QUSNESS AND FOUND THAT HI'S S| TUATI ON HAD | MPROVED,
going from desperate to perilous. O course, it took him in his confused
state, a considerable anmpunt of time to renmenber just exactly what the
situation was. After giving the matter serious thought, he determi ned he was
not hanging by his wists fromthe bedposts. Wiggling and grunting at the
pain in his head, he | ooked about him as best he could in the gl oomof the
storm and saw that he had fallen into a giant pit, undoubtedly dug by the

di g-cl aws of the Kicksey-Wnsey.

Furt her exami nation reveal ed that he had not fallen into a pit but was
suspended over a pit-the giant wings having straddled it neatly, |eaving him
dangl i ng down bel ow. Fromthe pain, he deduced that the w ngs nust have
inflicted a smart rap on his head during the |anding.

Li mbeck was just wondering how he was going to free hinself fromthis awkward
and unconfortabl e position when the answer canme to himrather unpleasantly in
the formof a sharp crack. The weight of the Geg hanging fromit was causing

t he wooden frane to break. Linmbeck sank down about a foot before the w ngs
caught and held. Hi s stomach sank a good deal further, for-due to the darkness
and the fact that he didn't have his spectacl es on-Li nbeck had no i dea how
deep this pit was. Frantically he attenpted to devise some means of escape. A
stormwas ragi ng above, water was pouring down the sides of the pit, making it
extremely slippery, and at that nmonent there was another crack and the wi ngs
sagged down anot her foot.

Li mbeck gasped, squinched his eyes tightly shut, and shook all over. Again,

t he wi ngs caught and held, but not very well. He could feel hinself slowy
slipping. He had one chance. If he could free a hand, he m ght be able to
catch hold of one of the coralite holes that honeyconbed the sides of the pit.
He jerked on his right hand

and the w ngs snapped.

Li mbeck had just tine enough to experience overwhel ming terror before he

| anded heavily and painfully at the bottomof the pit, the w ngs crashi ng down
all around him First he shook. Then, deciding that shaking wasn't inproving
the situation, he extricated hinmself fromthe ness and peered upward. The pit
was only about seven or eight feet deep, he discovered, and he could easily
climb out. Since it was a coralite pit, the water that was streamng into it
was draining just as swiftly through it. Linbeck was pleased with hinself. The
pit offered shelter fromthe storm He was in no danger

No danger until the dig-claws came down to mne

Li mbeck had just settled hinself beneath a huge piece of torn wing fabric, to
protect hinself fromthe rain, when the terrible thought of the dig-claws
occurred to him Hastily he leapt to his feet and peered upward, but coul dn't
see a thing except for a black blur that was probably storm cl ouds and fl ashes



of fuzzy lightning. Having never served the Kicksey-W nsey, Linbeck had no
idea if the dig-claws operated during storns or not. He couldn't see why they
woul dn't, yet on the other hand he couldn't see why they would. Al of which
was no hel p.

Sitting back down-being careful to first renove several sharp splinters of
wood and drop them down the holes of the coralite- Linbeck considered the
matter as best he could through the pain in his head. At |least the pit offered
protection fromthe storm And, in all probability, the dig-claws-which were
huge, cunbersone thi ngs-woul d nmove slowy enough that he would have tinme to
get out of the way.

Whi ch turned out to be the case.

Li mbeck had been squatting in the pit for about thirty | ocks or so, the storm
was showi ng no signs of abating, and he was w shing he'd had the foresight to
stuff a couple of muffins down his pants, when there was a |large thunp and the
pit in which he was sitting gave a trenendous shudder

D g-cl aws, thought Linbeck, and began to clinmb up the sides of the pit. It was
easy going. The coralite offered numerous hand- and foothol ds, and Li nbeck
reached the top in nonents. There was no use putting on his spectacl es-the
rain stream ng over the glass would have blinded him And he didn't need them
anyhow. The dig-claw, its netal gleaming in the incessant flashes of

lightning, was only a few feet fromhim

d anci ng upward, Linbeck could see other claws dropping out of the sky,
descendi ng on long cables Iowered fromthe Kicksey-Wnsey. It was an awesone
spectacl e, and the Geg stood staring, headache forgotten, his nouth gaping
wi de open.

Made of bright and shining netal, ornately carved and fashioned to resenbl e
the foot of sone huge killer bird, the dig-claws dug into the coralite with
their sharp talons. C osing over the broken rock, the claws carried it upward
as a bird's claw grasps its prey. Once back on the isle of Drevlin, the

di g-cl aws deposited the rock they had mned fromthe Terrel Fen into |arge

bi ns, where the Gegs sorted through the coralite and retrieved the precious
gray ore on which the Kicksey-Wnsey fed, and w thout which-so | egend had
it-the Kicksey-Wnsey could not survive.

Fasci nat ed, Li nbeck watched the dig-claws come smashi ng down all around him
biting into the coralite, digging down deep, scooping it up. The Geg was so
interested in the procedure- which he'd never seen-that he conpletely forgot
what he was supposed to do until it was alnost too |late. The claws were
shaking free of the coralite and starting to rise back up when Linmbeck
renenbered he was to put a mark on one of themto let Jarre and her people
know where he was.

Broken bits of coralite, dropped out of the rising claws, would serve as a
witing tool. Gabbing up a chunk, Linmbeck nade his way through the driving
rain, stunbling over the rock-strewn ground, heading for one of the claws that
had just come down and was burying itself in the coralite. Reaching the

di g-cl aw, Linbeck was suddenly daunted by his task. The claw was enor nous;
he'd never imagi ned anything so big and powerful. Fifty Linbecks woul d have
fitted confortably inside its talons. It shook and jabbed and cl awed the
surface of the coralite, sending sharp shards of rock flying everywhere. It
was i npossible to get close to it.

But Li mbeck had no choice. He had to get near. Gipping his coralite in one
hand and his courage in the other, he had just started forward when a bolt of



lightning struck the claw, sending blue flame dancing over its metal surface.
The si nul taneous thunder bl ast knocked Linbeck off his feet. Dazed and
terrified, the Geg was about to give up in despair and run back to his pit-
where he figured he would spend the remainder of a short and unhappy |ife-when
the claw cane to a shuddering stop. Al the claws around Linbeck stopped-sone
in the ground; others hanging in mdair on their way back up; others with

tal ons wi de open, waiting to descend.

Per haps the lightning had damaged it. Perhaps there was a scrift change.

Per haps somet hi ng had gone w ong above. Linbeck didn't know. |f he had
believed in the gods, he would have thanked them As it was, he scranbl ed over
t he rocks, chunk of coralite in hand, and cautiously approached the nearest

cl aw.

Noticing lots of scratch marks where the claw di pped into the coralite,

Li mbeck realized that he woul d have to make his mark on the upper part of the

dig-claw, a part that didn't sink into the ground. That meant he had to choose
a claw which was al ready buried. Which neant there was every possibility that

it would start up again, yank itself out of the ground, and spill tons of rock
down on the Geg's head.

G ngerly Linbeck touched the side of the dig-clawwith the coralite, his hand
shaking so that it made a ringing sound, |ike the clapper of a bell. It didn't
|l eave a mark. Gritting his teeth, desperation giving himstrength, Linmbeck
bore down hard. The coralite screeched over the netal side of the clawwith a
sound that made Linbeck think his head would split apart. But he had the

sati sfaction of seeing a long scratch mar the claw s snooth unbl em shed
sur f ace.

Still, sonmeone might take that one scratch for an accidental occurrence.

Li mbeck nade another mark on the claw, this one perpendicular to the first.
The di g-cl aw shivered and shook. Linbeck dropped his rock in fright and
scranbl ed backward. The claws were functioning once again. Pausing a nonent,
Li mbeck gazed proudly on his work.

One dig-claw, rising into the storny sky, was marked with the letter L

Dashi ng through the rain, Linbeck returned to his pit. No claws seened likely
to descend on him this time at |least. He clinbed back down the sides and,
reaching the bottom nade hinself as confortable as possible. Pulling the
fabric over his head, he tried not to think about food.

CHAPTER 17
STEPS OF TERREL FEN, LOW REALM

THE DI G CLAWS CARRYI NG THEI R ORE LI FTED BACK UP | NTO THE STORM CLOUDS, ON
their way to the Drevlin dunps. Linbeck, watching them ascend, pondered how
long it might take themto unload the coralite and return for nmore. How | ong
would it take someone to notice his mark? Wuld soneone notice his mark? If
someone did notice his mark, would it be sonmeone friendly to his cause or
would it be a clark? If it was a clark, what was the clark likely to do about
it? If it was a friend, how long would it take to attach the hel p- hand? Wul d
t hat happen before he froze to death or died of starvation?

Such gl oony wonderings were unusual to Linbeck, who was not, ordinarily, a

worrier. Hs disposition was naturally cheerful and optim stic. He tended to
see the best in people. He held no malice toward anyone for his having been
tied to the Feathers of Justick and tossed down here to die. The Hi gh Froman



and the Head C ark had done what they considered to be best for the people. It
wasn't their fault that they believed in those who clainmed to be gods. It was
no wonder that the Froman and his followers didn't believe Linbeck's
story-Jarre herself didn't believe it either

Perhaps it was thinking about Jarre that made Linbeck feel sad and

di scouraged. He had fondly assuned that she, at |east, would believe in his

di scovery that the Wl ves weren't gods. Linbeck, huddling, shivering, in the
bottom of his pit, could still not quite accept the fact that she didn't. This
know edge had nearly ruined his entire execution. Now that the initial
excitement was over and he had nothing to do but wait and hope things went
right and try not to notice that there was an incredi ble nunber of things that
could go wong, Linbeck began to reflect seriously on what woul d happen when
(not if) he was rescued.

"How can they accept nme as their leader if they think | Iie?" Linbeck asked a
stream of water running down the side of the pit. "Why woul d they even want ne
back at all? W' ve always said, Jarre and |, that truth was the nost inportant

virtue, that the quest for truth should be our highest goal. She thinks I've
lied, yet she's obviously expecting me to continue as | eader of our Union

"And when | go back, then what?" Linbeck saw it all clearly, nore clearly than
he'd seen anything in years. "She'll humor me. They all will. Oh, they'll keep
me as head of the Union - after all, the Mangers have judged nme and let ne
live. But they'll knowit's a sham More inportant, |I'll knowit's a sham The
Mangers haven't had a damm thing to do with it. It's Jarre's cl everness that
will bring ne back, and she'll know it and so will 1. Lying! That's what we'l
be doi ng!"

Li mbeck was grow ng increasingly upset. "Ch, sure, we'll get a lot of new
menbers, but they'll be coming to us for the wong reasons! Can you base a
revolution on a lie? No!" The Geg clenched his thick wet fist. "It's like
buil di ng a house on nmud. Sooner or later, it's going to slip out from under
your feet. Maybe I'll just stay down here! That's it! | won't go back

"But that won't prove anything," Linmbeck reflected. "They' |l just think the
Mangers did me in, and that won't help the cause at all. | know 1'll wite
thema note and send it up with the hel p-hand i nstead of going nyself. There
are tier feathers Iying around. | can use those as a pen." He junped to his
feet. "And silt for ink. 'By choosing to stay down here and perhaps dyi ng down
here' - yes, that sounds well - 'I hope to prove to you that what | said about
the Welves was the truth. | cannot |ead those who do not believe nme, those who
have lost faith in ne.' Yes, that's quite good."

Li mbeck tried to sound cheerful, but he found his pleasure in his speech

rapi dly draining. He was hungry, cold, wet, and frightened. The storm was
blowing itself out, and an awful, terrible silence was descendi ng over him
That silence rem nded himof the big silence - the Endl ess Hear Nothing - and
rem nded himthat he was facing that Endl ess Hear Nothing, and he realized
that the death of which he spoke so glibly was Iiable to be a very unpl easant
one.

Then, too, as if death wasn't bad enough, he pictured Jarre receiving his
note, reading it with pursed lips and that winkle which al ways appeared above
her nose when she was di spl eased. He wouldn't even need his spectacles to read
the words of the note she'd send back. He could hear them al ready.

" 'Linbeck, stop this nonsense and get up here this instant!' Ch, Jarre!" he
murmured to himself sadly, "if only you had believed ne. The others woul dn't
have mattered-"



A bone-jarring, teeth-rattling, earth-shaking thud jolted Linmbeck out of his
despair and si mul taneously knocked hi m down.

Lyi ng on his back, dazed, staring up at the top of the pit, he thought: Have
t he di g-cl aws come back? This soon? | don't have ny note witten!

Fl ustered, Linbeck staggered to his feet and stared up into the grayness. The
storm had passed over. It was drizzling rain and foggy, but it was not
[ightninging, hailing, or thundering. He couldn't see the claws descendi ng,
but then, he couldn't see his hand in front of his face. Funbling for his
spect acl es, he put them on and | ooked back up into the sky.

By squinting, he thought he could just barely distinguish numerous fuzzy bl obs
materializing out of the clouds. But if they were the dig-claws, they were far
above himyet, and unl ess one had cone down prenmaturely or fallen-which seened
unlikely, since the Kicksey-Wnsey rarely allowed accidents like that to
happen-the di g-claws coul dn't have been the cause of that trenendous thud.
What, then, was it?

Hurriedly Linbeck began to clinb the sides of the pit. Hs spirits were
rising. He had a "what" or a "why" to investigate!

Reaching the rimof the pit, he peeped cautiously over the edge. At first he
saw not hi ng, but that was because he was | ooking in the wong direction
Turni ng his head, he gasped, marveling.

A brilliant light, shinmrering with nore colors than Linbeck had ever inagined
existed in his gray and netallic world, was stream ng out of a gigantic hole
not more than thirty feet fromhim Never stopping to think that the |ight

m ght be harnful or that whatever had created the hunmongous thud m ght be

| ethal or that the dig-claws m ght be slowy and inevitably descending,

Li mbeck cl anbered up over the edge of the pit and rmade for the light as
swiftly as his short, thick legs would carry his stout body.

There were numerous obstacl es bl ocking his path; the surface of the small isle
was pockmarked with holes dug by the claws. He had to avoid these, as well as
heaps of broken coralite dropped when the dig-claws carried the ore upward.
Maki ng his way up and over and around these took sone tine, as well as

consi derabl e energy. Wen Linbeck finally reached the |ight, he was out of
breath, both fromthe unaccustonmed exertion and from excitenment. For as he
drew nearer, Linbeck could see that the colors in the light were formng

di stinct patterns and shapes.

Intent on the wonderful pictures he could see in the light, Linbeck stunbled
al nrost blindly over the rocky ground and was saved from tunbling headfirst
into the hole by tripping over a chunk of coralite and falling flat on his
face at the hole's edge. Shaken, he put his hand to his pocket to feel if his
spectacl es were broken. They weren't there. After a horrible noment of panic,
he renenbered that they were on his nose. Crawling forward, he stared in
amazenent .

For a nonent, he couldn't see anything but a brilliant, multicol ored,
ever-shifting radiance. Then forms and shapes coal esced. The pictures in the
light were truly fascinating, and Linbeck gazed at themin awe. As he watched
the constantly shifting and changi ng i mages, that portion of his mnd which
continually interrupted i nportant and wonderful thoughts with nundane matters
such as "M nd you don't walk into that wall!", "That pan's hot!", and "Wy
didn't you go before we left?", said to himurgently, "The dig-claws are

com ng down!"



Li mbeck, concentrating on the pictures, ignored it.

He was, he realized, seeing a world. Not his own world, but sonebody el se's
world. It was an incredibly beautiful place. It rem nded himsome, but not
quite, of the pictures he'd seen in the books of the Wl ves. The sky was

bri ght blue-not gray-and it was clear and vast, with only a few puffs of white
sailing across it. Lush vegetation was everywhere, not just in a pot in the

ki tchen. He saw magnificent structures of fantastic design, he saw w de
streets and boul evards, he saw what ni ght have been Gegs, only they were tal
and slender with graceful |inbs

O had he? Linbeck blinked and stared into the light. It was beginning to
fragnment and break apart! The inmages were becomi ng distorted. He | onged for
the people to come back. Certainly, he'd never seen anyone-not even the

Wl ves-who | ooked |i ke what he thought he'd glinpsed in that split second
before the Iight w nked out, then blinked back on, and shifted to another
pi cture.

Trying to make sense of the flickering inmages that were beginning to make his
eyes burn and ache, Linbeck pulled hinself farther over the lip of the hole
and saw the light's source. It was beam ng out of an object at the bottom of
the hol e.

"That was what nade the thunp," said Linbeck, shielding his eyes with his hand
and staring at the object intently. "It fell fromthe sky, like | did. Is it
part of the Kicksey-Wnsey? If so, why did it fall? Wiy is it show ng nme these
pi ctures?"

Why, why, why? Linbeck coul dn't stand not know ng. Never thinking of possible
danger, he crawl ed over the edge of the hole and slid down the side. The
nearer he drew to the object, the easier it was to see it. The light pouring
out of it was diffused upward and was less brilliant and blindi ng approached
fromthis angle.

The Geg was, at first, disappointed. "Wy, it's nothing but a hunk of
coralite,” he said, prodding chunks of it that had broken off. "Certainly the
| argest hunk of coralite |I've ever seen-it's as big as nmy house-and then, too,
I've never known coralite to fall out of the sky."

Slithering closer, displacing small bits of rock that skittered out from under
hi m and went bounci ng down the side of the crater, Linbeck drewin his breath.
Del i ght ed, awed, and astounded, he i medi ately squel ched the nental prod that
was renmi nding him "The dig-claws! The dig-claws!" The coralite was just a
shell, an outer covering. It had cracked open, probably in the fall, and

Li mbeck coul d see inside.

At first he thought it nust be part of the Kicksey-Wnsey, and then he thought
it wasn't. It was nade of netal -like the Kicksey-Wnsey-but the netal body of
t he Ki cksey-W nsey was snmoot h and unbl eni shed. This netal was covered with
strange and bizarre synbols, and it was fromcracks in the metal that the
bright light was streaming. And it was because of the cracks-or so Linmbeck
reasoned-that he couldn't see the conplete picture.

"I'f I open the cracks wi der, then perhaps | could see nore. This is really
exciting!" Reaching the bottom of the crater, Linbeck hurried toward the mnetal
object. It was about four tines taller than he was and-as he'd first

noti ced-as big as his house. G ngerly he reached out his hand and made a swift
tapping nmotion with the tips of his fingers on the netal. It wasn't hot to the
touch-something he'd feared due to the bright light pouring fromit. The netal



was cool, and he was able to rest his hand on it and even trace the synbols
engraved there with his fingers

A strange and omi nous creaking noi se sounded above him and that irritating
part of his brain was shrieking at hi msonething about dig-claws coning down,
but Linmbeck ordered it to shut up and quit bothering him Putting his hand on
one of the cracks, he noticed that the cracks ran all around the synbols but
never intersected one. Linbeck started to tug at the crack to see if he could
widen it.

H s hand seemed reluctant to performits assigned task, however, and Linbeck
knew why. He was suddenly and unpl easantly rem nded of the fallen Welf ship.

"Rotting corpses. But it led ne to the truth.”

The t hought passed through his mnd swift as a heartbeat, and, refusing to |let
hi nsel f think about it further, he gave the metal a good hard tug.

The crack w dened, the entire netal structure began to shiver and trenble.

Li mbeck snatched his hand away and junped backward. But the object was only,
apparently, settling itself nore firmy into the crater, for the novenent
ceased. Cautiously Linbeck approached again, and this time he heard sonet hing.

It sounded |ike a groan. Pressing his ear to the crack, wi shing angrily that
t he creaking sounds of the dig-claws descending fromthe skies would cease so
that he could hear better, Linbeck listened intently. He heard it again,

| ouder, and he had no doubt that there was sonething alive inside the netal
shell, and that it was hurt.

CGegs, even the weak ones, have a trenendous amount of strength in their arns
and upper body. Linbeck put his hands on either side of the crack and pushed
with all his mght. Though they bit into his flesh, the metal sides split w de
open and the Geg was able, after a brief struggle, to squeeze inside.

The Iight had been brilliant out there. In here, it was blinding, and Linbeck
at first despaired of seeing anything. Then he detected the light's source. It
was radiating outward fromthe center of what the Geg had come to think of-by
past association- as a ship. The groani ng sound came from somewhere to the
right, and Linbeck, by using his hand as a shield, was able to bl ock out npst
of the light and search for whatever it was that was in pain.

Li mbeck' s heart junped. "A Welf!" was his first excited thought. "And a live
one at that!" Squatting down beside the figure, the Geg saw a | arge amount of
bl ood beneath the head, but no signs of blood anywhere el se on the body. He

al so sawrather to his disappointnent-that it wasn't a Welf. Linbeck had seen
a human only once before, and that was in pictures in the Wl f books. This
creature | ooked sonething i ke a human, yet not quite. There was one thing
certain, however. The creature, with its great height and thin, muscul ar body,
was definitely one of the so-called gods.

At that noment, the scream ng warnings in Linbeck's brain becane so insistent
that he was forced-reluctantly-to pay attention to them

He | ooked up through the crack in the ship's structure and found hinsel f
staring into the w de-open maw of a dig-claw, directly above him and
descending rapidly. If Linmbeck hurried, he could just manage to escape the
ship before the claw smashed into it.

The god-who-wasn't groaned again.



"I"ve got to get you out of here!" Linbeck said to him

The Gegs are a softhearted race and there is no doubt that Linbeck was noved
by unsel fish considerations in determning to risk his own l[ife to save that
of the god. But it nust also be adnitted that the Geg was noved by the thought
that if he took back a |ive god-who-wasn't, Jarre would have to believe his
story!

Grasping the god by the wists, Linbeck started to pull himacross the
debris-strewn floor of the shattered ship, when he felt-with a shiver-hands
grasp himback. Startled, he | ooked down at the god. The eyes, al nost covered
in a mask of bl ood, were w de open and staring at him The |ips noved.

"What ?" Wth the claw s creaking, Linbeck couldn't hear. "No tine!" He jerked
hi s head upward.

The god's eyes glanced up. His face was twisted in pain, and it was obvious to
Li mbeck that the god was hol ding on to consciousness by a supreme effort. It
seened he recogni zed the danger, but it only made himnore frantic. He
squeezed Linbeck's wists hard; the Geg woul d have brui se marks for weeks.

"M. ..dog!"

Li mbeck stared down at the god. Had he heard right? The Geg gl anced hastily
around the weckage and suddenly saw, right at the god's feet, an ani nal

pi nned beneath twi sted nmetal. Linbeck blinked at it, wondering why he hadn't
seen it before.

The dog was panting and squirmng. It was stuck and couldn't free itself, but
it didn't appear to be hurt and it was obviously trying, in its struggles, to
reach its master, for it paid no attention to Linbeck

The Geg | ooked upward. The claw was coming down with a rapidity that Linbeck
found quite annoyi ng-consi dering how slowy they had descended the last tine
he'd seen them He | ooked fromthe clawto the god to the dog.

"I"'msorry," he said helplessly. "There just isn't tinel"

The god-eyes on the dog-tried to wench his hands fromthe Geg's grip. But the
effort apparently taxed the god's remaining strength, for suddenly the arms
went linmp and the god's head | oll ed back. The dog, looking at its master

whi npered and increased its efforts to free itself.

"I"'msorry," Linbeck repeated to the dog, who paid no attention to him
Gitting his teeth, hearing the sound of the claw com ng closer and cl oser

the Geg pulled the body of the god across the debris-strewn floor. The dog's
struggl es becane frantic, its whinperings changed to yel ps, but that was only-
Li mbeck saw because it was watching its master being taken away and it
couldn't get to him

Alump in his throat that was both pity for the trapped aninal and fear for

hi nsel f, Linbeck heaved and pulled and strained and finally reached the crack
Wth a great effort he dragged the god through. Depositing the Iinp body on
the floor of the crater, Linbeck threw hinself down beside the god just as the
di g-cl aw snmashed into the netal ship.

There was a shattering explosion. The concussion |ifted Linbeck off the ground
and sl anmed himback into it, driving the breath fromhis stout body. Snall
bits of shattered coralite fell down around himlike rain, the sharp edges
biting painfully into his skin. Wen that ceased, all was quiet.



Slow y, dazedly, Linbeck lifted his head. The dig-claw was hangi ng noti onl ess,
probably injured in the expl osion. The Geg | ooked around to di scover what had
happened to the ship, expecting to see it a mass of tw sted w eckage.

Instead, he didn't see it at all. The explosion had destroyed it. No, that
wasn't quite right. There were no pieces of nmetal |ying about; no remant of
the ship remained. It wasn't only destroyed, it had vani shed as though it had
never been!

But there was the god to prove that Linbeck hadn't lost his mnd. The god
stirred and opened his eyes. Gasping in pain, he turned his head, staring
about .

"Dog," he called feebly. "Dog! Here, boy!"

Li mbeck, glancing at the coralite that had been blown to smithereens in the
bl ast, shook his head. He felt unaccountably guilty, though he knew there'd
been no way he coul d have saved the dog and thensel ves.

"Dog!" called the god, and there was a pani cked crack in the voice that made
Li mbeck' s heart ache. Reaching out his hand, he started to try to soothe the
god, fearful that he would do hinself further injury.

"Ah, dog," said the god with a deep, relieved sigh, his gaze fixed on the
pl ace where the ship had been. "There you are! Come here. Come here. That was
quite a ride, wasn't it, boy?"

Li mbeck stared. There was the dog! Dragging itself out of the broken rock, it
hobbl ed, linping on three paws, to its master. Its eyes shining brightly, its
nmout h open in what Linbeck could have sworn was a pleased grin, the dog gave
its master's hand a lick. The god-who-wasn't relapsed i nto unconsci ousness.
The dog, with a sigh and a wiggle, sank down beside its naster, laid its head
on its paws, and fixed its intelligent eyes on Linbeck

CHAPTER 18
THE STEPS OF TERREL FEN, LOW REALM
"I"VE COMVE THI S FAR WHAT DO | DO NOWP"

Li mbeck wi ped his hand over his sweating forehead, rubbed his fingers under
the wire rins of the spectacles that kept slipping down his nose. The god was
in pretty bad shape, or so Linbeck thought, being uncertain as to the physica
properties of gods. That deep gash on the head woul d have been critical in a
CGeg, and Linbeck had no choice but to assune it was critical in a god

"The hel p-hand!"

Li mbeck junmped up and, with a backward gl ance at the comatose god and his very
remar kabl e dog, the Geg scranbled up the side of the crater. Reaching the
edge, he saw all the dig-claws hard at work. The noi se was
ear-splitting-gougi ng and scraping, creaking and screeching: all very
conforting to the Geg. Looking up quickly, ascertaining that there were no
nore di g-cl aws comi ng down, Linmbeck crawl ed out of the crater and ran back to
his own pit.

It was logical to assune that whatever WUPP Geg found the L mark on the
di g-cl aw woul d send down the hel p-hand to the same |ocation or as near as he



or she could get. OF course, there was every possibility that no one had seen
the L, or that they couldn't get the hel p-hand ready in tinme, or countless
other dire Occurrences. Running along, tripping and stunbling over the heaps
of broken coralite, Linmbeck tried to prepare hinself to accept without

di sappoi ntnent the fact that no hel p-hand woul d be there.

But it was.

The wave of relief that broke over Linbeck when he saw the hel p-hand sitting
on the ground right near his pit nearly drowned the Geg. Hi s knees went weak;
he grew | ight-headed and had to sit down a nonent to recover.

Hs first thought was to hurry, for the dig-claws were about to rise again.
Staggering to his feet, he headed back for the crater at a run. His |egs
informed himin no uncertain terns that they were on the verge of rebellion
agai nst this unusual anmount of exercise. Pausing a nmonent for the pain to
subsi de, Linbeck reflected that he probably didn't have to hurry after all.
Surely they wouldn't bring up the hel p-hand until they were certain he was in
it.

The pain drained fromhis | egs but seened to take all his strength with it.
His linmbs felt six tines heavier than normal, and in addition, instead of his
| egs supporting him Linbeck had the distinct inpression that he was draggi ng
them al ong. Wearily, stunbling and falling, he nmade his sl ow way back to the
crater. He slid down the sides alnost reluctantly, certain that, in his
absence, the god-who-wasn't had died.

The god was still breathing, however. The dog, huddl ed as cl osely as possible
next to its master's body, had rested its head on the god's chest, its eyes
keepi ng watch over the pallid, blood-covered face.

The t hought of dragging the god's heavy body up out of the crater and across
the cracked and pitted | andscape sank Linbeck's heart and left his spirits as
heavy as his |egs.

"I can't do it," he nuttered, collapsing next to the god, his head resting on
his propped-up knees. "I don't think ... | can even make it back .

nmysel f1"

H s spectacl es steaned up fromthe vast heat he had worked up. Sweat chilled
on his body. Adding another blow to his already nunb m nd and body, a runble
of thunder indicated a stormbrew ng. Linbeck didn't care. Just as long as he
didn't have to get to his feet again.

"But this god-who-isn't will prove you were right!" nagged that irritating
voice. "At last you will have the power to persuade the Gegs that they've been
del uded, used as slaves. This could be the dawning of a new day for your
people! This could start the revolution!"

The revol ution! Linbeck lifted his head. He couldn't see a thing, due to the
m st over his spectacles, but that didn't matter

He wasn't | ooking at his surroundi ngs anyway. He was back on Drevlin, the CGegs
were cheering him Wat was even nore beautiful, they were doing as he
advi sed.

They were asking "why"!

Li mbeck coul d never afterward clearly recall the next harrowi ng span of tinmne.
He renmenbered that he tore up his shirt to nake a crude bandage to wap around



the head of the god. He remenbered gl anci ng askance at the dog, being
uncertain how the dog would react to anyone noving its master. He renenbered
that the dog licked his hand and | ooked at himwith its |liquid eyes and stood
asi de, watching anxiously as the Geg lifted the Iinp body of the god and began
hauling himup the side of the crater. After that, Linbeck renenbered nothing
but achi ng muscl es and sobbi ng for breath and draggi ng hinmself and the body a
few feet, then collapsing, then crawing forward, then coll apsing, then
struggling on again.

The di g-cl aws went back up into the sky, though the Geg never noticed. The
storm broke, increasing his terror, for he knew that they could not hope to
survive its full fury out in the open. He was forced to renmpove his spectacl es,
and between his myopia, the blinding rain, and the gathering gl oom Linbeck

| ost sight of the hel p-hand. He could only keep traveling in what he hoped was
t he general direction

More than once, Linmbeck thought the god was dead, for the rain chilled the
body, the lips turned blue, the skin ashen. The rain had washed away the
bl ood, and the Geg could see the deep and ugly-1ooking head wound, a thin
trickle of red oozing fromit. But the god still breathed.

Perhaps he is imortal, Linbeck thought dazedly.

The Geg knew that he was | ost. He knew that he had travel ed hal fway across
this blasted isle at |least. They had missed the hel p-hand, or perhaps the

hel p-hand, growing tired of waiting, had gone back up. The storm was

wor seni ng. Lightning flared around them blasting holes in the coralite and
deaf eni ng Li nbeck with the concussive thunder. The wi nd kept himflattened to
t he ground-not that the Geg had the strength to stand. He was about to craw
into a pit and escape the storm (or die, if he was lucky) when he noticed
blearily that the pit he was contenplating was his pit! There was the broken
wooden frame of the wings. And there was the hel p-hand!

Hope lent the Geg strength. He made it to his feet. Buffeted by wi nd, he
nevert hel ess nanaged to drag the god the last few remaining feet. Lowering the
god to the ground, Linbeck opened the door to the gl ass bubble and | ooked
curiously inside.

The hel p-hand had been designed to allow the Gegs to conme to the assistance of
t he di g-cl aws, should that be necessary. Cccasionally a claw got stuck in the
coralite, or broke, or nmal functioned. Wen this occurred, a Geg entered the
hel p- hand and was | owered down onto one of the isles to effect repairs.

The hel p-hand | ooked |ike what it was nanmed-a gi gantic hand nade of netal that
had been severed at the wist. A cable attached to the wist allowed the hand
to be raised and | owered from above. The hand was slightly cupped; thunmb and
fingers forged together, it held in its secure grip a large protective gl ass
bubbl e in which rode the repair Gegs. A hinged door allowed entrance and
egress, and a brass horn, attached to a tube that ran back up the cable,
permtted the Gegs to conmmunicate with those above.

Two stout Gegs could fit confortably inside the glass bubble. The god, being
considerably taller than a Geg, presented a problem Linbeck dragged the god
over to the bubble and thrust himinside. The god's |egs hung out over the
edge. The Geg finally fit in the god, tucking his legs up so that the knees
rested against his chin and folding his arns over his chest. Linmbeck clinbed
in wearily hinself, and the dog junped in after. It would be a tight fit with
all three of them but Linbeck wasn't about to | eave the dog behi nd-not again.
He didn't think he could stand the shock of seeing it come back fromthe dead
a second tine.



The dog curled itself up against the body of its naster. Linbeck, reaching
over the god's linp form struggled against the roaring wind in a futile
effort to shut the glass door. The w nd whi pped around to attack from anot her
direction, and suddenly the door slammed shut on its own, throw ng Linbeck
back agai nst the side of the bubble. For long nonents he lay there, panting
and groani ng.

Li mbeck could feel the hand rock and quake in the storm He had visions of it
br eaki ng, snapping off the cable, and suddenly the Geg wanted only one
thing-to get off this rock. It took a supreme effort of will to nove, but

Li mbeck managed to reach over and grasp the horn

"Up!" he gasped.
No response, and he realized that they nmust not be able to hear him

Drawi ng in a lungful of air, Linbeck closed his eyes and concentrated all his
wani ng strength.

"Up!" he yelled so loudly that the dog sprang to its feet in alarm the god
stirred and groaned.

"Xpl f wuf?" came a voice, the words rattling down the tube |like a handful of
pebbl es.

"Up!" Linmbeck shrieked in exasperation, desperation, and sheer panic.

The hel p-hand gave a trenmendous |urch that woul d have knocked the Geg off his
feet had he been on them As it was, he was already scrunched up against the
side to allowroomfor the god. Slowy, with an al arm ng creaki ng sound,

swi ngi ng back and forth in the gale w nds, the hel p-hand began to rise into
the air.

Trying not to think what woul d happen now if the cabl e snapped, Linbeck |eaned
back agai nst the side of the bubble, dosed his eyes, and hoped he woul dn't be
si ck.

Unfortunately, closing his eyes nade himdizzy. He felt hinmself spinning round
and round, about to fall into a deep black pit.

"This won't do," said Linmbeck shakily. "I can't pass out. |'ve got to explain
to them up above what's going on."

The Geg opened his eyes and-to keep from | ooki ng out-set hinmself to studying
the god. He had, he realized, thought of the creature as male. At least it

| ooked nore like a male Geg than a female Geg, which was all Linmbeck had to go
on. The god's face was rough-cut: a square, cleft chin covered with a stubbly
growm h of beard; firmlips, tightly drawn, tightly closed, never rel axing,
appearing to guard secrets that he would take with himto death. A few fine
lines around the eyes seened to indicate that the god, though not an old man,
was no youngster. The hair, too, added an inpression of age. It was cut
short-very short-and though matted with bl ood and rai n-soaked, Linbeck could
see patches of pure white at the tenples, above the forehead, and around the
back where it grew at the base of the neck. The god's body seened nmade of
not hi ng but bones and muscl e and sinew. He was thin-by Geg standards, too

t hin.

"That's probably why he's wearing so many clothes," said Linbeck to hinself,
trying hard not to | ook out the sides of the bubble, where lightning strikes



were making the stormy night brighter than any day the Gegs, in their sunless
wor |l d, ever knew

The god wore a thick leather tunic over a shirt with a drawstring collar that
encircled his throat. He had wapped a strip of cloth around his neck, the
ends tied in a knot at the base of his throat and thrust into the tunic. The
shirt's long, full sleeves covered his wists; drawstrings held them fast.
Soft | eather trousers were tucked into knee-high boots that fastened up the
sides of the legs with buttons nmade of what appeared to be the horn of sone
animal . Over all this, he wore a long collarless coat with w de sl eeves that
cane to the el bows. The colors of his clothes were drab-browns and whites,
grays and dull black. The fabric was well-worn, frayed in places. The |eather
tunic, trousers, and boots had softened around the body, fitting it like a
second ski n.

Most peculiarly, the god wore rags around his hands. Startled by this, which
he must have noticed, but hadn't thought about until now, Linbeck |ooked at
the god's hands nore closely. The rags were skillfully applied. Wapping
around the wist, they covered the back of the hand and the pal mand were
twi ned around the base of the fingers and thunb.

"Why?" Li nbeck wondered, and reached forward to find out.

The dog's grow was filled with such nenace that Linbeck felt the hair rise on
his head. The aninmal had junped to its feet and was gazing at the Geg with a
| ook that said plainly, "I'd | eave ny master alone, if | were you."

"Right," Linbeck gul ped. He shrank back agai nst the side of the bubble.

The dog gave him an approving glance. Settling itself nore confortably, it
even closed its eyes, as much as to say, "I know you'll behave now, so if
you'll excuse ne, |'Il take a short nap."

The dog was right. Linbeck was going to behave. He was paral yzed, afraid to
nove, al nost scared to breathe.

The practical -m nded CGegs |iked cats. Cats were useful animals who earned
their keep by catching mce and who took care of thenselves. The

Ki cksey-Wnsey liked cats, at least so it was supposed, since it had been the
creators of the Kicksey-Wnsey- the Mangers-who first brought cats down from
the real ms above to dwell with the Gegs. There were, however, few dogs on
Drevlin. Those who kept themwere generally the wealthy Gegs- such as the High
Froman and nenbers of his clan. The dogs were not pets, but were used to
protect the wealth. Gegs would not take each other's lives, but there were a
few who had no aversion at all to taking each other's property.

This dog was different from Geg dogs, which tended to resenble their

owner s-short-I| egged, barrel-chested, with round, thick-nosed, flat faces

and an expression of vicious stupidity. The dog hol di ng Li nbeck at bay was

sl eek-coated and slimbodied. It had a | ongish nose, its face was
exceptionally intelligent, and the eyes were large and liquid brown. Its fur
was a nondescript black with patches of white on the tips of the ears, and
white eyebrows. It was the eyebrows, Linbeck decided, that nade the dog's face
unusual Iy expressive for an aninal.

Such were Linbeck's observations of god and beast. They were detail ed, because
he had a long tinme to study themduring his ride in the hel p-hand back up to
the isle of Drevlin.

And all the time, he couldn't help wondering: Wat? . . . Wy?



CHAPTER 19
LEK, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

JARRE WAl TED | MPATI ENTLY FOR THE Kl CKSEY- W NSEY TO SLOALY AND LABORI QUSLY wi nd
up the cable fromwhich dangl ed the hel p-hand. Cccasionally, if sone other Geg
happened by, she would pull her scarf |ow over her face and stare with intense
and frowning interest at a large round gl ass case in which lived a black arrow
that did practically nothing all its life but hover uncertainly between a
great many bl ack lines all marked with strange and obscure synmbols. The only
thing the Gegs knew about this black arrow known fondly as the

poi nty-finger-was that when it flopped over into the area where the bl ack
lines all turned red, the Gegs ran for their lives.

Thi s night the pointy-finger was behaving, giving no indication that it was
about to unleash blasting gusts of steamthat would parboil any Geg caught

wi thin reach. Tonight everything was fine, just fine. The wheel s were turning,
the gears shifting, the cogs cogging. Cables came up and went down. The

di g-cl aws deposited their | oads of ore into carts pushed by the Gegs, who
dunped the contents into the gigantic maw of the Kicksey-W nsey, which chewed
up the ore, spit out what it didn't want, and digested the rest.

Most of the Gegs working toni ght were nenbers of WUPP. During the day, one of
their crew had sighted the dig-claw with Linmbeck's L on it. By extraordinary
good fortune, the claw belonged to the part of the Kicksey-Wnsey |ocated near
the capital city of Wnbe. Jarre, traveling-with the aid of WJPP nenbers- by
flashraft, had arrived in time to neet her bel oved and renowned | eader

Al the dig-claws had cone up except one which appeared to have broken down on
the isle below. Jarre left her supposed work station and cane over to join the
ot her Gegs, peering anxiously down into the gap-a |arge shaft that had been
bored straight through the corahte isle, opening out onto the sky bel ow
Cccasionally Jarre gl anced around nervously, for she wasn't supposed to be on
this work crew, and if she was caught, there would be a |lot of explaining to
do. Fortunately, other Gegs rarely came into the hel p-hand area, doing so only
if there was trouble with one of the claws. She | ooked up uneasily at the
carts being rolled around on the | evel above her

"Don't worry," said Lof. "If anyone | ooks down here, they' Il just think we're
helping to fix a claw "

Lof was a comely young Geg. He adnmired Jarre inmensely and hadn't been exactly
deeply grieved to hear of Linbeck's execution. Lof squeezed Jarre's hand and
seened inclined to hang on to it, but Jarre needed her hand hersel f and took
it back.

"There it is!" she cried excitedly, pointing down into the gap. "That's it!"
"You mean that thing that just got struck by Iightning?" asked Lof hopefully.
"No!" Jarre snapped. "I mean yes, but it wasn't hit."

They could all see the hel p-hand, clutching its bubble, rising up out of the
gap. Never before had it seened to Jarre that the Kicksey-Wnsey was so sl ow.
Several tinmes she wondered if it hadn't broken down, and | ooked at the giant

wi nder-upper, only to see it crankily w nding away.

And, at length, the hel p-hand rose up into the Kicksey-Wnsey. The



wi nder - upper screeched to a halt, the gap cl osed beneath the hand with a
runble, floor plates sliding across to provide safe footing.

"I't's him 1t's Linbeck!" exclaimed Jarre, who could see a blurry blob through
the glass of the bubble that was streaming with rain.

"I"'mnot sure," said Lof dubiously, still clinging to a fragment of hope.
"Does Linbeck have a tail?"

But Jarre didn't hear. She rushed across the floor before the gap had quite
closed all the way, the other Gegs hastening after her. Reaching the door, she
began to yank on it inpatiently.

"It won't open!" she cried, panicked.
Lof, sighing, reached up and turned the handle.

"Li mbeck!" shrieked Jarre, and junped inside the bubble, only to tunble out
again with undue haste.

There came frominside a | oud and unfriendl y-soundi ng wuff.

The Gegs, noting Jarre's pale face, backed away fromthe bubble.
"What is it?" questioned one.

"A d-dog, | think," stamered Jarre.

"Then it's not Linmbeck?" said Lof eagerly.

A weak voice came from i nside.

"Yes, it's me! The dog's all right. You startled it, that's all. It's worried
about its master. Here, give me a hand. This bubble's a tight fit with all of
us in here.”

Ti ps of fingers could be seen waggling fromthe door. The Gegs gl anced at each
ot her apprehensively and, with one accord, took another step back

Jarre paused expectantly, |ooking for help fromeach Geg in turn. Each Geg, in
turn, | ooked at the wi nder-upper or the munchi ng-chopper or the
runbl e-fl oor-anywhere but at the bubble that had wuffed.

"Hey, help nme get out of this thing!" shouted Linbeck.

Her |ips pursed together in a straight line that boded no good for anyone,
Jarre marched up to the bubble and inspected the hand. It |ooked |ike

Li mbeck' s hand-ink stains and all. Somewhat gingerly she grasped hold of it
and tugged. Lof's hopes were dashed, once and for all, when Linbeck-face
flushed and sweating-appeared in the doorway.

"Hul l o, mmy dear," said Linbeck, shaking hands with Jarre, conpletely ignoring,
in his distraction, that she had held her face up to be kissed. Stepping out
of the bubble, he imediately turned back around and appeared to be entering
it again.

"Here, now help me get himout,"
wei rdly.

he called frominside, his voice echoing

"Who's hin?" asked Jarre. "The dog? Can't it get out by itsel f?"



Li mbeck turned around to beamat them "A god!" he said triunmphantly. "I've
br ought back a god!"

The Gegs stared at himin amazed and suspici ous sil ence.

Jarre was the first to recover her power of speech. "Linbeck," she said
sternly, "was that really necessary?"

"Why, uh . . . yes! Yes, of course!" he answered, sonewhat taken aback. "You
didn't believe ne. Here, help nme get himout. He's hurt."

"Hurt?" demanded Lof, seeing, once nore, hope glimer. "How can a god be
hurt ?"

"Aha!" shouted Linbeck, and it was such a nighty and powerful "Aha" that poor
Lof was bl own off the track and was conpletely, finally, and forever out of
the race. "That's my point!" Linbeck vani shed back into the bubble.

There was sone difficulty with the dog, which was standing in front of its
master and grow i ng. Linbeck was nore than a little concerned at this. He and
t he dog had devel oped an understanding on the ride up in the bubble. But this
under st andi ng- that Linmbeck would remain unnmoving in his corner and the dog
wouldn't rip out his throat-didn't seemlikely to be useful in placating the
ani mal and persuading himto nove. "N ce doggy's" and "There's a good boy's"
didn't get himanywhere. Desperate, fearful his god would die, Linbeck
attenpted to reason with the beast.

"Look," he said, "we don't want to hurt him We want to help him And the only
way we can help himis to get himout of this contraption and to a place where
he'll be safe. W' Il take very good care of him | pronise." The dog's
grow i ng | essened; the animal was watching the Geg with what appeared to be
wary interest. "You can come along. And if anything happens that you don't
like, then you can rip out ny throat!"

The dog cocked his head to one side, ears erect, listening intently. Wen the
Geg concl uded, the dog regarded himgravely.

"Il give you a chance, but renenber that | still have ny teeth.

"It says it's all right," shouted Li mbeck happily.
"What says?" denmanded Jarre when the dog, junping lightly out of the bubble,
| anded on the floor at Linbeck's feet.

The Gegs instantly scranmbled for cover, dodgi ng behind those parts of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey that seened |likely to be proof against sharp fangs. Only Jarre
hel d her ground, determi ned not to desert the man she | oved, no matter what

t he danger. The dog wasn't the least bit interested in the quivering Gegs,
however. Its attention was centered conpletely on its naster

"Here!" panted Linbeck, tugging at the god's feet. "You get this end, Jarre.
"Il take his head. There, carefully. Carefully. That's got him | think."

Havi ng braved the dog, Jarre felt equal to anything, even hauling gods around
by their feet. Casting a withering glance at her cowardly conpatriots, she
grasped hold of the god' s |eather boots and tugged. Linbeck guided the linp
body out of the bubble, catching hold of the shoul ders when they appeared.
Toget her the Gegs eased the god onto the floor



"Ch, my," said Jarre softly, her fear forgotten in pity. She touched the gash
on his head with a gentle hand. Her fingers cane away covered w th bl ood.
"He's hurt awfully bad!"

"I know, " said Linmbeck anxiously. "And | had to handl e himkind of roughly,
draggi ng himout of his ship before the dig-claw smashed himto bits."

"His skin's icy cold. His Iips are blue. If he were a Geg, |'d say he was
dyi ng. But maybe gods are supposed to | ook like that."

"I don't think so. He didn't look like that when | first saw him just after
his ship crashed. Ch, Jarre, he just can't diel"

The dog, hearing the conpassion in Jarre's voice and seeing her touch his
mast er soot hingly, gave her hand a swipe with his tongue and | ooked up at her
wi th pl eadi ng brown eyes.

Jarre was startled at first at feeling the wet slurp, then rel axed. "Wy,
there, don't worry. It's going to be all right," she said softly, reaching out
and timdly giving the aninmal a pat on the head. He suffered her to do so,
flattening his ears and waggi ng his bushy tail ever so slightly.

"Do you think it will be?" asked Linbeck in deep concern

"OfF course! Look, his eyelids are noving." Briskly Jarre swng around and
began giving orders. "The first thing to do is get himsomepl ace warm and
qui et where we can take care of him It's alnost time for scrift change. W
don't want anyone to see him"

"We don't?" interrupted Linbeck

"No! Not until he's well and we're ready to answer questions. This will be a
great nmoment in the history of our people. W don't want to spoil it by
rushing into anything. You and Lof go get a litter-"

"Alitter? The god won't fit on a litter," Lof pointed out sulkily. "H's
legs'|l hang over the edge and his feet'|ll drag the floor!"

"That's true." Jarre wasn't accustomed to dealing with a person whose body was
so |l ong and narrow. She paused, frowning, when suddenly a cl angi ng gong
soundi ng very loudly caused her to glance around in alarm "Wat's that?"
"They're going to be opening the floor!" Lof gasped.

"What floor?" inquired Linbeck curiously.

"This floor!" Lof pointed at the nmetal plates beneath their feet.

"Why? Ch, | see." Linbeck | ooked upward at the dig-claws that had dunped their
| oad and were being readied to descend into the gap to fetch up anot her

"We've got to get out of here!" Lof said urgently. Sidling up to Jarre, he
whi spered, "Let the god stay. Wen the floor opens, he'll drop back into the
air where he cane from H's dog too."

But Jarre wasn't paying attention. She was watching the carts trundl e al ong
over head.

"Lof!" she said excitedly, grabbing hold of himby his beard and yanki ng-a
habit she had acquired when dealing with Linbeck and one she found difficult



to break. "Those carts! The god will fit inside one of those! Hurry! Hurry!"

The floor was beginning to vibrate onmi nously, and anything was better than
havi ng his beard pulled out by the roots. Lof nodded and ran off with the
other Gegs to acquire an enpty cart.

Jarre wapped the god snugly in her own cloak. She and Linbeck dragged him
away fromthe center of the floor, as close to the edge as they could possibly
get. By this tine, Lof and conmpany had returned with the cart, rolling it down
the steep ranp that connected the bottomlevel with the one above. The gong
sounded agai n. The dog whined and barked. Either the noise hurt its ears or it
sensed the danger and was urging the Gegs on. (Lof insisted it was the first.
Li mbeck argued it was the second. Jarre ordered themboth to shut up and
wor k. )

Bet ween them the Gegs managed to drag the body of the god into the cart.
Jarre swaddl ed the god's injured head in Lof's cloak (Lof seemed inclined to
protest, but a smack on the cheek delivered by a nervous and exasperated Jarre
brought hi m around). The gong sounded a third tine. Cables creaking and
screeching, the dig-claws began to descend. The floor runbled and started to
open. The Gegs, all but losing their footing, lined up in back of the cart and
gave a great heave. The cart leapt forward and rolled up the ranp, the Gegs
sweating and straining behind it, the dog running around their feet and

ni pping at their heels.

Gegs are strong, but the cart was made of iron and quite heavy, not to nention
that it had the added weight of the god inside. It had never been intended to
travel a ranp used mainly by Gegs, and it was far nmore inclined to roll down
the ranp than up it.

Li mbeck, noting this, had vague thoughts of weight, inertia, and gravity and
woul d have undoubt edly devel oped anot her | aw of physics had he not been in
dire peril of his life. The fl oor was gapi ng wi de open beneath them the

di g-cl aws were thundering down into the void, and there cane one particularly
tense noment when it seemed that the Gegs couldn't hold on and that the cart
must win and end up carrying Gegs, god, dog, and all into the gap

"Now, once nore, together!" grunted Jarre. Her stout body was braced agai nst
the cart, her face fiery red fromthe exertion. Linbeck, beside her, wasn't
much hel p, being naturally weak anyway and further weakened by his grueling
experience. But he was valiantly doing what he could. Lof was flaggi ng and
seemed about to give up

"Lof," gasped Jarre, "if it starts to roll back, put your foot under the
wheel I'"

This command from his | eader gave Lof, who was naturally flat-footed but saw
no reason to carry it to extremes, extra incentive. Strength renewed, he put
his shoulder to the cart, gritted his teeth, shut his eyes, and gave a m ghty
shove. The cart surged forward with such force that Linbeck fell to his knees
and slid hal fway down the ranp before he could nanage to stop hinself. The
cart popped over the top of the ranp. The Gegs tunbl ed, exhausted, to the
floor of the upper level, and the dog licked Lof's face-much to that Geg's
consternation. Linbeck crawl ed up the ranmp on his hands and knees and,
reaching the top, sank down in a swoon.

"This is all | need!"™ Jarre nuttered in exasperation

"I"'mnot hauling himaround too!" protested Lof bitterly. He was beginning to
think that his father had been right and that he shoul d never have invol ved



hinself in politics.

A vicious tug on his beard and a sound smack on the cheek brought Linbeck to
sem - consci ousness. He began babbling sonet hing about inclines and pl anes, but
Jarre told himto keep quiet and nake hinmsel f useful by picking up the dog and
hiding it in the cart with its master

"And tell it to keep quiet, too!" Jarre conmanded.

Li mbeck' s eyes opened so wide that it seenmed they might fall out of his head.
"M nme? P-pick up th-that-"

But the dog, seemi ng to understand, solved the problemby junmping lightly into
the cart, where it curled up at its master's feet.

Jarre took a peep at the god and reported that he was still alive and | ooked
somewhat better now that he was wapped up in the cloaks. The Gegs covered his
body with small chunks of coralite and various debris that the Kicksey-W nsey
let fall fromtime to tinme, tossed a gunnysack over the dog, and headed the
cart for the nearest exit.

No one stopped them No one demanded to know why they were shoving an ore cart
t hrough the tunnels. No one wanted to know where they were going or what they
were going to do once they got there. Jarre, grinning wearily, said it was al
for the best. Linbeck, sighing, shook his head and pronounced this |ack of
curiosity a sad conmrentary on his people.

CHAPTER 20
LEK, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

IN THE LABYRI NTH, A MAN MUST HONE HI S I NSTI NCTS TO A FINE, SHARP PO NT, AS
sharp as any bl ade of knife or sword, for the instincts, too, are weapons of
sel f-preservation and are oftentines as valuable as steel. Struggling to
regai n consci ousness, Haplo instinctively kept hinmself fromrevealing that he
was conscious. Until he could regain conplete control of every faculty, he |ay
perfectly still and unnmoving, stifled a groan of pain, and firmy resisted the
overwhel mi ng i mpul se to open his eyes and | ook at his surroundi ngs.

Pl ay dead. Many tinmes, an eneny will let you al one.

Voi ces swamin and out of his hearing. Mentally he grasped at them but it was
i ke snagging fish with bare hands. They darted anong his fingers; he could
touch them but never quite catch hold. They were | oud, deep voices, sounding
quite clearly over a roaring thruming that seened to be all around him even
inside of him for he could swear he could feel his body vibrating. The voices
were some di stance away and sounded as if they were arguing, but they weren't
being violent about it. Haplo did not feel threatened and he rel axed.

"I"'ve fallen in with Squatters, seem ngly.

it."

The boy's still alive. Got a nasty crack on the head, but he'll make

"The other two? | suppose they're his parents.”

"Dead. Runners, by the |ooks of them Snhogs got them of course. | guess they
t hought the kid too little to bother with."

"Naw. Shogs don't care what they kill. I don't think they ever knew the kid



was there. He was well-hidden in those bushes. |If he hadn't groaned, we never
woul d' ve heard him It saved his life this time, but it's a bad habit. W'l
have to break himof it. My guess is the parents knew they were in trouble.
They clouted the kid a good one to keep him quiet and hid himaway, then tried
to |l ead the snogs away fromhim™

"Lucky thing for the kid it was snogs and not dragons. Dragons woul d' ve
sniffed himout."

"What's his name?"

The boy felt hands run over his body, which was naked except for a strip of
soft leather tied around his loins. The hands traced a pattern of tattoos that
began at his heart, extending across his chest, down his stomach and legs to
the tops of his feet but not the soles, down his arms to the back of his hands
but not the fingers or the palnms, up his neck but not on the head or face.

"Hapl o," said the man, reading the runes over the heart. "He was born the tine
the Seventh Gate fell. That woul d make hi m about nine."

"Lucky to have lived this long. | can't imagine Runners trying to nake it,
saddled with a kid. W better be getting out of here. Dragons'll be snelling

t he bl ood before | ong. Cone on, boy. Wake up. On your feet. W can't carry
you. Here, you, awake now? All right." Gabbing himby the shoul der, the man
took Haplo to stand besi de the hacked and mangl ed bodi es of his parents. "Look
at that. Remenber it. And renenber this. It wasn't snogs that killed your
father and nother. It was those who put us in this prison and left us to die.
Who are they, boy? Do you know?" H's fingers dug into Haplo's flesh.

"The Sartan," answered Hapl o thickly.
"Repeat it."

"The Sartan!" he cri ed.

"Right, never forget that, boy. Never forget.

Hapl o floated again to the surface of consciousness. The roaring, druming
sound whooshed and thunped around hi m but he could hear voices over it, the
same voi ces he vaguely renenbered hearing earlier, only now there seened to be
fewer of them He tried to concentrate on their words, but it was inpossible.
The throbbing pain in his head stanmped out every spark of rational thought. He
had to end the pain.

Cautiously Hapl o opened his eyes a crack and peered out between the |ashes.
The light of a single candle, placed sonme-where near his head, did not
illumnate his surroundings. He had no i dea where he was, but he could manage
to make out that he was al one.

Slowy Haplo lifted his left hand and was bringing it near his head when he
saw that it was swathed in strips of cloth. Menory glinmrered, shining a feeble
ray of light into the darkness of pain that surrounded him

Al the nore reason to rid hinmself of this debilitating injury.

Gitting his teeth, noving with el aborate care so as not to make the slightest
sound, Hapl o reached across with his right hand and tugged at the cloth
covering the left. Wapped in between the fingers, it did not come conpletely
| oose but gave way enough so that the back of the left hand was partially
exposed.



The skin was covered with tattoos. The whirls and whorls, curls and curves,
were done in colors of red and blue and were seemingly fanciful in nature and
design. Yet each sigil had its separate and speci al neani ng, which, when
conbined with other sigla that they touched, expanded into meani ng upon
meaning. [9] Prepared to freeze his notion at the barest hint that someone
was wat ching him Haplo raised his armand pressed the back of his hand upon
the gash in his forehead.

The circle was joined. Warnmh streamed fromhis hand to his head, flowed
through his head to his arm fromhis armback to his hand. Sleep would
follow, and while his body rested, pain would ease, the wound woul d cl ose,
internal injuries would be heal ed, conplete nmenory and awareness woul d be
restored on his awaking. Wth his waning strength, Haplo arranged the cloth so

that it covered his hand. Hs armfell linply, striking a hard surface beneath
him A cold nose thrust into his palm... a soft nuzzle rubbed agai nst his
fingers.

Spear in hand, Haplo faced the two chaodyn. His only enpti on was anger-a
fiery, raging fury that burned up fear. He was within sight of his goal. The
Last Gate was visible on the horizon. To reach it, he had only to cross a vast
open prairie that had | ooked enpty when he reconnoitered. He should have
known. The Labyrinth would never let himescape. It would hurl every weapon it
had in its possession at him But the Labyrinth was smart. Its mal evol ent
intelligence had fought against the Patryns for a thousand years before a few
had been able to gain the skills to conquer it. Twenty-five gates [10] Haplo
had lived and fought, only to be defeated in the end. For there was no way he
could win. The Labyrinth had allowed himto get well into the enpty prairie

wi t hout so nuch as a single tree or boulder on which to set his back. And it
had pitted hi magai nst two chaodyn.

Chaodyn are deadly foes. Bred of the insane magic of the Labyrinth, the

intelligent giant insectlike creatures are skilled in the use of all weapons
(these two were using broadswords). Tall as a man, with a hard bl ack-shelled
body, bul bous eyes, four arms, and two powerful back |egs, a chaodyn can be
killed- everything in the Labyrinth can be killed. But in order to slay one,
you have to hit it directly in the heart, destroying it instantly. For if it

lives, even a second, it will cause a drop of its own blood to spring into a
copy of itself, and the two of them whole and undamaged, will continue the
fight.

Hapl o faced two of these, and he had only one rune-narked spear and his
hunti ng dagger left. If his weapons m ssed their mark and wounded his opponent
he woul d face four chaodyn. M ssing again, he would face eight. No, he could
not win.

The two chaodyn were noving, one drifting off to Haplo's right, the other to
his left. Wien he attacked one, the other would strike himfrom behind. The
Patryn's only chance would be to kill the first outright with his spear, then
turn and fight the other.

This strategy in mnd, Haplo backed up, feinting first toward one, then the
other, forcing themto keep their distance. They did so, toying with him
knowi ng that they had him for chaodyn enjoy playing with their victins and
will rarely kill outright if there is a chance they can have sone sport.

Anger ed beyond rational thought, no | onger caring whether he lived or died,
wanting only to strike out at these creatures and, through them at the
Labyrinth, Haplo called on a lifetine of fear and despair and used the
strength of his rage and frustration to power his throw The spear flew from



hi s hand; he shouted after it the rune calls that would send it flying swft
and straight to his eneny. H s aimwas good, the spear tore through the
i nsect's black carapace, and it fell backward, dead before it hit the ground.

A flash of pain shot through Haplo. Gasping in agony, he wenched his body
aside and whirled to face his other foe. He could feel his blood, warm agai nst
his chill skin, flow fromthe wound. The chaodyn cannot use the rune nagic,

but | ong experience battling the Patryns has given themthe know edge of where
the tattooed body is vulnerable to attack. The head is the best target. This
chaodyn, however, had stabbed its sword into Hapl o's back. Ooviously the

i nsect did not want to kill him not yet.

Hapl o' s spear was gone. It was hunting dagger agai nst broadsword. Haplo could
either run in under the chaodyn's guard and strike directly for the heart or
he could risk a throw Hi s knife- used for skinning, honing, cutting-did not
have runes of flight inscribed upon it. If he mssed, he would be weaponl ess
and probably facing two foes. But he had to end the battle soon. He was | o0sing
bl ood and he | acked a shield with which to parry the chaodyn's sword bl ows.

The chaodyn, realizing Haplo's dilemma, swng its huge blade. Ainming for the
left arm the insect tried to cut it off- disabling its eneny but not yet
killing. Haplo saw t he bl ow com ng and dodged as best he could, turning to
meet it with his shoulder. The bl ade sank deep, bone crunched. The pain nearly
made Hapl o black out. He could no |longer feel his left hand, let alone use it.

The chaodyn fell back, recovering, getting itself into position for the next
strike. Haplo gripped his dagger and fought to see through a red haze that was
fast dimming his vision. He didn't care about his |life anynore. Hi s hatred had
gai ned control. The | ast sensation he wanted to feel before his death was

sati sfaction in knowi ng he had taken his eneny with him

The chaodyn lifted the bl ade again, preparing to | aunch another torturing bl ow
at its helpless victim Calmw th despair, lost in a stupor that was not
entirely feigned, Haplo waited. He had a new strategy. It neant he would die,
but so would his foe. The insect arm swing back, and at the same nonent, a

bl ack shape | eapt out from sonewhere behind Haplo and | aunched itself straight
at the chaodyn.

Confused by this sudden and unexpected attack, the chaodyn gl anced away from
Haplo to see what was conming at it, and, in so doing, shifted the angle of its
sword thrust to nmeet this new foe. Haplo heard a pain-filled yel p, a whinper,
and had the vague inpression of a furry body falling to the ground. He didn't
pay any attention to what it had been. The chaodyn, lowering its arns to
strike at the new threat, had left its chest exposed. Haplo ai med his dagger
straight for the heart.

The chaodyn saw its danger and attenpted to recover, but Haplo had conme in too
cl ose. The insect creature's sword sliced into the Patryn's side, glancing off
his ribs. Haplo never felt it. He drove his dagger into the chaodyn's chest
with such force that they both toppled over backward and crashed to the
ground.

Rolling off the body of his eneny, Haplo did not bother to try to stand. The
chaodyn was dead. Now he, too, could die and find peace, like so many others
before him The Labyrinth had won. He had fought it, though. Even to the end.

Haplo lay on the ground and let his life seep out of his body. He could have
tried to heal hinmself, but that would have required effort, novenment, nore
pain. He didn't want to nove. He didn't want to hurt anynore. He yawned,
feeling sleepy. It was pleasant to lie here and know that soon he woul dn't



have to fight ever again.

A | ow whi ni ng sound caused himto open his eyes, not so nuch in fear as in
irritation that he wasn't going to be allowed to die in peace. Turning his
head slightly, he saw a dog. So that Was the black furry thing that had
attacked the chaodyn. Where had it conme fron? Presumably it had been out in
the prairie, perhaps hunting, and had come to his aid.

The dog crouched on its belly, head between its paws. Seeing Hapl o | ooki ng at
it, the dog whined again and, dragging itself forward, made an attenpt to lick
the man's hand. It was then that Haplo saw the dog was hurt.

Bl ood flowed froma deep gash in the aninmal's body. Haplo recalled vaguely
hearing its cry and the whinper when it fell. The dog was staring at him
hopeful | y, expecting-as dogs do- that this human would care for it and make
the terrible pain it was suffering go away.

"I"'msorry," Haplo munbled drowsily. "I can't help you. | can't even help
nmysel f."

The dog, at the sound of the man's voice, feebly wagged its bushy tail and
continued to regard himw th conplete, trusting faith.

"Go off and die sonewhere el se!" Haplo nade an abrupt, angry gesture. Pain
tore through his body, and he cried out in agony. The dog gave a small bark
and Haplo felt a soft muzzle nudge his hand. Hurt as it was, the animal was
of feri ng hi m synpat hy.

And then Hapl o, glancing over half-irritably, half-conforted, saw that the
injured dog was struggling to rise to its feet. Standing unsteadily, the dog
fixed its gaze on the line of trees behind them It |icked Haplo's hand once
nore, then set off, linmping feebly, for the forest.

It had mi sunderstood Haplo's gesture. It was going to try to go for hel p-help
for him

The dog didn't get very far. Winpering, it nmanaged to take two or three
faltering steps before it collapsed. Pausing a nonent to rest, the anim
tried again.

"Stop it!" Haplo whispered. "Stop it! It's not worth it!"

The animal, not understanding, turned its head and | ooked at the man as if to
say, "Be patient. | can't go very fast but | won't let you down."

Sel fl essness, conpassion, pity-these are not considered by the Patryns to be
virtues. They are faults belonging to | esser races who cover for these

i nherent weaknesses by exalting them Haplo was not flawed. Ruthless, defiant,
burning with hatred, he'd fought and battled his way through the Labyrinth,
solitary and al one. He had never asked for help. He had never offered it. And
he had survived, where many others had fallen. Until now.

"You're a coward,"” he said to himself. "This dunb animal has the courage to
fight to live, and you give up. Wiat's nore, you will die owing. Die with a
debt on your soul, for, like it or not, that dog saved your life."

No tender feeling caused Haplo to reach across with his right hand and grasp
his useless left. It was shanme and pride that drove him

"Come here!" he commanded the dog.



The dog, too weak to stand, crawmed on its belly, leaving a trail of blood in
t he grass behi nd.

Gitting his teeth, gasping, crying out against the pain, Haplo pressed the
sigil on the back of his hand against the dog's torn flank. Letting it rest
there, he placed his right hand on the dog's head. The healing circle was
formed; Haplo saw, with his fading vision, the dog's wound cl ose.

"I'f he recovers, we'll take himto the H gh Froman and offer him proof that
what | said was true! W'll show himand our people that the Wlves aren't
gods! CQur people will see that they' ve been used and lied to all these years."

"I'f he recovers,” nmurmured a softer fermale voice. "He's hurt really bad,

Li mbeck. There's that deep gash on the head, and he may be hurt sonepl ace el se
too. The dog won't let nme get close enough to find out. Not that it matters.
Head injuries as bad as that al nost always |ead to death. You renenber when
Hal Hammernail missed a step on the pussyfoot and tunbl ed down-"

"I know. | know," cane the discouraged reply. "Ch, Jarre, he just can't die!
want you to hear all about his world. It's a beautiful place, like | sawin
t he books. Wth clear blue sky and a bright shining |ight beam ng down, and
wonderful tall buildings as big as the Ki cksey-W nsey-"

"Li mbeck," said the female voice sternly, "you didn't happen to hit your head,
did you?"

"No, my dear. | saw them 1| truly did! Just like | saw the dead gods. |'ve
brought proof, Jarre! Why won't you believe nme?"

"Ch, Linbeck, | don't know what to believe anynore! | used to see everything
so clearly-all black and white, with clean, sharp edges. | knew exactly what |
want ed for our people- better living conditions, equal share in the Wlf's
pay. That was all. Stir up a little trouble, put pressure on the H gh Froman,

and he'd be forced to give in eventually. Now everything's a nmuddle, all gray
and confusing. You're tal king about revolution, Linbeck! Tearing down
everything we've believed in for hundreds of years. And what do you have to
put inits place?"

"W have the truth, Jarre."

Hapl o smiled. He had been awake and |listening for about an hour now. He
under st ood t he basi c | anguage-though these beings called thensel ves "CGegs," he
recogni zed the tongue as a derivative of one known on the Ad Wrld as
dwarven. But there were a great many things they said that he didn't
understand. For exanple, what was this Kicksey-Wnsey that they spoke of with
such reverent awe? That was why he'd been sent here. To learn. To keep eyes
and ears open, nouth shut, and hands off.

Reachi ng down on the floor beside his bed, Haplo scratched the dog' s head,
reassuring the aninmal that he was well. This journey through Death Gate had
not started out exactly as planned. Somewhere, somehow, his liege lord had
made serious m scal cul ati ons. The runes had been mi saligned. Haplo had
realized the nmistake too late. There had been little he could do to prevent
the crash, the resultant destruction of his ship.

The realization that he was now trapped on this world did not unduly worry
Hapl o. He had been trapped in the Labyrinth and escaped. After that
experience, on an ordinary world such as this, he would be-as his lord
said-"invincible." Haplo had only to play his part. Somehow, after he'd done



what he canme to do, he would find a way back
"I thought | heard sonething."

Jarre entered the room bringing with her a flood of soft candlelight. Haplo
squi nted, blinking up at her. The dog growl ed and started to junp up, but it
lay still at its master's stealthy, conmandi ng touch

"Li nbeck!" Jarre cried
"He's dead!" The stout Geg came hurrying anxiously into the room

"No, no, he's not!" Sinking down beside the bed, Jarre reached out a trenbling
hand toward Hapl o' s forehead. "Look! The wound's heal ed! Conpletely. Not...not
even a scar! Onh, Linbeck! Maybe you' re wong! Maybe this being truly is a
god!"

"No," said Haplo. Propping hinmself up on one el bow, he gazed intently at the
startled Gegs. "I was a slave." He spoke slowly in a | ow voice, funbling for
words in the thick dwarven tongue. "Once | was as you are now. But ny people
triunphed over their masters and | have conme to help you do the sane."

CHAPTER 21
PITRIN' S EXILE, M D REALM

THE JOURNEY ACRCSS PITRIN S EXI LE WAS EASI ER THAN HUGH HAD ANTI Cl PATED.
Bane kept up ganely, and when he did tire, he tried very hard not to show it.
Al fred wat ched the boy anxi ously, and when the prince began to show signs of
being footsore, it was the chanberl ain who announced that he hinself could not
proceed another step. Alfred was, in fact, having a rmuch nore difficult tine
of it than his small charge. The man's feet seened possessed of a will of
their own and were continually going off on sone divergent path, stunbling

i nto nonexi stent holes or tripping over twigs invisible to the eye.

Consequently, they did not make very good time. Hugh did not push them did
not push hinmself. They were not far fromthe wooded inlet on the isle's edge,
where he kept his ship noored, and he felt a reluctance to reach it-a
reluctance that angered him but one for which he refused to account.

The wal ki ng was pl easant, for Bane and Hugh, at least. The air was cold, but
the sun shone and kept the chill frombeing bitter. There was little w nd.
They met nore than the usual number of travelers on the road, taking advantage
of this brief spell of good weather to nake whatever pressing journeys had to
be made during the winter. The weather was also fine for raiding, and Hugh
noted that everyone kept one eye on the road and one on the sky, as the saying
went .

They saw three of the dragon-headed, sail-w nged el ven ships, but they were
far distant, traveling to sone unknown destination on the kiratrack side. That
same day, a flight of fifty dragons passed directly overhead. They could see

t he dragonknights in their saddles, the bright winter sun gleam ng off helm
and breastplate, javelin and arrow tips. This detail had a wi zardess with
them flying in the center, surrounded by knights. She carried no visible
weapons, only her magic, and that was in her mnd. The dragonkni ghts were
headed toward the kiratrack as well. The elves weren't the only ones who woul d
t ake advant age of clear, wi ndless days.

Bane watched the el ven ships with w de-eyed, opennouthed, boyish awe. He had



never seen one, he said, and was bitterly disappointed that they didn't cone
closer. A scandalized Alfred had, in fact, been forced to restrain Hs

H ghness frompulling off his hood and using it as a flag to wave themthis
direction. Travelers along the road had not been at all anmused by this stunt.
Hugh took grimdelight in watching the peasants scatter for cover before

Al fred managed to put a danper on Hi s H ghness's enthusiasm

That night, as they gathered around the fire after their frugal meal, Bane
went over to sit beside Hugh, instead of his usual place near the chanberl ain.
Squatting down, he made hinself confortable.

"WIl you tell ne about the elves, Sir Hugh?"

"How do you know I have anything to tell?" Hugh fished his pipe and the pouch
of sterego out of his pack. Leaning back against a tree, his -feet stretched
out to the flames, he shook the dried fungus out of the |eather pouch and into
the round, smooth bow .

Bane gazed not at the assassin but at a point sonewhere to Hugh's right, over
his shoulder. H's blue eyes lost their focus. Hugh thrust a stick into the
fire and used it to light his pipe. Puffing on it, he watched the boy with
idle curiosity.

"I see a great battle," said Bane dreamily. "I see elves and nmen fighting and
dying. | see defeat and despair, and then | hear nmen singing and there is
joy."

Hugh sat still for so long that his pipe went out. Alfred shifted position

unconfortably and put his palmon a hot coal. Stifling a cry of pain, he wung
his injured hand.

"Your Highness," he said miserably, "I have told you-"

"No, never mind." Casually Hugh knocked the ash out of his pipe, filled it,
and lit it again. He puffed on it slowy, his gaze fixed on the boy. "You just
described the Battle of Seven Fields."

"You were there," said Bane.

Hugh blew a thin trail of snoke into the air. "Yes, and so was nearly every
ot her human nmal e near ny age, including your father, the king." Hugh took a
long drag on the pipe. "If this is what you're calling clairvoyance, Al fred,
|'ve seen better acts in a third-rate inn. The boy nust have heard the story
fromhis father a hundred tines."

Bane's face underwent a swift and startling change-the happi ness di ssol ved
into stark, searing pain. Biting his lips, he |lowered his head and brushed his
hand across his eyes.

Al fred fixed Hugh with an odd | ook-one that was al nost pleading. "I assure
you, Sir Hugh, that this gift of Hs High-ness's is quite real and should not
be taken lightly. Bane, Sir Hugh does not understand nagic, that is all. He is
sorry. Now, why don't you get yourself a sweetnelt fromthe pack."

Bane | eft Hugh's side, going over to the chanmberlain's pack to find his treat.

Al fred pitched his voice for Hugh's ears alone. "It's just . . . You see, sir,
the king never really talked that much to the boy. King Stephen was never
quite ... uh ... confortable in Bane's presence."

No, Hugh mused, Stephen nust not have found it pleasant to look into the face



of his shanme. Perhaps, in the boy's features, the king saw a man he-and his
gueen-knew all too well.

The gl ow of the pipe died. Knocking out the ashes, Hugh found a small tw g
and, splitting the end with his dagger, thrust it into the bow and attenpted
to clean out the bl ockage. He cast a gl ance at the boy and saw Bane stil
rummagi ng t hrough the pack

"You really believe this kid can do what he cl ai ms-sees pictures in the
air-don't you?"

"He can!" Alfred assured himearnestly. "I have seen himdo it too many tines
to doubt. And you must believe it too, sir, or else ..."

Hugh, pausing in his work, |ooked up at Al fred.
"Or else? That sounds very much like a threat."

Al fred cast his eyes down. H s hurt hand nervously plucked the | eaves off a
cupplant. "I ... | didn't mean it-"

"Yes, you did." Hugh knocked the pipe on a rock. "It wouldn't have anything to
do with that feather he wears, would it? The one given himby a nysteriarch?"

Al fred went livid, becom ng so pale Hugh was half-afraid he mght faint again.
The chamberl ain swal | owed several tines before he found his voice. "I don't-"

A snapping branch interrupted him Bane was returning to the fire. Hugh saw
Al fred cast the boy the grateful glance of a drowning nan who has been tossed
a rope.

The prince, absorbed in enjoying his sweetnelt, didn't notice. He threw
hi nsel f on the ground and, picking up a stick, began to poke at the fire.

"Wuld you like to hear the story of the Battle of Seven Fields, Your
H ghness?" Hugh asked quietly.

The prince | ooked up, eyes shining. "I'Il bet you were a hero, weren't you,
Sir Hugh!"

"Beggi ng your pardon, sir," interrupted Al fred neekly, "but I don't take you
for a patriot. How did you chance to be at the battle to free our honel and?"

Hugh was about to reply when the chanberlain wi nced and hurriedly junped up
Reachi ng down on the ground where he'd been sitting, Alfred picked up a | arge
pi ece of broken coralite. Its knife-sharp edges sparkled in the firelight.
Fortunately, the | eather breeches he wore, which they had purchased froma
cobbl er, had protected himfrom seri ous harm

"You're right. Politics nmean nothing to ne."
fromHugh's lips. "Let's just say that | was there on business.

A thin trickle of snoke curled up

A man entered the inn and stood blinking in the dimlight. It was early
nmorni ng, and the comon room was enpty except for a slovenly woman scrubbing
the floor and a traveler seated at a table in deep shadow
"Are you Hugh, called the Hand?" the man who had entered asked the traveler

"I am"



"I want to hire you." The man plunked a bag down in front of Hugh. Opening it
and sorting through it, Hugh saw coins, jewelry, and even a few silver spoons.
Pausi ng, he lifted out what was obviously a woman's weddi ng ring and | ooked at
the man narrowy.

"That comes from a nunber of us, for none was rich enough to hire you hinself.
W gave what val uabl es we had."

"Who's the nmark?"

"A certain captain who hires hinself out to the gentry to train and | ead f oot
soldiers in battle. He's a bully and a coward and he's sent nore than one
squad to its doomwhile he's stayed safe behind and collected his fee. You'l
find himw th Warren of Kurinandistai, marching with the arnmy of King Stephen
|'ve heard they' re headed for a place called Seven Fields, on the continent."

"And what's the special service you require of ne? You and"-Hugh patted the
nmoney sack-"all these."

"W dows and ki nsmen of those he last led, sir," said the man. Hi s eyes
glinted. "W ask this for our noney: that he be killed in such a manner that
it will be obvious no eneny hand touched him that he knows who has bought his
death, and" -the man carefully held out to Hugh a small scroll-"that this be
left on the body. "

"Sir Hugh?" said Bane inpatiently. "Go on. Tell me about Seven Fields."

"I't was back when the elves ruled us. Over the years, the elves had grown soft
in their occupation of our land." Hugh gazed at the snoke curling upward into
the darkness. "Elves consider humans to be little better than animals, and so
they underrate us. In many ways, of course, they're right, and so you can
hardly blane them for continuing to make what seens to be the sane m stake
over and over.

"The Uylandia Cluster, at the time they ruled it, was divided into bits and

pi eces, each small bit ruled nominally by a human lord and in actuality by an
el ven overlord. The elves never had to work to keep the clans fromuniting-the
clans did that quite well thenselves,"”

"I"ve often wondered why the elves didn't demand that we destroy our weapons,
as was done in centuries past?" interjected A fred.

Hugh, puffing on the pipe, grinned. "Why bother? It was to their advantage to
keep us arned. W used our weapons on each other, saving the elves a | ot of
troubl e.

"The plan worked, so well, in fact, that the elves shut thenselves up in their
fine castles, never bothering to open a wi ndow and take a good | ook at what
was really transpiring around them | know, for |I used to hear their talk."

"You did!" Bane sat forward, blue eyes glittering. "How? How did you cone to
know so nuch about elves?"

The ash glowed red in the pipe, then di med and faded. Hugh ignored the
guesti on.

"When St ephen and Anne nanaged to unite the clans, the elves finally opened
their windows. In flew arrows and spears, and humans with swords scaled their
wal I's. The uprising was swift and well-planned. By the tinme word reached the
Tri bus Empire, nmost of the elven overlords had been killed or driven from



their homes. The elves retaliated. They assenbled their fleet-the greatest
ever seen in this world-and sailed for Uylandia. Hundreds of thousands of
trained elven warriors and their sorcerers faced a few thousand humans-w t hout
our nost powerful w zards, for by then the nysteriarchs had fled. Qur people
never stood a chance. Hundreds were sl aughtered. More taken prisoner. King

St ephen was captured alive-"

"It was not his wish!" cried Afred, stung by the sardonic tone in Hugh's
Voi ce.

The pipe gl eamed and di nmed. The Hand said nothing; Alfred was goaded by the
silence into continuing tal king, when he had never nmeant to speak. "The el ven
prince Reesh'ahn had narked Stephen out and ordered his nen to take the king
unharned. Stephen's lords fell at his side, defending him And even when he
stood al one, he fought on. They say there was a ring of dead around him for
the el ves dared not disobey their ruler, and yet none could get close enough
to take himw thout being killed. Finally they rushed himen masse, bore him
to the ground, and disarmed him Stephen fought bravely, as bravely as any of
them™

"I wouldn't know about that," said the Hand. "All | know is that the arny
surrendered-"

Shocked, Bane turned to face him "You nust be m staken, Sir Hugh! Qur arny
won the Battle of Seven Fields!"

"Qur arny won?" Hugh raised an eyebrow. "No, it wasn't the arnmy who won. It
was one worman who beat the elves-a mnstrel called Ravenlark, for, they said,
her skin was black as a raven's feathers and her voice was |like that of a lark
singing to wel come the dawn. Her |ord had brought her to sing his victory, |
suppose, but she ended up chanting his death song. She was captured and taken
prisoner like the rest of the humans. They were herded together on a road that
ran through the Seven Fields, a road littered with the bodies of the dead, wet
with their blood. They were a pitiful lot, for they knew the fate that awaited
t hem sl avery. Envying those who had died, they stood with heads bowed and
shoul ders sl unped.

"And then the minstrel began to sing. It was an old song, one everyone
remenbers from chil dhood. "

"I know it!" Bane cried eagerly. "I've heard this part."

"Sing it, then," said Alfred, smling at the boy, pleased to see hi m happy
agai n.

"It's called '"Hand of Flame.' " The boy's voice rose shrill and slightly
of f - key but enthusiastic:

The Hand that holds the Arc and Bri dge,
The Fire that rails the Tenp'red Span
Al Flame as Heart, surmount the Ridge,
Al noble Paths are El |l xman [11].

Fire in Heart guides the WII,

The WII of Flanme, set by Hand,

The Hand that noves El | xman Song,
The Song of Fire and Heart and Land:

The Fire born of Journey's End,
The Flame a part, a lightened call,



The sullen walk, the flick'ring aim
Fire |l eads again fromfutures, all

The Arc and Bridge are thoughts and heart,
The Span a life, the Ridge a part.

"My nurse taught it to ne when | was little. But she couldn't tell nme what the
words neant. Do you know, Sir Hugh?"

"I doubt if anyone does now. The tune stirs the heart. Ravenlark began to sing
it, and soon the prisoners lifted their heads proudly, their backs stiffened.
They lined up into formation, determined to walk to slavery or death with
dignity."

"I"ve heard it said the song is elvish in origin," murrmured Alfred. "And dates
back to before the Sundering."

Hugh shrugged, uninterested. "Wo knows? All anyone cares about is that it has
an effect on elves. Fromthe sound of the first few notes, the elves stood
transfixed, staring straight ahead. They | ooked like nmen in a dream except
that their eyes noved. Sone clainmed they were 'seeing pictures.' "

Bane flushed, his hand tightly grasping the feather.

"The prisoners, noticing this, kept on singing. The mnstrel knew the words to
all the verses. Most of the prisoners were lost after the first, but they kept
up the tune and joined in strong on the chorus. The elves' weapons fell from
their hands. Prince Reesh'ahn sank to his knees and began to weep. And, at

St ephen' s command, the prisoners marched away as fast as their feet could
carry them"

"It was to His Majesty's credit that he didn't order a hel pl ess eneny
sl aughtered," said Al fred.

The Hand snorted. "For all the king knew, a sword in the throat m ght have
broken the spell. Qur men were beaten. They wanted only to get out of there.
The king had it in his mnd, so |'ve been told, to fall back on one of the
nearby castles and regroup and strike again. But it wasn't necessary. Wen the
el ves came to their senses, the king's spies reported that they were |ike nen
awakened from a beautiful dreamwho |long to go back to sleep. They left their
weapons and their dead where they lay and returned to their ships. Once there,
they freed their human slaves and |inped hone."

"The begi nning of the elven revolution."

"Supposedly so." Hugh dragged slowy on the pipe. "The elf king proclained his
son, Prince Reesh'ahn, a disgrace and an outlaw and drove himinto exile.
Reesh' ahn's now stirring up trouble throughout Aristagon. There've been
attenpts made to capture him but each tinme he's slipped through their
fingers."

"And with him they say, travels the mnstrel woman, who- according to

| egend-was so nmoved by the prince's sorrow that she chose to follow him"
added Alfred softly. "Together they sing the song, and wherever they go, they
find nore followers." Leani ng back, he m sjudged the distance between hinsel f
and the tree trunk and whanged hi nsel f on the head.

Bane giggled, then clapped his hand over his mouth. "I'msorry, Alfred," he
said contritely. "I didn't mean to |laugh. Are you hurt?"



"No, Your Highness," Afred said with a sigh. "Thank you for asking. Now, Your
H ghness, you should be going to sleep. W have a | ong day ahead of us
t onmor r ow. "

"Yes, Alfred." Bane ran to get his blanket fromhis pack. "If it's all right,
I"mgoing to sleep here tonight," he said. Looking up at Hugh shyly, he spread
hi s bl anket out next to the assassin's.

Hugh rose abruptly to his feet and wal ked over to the fire. Knocking the bow
of the pipe against his hand, he scattered the ashes. "Rebellion." He stared
into the flames, keeping his eyes averted fromthe child. "Ten years have
passed and the Tribus Enpire is as strong as ever. Their prince lives like a
hunted wolf in the caves of the Kirikai CQutlands."

"The rebellion has at |east kept themfrom crushing us beneath their boot
heels," stated Alfred, wapping hinself in blankets. "Are you certain you'l
be warm enough that far fromthe fire, Your H ghness?"

"Ch, yes," the boy said happily, "I'll be next to Sir Hugh." Sitting up
clasping his small arnms around his knees, he | ooked up at the Hand
guestioningly. "Wat did you do at the battle? . "

" VWere are you off to, captain? It seens to ne the battle's being fought
behi nd you."

"Eh?" The captain started in fear at the sound of a voice when he had figured
hinself to be alone. Drawing his sword, he whirled around, and peered into the
brush.

Hugh, his weapon in hand, stepped out frombehind a tree. The assassin's sword
was red with elven bl ood; Hugh hinmself had taken several wounds in the vicious
fighting. But he had never for one nmonment |ost sight of his goal

The captain, seeing a human and not an elf warrior, relaxed and, grinning,
| owered his sword, which was still clean and bright. "My | ads are back there."
He gestured with his thunb. "They'll take care of the bastards."

Hugh, eyes narrowed, stared ahead.
"Your 'lads' are getting cut to ribbons."

The captain shrugged and turned to continue on his way. Hugh caught hold of
the man's sword arm jerked the weapon from his hand, and spun hi m around.

Ast ounded, the captain swore an oath and | ashed out at Hugh with a neaty fist.
The captain ceased to fight when he felt the tip of Hugh's dagger at his

t hr oat .

"What ?" he gabbl ed, sweating and panting, his eyes bulging fromhis head.

"My name is Hugh the Hand. And this"-he held up the dagger-"is from Tom Hal es,
and Henry Goodfellow, and Ned Carpenter, and the Wdow Tanner, and the W dow
Gles . . ." Hugh recited the names. An elven arrow thudded into a tree
nearby. The assassin didn't flinch. The dagger didn't nove.

The captain whined and squi rned and shouted for help. But there were many
humans who were shouting for help that day, and no one answered. Hi s
deat hscream mi ngl ed with many ot hers.

Work compl eted, Hugh left. Behind him he could hear voices raised in song,
but he paid scant attention. He was inagining the puzzl enent of the Kir nobnks,



who would find the body of the captain far fromthe field of battle, a dagger
in his chest, and in his hand the m ssive, "No nore shall | send brave nen to
their deaths."

"Sir Hugh!" The small hand was tugging at his sleeve. "Wat did you do in the
battl e?"

"I was sent to deliver a message.”

CHAPTER 22
PITRIN' S EXILE, M D REALM

THE ROAD HUGH FOLLOWED WAS, AT THE BEG NNI NG OF THE JOURNEY, A BRQAD,

clear stretch of highway. They net numerous people on their way, for the
interior of the isle was well-traveled. As they neared the shore, however, the
road narrowed. It was rough and ill-kept, littered with splintered branches
and broken rock. The hargast trees, or crystaltrees as they were sonetines
called, grewwld in this region and were far different fromthe carefully
cultivated "civilized" trees grown on the hargast farns.

There is nothing quite so beautiful as an orchard of hargast trees-their
silver bark gleaming in the sunlight, the carefully pruned crystalline
branches clinking together with nusical sounds. The farnmers work anong them
pruni ng them preventing themfromgrowing to the outl andi sh size that

obvi ates their useful ness. The hargast tree has the natural ability not only
to store water but also to produce it in limted quantities. Wen the trees
are kept small-about six to seven feet in height-the water they make is not
used to enhance their own growth and can be harvested by driving taps into the
trees' bark. A full-grown hargast tree, over a hundred feet tall, uses its
water itself. Its bark is too thick to tap. In the wild, the hargast's
branches grow to tremendous |l engths. Being hard and brittle, they break off
easily and shatter when they hit the ground, scattering |ethal shards of sharp
crystalline bark. A hargast forest is a dangerous place to traverse and
consequently Hugh and his conpani ons nmet fewer and fewer people on the road.

The wind blew strongly, as it always does near the coastline; currents of air
sweeping up fromthe underside of the isle eddied and swirled anmong the jagged
cliffs. Strong gusts caused the three to lose their footing, trees creaked and
shuddered, and nore than once they heard the ringing, shattering crack of a
falling tree linmb. Alfred grew increasingly nervous, scanning the skies for

el ven ships and the woods for elven warriors, although Hugh amusedly assured
hi mthat not even the elves bothered with this worthless part of Pitrin's

Exil e.

It was a wild and desolate place. diffs of coralite jutted into the air. The
tall hargast trees crowded close to the road, cutting off the sunlight wth
their long, thin | eathery brown filanents. This foliage remained on the tree
during the winter and only fell off in the spring, prior to growi ng the new
filaments, which would suck npoisture out of the air. It was nearly noon when
Hugh, who had been payi ng unusual attention to the trunk of every hargast tree
growi ng close to the roadside, suddenly called a halt.

"Hey!" he shouted to Alfred and the prince, who were trudging wearily ahead of
him "This way."

Bane turned to stare at himquestioningly. Alfred turned-at |east part of
Al fred turned. H s upper half swung around on Hugh's orders, but his |ower
hal f continued acting on previously given instruction. By the tine all of



Al fred managed to obey, he was lying in the dust of the road.

Hugh waited patiently for the chanberlain to pick hinself up

"W | eave the road here." The assassin gestured toward the forest.

"In there?" Alfred peered with dismay into the tangle of underbrush and
densel y packed hargast trees, standing unnmov-ing, branches clinking together
with an om nous nusical sound in the swirling w nds.

"I"ll take care of you, Alfred," said Bane, taking hold of the chanberlain's
hand and squeezing it tightly. "There now, you're not scared anynore, are you?
I"mnot scared, not at all!"
"Thank you, Your Highness," said Alfred gravely. "I feel much better now.
However, if | might venture to ask, Sir Hugh, what necessitates our going this
way ?"

"My airship is hidden in here."

Bane gaped. "An el ven airship?"
"This way." Hugh gestured. "And be quick about it." He cast a glance up and
down the enpty road. "Before soneone cones al ong."

"Ch, Alfred! Hurry, hurry!"™ The prince pulled at the chanberlain's hand.

"Yes, Your Highness," answered Al fred unhappily. He set his foot into the nass
of last spring's rotting filanments on the roadside. There was a rustle, the
under brush | eapt and quivered, and Alfred did the same. "Wat . . . what was
that ?" he gasped, pointing a trenbling finger

"Go!" grunted Hugh, and shoved Al fred ahead.

The chamberlain slid and stunbl ed. More out of terror at falling headlong into
t he unknown than out of agility, he nanaged to stay on his feet in the thick
undergrowth. The prince plunged in after him keeping the poor chanberlain in
a constant state of panic by descrying snakes beneath every rock and | og. Hugh
wat ched themuntil the thick foliage had bl ocked them from his sight-and him
fromtheirs. Reaching down, he picked up a rock and renoved from beneath it a
sliver of wood, which he thrust back into the notch that had been nmade in the
trunk of a tree.

Entering the forest, he had no trouble finding the two again; a wild boar
bl undering through the thickets could not have made a greater clanor.

Moving with his accustonmed soft-footed tread, Hugh was standing right beside
them before either of the two was aware of him Purposefully he cleared his
throat, figuring that if he didn't give some indication of his presence, the
chanmberl ain m ght drop dead fromfright. As it was, Alfred nearly leapt from
his skin at the startling sound, and al nost wept with relief when he saw it
was Hugh.

"Where . . . which way, sir?"
"Keep going straight ahead. You'll strike a cleared path about twenty feet
further."

"T-twenty feet!" Alfred stammered. He gestured at the thick brush in which he
was entangled. "It will take us an hour to get that far, at least!"



"I'f something doesn't get us first," teased Bane, round-eyed with excitenent.

"Mbst anusi ng, Your Highness."

"We're still too close to the road. Get noving," commanded Hugh

"Yes, sir," nuttered the chanberl ain.

They reached the path in I ess than an hour, but it was hard goi ng nonet hel ess.
Though brown and lifeless in the winter, the branble bushes were |ike the
hands of the undead, reaching out with their sharp nails to tear flesh and
rend clothing. This deep in the forest, the three could hear quite plainly the
faint crystalline hum caused by the w nd rubbi ng agai nst the hargast branches.
It was rmuch |ike soneone running a wet finger over a crystal glass, and had
the effect of setting the teeth on edge.

"No one in his right mnd would cone in this accursed place!" grunbled Al fred,
glancing up at the trees with a shudder

"Exactly," said Hugh, and continued to beat a path through the brush.

Al fred wal ked ahead of the prince and held back the thorny branches so that
Bane coul d pass through them safely. The branbles were so thick, however, that
this was often not possible. Bane endured scratched cheeks and torn hands

wi t hout conpl ai nt, sucking his wounds to alleviate the pain.

How bravely will he face the pain of dying?

Hugh hadn't meant to ask hinself the question, and he forced himself to answer
it. As bravely as other kids I've seen. Better to die young, after all, as the
Kir monks say. Wiy should a child' s |ife be considered nore precious than a
man' s? Logically, it should be less so, for a man contributes to society and a
child is a parasite. It's instinctive, Hugh supposed. Qur aninmal-like need to
perpetuate our own kind. This is just another job. The fact that he's a child
shoul dn't, won't matter

The brambl e bushes gave way eventually, with a suddenness for which Al fred was
evidently unprepared. By the tine Hugh reached him the chanberlain was |ying
spraw ed facefirst on a narrow space of cleared ground.

"Which direction? That's it, isn't it?" cried Bane, dancing around Al fred in
excitement. The path led only one direction. Deducing that it nust lead to the
ship, the prince bolted down it before Hugh could answer his question

Hugh opened his nouth to conmand himto come back, then shut it abruptly.

"Ch, sir, shouldn't we stop hinmP" queried Al fred anxiously as Hugh waited for
the chanmberlain to drag hinmself to his feet.

The wi nd whi pped around them shrieking and noaning, driving h'ne bits of
stinging coralite and hargast bark into their faces. Leaves swirled at their
feet and the crystalline tree branches swayed above their heads. Hugh stared
t hrough the fine dust to see the boy running headl ong down the path.

"He'll be all right. The ship's not far fromhere. He can't m stake the
trail."”

"But . . . assassins?"



The child's fleeing his one true danger, Hugh said silently. Let him go.
"There's no one in these woods. | woul d've seen the signs.”
"I'f you don't mind, sir, Hs Hghness is ny responsibility."
his way down the path. "I'Il just hurry after-"

Al fred was edgi ng

"Go ahead." Hugh waved his hand.

Al fred, smling and bobbing his head in servile thanks, broke into a run. The
Hand hal f - expected to see the chamberlain break his head at the sanme tinme, but
Al fred managed to keep his feet under himand pointed the sanme direction as
his nose. H s long arns sw nging, hands flapping at his sides, he | oped down
the path after the prince.

Hugh | agged behind, deliberately slowing his steps, pausing, waiting for
somet hi ng uncertain and unknown. He'd felt the sane when a storm was
approaching-a tension, a prickling of the skin. Yet there was no rain snell in
the air, no acrid whiff of |ightning. The w nds al ways bl ew hi gh al ong the
coast -

The sound of the crack splitting the air was so loud that Hugh's first thought
was of an explosion, his next that elves had discovered his ship. But the
subsequent crash and the shrill, agonized scream cut off abruptly, inforned
Hugh of what had really happened.

He felt an overwhel mi ng sense of relief.

"Hel p, Sir Hugh! Help!" Alfred s voice, blown apart by the wind, was barely
heard. "Atree! Atree . . . fallen . . . ny princel™

Not a tree, thought Hugh. A branch. Most likely a big one, fromthe sound.
Sheared of f by the wind, it had cone crashing down across the path. He'd seen
such a thing many tinmes before in this wood, narrowy m ssed being struck

hi nmsel f.

He did not run. It was as if the black nmonk at his shoulder laid a restraining
hand on his arm and whi spered, "There is no need for haste." The shards of

br oken hargast branch were sharp as arrow points. If Bane was still alive, he
woul dn't be for long. There were plants in this forest that woul d ease the
pain, put the boy to sleep, and, though Alfred would never know it, speed the
child to an easy death.

Hugh conti nued wal king slowWy down the path. Alfred' s cries for help had
ceased. Perhaps he'd realized how futile it was. Perhaps he'd discovered the
prince al ready dead. They'd take the body to Aristagon and | eave it there, as
St ephen had wanted. It would appear as if the elves had badly abused the boy
before killing him and that would inflane the humans. King Stephen woul d have
his war, much good it would do him

But that wasn't Hugh's concern. He'd take the bunbling Al fred al ong to help,
and at the same tinme worm out of the chamberlain the dark pl ot he was
undoubt edl y ai di ng and abetting. Then, with Alfred in tow, the Hand woul d
conmuni cate with the king froma safe hiding place and demand his fee be
doubl ed. He' d-

Roundi ng a bend in the path, Hugh saw that Alfred hadn't been far wong when
he said a tree had fallen. A huge linb, big as nost trees itself, had cracked
inthe wind and split the trunk of the ancient hargast in tw when it cane
down. The tree nust have been rotten, to have separated |like that. Coning
nearer, Hugh could see within what was left of the trunk the tunnels of the



insects that had been the old tree's true killer

Though it was lying on the ground, the Iinb's branches that had remained

i ntact towered above Hugh. The branches that had struck the ground had
shattered and cut a wide swath of devastation through the forest; its
crystalline remains conpletely obliterated the path. The dust it had raised
still hung in the air. Hugh searched anong the branches but coul d see not hi ng.
He clinbed over the split trunk. Wen he reached the other side, he stopped to
stare.

The boy who shoul d have been dead was sitting on the ground rubbing his head,
| ooki ng dazed and very much alive. His clothing was runpled and dirty, but it
had been runmpled and dirty when he entered the forest. There weren't, Hugh
noted, his eyes scanning the boy, any shards of bark or filaments in his hair.
He had bl ood on his chest and on his torn shirt, but nowhere el se on his body.
The Hand gl anced at the split trunk and then turned his measuring gaze on the
path. Bane was sitting squarely in the spot where the branch nust have fallen
He was surrounded by the sharp, deadly shards.

Yet he wasn't dead.
"Al fred?" Hugh call ed.

And then he saw the chanberl ain, crouched on the ground near the boy, his back
to the assassin, intent on doing sonmething that Hugh could not see. At the
sound of a voice, Alfred' s body twitched in startlement and he jerked to his
feet as though soneone had yanked himup by a rope attached to his shirt

col lar. Hugh saw now what the chanberl ain had been doi ng. He was binding a cut
on hi s hand.

"Ch, sir! I"'mso thankful you're here-"
"\What happened?" Hugh denanded.

"Prince Bane has been extrenely fortunate, sir. Aterrible tragedy has been
averted. The branch canme crashing down, just barely m ssing H s Hi ghness."

Hugh, watching Bane cl osely, saw the puzzled gl ance the boy gave his
chanmberlain. Alfred did not notice-his eyes were on his injured hand. He had
been attenpting, w thout nmuch success apparently, to wap a strip of cloth
around the wound.

"I heard the boy scream " Hugh said.
"Qut of fright, sir," explained Alfred. "I ran-"

"I's he hurt?" Hugh gl owered at Bane, pointed to the blood on the child s chest
and the front of his shirt.

Bane peered down at hinself. "No, I-"

"My blood, sir," interrupted Alfred. "I was running to help H s Hi ghness and
fell and cut ny hand."

Al fred exhibited the cut. It was deep. Bl ood was dropping onto the broken
remmants of the tree |inb. Hugh watched the prince to gauge his reaction to
Alfred' s statenent, saw the boy's frowning gaze fixed intently on his chest.
Hugh | ooked to see what had captured the boy's attention, but saw only a
sneared patch of bl ood



O was it? Hugh started to | ean down, examine it closer, when Alfred, with a
groan, toppled over and coll apsed onto the ground. Hugh nudged the chanberl ain
with the toe of his boot, but got no response. Alfred had, once again,

f ai nt ed.

d anci ng up, Hugh saw Bane trying to wi pe the blood off his skin with the tai
of his shirt. Well, whatever was there was gone now. |gnoring the comatose
Al fred, Hugh faced the prince.

"What really happened, Your Hi ghness?"

Bane gazed up at himwi th dazzled eyes. "I don't know, Sir Hugh. | renmenber a
cracki ng sound, and then"-he shrugged- "that's all."

"The branch fell on top of you?"
"I don't remenber. Honest."

Scranbling to his feet, nmoving carefully anidst the shards that were sharp as
gl ass, Bane brushed off his clothes and started over to help Al fred.

Hugh dragged the chanmberlain's |inp body off the path and propped hi mup
against a tree trunk. A few slaps on the cheeks and he began to cone around,
bl i nking up at Hugh dizzily.

"I'm. . . I'mnost sorry, sir," Alfred munbled, attenpting to stand and
failing mserably. "It's the sight of blood. | never could stomach-"

"Don't look at it, then!" Hugh snapped, seeing Alfred' s horrified gaze go to
his hand, his eyes start to roll back in his head.

"No, sir. I ... won't!" The chanberlain squeezed his eyelids tightly shut.

Kneel i ng down beside him Hugh bandaged the hand, taking the opportunity to
exam ne the wound. It was a clean, deep slice.

"What cut you?"

"A piece of bark, I think, sir.
Li ke hell! That would have nade a ragged cut. This was made by a sharp knife-
There canme anot her cracking sound and a crash.

"Bl essed Sartan! What was that?" Alfred' s eyes flew open, and he shivered so
that Hugh had to grasp his hand and hold it steady to wi nd the bandage around
it.

"Not hi ng, " Hugh snapped. He was conpletely perplexed and he didn't |like the
feeling, any nore than he'd liked the feeling of relief over not having to
kill the prince. He didn't like any of this. That tree had fallen on Bane as
surely as rain fell fromthe sky. The prince should be dead.

What in hell was going on?

Hugh gave the cloth a sharp tug. The sooner he got rid of this kid, the
better. Any feeling of reluctance he had once experienced at the thought of
murdering a child was rapidly freezing over.

"Quch!" Alfred yel ped. "Thank you, sir," he added neekly.



"On your feet. Head for the ship,"” Hugh ordered.

Silently, none of the three | ooking at each other, they continued down the
pat h.

CHAPTER 23
PITRIN' S EXILE, M D REALM

"I'S THAT | T?" THE PRI NCE GRASPED HOLD OF HUGH S ARM AND PO NTED AT THE
dragon's head that could be seen floating above the | eaves. The main body of
the ship was still hidden fromtheir view by the tall hargast trees
surrounding it.

"That's it," Hugh answered.

The boy stared, awed. It took a shove from Hugh's hand to start hi m noving
al ong the path.

It wasn't a real dragon's head, just a carved and painted facsimle. But elven
artisans are skilled at their craft and the head | ooked nore real and nuch
nore fierce than many |live dragons flying the skies. It was about the size of
a real dragon's head, for Hugh's was a small one-man ship neant for sailing
between the isles and continents of Md Realm The figureheads of the gigantic
airships the elves flewinto battle or used to descend into the Mael strom were
so large that a seven-foot human could wal k into one of the snarling nouths

wi t hout bothering to duck.

The dragon's head was painted black, with flaring red eyes and white teeth,
bared in a fighting snarl. It hovered over them glaring straight ahead with a
bal ef ul gaze, | ooking so threatening that both Al fred and Bane found it
difficult to keep fromstaring at it as they drew nearer. (The third tine

Al fred stepped in a hole and stunbled to his knees, Hugh ordered himto keep
his eyes on the ground.)

The small path they had been follow ng through the woods took theminto a
natural cut made in a cliff. Emerging on the other side, they cane out into a

smal | canyon bow . The wind could hardly be felt at all in here; the sheer
sides of the cliff cut it off. In the center floated the dragonship, its head
and tail jutting out over the canyon walls, its body held in place by many

stout ropes tied to the trees beneath it. Bane gasped in delight, and Al fred,
staring up at the airship, let the prince's pack slip unnoticed fromhis
fingers.

Sl eek and graceful, the dragon's neck, topped with a spiky mane that was both
functional and decorative, curved back to nmeet the hull of the ship that was
t he dragon's body. The sun of |ate afternoon sparkled off glittering black
scales and glinted in the red eyes.

"It looks like a real dragon!" Bane sighed. "Only nore powerful."
"It should look like a real dragon, Your Highness," said Alfred, an unusually
stern note in his voice. "It is made fromthe skin of real dragons, and the

wi ngs are the wings of real dragons, slaughtered by the elves."

"Wngs? Wiere are the wings?" Bane craned his neck, nearly falling over
backwar d



"They're fol ded back al ong the body. You can't see themnow But you will when
we take off." Hugh hurried themforward. "Come on. | want to | eave tonight,
and there's a lot of work to do first."

"What makes it stay up there, if not the w ngs?" asked Bane.

"The magi c," Hugh grunted. "Now, keep moving!"

The prince surged forward, stopping only once to try to junp up and grab hold
of one of the guy ropes. Failing, he scanmpered down to stand beneath the belly
of the ship, staring upward until he grew dizzy.

"So this, sir, is how you cone to know so nuch about the elves," said Alfred
in a low voice.

Hugh flicked hima glance, but the chanberlain's face was bl and and only
slightly troubl ed-I ooki ng.

"Yeah," the assassin answered. "The ship needs its magi c renewed once every
cycle, plus there are always mnor repairs. Atorn wing, or sonmetines the skin
pull s away fromthe frame.'

"Where did you learn to fly one? I've heard it takes enornous skill."

"I was a slave on a watership for three years."

"Bl essed Sartan!" Alfred stopped and stared at him

Hugh cast himan irritated gl ance, and the chanberlain, recalling hinself,
stunbl ed forward

"Three years! | never heard of anyone surviving that [ong! And even after
that, you can still do business with then? | would think you woul d hate them
allt

"How woul d hating benefit ne? The elves did what they had to do, and so did I

| learned how to sail their ships. | learned to speak their |anguage fluently.
No, as |'ve discovered, hate generally costs a man nore than he can afford."
"And what about |ove?" Alfred asked softly.

Hugh didn't even bother to reply.

"Why a shi p?" The chanberlain thought it wise to change the subject. "Wy risk
it? The people on Vol karan woul d tear you apart if they discovered it.

Wul dn't a dragon suit your needs just as well?"

"Dragons tire. You have to rest them feed them They can be wounded, take

sick, drop dead. Then there's always the chance the enchantrment will slip and
you're left either fending off the beast, or arguing with it, or soothing its
hysterics. Wth this ship, the magic lasts a cycle. If it gets hit, | get it
repaired. Wth this ship, I'malways in control."

"And that's what counts, isn't it?" said Alfred, but he said it well under his
br eat h.

The chamnberl ain needn't have bothered. Hugh's attention was conpletely
absorbed in his ship. Passing underneath it, he carefully and closely

i nspected every single part of it fromhead to tail (prowto stern). Bane
trotted al ong behind, asking questions with every breath.



"What does that cable do? Why? What nakes it work? Wiy don't we hurry up and
take of f? What are you doi ng?"

"Because, Your Highness, if we discovered sonething broken up there"-Hugh
pointed at the sky-"it would be of no use fixing it."

n W]y?ll
"Because we'd be dead."

Bane subsided for a second or two, then began again. "Wat's its nane? | can't
read the letters. Dra . . . Dragon ..."

"Dragon Wng."
"How big is it?"

"Fifty feet." Hugh peered up at the dragonskin covering the hull. The

bl ue- bl ack scal es glistened with rai nbow colors when the sun struck them
Wal ki ng beneath them the Ilength and breadth of the keel, Hugh satisfied
hi nsel f that no scal es were m ssing.

Com ng around to the front, Bane practically tripping at his heels, he gazed
intently at two large crystal panes set into what would be the dragon's
breast. These panes, designed to |look like the breastplates of a dragon's
arnor, were, in reality, w ndows. Hugh, seeing scratches across one, frowned.
A branch nust have fallen and struck it.

"What's behind those?" asked Bane, noting Hugh studying themintently.
"The steerage. That's where the pilot sits.™
"Can | go in there? WIl you teach me to fly?"

"It takes nonths and nonths of study to learn to fly, Your Hi ghness,"
responded Al fred, seeing that Hugh was too busy to reply. "Not only that, but
the pilot has to be physically strong in order to operate the wings."

"Mont hs?" Bane appeared di sappointed. "But what's there to | earn? You just get
up there and"-he waved a hand-"fly."

"You have to know how to get where you're going, Your Hi ghness," said the
chanmberl ain. "In deepsky, so |I've been told, there are no | andmarks, very few
points of reference. It is sonetimes difficult to tell up fromdown. You nust
know how to use the navigational equipment on board, as well as being faniliar
with the skyroutes and the airl anes-"

"That stuff's not hard to learn. I'Il teach you," said Hugh, seeing the
child s face fall.

Bane brightened. Twitching the feather anul et back and forth, he skipped al ong
after Hugh, who was wal king the full length of the hull, exam ning the seans
where netal and bone had nelded to the epso [12] keel. There were no cracks.
Hugh woul d have been surprised to find any. He was a skilled and careful

pilot. He'd seen, firsthand, what happened to those who weren't, to those who
didn't take care of their ships.

He noved on to the stern. The hull arched gracefully upward, formng the
afterdeck. A single dragon's w ng-the ship's rudder-hung fromthe back of the



hull. Cables attached to the end of the rudder swung linply in the w nd.
Graspi ng the rope. Hugh swung his legs onto the bottomrib of the rudder. Hand
over hand, he clinbed up the cable.

"Let me cone! Please!"”™ On the ground bel ow, Bane junped for the cable,
flapping his arnms as though he might fly up w thout help.

"No, Your Highness!" said a pale-faced Alfred, grasping the prince by the
shoul der and firmy holding on to him "W'Il|l be going up there all too soon
as it is. Let Sir Hugh get on with his work."

"Al'l right," said Bane with cheerful good grace. "Say, Alfred, why don't we go
| ooking for some berries to take with us?"

"Berries, Your H ghness?" said Alfred, in sonme astoni shnent. "Wat kind of
berri es?"

"Just . . . berries. To eat with supper. | know they grow in woods like this.
Drogle told me." The child' s blue eyes were w de open-as they tended to be
when he was proposing sonething; the blue irises glinted in the m dday sun
H s hand toyed with the feather anulet.

"A stableboy is hardly a fit conpanion for Your H ghness," Alfred
renonstrated. He cast a glance at the tenpting stretches of cable, tied to the
trees within easy reach and seeningly just made to be clinbed by small boys.
"Very well, Your Highness, | will take you searching for berries."

"Don't wander far," warned Hugh's voice above them "Don't worry, sir,"
returned Alfred in hollow tones. The two traipsed off into the woods-the
chanmberl ain sliding down into ravines and careening off trees, the boy dashing
into thickets and | osing hinself anong the heavy undergrowh. "Berries,"
nuttered the Hand.

Thankful they were gone, he concentrated on his ship. Gabbing hold of the
deck railing, he pulled hinself up and over onto the upper deck. Open

pl anki ng- one pl ank pl aced about every three feet-made wal ki ng possi bl e, but
not sinple. Hugh was used to it and stepped from plank to plank, making a
mental note not to let the clumsy Alfred up here. Below the planks ran what
appeared to the | andl ubber's eye to be an overwhel ni ng and confusi ng nunber of
control cables. Lying down flat on the deck, Hugh inspected the ropes for
frayi ng and wear.

He took his tinme. Rushing this job m ght nean a snapped wi ng cable and
resultant |oss of control. Soon after he'd conpleted his task, Bane and Al fred
returned. Fromthe sound of the boy's excited chatter, Hugh gathered that the
berry picki ng had been successf ul

"Can we cone up now?" Bane shout ed.

Hugh kicked at a pile of rope lying on the deck with his foot. It tunbled over
the side, formng a rope | adder that dangl ed down al nbst to the ground. The
child swarnmed up it eagerly. Alfred cast it one terrified glance and announced
his intention of remaining belowto guard the packs.

"This is wonderful!" said Bane, tunbling over the rail and nearly falling
bet ween t he pl anks. Hugh fished himout.

"Stay here and don't nove,"
bul war ks.

t he Hand ordered, planting the boy against the



Bane | eaned over the rail, looking at the hull. "Wat's that |ong piece of
wood down there do-? Ch, | know Those are the wings, aren't they?" he cried
i n high-pitched excitenent.

"That's the nmast," explained Hugh, eyeing it critically. "There's two of them
attached to the mmi nmast there"-he pointed-"at the forecastle.™

"Are they like dragon's wings? Do they flap up and down?"

"No, Your Highness. They're nore like a bat's w ngs when they're extended.
It's the magic that keeps it afloat. Stand over that way a little nore. I'm
going to release the mast. You'll see.™

The mast sw vel ed outward, pulling the dragon's wing with it. Hauling on the
cable, Hugh didn't allowit to swing out too far for that would activate the
magi ¢ and they'd take off prematurely. He rel eased the mast on the port side,
made certain the center mast that extended the length of the ship-cradled in
its support frame-was free to rise properly and that everything functioned
snoot hly. Then he | ooked over the side.

"Alfred, I"'mgoing to lower a rope for the packs. Tie themon securely. Wen
you're finished with that, cast off the nooring cables. The ship will rise
slightly, but don't worry. It won't take off unless the side wings are
extended and the center wing is raised. Wen all the cables have been cut

| oose, then you come up."

"Up that!" Al fred gazed, horrified, at the rope |adder swaying in the breeze.
"Unl ess you can fly," said Hugh, and tossed a |l ength of cabl e overboard.

The chamberlain attached it to the packs and, giving it a tug, indicated they
were ready. Hugh haul ed them up on deck. Handi ng one to Bane, he told the boy
to foll ow himand, hopping fromplank to plank, made his way aft. Opening a
hatch, he clinbed down a sturdy wooden | adder, Bane gleefully com ng after

They entered in a narrow corridor that ran beneath the upper deck, connecting
the steerage way with the passengers' quarters, the storage conpartnents, and
the pilot's quarters, located in the afterdeck. The corridor was dark after
the brightness of the day outside, and both nan and boy stopped to let their
eyes adj ust.

Hugh felt a small hand fasten onto his.

"I can't believe I'mreally going to get to fly in one of these! You know, Sir
Hugh, " Bane added with a wi stful cheerful ness, "once |I've flown in a
dragonship, | will have done everything in life | ever wanted to do. | really
think I could die quite contentedly after this."

A constricting pain in Hugh's chest nearly suffocated him He coul dn't
breathe, for long noments he couldn't see, and it wasn't the darkness of the
ship's interior that was blinding him It was fear, he told hinself. Fear that
the child had found out. Shaking his head to rid his eyes of the shadow t hat
had fallen over them he turned to | ook hard at the boy.

But Bane was gazing up at himw th innocent affection, not cunning guile. Hugh
jerked his hand roughly out of the child' s grasp
"That cabin's where you and Alfred' Il sleep,” he said. "Stow the packs there."
A thud and a nmuffl ed groan sounded from above them "Alfred? Get down here and
take care of Hs H ghness. |'ve got work to do "



"Yes, sir," came the quavering return, and Alfred slid- literally-down the
| adder, landing on the deck in a heap

Turning on his heel, Hugh stal ked off toward the steerage way, shoving past
Al fred without saying a word.

"Merciful Sartan," said the chanberlain, backing up to avoid being run down.
He stared after Hugh, then turned to Bane. "Did you say or do anything to
upset him Your Hi ghness?"

"Why, no, Alfred," the boy said. Reaching out, he took hold of the
chanberl ain's hand. "Were did you put those berries?"

"Can | cone in?"

"No. Stay in the hatchway," Hugh ordered

Bane peeked inside the steerage way and his eyes wi dened in astonishnment. Then
he giggled. "It looks like you're stuck in a big spider's web! What are al

t hose ropes hooked to? And why are you wearing that contraption?"

The contraption Hugh was strapping on hinmself resenbled a | eather breastplate,
except that it had nunerous cables attached to it. Extending in various
directions, the cables ran upward into a conplicated system of pulleys fixed
to the ceiling.

"I"ve never in ny life seen so nuch wood!" Alfred's voice floated into the
steerage way. "Not even in the royal palace. The wood al one nust make this
ship worth its weight in barls. Your Hi ghness, please keep back. Don't touch
t hose cabl es!™”

"Can't | go over and | ook out the wi ndows? Pl ease, Alfred? | won't get in the
way. "

"No, Your Highness," Hugh said. "If one of these cables w apped around your
neck, it would snap it in a second.”

"You can see well enough fromwhere we're standing. Quite well enough," said
Al fred, looking slightly green around the nouth. The ground was far bel ow
them Al that could be seen were the tops of trees and the side of a coralite
cliff.

Harness firmy fastened in place, Hugh settled down on a hi gh-backed wooden
chair that stood on one leg in the center of the steerage way. The chair
swiveled to the left and the right, allow ng the pilot easy nmaneuvering.
Sticking up out of the floor in front of himwas a tall netal |ever.

"Why do you have to wear that thing?" Bane asked, staring at the harness.

"It keeps the cables in easy reach, prevents themfromgetting tangled, lets
me know whi ch cabl e goes where." Hugh nudged the lever with his foot. A series
of startling bangs resounded through the ship. The cables whirled through the
pul | eys and snapped taut. Hugh pulled on several of the cables attached to his
chest. There cane various creaking and runbling sounds, a sharp jerk, and they
could feel the ship lift slightly beneath their feet.

"The wi ngs are unfolding," said Hugh. "The magic is activating."

A crystal globe sextant, |ocated directly above the pilot's head, began to



gleamwith a soft blue light. Symbols appeared within it. Hugh pulled harder
on the cables, and suddenly the treetops and the cliff side began to drop out
of sight. The ship was rising.

Al fred gasped. Losing his bal ance, he staggered backward, clinging to the
bul war ks for support. Bane, jumping up and down, clapped his hands. Suddenly
the cliff and the trees vani shed, and the vast expanse of clear blue sky
stretched endl essly before them

"Ch, Sir Hugh, may | go to the upper deck? | want to see where we're going."
"Absol utely not, Your Hi gh-" began Al fred.

"Sure," interrupted Hugh. "Take the | adder we used comi ng down. Keep hold of
the rails and you won't get bl own off."

Bane scanpered away and in anot her nonent they could hear his boots clonp
over head.

"Bl own off!" gasped Alfred. "It's not safel™

"It's safe. The elven wi zards put a nagical canopy around it. He couldn't even
junp off. As long as the wings are extended and the magic's working, he'll be
all right." Hugh flicked Alfred an anused gl ance. "But you might want to go up
and keep an eye on him all the sane."

"Yes, sir," said the chanberlain, swallowing. "I ... I'll do just that."

But he didn't nove. ddinging with deathlike grip to the bulwarks, his rigid
face white as the clouds sailing past them Alfred stared fixedly out at the
bl ue sky.

"Al fred?" said Hugh, tugging on one of the cables.

The ship dipped to the left, and a glinpse of treetop sprang suddenly and
dizzingly into view.

"I"mgoing. Right now, sir. I'mgoing," said the chanberlain, not noving a
nuscl e.
Up on the deck, Bane |eaned over the rail, entranced by the sight. He could

see Pitrin's Exile sliding away behind him Bel ow hi mand before himwere bl ue
sky and white clouds; above himsparkled the firmanment. The dragon w ngs
extended on either side, their leathery skin barely rippling with the notion
of the ship's passage. The center wi ng stood up straight behind him swaying
slightly back and forth.

Hol ding the feather in his hands, the boy brushed it idly back and forth
across his chin. "The ship is controlled by the harness. Mgic keeps it

afl oat. The wings are like bat's wings. The crystal on the ceiling tells you
where you are." Standing on tiptoe, he stared down bel ow him wondering if he
could see the Mael stromfromthis high up. "It's easy, really," he renarked
twi ddling the feather.

CHAPTER 24

DEEPSKY, M D REALM

THE DRAGONSHI P SLI CED THROUGH THE PEARLY, DOVE- COLORED NI GHT, | TS W NGS
gliding on the magic and the air currents that swept upward over the floating



isle of Djern Hereva. Strapped into the flight harness, snug in the snall
steerage room Hugh Iit his pipe, |eaned back, and relaxed, letting the
dragonship alnmost fly itself. A touch here or there upon the cables attached
to the harness tilted the wings to slice through the air currents, sliding
effortlessly across the sky, fromone swirl to another, gliding trackward
toward Aristagon.

The Hand kept a lazy half-watch for other w nged transports- either live or
mechani cal. In his elven ship, he was nost vulnerable to attack fromhis own
ki nd, for human dragonriders would i mediately take himfor an elf, probably a
spy. Hugh was not particularly worried. He knew the flight paths the
dragonriders took on their raids of Aristagon or elven shipping. He was flying
hi gher purposefully to avoid these, and figured it unlikely that he'd be
annoyed. If he did run into a patrol, he could always dodge it by slipping
into arift of clouds.

The weather was calm the flying easy, and Hugh had leisure to think. It was
then that he decided not to kill the child. The need to nake a decision had
been in his mnd awhile now, but he had put off thinking about it until this
ti me when he was alone and all around hi mwas qui et and conducive to thought.
He had never before defaulted on a contract and he needed to satisfy hinself
that his reasoning was rational and valid and not swayed by sentinment.

Sentiment. Though sonething within the Hand m ght have synpathized with a

chi  dhood such as Bane's-a chil dhood unl oved, cold, and bl eak-the assassin had
grown too callous to feel his own pain, much | ess that of another. He was
letting the kid live for the very sinple reason that Bane was going to be
worth nmore to the Hand alive than dead.

Hugh did not have his plans quite worked out. He needed time to think, tine to
wing the truth fromAIfred, time to unravel the nysteries that wound around
the prince. The Hand had a hideout on Aristagon which he used when he needed
his ship repaired. He would go there and wait until he had his information
then he would either return and confront Stephen with his know edge and demand
nore noney to keep silent, or perhaps contact the queen and di scover what she
woul d pay to have her son back. Watever his decision, Hugh figured his
fortune was nade

He was settling into the rhythmof flying the craft, which he could do with
his body and part of his mind, letting the other drift free, when the object
of his thoughts poked his towhead up through the hatch into the cabin.

"Alfred's sent sone dinner."

The boy's eyes were eager and curious, darting here and there at the cables
attached to the harness, Hugh's arns resting easily on them

"Come up," Hugh invited. "Just be careful what you touch and where you step
Keep away fromthe ropes."

Bane did as he was told, sliding up through the hatch, placing his foot
gingerly on the deck. In his hands he carried a bow of meat and veget abl es.

It was cold. Alfred had cooked it before they left Pitrin's Exile, then packed
it away to be eaten later. But it smelled good to a man accustomed to living
on the wayfarer's neal of bread and cheese or the greasy fare of inns.

"Hand it here." Hugh knocked the ashes fromhis pipe in a crockery mug he
carried for this purpose, then held out his hands to take the bow .

Bane's eyes glistened. "You' re supposed to be flying the ship."



"She can fly herself," said Hugh, grasping the bow and the horn spoon and
shoveling the food into his nouth.

"But won't we fall?" Bane peered out the crystal w ndows.

"The magi ¢ keeps us afloat, and even if it didn't, the wi ngs could support us
inthis calmair. I just have to make certain they stay extended. If | pulled
themin, then we'd begin to sink."

Bane nodded thoughtfully, turning his blue-eyed gaze back to Hugh. "What
cabl es draw t hem i n?"

"These." He gestured to two heavy | engths of rope attached to the harness at
his breast near his right and |l eft shoulder. "I pull themthis way, in front
of me, and that draws the wings in. These other cables let nme steer by lifting
the wings or lowering them This one controls the mainmast, and this cable's
attached to the tail. By flipping it one way or the other, | can control the
ship's direction."

"So we could stay afloat like this for how | ong?"

Hugh shrugged. "Indefinitely, | suppose, or until we came to an isle. Then the
wi nd currents would catch us and mght suck us into a cliff or underneath the
i sl and, then slamus up against the coralite."

Bane nodded gravely. "I still think I could fly it."

Hugh felt satisfied enough with hinmself to smile indulgently. "No, you're not
strong enough. "

The boy gazed at the harness in | onging.
"Try it," Hugh invited. "Here, cone stand beside ne."

Bane did as he was told, noving cautiously, being careful not to accidentally
jar one of the ropes. Standing on the deck in front of Hugh, the boy placed
hi s hand on one of the ropes that caused the wing to rise or lower. He pulled
at it. The rope noved slightly, enough to cause the wing to shiver, and that
was all.

Unaccustomed to having his will thwarted, the prince gritted his teeth and,

wr appi ng both hands around the rope, pulled with all his mght. The wooden
frame creaked, the wing dipped a fraction of an inch. Ginning in triunph,
Bane planted his feet on the deck and pulled even harder. A gust of w nd,
sweepi ng upward, caught the wing. The cable slid through his hands. The prince
rel eased his grip with a cry, staring at his pal ns, which were torn and

bl eedi ng.

"Still think you can fly it?" the Hand said coolly.

Bl i nki ng back tears, Bane munbled, "No, Sir Hugh," disconsolately. He w apped
his injured hands tightly around the feather amulet, as if seeking sone sort
of consol ation. Perhaps it hel ped, for he swallowed and |ifted shinmering bl ue
eyes to meet Hugh's. "Thank you for letting me try."

"You did well enough, Your H ghness,"”
size who didn't do as well."

said Hugh. "lI've seen nmen tw ce your

"Trul y?" The tears vani shed.



Hugh was rich now He could afford the lie. "Yeah. Now, go on down and see if
Al fred needs any help."

"I'"ll be back to get the bow!" Bane said, and ducked through the hatch. Hugh
could hear his excited voice calling for Alfred, telling the chanberlain how
he had flown the dragonshi p.

Eating in silence, Hugh idly scanned the skies. He decided that the first
thi ng he woul d do upon | anding on Aristagon would be to take that feather to
Kev'am the elven w zardess, and see what she could make of it. One of the

| esser nysteries he had to sol ve.

O so he thought at the tine.

Three days passed. They flew by the night, hiding during the day on small,
uncharted isles. It would take a week, Hugh said, to reach Aristagon.

Bane cane every night to sit with Hugh, watch himhandle the ship, and ask
guestions. The Hand answered or not, depending on his nmood. Preoccupied wth
his plans and his flying, Hugh paid no nore attention to Bane than he was
forced to. Attachnents were deadly in this world, bringing nothing but pain
and sorrow. The boy was cold hard cash. That was all.

The Hand was, however, puzzled at Alfred. The chanberl ain watched the prince
nervously, anxiously. It mght have been an overreaction to the tree's fall

but Alfred wasn't being protective. Hugh was strongly renmi nded of the tine an
elven fire canister had been hurled over a battlement of a castle he'd been
caught in during a raid. Rolling about on the stone, the black netal container
appeared harm ess. But everyone knew that at any nmoment it could burst into
flame. Men regarded that canister in exactly the sane way Al fred was regardi ng
Bane.

Noting Al fred' s tension, Hugh wondered-not for the first tine-what the
chanberl ain knew that he didn't. The assassin increased his own watchful ness
over the boy when they were on the ground, thinking the child mght try to run
away. Bane neekly obeyed Hugh's conmand that he not |eave the canpsite unless
escorted by Alfred, and then only to forage in the woods for the berries that
he seemed to take such delight in finding.

Hugh never went on these expeditions, considering themfoolish. Left to
hinmself to find food, he would have nmade do with whatever canme to hand, so
long as it kept life in his body. The chanberlain insisted that H s H ghness
have what he wanted, however, and each day the clumsy Alfred sallied forth
into the forest to do battle with overhanging |inbs, tangled vines, and
treacherous weeds. Hugh stayed behind, resting in a hal f-wakeful, half-dozing
state that allowed himto hear every snap and crash.

The fourth night, Bane cane up to the steerage way and stood staring out the
crystal windows at the nagnificent sight of cloud and vast enpty sky bel ow.
"Alfred says dinner will be ready soon."

Hugh, puffing on his pipe, grunted noncommttally.

"What's that big shadow | can see out there?" Bane pointed.

"Aristagon.”

"I'sit? WIl we be there soon?"



"No. It's farther away than it | ooks. Another day or two."
"But where will we stay between here and there? | don't see any nore islands."

"There're sone, nost likely hidden by the nmists. Small isles, used by snall
ships like us for overnight stays."

Standi ng on tiptoe, Bane peered down beneath the dragon. "I can see great dark
cl ouds way, way below us. Wiirling round and round. That's the Mel strom
isn't it?"

Hugh saw no need to reply to the obvious. Bane stared nore intently.

"Those two things down there. They | ook |ike dragons, but they're bigger than
any dragon | ever saw. "

Rising fromhis chair, careful not to disturb the cables, Hugh gl anced out.
"El ven corsairs or waterships."”

"Elves!" The word was tense, eager. The boy's hand went to stroke the feather
he wore around his neck. Wien he spoke next, it was with studied calm
"Shouldn't we run away fromthem then?"

"They're far fromus, probably don't even see us. If they did, they'd think we
were one of them Besides, it |ooks like they' ve got business of their own to
tend to."

The prince | ooked out again, saw two ships and nothing nore. Hugh, however,
could tell what was transpiring.

"Rebel s, trying to escape an inperial warship."

Bane barely gave thema glance. "I think | heard Alfred calling. It must be
time for supper.”

Hugh continued to watch the confrontation with interest. The warship had
caught up with the rebels. G appling hooks snaked out fromthe inperial
dragonshi p and | anded on the rebel's deck. It was to an attack simlar to
this, nmade by humans, that Hugh owed his escape fromthe slavery of the elven
wat er shi ps

Several of the rebel elves, in an attenpt to boost their |evel of nmagic and
escape capture, were performng the dangerous maneuver known as "wal ki ng the
dragon wi ng." Hugh could see themrunning swiftly, sure-footedly, out on the
wing's mast. In their hands, they carried charns given themby the ship's

wi zard, that they would touch to the mast.

The nove was dangerous, fool hardy, and desperate. That far fromthe ship's
center, the nmagical canopy could not reach them could not protect them A
gust or-as was happeni ng now an eneny arrow could catch them and carry them
over the wing's edge, to tunmble down into the Mael strom

"Wal ki ng the dragon wing." It had becone a term anong el ves for any

ri sk-taking adventure worth the price. The saying had al ways, Hugh felt, held
a special nmeaning for himand his way of life. He had named his ship inits
honor .

Bane returned with a bow .

"Where're the el ves?" He handed the bow to Hugh



"Back behind us. W've flown out beyond them" Hugh took a nouthful and
choked, spitting it out. "Damm! What'd Alfred do, spill the pepper pot into
this stuff?"

"I told himit was too spicy. Here, | brought you sonme wine."

The prince handed Hugh the wi neskin. He took a deep drink, swallowed, and took
another. Gving it back, he shoved over the bow of uneaten food with his
foot. "Take that gunk back and feed it to Alfred."

Bane picked up the bow, but he didn't |eave the steerage way. Fingers toying
with the feather, he stood watching Hugh with a strange, cal m expectancy.

"What is it?" the Hand snapped.
But at that very nonent, he knew.

He hadn't tasted the poison. The pepper had masked it. But he was feeling the
first effects. Cranmps clenched his bowels. A burning sensation spread through
hi s body, and his tongue seemed to swell in his nouth. Cbjects in his sight

el ongated, then flattened. The boy grew huge, |eaning over himwith a sweet,
charm ng snile, the feather dangling fromhis hand.

Rage surged through Hugh, but not as swiftly or strongly as the poison

Saggi ng backward, his vision darkening, Hugh saw the feather and heard the
boy's awed voice conming froma great distance.

"I't worked, father! He's dying!"

Hugh reached out to catch hold and choke the breath out of his murderer, but
his armwas too heavy to lift; it hung linp and Iifeless at his side. And then
the boy was no | onger standing over him but a black monk, wth hand

out st r et ched.

"And now, who is master?" asked the nonk.

CHAPTER 25
DEEPSKY, M D REALM

HUGH CRASHED TO THE DECK, DRAGGE NG THE CABLES ATTACHED TO THE HARNESS ON hi s
body with him The ship listed sharply, slanmi ng Bane backward into the

bul khead. The bowl of food fell fromthe child' s hand with a clatter. Fromthe
cabin bel ow, there was a resoundi ng crash, followed by a pai ned and pani cked
yel | .

Staggering to his feet, clinging to the ship's side, the prince |ooked around
dazedly. The deck slanted at a precarious angle. Hugh lay on his back
entangl ed in the cables. Bane gl anced hastily outside, saw the nose of the
dragon pointing strai ght down, and realized what had happened. Hugh's fall had
pull ed the wings in, the magi c was not working, and now they were plungi ng out
of control through the sky, plunmreting down toward the Mel strom

It had not occurred to Bane that this would happen. Nor had it, apparently,
occurred to his father. That was not surprising. A human nysteriarch of the
Seventh House, living in realnms far above the strife and turnoil of the rest
of the world, could have no know edge of things mechanical. Sinistrad had
probably never even seen an el ven dragonship. And, after all, Hugh had assured



the boy the ship could fly itself.

Bane scranbl ed anong the tangl e of cables. Reaching Hugh's body, he pulled and
tugged with all his might at the ropes. But he couldn't nove them The w ngs
woul d not budge.

"Alfred!" the prince yelled. "A fred, conme quickly!"

There was another crash and a scuffling below, then Alfred s face-deathly
whi t e- poked up through the hatch.

"Sir Hugh! What's happening! We're falling-" H's gaze rested on the man's
body. "Bl essed Sartan!" Wth a swiftness and ease unusual in such a clunsy,
ungai nly body, Alfred dashed in through the hatch, made his way over the coils
of rope, and knelt besi de Hugh

"Ch, never mind him He's dead!" cried the prince. Gabbing hold of Alfred s
coat, he jerked himaround to face the front of the ship. "Look! You ve got to
stop us! Take the harness off himand fly this thing!"

"Your Majesty!" Alfred was livid. "I can't fly a ship! It takes skill, years
of practice!" The chanberlain's eyes narrowed. "Wat do you nean, he's dead?"

Bane glared at himdefiantly, but his gaze dropped before Alfred's. The
chanberl ain was no | onger the buffoon; his eyes were suddenly strangely
conpel ling and intense, and the boy found their penetrating stare highly
unconf ort abl e.

"He got what he deserved," Bane said sullenly. "He was an assassin, hired by
King Stephen to kill me. 1've killed himfirst, that's all."

"You?" Alfred' s gaze went to the feather. "O your father?"

Bane | ooked confused. His |lips opened, then clanped shut. H s hand cl enched
around the anulet as if to hide it, and he began to stamer.

"No need to lie," Alfred said, sighing. "lI've known for a long tinme. Longer
than your father and nother, or should | say your adopted father and not her
al t hough adoption inplies a choice, and they never had one. What kind of
poi son did you give him Bane?"

"Hi n? Why are you worried about hinf? Are you just going to let us crash?" the
prince screeched shrilly.

"He's the only one who can save us! Wat did you use on hin?" Al fred denanded,
reaching out his hand to grasp hold of the boy and shake the information out
of himif need be.

The prince darted backward, slipping and sliding across the slanting deck
until he was brought to a halt by the bul khead. Turning, he stared through the
wi ndow. The prince |let out a whoop.

"The el ven ships! W' re heading straight for them W don't need that filthy
nmurderer. The elves will save us!"

"No! Wait! Bane! It was the berries, wasn't it?"

The boy dashed out of the steerage way. Behind him Bane heard Al fred shouting
that el ves were dangerous, but he paid no attention



"I"'mprince of Uylandia," he said to hinself, clinbing the |ladder to the top
deck. There, clinging with his hands to the rails, he entw ned his |egs

t hrough themto hold on securely. "They won't dare lay a hand on ne. |'ve
still got the enchantnment. Trian thinks he broke it, but that's only because
it was what | wanted himto think. Father says we nustn't take a chance, and
so we had to kill the assassin to get his ship. But | know the enchantnent's
still with nme! Now I'Il have an elf ship. 1'll make themfly me to ny father
and he and | will rule them We'll rule themall! Just as we planned.

"Hey!" Bane shouted. Holding on to the rail with his legs, he let |oose |ong
enough to wave his arns. "Hey, there! Help! Help us!"

The elves were far below, too far away to hear the boy's cry. Besides, they
had ot her, more inportant things on their mnds- such as staying alive.
Looki ng down from his perch, Bane could see the rebel ship and the inperial
war shi p | ocked together, and he wondered what was going on. He was too high to
see the blood spilling over the deck. He could not hear the screans of the
cabl e-haul ers, trapped in their harnesses, being dragged through the
splintered hulls, nor could he hear the song of the rebel elves who attenpted,
even as they defended thenselves, to turn the hearts of their brothers.

Bri ght-col ored dragonwi ngs beat the air frantically or swung, broken, from
snapped cabl es. Long grappling hooks attached to ropes held one ship firmy to
the other. Elven warriors swung, hand over hand, along the cables to board the
ship or leapt through the air to land on the deck. Far beneath them the

Mael stromswirled and boiled, its black clouds with frothy white fringes lit
purple by the incessantly flaring |ightning.

Bane stared down at the elves eagerly. He felt no fear, only a heady

exhil arati on caused by the rushing of the wind in his face, the novelty of his
situation, and the excitenent of his father's plans comng to fulfillnment. The
dragonship's fall had sl owed sonewhat. Alfred had nanaged to pull the w ngs
out far enough so that the ship was no | onger tunbling headfirst into the

Mael strom But it was out of control and falling still, drifting downward in a
| azy spiral

Alfred' s voice cane to himfrombelow. It was indistinct, he couldn't
understand the man's words, yet sonething about the tone or the rhythm brought
back to his mnd the hazy nenory of when the tree had crashed down on top of
him Bane didn't pay nuch attention to it. They were nearing the elves, com ng
cl oser by the moment. He coul d see faces upturned, |ooking at him and
pointing. He started to shout again, when suddenly both the el ven ships broke
apart, disintegrating before his eyes.

Sl ender figures toppled into the nothingness around them and Bane was cl ose
enough now to hear the screans that would end when they were swallowed up in
the Mael strom Here and there fragments of the two ships, held aloft by their
own enchantrent, floated in the air, and he could see elves clinging to them
or, on the larger pieces, some still battling.

And Bane and his small ship were plunging down right into the center of the
chaos.

Kir monks do not | augh. They see nothing funny in life, and like to point out
t hat when humans laugh, it is often at the m sfortune of others. Laughing is
not prohibited in a Kir nonastery. It sinply isn't done. A child, when first
taken into the halls of the black nmonks, may |laugh for a day or two, but not
| onger.

The bl ack monk hol di ng Hugh by the hand did not smle, but Hugh saw | aughter
in the eyes. Furious, he fought and struggled nore fiercely against this one



opponent than he had fought against any in his life. This opponent was not
flesh and bl ood. No wound left its mark on it. No jab slowed it down. It was
eternal and it held himfast.

"You hated us," said the black nonk, |aughing at himsoundl essly, "yet you
served us. Al your life you served us."

"I serve no man!" shouted Hugh. H's struggles were | essening. He was grow ng
weak, tired. He wanted to rest. Only shane and anger kept him from slipping

i nto wel cone oblivion. Shane because he knew the nonk was right. Anger that he
had so | ong been their dupe.

Bitter, frustrated, he summoned all his waning strength and nmade one fina
attenpt to free hinself. It was a weak and pitiful blow that wouldn't have
made tears cone to the eyes of a child. But the nonk |et |oose.

Ast ounded, bereft of the support, Hugh fell. There was no terror in his heart,
for he had the strangest inpression that he was not falling down, but up. He
was not plunging into darkness.

He was plunging into |light.

"Sir Hugh?" Alfred' s face, fearful and anxious, floated above him "Sir Hugh?
Ch, praise the Sartan! You're all right! How do you feel, sir?"

Wth Alfred' s help, Hugh sat up. He glanced sw ftly around him searching for
t he nonk. He saw no one other than the chanberl ain, nothing except a tangle of
ropes and his harness.

"\What happened?" Hugh shook his head to clear it. He felt no pain, only a kind
of grogginess. H's brain seened too large for his skull, his tongue too big
for his mouth. He'd awakened in an inn, on occasion, with exactly this sane
feeling, an enpty w neskin at his side.

"The boy drugged you. It's wearing off now | know you're not feeling too
well, Sir Hugh, but we're in trouble. The ship is falling-"

"Drugged?" Hugh | ooked at Alfred, trying to bring himinto focus through the
fog. "He didn't drug ne! It was poison." H's eyes narrowed. "I was dying."

"No, no, Sir Hugh. | knowit might feel that way, but-"

Hugh | eaned forward. Catching hold of Alfred by the collar, he dragged the man
near him staring into the light-colored eyes in an effort to see into his
very soul. "I was dead." Hugh tightened his grip. "You brought nme back to
life!™

Al fred returned Hugh's gaze calmy. He smled, somewhat sadly, and shook his
head. "You are mistaken. It was a drug. | have done nothing."

Bumbl i ng, oafish, how could this man |lie and Hugh not know it? More inportant,
how could Al fred have saved his life? The face was guil el ess; the eyes | ooked
at himwith pity and sadness, nothing nore. Alfred seemed incapable of hiding
anyt hi ng. Had Hugh been anyone el se, he nust have believed him

But the assassin knew that poison. He had given it to others. He had seen them
die as he had. None of them had ever cone back

"Sir Hugh, the ship!"™ Alfred persisted. "W're falling! The wings . . . pulled
inward. | tried, but I couldn't get them out again."



Now that his attention was called to it, Hugh could feel the ship rolling. He
stared at Alfred, then let |oose his grip on the nman. Another nystery, but it
woul dn't be solved by tunbling into the Mael strom Hugh staggered to his feet,
hi s hands cl utching his pounding head. It was too heavy. He had the dazed
feeling that if he let go, his skull mght snap | oose and roll off his neck

A gl ance out the wi ndow showed himthat they were in no i nmedi at e danger - at
| east not fromfalling. Alfred had managed to bring the ship into sone
senbl ance of control, and Hugh could regain it conpletely easily enough
despite the fact that some of the cables had snapped.

"Falling into the Maelstroms the | east of our worries."
"What do you nean, sir?" Alfred hurried to his side and | ooked out.

Gazing up at them so near that they could see every detail of their torn and
bl oodi ed cl ot hing, were three elven warriors, grappling hooks in their hands.

"Here, toss themup! 1'll make themfast!" It was Bane's voice, coning from
t he deck above.

Al fred gasped. "H s Majesty said sonething about seeking help fromthe el ves-"

"Hel p!" Hugh's lips twisted into a nocking grin. It seened he had cone back to
life only to die again.

The grappling hooks snaked through the air. He heard the thuds when they

| anded on the deck, the scraping sound of the iron claws sliding over the
wood. There was a tug and a jerk that knocked hi munsteady as he was-off his
feet. The hooks had caught hold. He put his hand to his side. H's sword was
gone.

"Where . . . ?"

Al fred had seen his gesture and was slipping and sliding across the unsteady
deck. "Here, sir. | had to use it to cut you free."

Hugh grabbed hold of the weapon and nearly dropped it. If A fred had handed
himan anvil, it could have seenmed no heavier than his sword in his weak and
shaki ng hand. The hooks were dragging the ship to a stop, keeping it floating
inthe air next to the disabled elven vessel. There was a sharp pull and the
shi p sagged downward-the el ves were scaling the ropes, com ng aboard. Up
above, Hugh coul d hear Bane chattering excitedly.

Gipping the sword, Hugh left the steerage way, padded soft-footed into the
corridor to stand beneath the hatch. Al fred stunbl ed behind, the man's | oud,
clumsy footfalls making Hugh cringe. He cast the chanberlain a bal eful glance,
warning himto be silent. Then, slipping his dagger fromthe top of his boot,
the assassin held it out.

Al fred bl enched, shook his head, and put his hands behind his back. "No," he
said through trembling lips. "I couldn't! | can't...take a life!"

Hugh | ooked up above, where booted feet could be heard wal king across the
deck.

"Not even to save your own?" he hissed

Alfred lowered his eyes. "lI'msorry."



"If you're not now, you're soon going to be," muttered Hugh, and began to
silently clinb the |adder.

CHAPTER 26
DEEPSKY, DESCENDI NG

BANE WATCHED THE THREE ELVES PROPEL THEMSELVES HAND OVER HAND ACROSS

the ropes, their thin, shapely legs grasping it with heels and knees. Beneath
t hem was not hing but enpty air and, far below, the dark and awesone,
perpetual ly raging storm The el ves were expert at boarding, however, and did
not pause or | ook down. Reaching the deck of the small dragonship, they swuing
their legs over the sides and | anded lightly on their feet.

Havi ng never seen elves before, the prince studied themas intently as they
were ignoring him The elves were nearly the sanme hei ght as average hunans,
but their slender bodies nmade them appear taller. Their features were
delicate, yet hard and cold, as if they had been carved out of narble.
Snoot h- nuscl ed, they were extrenely well-coordi nated and wal ked with ease and
grace even on the listing ship. Their skin was nut-brown, their hair and
eyebrows white, tinted with silver that glistened in the sun. They wore what
appeared to be vests and short skirts nmade like finely stitched tapestries,
decorated with fanciful pictures of birds and flowers and ani mal s. Humans
often made fun of the elves' bright-colored garb-to their regret, nost

di scovering too late that it was, in reality, elven arnmor. Elven w zards
possess the power to nagically enhance ordinary silken thread, making it as
hard and tough as steel

The el f who appeared to be the | eader notioned the other two to | ook around
the ship. One ran aft, staring over the side at the w ngs, possibly to assess
t he danage that had caused this ship to tunble out of control. The other ran
back to the stern

The el ves were arned, but they didn't carry their weapons in hand. They were,
after all, on a ship nmade by their own kind.

Seeing his men deployed, the elven comrander finally deigned to notice the
chi | d.

"What is a human brat doing on board a ship of ny people?" The comuander
stared down his long aquiline nose at the boy. "And where is the captain of
this vessel ?"

He spoke human well, but with a twist to his mouth, as if the words tasted bad
and he was glad to be rid of them H's voice was lilting and nusical, his tone
i mperious and condescendi ng. Bane was angry, but knew how to hide it.

"I amcrown prince of Vol karan and Uyl andia. King Stephen is my father." Bane
thought it best to begin this way, at least until he had the el ves convinced
that he was soneone inportant. Then he would tell themthe truth, tell them
that he was of truly great inportance-greater than they could inagine.

The el f captain was keeping one eye on his nmen, giving Bane half his
attention. "So, my people have captured a human princeling, have they? | don't
know what they think they'll get for you."

"An evil man captured nme," Bane said, tears conming readily to his eyes. "He
was going to nurder me. But you've rescued ne! You'll be heroes. Take ne to



your king, that | may extend ny thanks. This could be the begi nning of the
peace between our people.”

The el f who had been inspecting the wings returned, his report on his lips.
Overhearing the boy's speech, he | ooked at his captain. Both | aughed
si mul t aneousl y.

Bane sucked in his breath. Never in his life had anyone | aughed at him What
was happeni ng? The enchant ment shoul d be working. He was positive Trian hadn't
been able to break the spell. Wiy wasn't his enchantment working on the elves?

And then Bane saw the talismans. Wrn around the el ves' necks, the talisnmans
were created by the elven wizards to protect their people agai nst human war
magi c. Bane didn't understand this, but he knew a wardi ng talisman when he saw
it and knew that, inadvertently, it was shielding the elves fromthe

enchant nent .

Before he could react, the captain grabbed hold of himand tossed himthrough
the air like a bag of garbage. He was caught by the other elf, whose strength
belied the slender body. The elf captain gave a carel ess conmand, and the elf,
hol ding the boy at armis length as if he were a skunk, wal ked over to the
ship's rail

Bane did not speak elven, but he understood the comand given by the elf
captain's gesture.

He was to be tossed overboard.

Bane tried to scream fear choked off his breath. He fought and struggl ed. The
elf held himby the scruff of the neck and seemed to be highly amused at the
child's frantic efforts to free hinself. Bane possessed the power of nagic,

but he was untrained, not having been brought up in his father's house. He
could feel magic run through himlike adrenaline, he | acked the know edge to
make it work.

There was soneone who could tell him however.
Bane grasped hold of the feather amulet. "Father!"
"He can't help you now," |aughed the elf.
"Father!" Bane cried again.

"I was right," said the elf captain to his cohort. "There is soneone el se
aboard-the brat's father. Go search.” He gestured to the third elf, who cane
runni ng back fromthe stern

"Go ahead, get rid of the little bastard," the captain grunted.

The el f hol ding Bane held the boy over the rail and then dropped him

Bane tunbl ed through the air. He sucked in his breath to let it out in a how
of terror, when a voice conmanded hi mabruptly to be silent. The voice cane as
it always did to the child, speaking words that he heard in his m nd, words

audi bl e only to hinself.

"You have the ability to save yourself, Bane. But first you nust conquer
fear."

Falling rapidly, seeing below himfloating pieces of debris fromthe elven



ship and bel ow that the black clouds of the Mael strom Bane went stiff and
rigid with fright.

"I ... | can't, father," he whi npered.

"I'f you can't, then you will die, which will be all to the best. | have no use
for a son who is a coward."

Al his short Iife, Bane had striven to please the man who spoke to him
t hrough the amul et, the man who was his true father. To win the powerful
wi zard's approval was his dearest w sh.

"Shut your eyes," was Sinistrad' s next command.
Bane did so.

"Now we are going to work the magic. Think to yourself that you are lighter
than the air. Your body is not solid flesh, but airy, buoyant. Your bones are
hollow, like a bird's."

The prince wanted to |augh, but something inside told himif he did so he
woul d never be able to control it and would drop to his death. Swall ow ng the
wild, hysterical giggling, he tried to do as his father commanded. It seened
[ udi crous. H's eyes wouldn't slay shut, but kept flying open to watch in

pani c-stricken desperation for a bit of debris to cling to until he could be
rescued. The wi nd rushi ng past made his eyes tear, however, and he coul dn't
see clearly. A sob welled up in his throat.

"Bane!" Sinistrad's voice flicked through the child' s mnd |like a whip.

@l pi ng, Bane squinched his eyes tightly shut and tried to picture hinself a
bi rd.

At first it was difficult and seened inpossible. Generations of w zards |ong
dead plus the boy's own inherent skill and intelligence cane to Bane's aid.
The trick was to banish reality, to convince the nind that its body did not
wei gh sixty-sonme rock, that it weighed nothing or less than nothing. It was a
skill nost young human w zards must study years to attain, yet Bane was havi ng
to learn it in seconds. Mdther birds teach the young to fly by tossing them
out of the nest. Bane was acquiring the art of magic in the same way. Shock
and sheer terror jolted his natural talent into taking over and saving him

My flesh is made of cloud. My blood is fine mst. My bones are holl ow and
filled with air.

A tingling sensation spread through the prince's body. It seemed as if the
magi ¢ was changing himinto a cloud, for he felt weightless and airy. As this
feeling increased, so did his confidence in the illusion he was spinning
around hinself, and the magic in turn increased, grow ng stronger and nore
powerful . Opening his eyes, Bane saw to his delight that he was no | onger
falling. Lighter than a snowfl ake, he was drifting in the sky.

"I"ve done it! I've done it!" He laughed gleefully, flapping his arnms like a
bi rd.

"Concentrate!" Sinistrad snapped. "This is not play! Break the concentration
and you | ose the power!"

Bane sobered. His father's words had not affected himso nuch as the sudden
frightening sensation he'd experienced of grow ng heavier again. Resolutely he



set his mind to its task of keeping him afl oat anong the wi spy cl ouds.
"What do | do now, father?" he asked, nore subdued.

"Rermai n where you are for the nmoment. The elves will rescue you."

"But they tried to kill ne!"

"Yes, but now they will see that you possess the power and they will want to
take you to their wi zards. That will lead you to their court. You may as well
spend somne tinme there before you return to me. You m ght gather useful

i nformation."

Bane gazed upward, trying to see what was happening on the ship. Al that was
visible to himfromhis angle was the underside of the hull and the
hal f - spread wi ngs. The dragonship was still falling, however.

Bane rel axed, floating in the air, and waited for it to come to him

CHAPTER 27
DEEPSKY, DESCENDI NG

HUGH AND ALFRED CROUCHED AT THE FOOT OF THE STAIRS. THEY COULD HEAR THE el ves
searching the ship; they heard the elf captain's conversation wi th Bane.

"Little bastard,” Hugh nuttered beneath his breath.
Then they heard Bane scream
Al fred pal ed.

"You want him you better help rescue him" Hugh said to the chanberl ain.
"Keep cl ose behind ne."

G anmbering up the | adder, Hugh threw open the hatch. Sword in hand, he surged
out onto the deck with Alfred right behind him The first thing he saw was the
elf hurling Bane over the side of the ship. Alfred cried out in horror

"Never mnd!" shouted Hugh, |ooking about swiftly for something to use as a
weapon. "Cover ny back- By the ancestors! No you don't!"

Alfred' s eyes were rolling up into his head. His face was ashen as he swayed
on his feet. Hugh reached out a hand, grabbed himto shake himfuriously, but
it was too |ate. The chanberlain keeled over and | anded on the deck in a

pat heti ¢ heap.

"Dam!" Hugh swore viciously.

The elves were stiff and weary fromtheir fight with the rebels. They had not
expected to find humans on board a dragonship and they were slow to react.
Hugh grabbed for the spar, just as one of the elf fighters attenpted to reach
it first. The Hand was quicker. Lifting it, he snatched it up with all the
force he could manage and thwacked the elf across the face. The fighter

toppl ed, striking his head against the hatch when he fell. Presumably he woul d
be out for a while. Hugh dared not finish himoff, for he had two other elves
in front of him

El ves are not particularly skilled swordsnmen. They prefer the bow and arrow,



whi ch denonstrates skill and judgment, not nerely brute strength-all they
consi der swordpl ay. The short bl ades elves carry at their sides are generally
used for close fighting or to dispatch victins al ready wounded by arrows.

Knowi ng the elves' dislike for the bl ade, Hugh swung his sword wildly, forcing
themto keep out of his reach. He edged backward-hoppi ng fromplank to

pl ank-until he ran into the bulwarks, the elves pressing him but not noving
into attack. Not yet. Whatever they lack in technique, elves make up for in
pati ence and wariness. It was taking all Hugh's waning strength just to keep
the blade in his hand. The elves could see that he was sick and weak.

Fei nting, jabbing, they drained his energy. They could afford to wait unti
weari ness forced himto drop his guard.

Hugh's arms ached, his head throbbed. He knew that he could not hold out I|ong.
Sonehow, this nmust end. Myvenent caught his eye.

"Alfred!" Hugh bellowed. "That's it! Take them from behi nd!"

It was an old trick, and no human fighter worth his codpi ece woul d have fallen
for it. As it was, the elven captain kept his eyes fixed on Hugh, but the
other warrior lost his nerve and turned his head. Wat he saw was not a
nmenaci ng human bearing down on him but Alfred sitting up and | ooki ng about

hi m dazedl y.

Hugh was on the elf in a flash, slashing the sword out of his hand and bashi ng
the warrior in the face with his fist. This nove left himopen to attack from
the captain, but he couldn't help that. The elf captain leapt forward to
strike. His feet slipped on the slanting deck; the clunsy stroke m ssed Hugh's
heart and tore through the muscles of his sword arm Hugh spun on his heel
caught the captain across the jawwith the hilt of the blade and sent the elf
spraw i ng on his back on the deck, his weapon flying fromhis hand.

Hugh sank to his knees, fighting dizziness and nausea.

"Sir Hugh! You're injured! Let ne hel p-" Hands touched his arm but Hugh
j erked away.
"I"'mall right," he snapped. Staggering to his feet, he glared at the
chanber | ai n, who flushed and hung hi s head.

"I ... I"'msorry | let you down," he stammered. "I don't know what comes over

me-"

Hugh cut him off, gesturing at the elves. "Toss this scum overboard before
they cone to."

Al fred went so pale that Hugh thought he was going to faint again. "I can't do
that, sir. Throw a helpless man ... to his death."

"They threw that kid of yours to his death!" Hugh raised his sword, holding it
above the neck of the unconscious elf. "Then I'll have to get rid of them
here. | can't take a chance on them coning around."

He started to cut the slender neck, but a strange reluctance halted him A
voi ce cane to himfromout of a vast and horrifying darkness.

Al your life you served us.

"Please, sir!" Alfred caught hold of his arm "Their ship is still attached to
ours." He pointed to where the remants of the elven vessel nosed al ongside



t he dragonshi p, the grappling hooks holding it fast. "I could transfer them
back there. At least they'd have a chance of being rescued.”

"Very well." Too sick and tired to argue, Hugh gave in with an ill grace. "Do
what you want. Just get rid of them What do you care about elves. anyway?
They nurdered your precious prince."

"All life is sacred,” said Alfred softly, leaning down to |ift the unconscious
el f captain by the shoulders. "W |earned that. Too late. Too late."

At |east that's what Hugh thought he said. The wi nd was whistling through the
rigging, he was sick and in pain, and who cared anyway?

Al fred perforned the task in his usual bunbling fashion- tripping over the

pl anks, dropping the bodies, once nearly hanging hinself when he becane
entangl ed in one of the wing cables. Eventually he managed to haul the
unconsci ous elves to the ship's rail and heaved themonto their own ship with
a strength the Hand found difficult to credit in the tall, gangling man.

But then, there was a | ot about Alfred that was inexplicable. Was | really
dead? Did Alfred bring ne back to life? And, if so, how? Not even the
nmysteriarchs have the ability to restore the dead.

"All life is sacred. . . . Too late. Too late."

Hugh shook his head and was i medi ately sorry. He thought his eyeballs mnust
burst out of their sockets.

Alfred returned to find Hugh trying to knot a clunmsy bandage around his arm
"Sir Hugh?" Alfred began tinmdly.

Hugh did not look up fromhis work. Gently the chanberlain took over, tying
t he bandage deftly.

"I think you should come and see sonething, sir.

"I know. We're still falling. But | can pull us out. How close are we to the
Mael stron®"

"It's not just that, sir. It's the prince. He's safe!"
"Saf e?" Hugh stared at him thinking the man had gone nad.

"It's very peculiar, sir. Although not so peculiar, | suppose, considering who
he is and who his father is."

Who the hell is he? Hugh wanted to ask, but now was not the tine. Sick and
hurting, he made his way across the deck, whose novenments were beconi ng nore
and nore erratic as they drew nearer the storm Looking down bel ow, he could
not repress a |l ow whistle of amazenent.

"His father is a nysteriarch of the Hgh Realm" said Alfred. "I suppose he
taught the boy to do that."

"They communi cate through the anulet,"” said the Hand, recalling his failing
vi sion focusing on the boy clasping the feather in his hand.

"Yes."



Hugh coul d see the boy's upturned face, |ooking at themtriunphantly,
evidently quite pleased with hinself.

"I'"m supposed to rescue him | suppose. A kid who tried to poison ne. A kid
who wrecked my ship. A kid who tried to turn us all over to the elves!"
"After all, sir," replied Alfred, gazing at Hugh steadily, "you did agree to
nmur der hi mfor noney."

Hugh gl anced back down at Bane. They were nearing the Mael strom He could see
the stinging clouds of dust and debris floating above it and hear the dul
boom ng of the thunder. A cool, npist wind snmelling of rain was causing the
tail rudder to flap wildly. Ri ght now, Hugh should be exam ning the snapped
cables, trying to rig themso that he could extend the wi ngs and regain the
upper air before the ship drifted too close, before the winds of the storm
could prevent themfromrising. And the pounding in his head was maki ng hi m
si ck.

Turning, Hugh left the rail.
"I don't blane you," said Alfred. "He is a difficult child-"

"Difficult!" Hugh | aughed, then paused, eyes closed, as the deck canted away
beneath his feet. Wen he was hinself again, he drew a deep breath. "Take that
spar and hold it out to him I1'Il try to nmaneuver the ship closer. W're

ri sking our own lives doing this. Chances are we'll get caught by the w nds
and sucked into the storm™

"Yes, Sir Hugh." Alfred ran to get the spar-for once, his feet and his body
all going the sane direction

The Hand dropped through the hatch into the steerage way and stood staring at
the nmess. "Why am | doing this?", he asked hinself. It's sinple, was the
response. You've got a father who will pay to have his son not conme back and
anot her father who will pay to get hold of the kid.

That makes sense, Hugh admitted. All, of course, provided we don't wind up in
the Mael strom Looking out the crystal w ndow, he could see the boy floating
anong the clouds. The dragonship was falling down to nmeet him but unless Hugh
could alter their course, they would mss himby over a wing' s | ength.

G oomly the Hand surveyed the weckage, prodding his aching mnd to function
and del i neate between the various ropes that were tw sting and slithering
across the deck like snakes. Finding those he needed, he untangl ed them and
laid them out straight so that they could run easily through the hawsehol es.
Once the cabl es were arranged, he cut themloose fromthe harness with his
sword and wound them around his arns. He had seen nmen suffer broken bones from
doing this. If he lost control, the heavy wing would fly out suddenly, jerk
the rope, and snap his arnms like a twg.

Seating hinself, his feet braced against the deck, Hugh began to pay out the
line slowmy. One length of cable ran swiftly and snoothly through the
hawsehol e. The wing began to lift and the magic to activate. But the cable on
Hugh's right armremained linp and lifeless, straggling across the deck. He
wi ped sweat fromhis brow with the back of his hand. The w ng was st uck,

j amed.

Hugh haul ed back on the cable with all his mght, hoping to jolt it free. It
did no good, and he realized that one of the exterior cables attached to his
gui de rope nmust have snapped. Swearing to hinself beneath his breath, the Hand



abandoned t he broken cabl e and concentrated on flying the ship with one w ng.

"Nearer!" Alfred shouted. "Alittle nore to the left-or is that starboard?
can never renenber. Port? Perhaps port? There, |'ve alnost got him. . . Now
Hang on tightly, Your Hi ghness!"

Hugh heard the prince's shrill voice, yamering excitedly about sonething, the
sound of small boots hitting the deck

Then he heard Alfred's voice, |ow and rebuki ng, and Bane's defensive whine.

Hugh pul |l ed back on the cable, felt the wing lift, and the dragonship, aided
by its magic, began to float upward. The cl ouds of the Mael strom swirled

bel ow, seem ngly angry to see the prey escaping. Hugh held his breath,
concentrating all his energy on holding the wing steady as they conti nued
slowy ri sing.

It was as if a giant hand reached out to slap themlike an irritating

nosqui to. The ship dropped suddenly and sickeningly, plunging downward so fast
that it seened their bodies went with it but their stonmaches and bowel s stayed
up above. Hugh heard a frightened shriek and a heavy bunp and knew soneone
nmust have been thrown to the deck. The Hand hoped both Alfred and the kid had
found something to hang on to, but there was nothing he could do about it if
they hadn't.

Gimy he held on to the cables, fighting to keep the wing up to slow their
descent. Then he heard an ominous ripping sound and the eerie whistle that
stops the hearts of all dragonship pilots. The wing had torn, the wi nd was
rushing through it. Hugh paid out the line as far as it would go, opening the
wing all the way. Although he couldn't use it to steer, at least its magic
woul d hel p cushion their fall when they hit the ground-if they hit the ground
and if the Maelstromdidn't rip themapart first.

Unwi ndi ng the rope fromaround his arm Hugh threw it onto the deck. They
hadn't reached the Mael stromyet, and already the wi nd was whipping the ship
around. He couldn't stand up and was forced to crawl across the planking,
clinging to the cables and using themto pull hinmself into the corridor. Once
there, he dragged hinself up the | adder and peered out. Al fred and Bane were
lying flat on the top deck, the chanberlain with his armwapped tightly
around the boy.

"Down here!" Hugh yell ed above the buffeting of the wind. "The wing's split.
W're sinking into the storm"

Alfred slithered on his stonmach across the deck, hauling Bane with him Hugh
took a certain grimpleasure in noting that the child appeared to be stricken
dunmb with terror. Reaching the hatch, the chanberlain shoved the prince ahead
of him Hugh grasped hold of the boy none too gently, pulled himinside, and
dropped himonto the deck

Bane |l et out a how of pain that was cut short when the ship flipped over,
slammi ng himinto the bul warks and knocking the breath fromhis body. The
nmoti on sent Alfred plunging through the hatch headfirst, causing Hugh to | ose
his footing. He crashed down the | adder onto the deck bel ow.

The Hand staggered to his feet and made his way back up the | adder-or perhaps
it was down the | adder. The ship was rolling over and over, and he had | ost
all sense of direction. He grabbed hold of the hatch cover. A rain squall hit
the ship; water |ashed down with the force of elven spears. A jagged bolt of
lightning split the air near enough that the snmell made hi mwinkle his nose;



t he concussion of the air rushing back together nearly deafened him He
funmbl ed at the hatch cover-it was slippery and wet-and finally managed to yank
it shut. Wearily he slid back down the | adder and col |l apsed onto the deck

"You . . . you're alivel" Bane stared at himin blank astoni shnent. Then his
expression changed to one of joy. Running over to Hugh, the child threw his
arnms around hi mand hugged himclose. "Ch, I'mso glad! | was so frightened!

You saved ny life!"

Det achi ng the clinging hands, Hugh held the prince at armis |l ength. There was
no doubting the sincerity either in the tear-choked voice or on the innocent
face. There was no guile or deceit in the blue eyes. The Hand coul d have

al nost i magi ned that he had dreaned everyt hing.

Al nmost, but not quite.

This Bane, so aptly naned, had tried to poison him Hugh put his hand around
the boy's white throat. It would be a sinple matter. One twist. Snap the neck
Contract fulfilled.

The ship pitched and tossed in the storm The hull creaked and groaned and
seened likely to fly apart at any nmonent. Lightning flashed around them
t hunder booned in their ears.

Al your life you served us.

Hugh tightened his grasp. Bane gazed up at him the child was trusting, shyly
smling. The assassin m ght have been soothing the prince with a |oving
car ess.

Angrily the Hand hurled the boy away fromhim sent himstunbling into Alfred,
who caught himreflexively.

Stunbl i ng past the two, heading for the steerage way, Hugh dropped to his
hands and knees and heaved up his guts.

CHAPTER 28
DREVLI N, LOW REALM

BANE WAS THE FI RST TO REGAI N CONSClI QUSNESS. OPENI NG HI S EYES, HE STARED
around at his surroundings, at the dragonship and its other two occupants. He
could hear a |l ow runble of thunder, and for a nonent his terror returned; then
he realized the stormwas sone distance away. Looking outside, he could see it
was calm with only a spatter of rain hitting the ship. The horrid notion had
ended. Everything was still, nothing noved.

Hugh lay on the deck anidst the cables, his eyes closed, blood on his head and
arm his hand hanging on to one of the ropes as though his last effort had
been to make sone attenpt to save them Alfred |lay sprawl ed on his back. The
chanberl ain did not appear to be injured. Bane renmenbered little about the
terrifying descent through the storm but he had the inpression from sonmewhere
that Al fred had fainted.

Bane, too, had been afraid, nore afraid even than when the elf captain had
tossed himover the side of the ship. That had happened swiftly, so there had
been only a short time for fear. The fall into the storm had seened to take
forever, with terror growi ng stronger every second. Bane had really thought he
mght die of it. He recalled, then, his father's voice whi spering words that



lulled himinto sleep

The prince attenpted to sit up. He felt peculiar-not hurt, just peculiar. H's
body seened too heavy, a tremendous force was wei ghing hi mdown, yet there was
nothing on top of him Bane whinpered a little in fright and at the feeling of
being alone. He didn't |ike these strange sensations and he craw ed over to
shake Alfred, to try to wake him Then Bane saw Hugh's sword, lying on the
deck beneath him and the child had a thought.

"I could kill themboth now," he said, gripping the feather anulet tightly.
"We could be rid of them father."

"No!" The word was stern and sharp and startled him
"Why not ?"

"Because you need themto get you away fromthis place and bring you to ne.
But first, there is a task I want you to perform You have | anded on the isle
of Drevlin in the Low Realm A people known as Gegs inhabit this |and.
Actually, | amquite pleased that chance has brought you here. | was pl anning
to come nyself, when | acquired a ship.

"There is a great machine on this isle that very much intrigues nme. It was
built Iong ago by the Sartan, but for what purpose, no one has ever been able
to discover. | want you to investigate it while you are there. Do this and
find out what you can about these Gegs. Though | doubt if they can be of nuch
use to nme in ny conquest of the world, it is wise to know as nmuch as | can
about those | intend to conquer. | might even be able to make use of them You
must watch, ny son, for the opportunity.”

The voice faded. Bane scowled. If only Sinistrad would stop his irritating
habit of saying "Wen | conquer, when | rule.” It was to be "we." Bane had
determ ned this.

"OfF course, ny father can't know rmuch about ne yet; that's why he's never

included me in his plans. \Wen we neet, he'll get to know ne. He'll be proud
of me and he'll be glad to share his power with me. He'll teach me all his
magic. We'll do everything together. I won't be |lonely anynore."

Hugh began to groan and stir. Bane hurriedly |lay back down on the deck and
shut his eyes.

Hugh eased hinsel f up painfully, propping his body with his arns. His first

t hought was one of absol ute astonishnment to di scover he was alive. H s next
was that he would pay that elven wizard who cast the spell on his ship double
what he charged for magic and feel that it was cheap. H's next was for his

pi pe. Reaching into the soiled and sodden vel vet tunic, Hugh di scovered it
saf e, unbroken.

The Hand gl anced at his conpanions. Alfred was out cold. Hugh had never in his
life known anyone to pass out from sheer terror. Marvel ous person to have
around in a crisis. The boy was al so unconsci ous, but he was breathing
steadily, his color was good. He hadn't been hurt. Hugh's future security was
alive and wel .

"But first," muttered the Hand, edging across the deck to the boy, "we need to
get rid of daddy, if that's who this really is."

Movi ng slow y and cautiously, careful not to wake the child, Hugh slid his
fingers beneath the silver chain fromwhich the feather anul et was suspended



and started to lift it fromaround the boy's neck
The chain slid through his fingers.

Hugh stared at it incredul ously. The chain had not slipped off his fingers but
through themliterally! He had seen it pass right through solid flesh and bone
with as nuch ease as if his hand had been as insubstantial as that of a
ghost ' s.

"I'"mimgining things. The bunmp on the head," he said, and grasped the chain,
this tine firmy

He held nothing in his hand but air.

Hugh realized then that Bane's eyes had opened, the boy was watching him not
angrily or suspiciously, but wth sadness.

"It won't come off,"
Wiere are we?"

he said. "I've tried." The prince sat up. "Wat happened?

"We're safe,"” Hugh said, sitting back and drawing forth his pipe. He'd snoked
the last of the sterego, not that he had any way to light it even if he
hadn't. He clanmped the stemin his teeth and sucked on the enpty bow .

"You saved our lives," Bane told him "And after | tried to kill you. |'m
sorry. | truly am" The linmpid blue eyes lifted to gaze at Hugh. "It was only
that | was afraid of you."

Hugh sucked on the pipe and sai d not hi ng.

"I feel so strange," continued the prince in easy conversation, that one snall
matter between them having now finally been cleared up. "Like I'mtoo heavy

for ny body."

"It's the pressure down here, the weight of the air. You'll get used to it.
Just sit still and don't nove."

Bane sat, fidgeting. His gaze went to Hugh's sword. "You're a warrior. You can
defend yoursel f the honorable way. But |'m Wak. What else could | do? You are
an assassin, aren't you? You were hired to kill ne?"

"And you're not Stephen's son," Hugh countered.

"No, sir, he is not."

The voice was Alfred' s. The chanberlain sat up, |ooking around himin
confusion. "Were are we?"

"My guess is we're in the Low Realm Wth luck, we're on Drevlin."

"Why | uck?"

"Because Drevlin's the only continent down here that's inhabited. The CGegs
will help us if we can nmake it to one of their cities. This Low Real mis swept
constantly by terrible stornms,"” he added in explanation. "If we're caught in

one out in the open ..." Hugh finished his sentence with a shrug.

Al fred bl anched and cast a worried gl ance outside. Bane squirmed and tw sted
to see. "It's not storm ng now. Shouldn't we | eave?"



"Wait until your body's gotten used to the change in pressure. W'll need to
nove fast when we go."

"And you think we're on this Drevlin?" Alfred asked.

"Judgi ng fromour |ocation when we fell, I'd say so. W were bl own around sone
by the storm but Drevlin's the | argest |and-nass down here, and it'd be hard
to mss. If we'd been bl own off course too far, we wouldn't be anywhere."

"You' ve been here before." Bane sat up straight, staring at Hugh

"Yes."

"What's it |ike?" he questioned eagerly.

Hugh did not inmmediately reply. H s eyes shifted to Alfred, who had lifted his
hand and was exanmining it in puzzlenent, as if certain it nmust belong to
soneone el se.

"Go outside and see for yourself, Your Highness."

"You mean it?" Bane scrambled to his feet. "I can go outside?"

"See if you can find any signs of a Geg settlenment. There's a big machi ne on
this continent. If you can see parts of it, there'll be Gegs |iving nearby.
Keep close to the ship. You get caught by a stormw th nowhere to go for

shelter, and you're finished."

"I's that wise, sir?" Afred | ooked anxiously after the boy, who was squeezing
his small body out of a hole smashed in the hull

"He won't go far. He'll get tired sooner than he realizes. Now, while he's
gone, tell me the truth.”

Al fred becane very pale. Shifting unconfortably, he I owered his eyes and
stared at his too-large hands. "You were right, sir, when you said that Bane

was not Stephen's child. | will tell you what | know what any of us knows for
certain, as far as that goes, although I believe Trian has conjectured sone
theories to explain what happened. | must say that they didn't seemto

conpl etely cover all the circunmstances-
draw toget her with inpatience.

He saw Hugh's face darken, the brows

"Ten cycles ago, a child was born to Stephen and Anne. It was a boy, a
beautiful baby, with his father's dark hair and his nmother's eyes and ears.
You think that is odd, that | mention the ears, but it will become inportant

| ater on. Anne, you see, has a nick in her left ear, right here, at the outer
curve. It is atrait in her famly. The story goes that |ong ago, when the
Sartan still wal ked the world, one of their kind was saved from harm when a
spear thrown at himwas deflected by Anne's ancestor. The point sliced off a
part of the man's left ear. Al children born since have been marked with that
notch as a synbol of the famly's honor

"Anne's child had the notch. | saw it nyself when they brought the babe out
for the showing." Alfred' s voice |lowered. "The child found in the cradle the
next norning did not."

"A changeling," conmmented Hugh. "Surely they knew?"

"Yes, they knew. W all knew. The baby appeared to be the sanme age as the
prince, only a day or two old. But this baby was fair-haired with bright blue
eyes, not the mlky kind of blue that will turn brown. And the child' s ears



were both perfectly shaped. W questioned everyone in the pal ace, but no one
knew how the switch was nmade. The guards swore no one had slipped past them
They were good men. Stephen did not doubt their word. The nurse slept in the
roomw th the baby all night and woke to take himto the wet nurse, who said
that she put to her breast Anne's dark-haired boy. By this and by other
tokens, Trian judged that the child had been placed there by magic."

"t her tokens?"

Al fred sighed. H s gaze strayed outside. Bane was standing on a rock, peering
intently into the distance. On the horizon, black clouds flecked with
[ightning were massing. The wind was beginning to rise.

"The baby had a powerful enchantment woven round him Anyone who | ooked at him
nmust i medi ately love him No, 'love' isn't the right word." The chanberlain
considered the matter. " 'Dote on,' perhaps, or 'becone obsessed by.' W
couldn't bear to see himunhappy. A tear falling fromhis eye nmade us fee

wr et ched for days. W woul d have parted with our lives before we parted with
that child." Alfred's voice fell silent and he ran his hand over his bald

pate. "Stephen and Anne knew the danger of taking this child as their own, but
they-all of us- were helpless to prevent it. That's why they naned hi m Bane."

"And what was the danger?"

"A year after the changeling was delivered to us, on the birthday of Anne's
true child, a nysteriarch fromthe Hi gh Real m cane anbng us. At first we were
honored, for such a thing had not happened in years-that one of the powerful
magi of the Seventh House should so hunbl e hinself that he would deign to

| eave his glorious real mabove and visit with us bel ow But our pride and our
gl adness changed to ashes in our mouths. Sinistrad is an evil man. He took
care that we should know himand fear him He cane, he said, to do honor to
the little prince. He had brought hima present. Wen Sinistrad lifted the
babe in his arms, we knew every one of us-whose child Bane truly was.

"No one could do a thing, of course-not against a powerful w zard of the
Seventh House. Trian hinself is one of the nost skilled wi zards in the

ki ngdom and he is only Third House. No, we had to watch with smiles plastered
on our faces as the nysteriarch slipped that feather amulet around the baby's
neck. Sinistrad congratul ated Stephen on his heir and left. H s enphasis on
that word sent shivers of horror through all of us. But Stephen was hel pl ess
to do anything except dote on the child nore fiercely than ever, even though
he began to | oathe the sight of him™"

Hugh tugged at his beard, frowning. "But why would a wi zard of the H gh Real m
want a kingdomin the Mddle? They |left us cycles ago of their own free will.
Their own ki ngdomis wealthy beyond anything we can imagi ne, or so we've

hear d.

"As |'ve said, we do not know. Trian has theories-conquest is the npst

obvi ous, of course. But if they wanted to rule us, they could bring an arny of
nmysteriarchs down and defeat us easily. No, as | said, it doesn't nmake sense.
St ephen knew that Sinistrad was in conmunication with his son. Bane is a
cunni ng spy. The boy has | earned every secret in the kingdom and has passed it
all on, of that we are certain. W might have lived with that, for ten cycles
have passed and our strength grows. If the mysteriarchs wanted to take over,
they could have done it before this. But sonething has happened that nade it
urgent for Stephen to rid himself of the changeling." Alfred gl anced outside
to see the boy still occupied in scouting out a city, though he was obviously
tired and now sitting on the rock instead of standing. The chanberl ain

noti oned Hugh near, whispering in his ear. "Anne is with child!"



"Ah!" Hugh nodded in sudden understanding. "And so they decide to get rid of
one heir, now that there's another on the way. \Wat about the enchant nent ?"
"Trian broke it. Ten years of study it took him but he managed at |ast. Now
St ephen was able to"-Alfred halted, stanmmering in confusion-"to . "

hire an assassin to kill him How | ong have you known?"
"Fromthe first." Alfred flushed. "It was why | followed you."
"And you woul d have tried to stop ne?"

"I"mnot certain.'
"l ... don't know. "

Alfred' s brow furrowed, and he shook his head confusedly.

A dark seed fell into Hugh's mind and took root. It grew fast, twi sting around
his brain, flowering and bearing a noxious fruit. | decided to break the
contract. \Why? Because the boy is nore valuable alive than dead. But so were a
nunber of men | contracted to kill. | never before broke faith. | never before
broke a contract, though sometinmes | could have nade ten tinmes the fee paid
me. Wy now? | risked my own life to rescue the bastard! | couldn't kill him
after he tried to kill nel

What if the enchantment isn't broken? What if Bane is still manipulating al
of us, beginning with King Stephen?

Hugh | ooked intently at Alfred. "And what's the truth about you, chanberlain?"

"You see it before you, sir, | amafraid," said A fred hunbly, spreading his
hands. "I have been in service all nmy life. | was with Her Royal H ghness's
famly at their castle in Uylandia. Wen Her Majesty becane queen, she was

ki nd enough to bring ne with her." A slow flush spread over Alfred' s face. Hs
eyes sought the deck. He plucked nervously at the shabby clothing with his
clumsy fingers.

Lyi ng does not cone easily for this man, not like it does for the child,
t hought Hugh. Yet, like the child, Alfred is, seemingly, living a lie.

The assassin let it drop, closing his eyes. Hs shoulder pained him he felt
gueasy and lethargic, effects of both the poison and the heavy air pressure.
Thi nking of all that had passed, he twisted his lips into a bitter snile
Wrst of all, his hands sneared red with the bl ood of countless nen, he who
had proudly believed hinself to be masterl ess had been mastered-by a child.

Pri nce Bane poked his head back through the shattered side of the ship. "I
think I see it. The great machine! It's off in the distance, that direction
You can't see it now, because the clouds have covered it. But | renenber the
way. Let's go there now After all, how can it be dangerous? It's only rain-"

A bolt of lightning sizzled fromsky to ground, blasting a hole in the
coralite. The thunderclap shook the ground and nearly knocked the boy over.

"That's why," said Hugh

Anot her |ightning bolt struck with shattering force. Bane shot across the deck
and crouched down beside Alfred. Rain pounded on the hull. Hail beat on it

wi th deafening ferocity. Soon, water began pouring in through the cracks in
the smashed tinber. Bane's eyes were wide, his face pale, but he didn't cry
out. Wen he saw his hands were trenbling, he clasped themtogether tightly.
Looki ng at the boy, Hugh saw hinself |ong ago, battling fear with pride-the



only weapon in his arsenal
And it occurred to himthat perhaps this was just what Bane wanted himto see.

The assassin fingered the hilt of his sword. It would take only a few seconds.
Grasp it, wield it, thrust it deep into the boy's body. If he was going to be
stopped by magic, then he wanted to see it act, know for certain.

O perhaps he had seen it already.

Hugh nmoved his hand away fromthe sword. Lifting his pipe, he saw Bane
wat ching him The boy's lips curved in a sweet, charnming snile

CHAPTER 29
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

THE H GH FROVAN WAS HAVING A SAD TIME OF IT. HE WAS BEI NG PLAGUED BY GODS
Literally dropping fromthe skies, gods rained down on his defensel ess head.
Not hi ng was going right. H's once-peaceful real mthat had not known a whi sper
of trouble in the [ast several centuries was now runni ng anok.

Trudgi ng across the coralite, his band of coppers marching along reluctantly
behind him the Head C ark marching righteously at his side, the Froman

t hought 1 ong and hard about gods and deci ded that he hadn't nuch use for them
First, instead of neatly getting rid of Mad Li nbeck, the gods had actually had
the audacity to send him back alive. Not only that, but they came with hin
Wl |, one of themdid-a god who called hinself Haplo. And though confused
reports had reached the ears of the Hi gh Froman that the god didn't consider

hi nsel f a god, Darral Longshoreman didn't believe it for a flicker

Unfortunately, whether this Haplo was or he wasn't, he was stirring up trouble
wherever he went-and that was pretty nearly everywhere, including, now, the
CGegs' capital city of Wwnbe. Mad Linbeck and his wild WIPP's were dragging the
god across the countryside, naking speeches, telling the people that they were
being m sused, ill-treated, enslaved, and the Mangers knew what else. O
course, Mad Linbeck had been ranting and raving about this for somne

consi derable I ength of tine, but now, with the god standing at his side, the
Gegs were beginning to listen to him

Hal f the cl arks had been conpletely won over. The Head O ark, seeing his
church falling apart around him was denanding that the H gh Froman do
sormet hi ng.

"And what am | supposed to do?" Darral asked sourly. "Arrest this Haplo, this
god who says he isn't a god? That won't do anythi ng except convince the people
who do believe in himthat they' ve been right all along and convince the rest
who don't that they shoul d!"

"Bosh!" sniffed the Head O ark, who hadn't understood a thing the Hi gh Fronman
sai d but who knew he didn't agree with it.

"Bosh! That's all you've got to say! It's all your fault, anyhow " the High
Froman shouted, working hinmself into a rage. "Let the Mangers take care of Mad
Li mbeck, you said. Well, they took care of him all right! Sent himback to
destroy us!"

The Head C ark had stormed off in a huff. But he'd been back qui ck enough when
the ship was sighted.



Pl unmeti ng out of the skies where it had no business being, since it wasn't
time for the nonthly festival yet, the dragonship had | anded in the Qutland
some di stance away from an outer sector of Wnbe known as Stomak. The High
Froman had seen it from his bedroom w ndow and his heart had sunk. Mre gods-
just what he needed!

At first Darral thought he m ght have been the only one to see it and that he
could pretend he hadn't. No such luck. A nunber of other Gegs sawit,

i ncluding the Head C ark. Wrse still, one of his sharp-eyed, no-brains
coppers had reported seeing Something Alive come out of it. The copper, as
puni shrent, was now stunbling along after his chief on their way to

i nvesti gate.

"I guess this'll teach you!" Darral rounded on the unfortunate copper. "It's
because of you we're being forced to come out here. If you'd kept your lips
fromfl appi ng! But, no! You have to go and see one of 'em Not only that, but
you have to shout it out to half the realm"

"I only said it to the Head Cark," protested the copper

"It's the sane thing," Darral muttered.

"Well, but | think it's only right that we have our own god now, Hi gh Froman,"
persisted the copper. " 'Tisn't fair, to my mnd, those clods in Met having a
god and us going without. |I reckon this'Il show 'em"

The Head C ark raised an eyebrow. Anger forgotten, he sidled over to the High
Froman. "He does have a point," nurnured the clark in Darral's ear. "If we
have our own god, we can use himto counter Linbeck's god."

Stunbl i ng al ong over the cracked and gouged coralite, the Hi gh Froman had to
admt that his brother-in-law had, for once in his life, come up with
somet hi ng that sounded hal fway intelligent. My own god, nused Darra

Longshor eman, squel ching through the puddl es, heading for the dragonshi p.
There's got to be sone way to work this to my advant age.

Seeing that they were nearing the wecked dragonship, the Hi gh Froman sl owed
his march, raising his hand to warn those behind himto sl ow theirs-sonething
that was not necessary. The coppers had already come to a standstill about ten
feet behind their |eader.

The Hi gh Froman glared at his nen in exasperation and started to curse them
all for cowards, but on second thought, he considered that it was probably
just as well his nmen remai ned behind. It would | ook better if he treated with
t he gods al one. He cast a sidelong glance at the Head d ark.

"I think you should stay here," said Darral. "It m ght be dangerous."

Since Darral Longshoreman had never in his entire Iife been concerned about
his welfare, the Head Cark was very rightly suspicious at this sudden

consi deration and pronptly and unequivocally refused. "It's only proper that a
churchman greet these inmortal beings," said the Head Clark loftily. ™"

suggest, in fact, that you allow ne to do the talking."

The storm had cl eared, but there was another coning (on Drevlin there was

al ways anot her coming!), and Darral didn't have tine to argue. Contenting
hinself with nuttering that the Head dark could talk all he wanted through a
split lip, the H gh Froman and his cohort turned and marched-with a renarkabl e
courage that would later be celebrated in story and song-right up to the
battered hull of the downed ship. (The courage exhibited by the two Gegs



should not, after all, be considered that remarkabl e, the copper having
reported that the Creature he had seen energe fromthe ship was small and
puny- | ooking. Their true courage would be tested shortly.)

Standi ng next to the danaged hull, the H gh Fronman was nonmentarily at a | oss.
He' d never spoken to a god before. At the nonthly sacred docki ng cerenonies,
the Wel ves appeared in their huge wi nged ships, sucked up the water, threw
down their reward, and departed. Not a bad way of doing things, the High
Froman thought regretfully. He was just opening his mouth to announce to the
smal I, puny-1ooking god inside the ship that his servants were here when there
energed a god who was anything but small and puny-| ooki ng.

The god was tall and dark, with a black beard that hung in two braids fromhis
chin and long black hair that flowed over his shoulders. H's face was hard,
his eyes as sharp and cold as the coralite on which the Geg stood. The god
carried in his hand a weapon of bright, glittering steel

At the sight of this form dable, frightening creature, the Head d ark,
forgetting conpletely about church protocol, turned and fled. Mst of the
coppers, seeing the church abandoning the field, figured doom had descended
and took to their heels. Only one stalwart copper remai ned-the one who had
sighted the god and had reported it to be small and puny. Perhaps he thought
he had nothing to | ose.

"Hunmpf! Cood riddance," muttered Darral. Turning to the god, he bowed so | ow
his long beard dragged the wet ground. "Your Wirship," said the Hi gh Froman
hunbly, "we wel come you to our realm Have you come for the Judgnent?"

The god stared at him then turned to another god (the Froman inwardly

gr oaned- how many of these were there?) and spoke sonmething to this second god
in words that were a neani ngl ess babble to the Hi gh Froman. The second god-a
bal d, weak, soft-1ooking god, if you asked Darral Longshorenman-shook his head,
a bl ank expression on his face.

And it occurred to the H gh Froman that these gods hadn't understood a word
he' d sai d.

In that instant, Darral Longshoreman realized that Mad Li nbeck wasn't nad

after all. These weren't gods. Gods woul d have understood him These were
nortal men. They had come in a dragonship, which nmeant that the Welves in
t heir dragonships were nost likely nortal. |If the Kicksey-Wnsey had suddenly

ceased to function, if every whirly had stopped whirling, every gear stopped
grindi ng, every whistle stopped tooting, the H gh Froman coul d not have been
nore appal | ed. Mad Li nbeck was right! There would be no Judgrment! They woul d
never be lifted up to Geg's Hope. dowering at the gods and at their wecked
ship, Darral realized that the gods themselves couldn't even get off Drevlin!

A low runbl e of thunder warned the H gh Froman that he and these "gods" didn't
have tinme to stand around and stare at one another. Disillusioned, angry,
needing tine to think, the H gh Froman turned his back on the "gods" and
started to head for his city.

"Wait!" canme a voice. "Were are you goi ng?"
Startled, Darral whirled around. A third god had appear ed.
Thi s must have been the one the copper had seen, for this god was small and

frail-looking. This god was a child! And had Darral only imagined it, or had
the child spoken to himin words he understood?



"Greetings. | amPrince Bane," said the child in excellent but halting Ceg,
sounding alnost as if he were being pronpted. One hand was cl asped tightly
around a feather amulet he wore on his breast. He held out his other hand,
pal mopen, in the ritual Geg gesture of friendship. "My father is Sinistrad,
Mysteriarch of the Seventh House, Ruler of the High Realm™

Darral Longshoreman drew in a deep, shivering breath. Never in his |life had he
seen such a beautiful being as this. Bright golden hair, bright blue eyes-the
child glistened like the shining netal of the Kicksey-W nsey.

Per haps |'ve been m staken. Mad Linbeck is wong, after all. Surely this being
is imortal! Sonmewhere fromdeep within the Geg, buried beneath centuries of
Sundering, hol ocaust, and rupture, came a phrase to Darral's nmind, "And a
l[ittle child shall lead them"

"Greetings, Prince B-Bane," returned the Hi gh Froman, stunbling over the nane
that held, in his |Ianguage, no neani ng. "Have you cone to pass Judgment on us
at |ast?"

The child's eyelids flickered; then he said coolly, "Yes, | have cone to judge
you. Where is your king?"

"I amthe Hi gh Froman, Your Wirship, ruler of nmy people. It would be a great
honor if you would deign to visit our city, Your Wirship." The H gh Froman's
gaze strayed nervously to the approaching storm Gods probably weren't

bot hered by bolts of lightning sizzling down fromthe heavens, and Darra
found it sonmewhat enbarrassing to hint that high fronen were. However, the
child appeared to be cognizant of the Geg's plight and to take pity on it.
Casting a glance back at his two conpani ons, whom Darral now took for the
god's servants or guards, Prince Bane indicated he was ready to travel and
gl anced about for the conveyance.

"I"'msorry, Your Wirship," nmuttered the H gh Froman, flushing warmy, "but we
have to ... er ... walk."

"Ch, that's all right," said the god, and junped gleefully into a puddle.

CHAPTER 30
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

LI MBECK WAS SI TTI NG | N THE DRAFTY HEADQUARTERS OF WUPP WRI TI NG THE SPEECH he
woul d deliver at the rally tonight. H's spectacles perched precariously on his
head, the Geg scribbled his words onto the paper, happily spattering ink over
everything and conpletely oblivious of the chaos erupting around him Haplo
sat near him the dog at his feet.

Qui et, taciturn, unobtrusive-indeed, going al nbst unnoticed- the Patryn

I ounged in a Geg chair that was too short for him H's long | egs extendi ng out
in front of him he idly watched the organi zed confusion. H s cloth-wound hand
dropped occasionally to scratch the dog on the head or to pat it reassuringly
in the event that something startled it.

WJUPP Headquarters in the Geg capital city of Wnbe was- literally-a hole in
the wall. The Kicksey-Wnsey had once decided it needed to expand in a certain
direction, knocked a hole in the wall of a Geg dwelling, then had apparently
deci ded, for sone unknown reason, that it didn't want to go that way after

all. The hole in the wall renained and the twenty or so Geg famlies who had



occupi ed the dwelling had noved, since one could never be certain but that the
Ki cksey- Wnsey m ght change its mnd again.

Beyond a few mi nor inconveni ences-such as the perpetual draft-it was, however,
i deal for the establishment of WJIPP Headquarters. There had been no WJPP
Headquarters in the capital of Drevlin. The H gh Froman and the church both
hel d crushing power here. But after Linbeck's triunphant return fromthe
dead-bringing with hima god who clainmed he wasn't a god-reached Wnbe via the
newssi ngers, the Gegs clanored to know nore about WJPP and its |eader. Jarre
herself traveled to Wnbe to establish the Union, distribute panphlets, and
find a suitable building to serve both as center of operations and a place to
live. Her primary, secret goal, however, was to discover if the High Froman
and/ or the church was going to give themtrouble, Jarre hoped they woul d. She
coul d al nost hear the newssingers across the Iand warbling, "Coppers Crush
Converts!" Nothing of the sort had occurred, much to Jarre's di sappoi ntnent,
and Li mbeck and Hapl o (and the dog) were met by cheering crowds when they
entered the city. Jarre hinted that this was undoubtedly a dark and subtle
pl ot by the High Froman to ensnare themall, but Linbeck said it sinply proved
that Darral Longshoreman was fair and open-m nded.

Now crowds of Gegs stood outside the hole in the wall, craning their necks to
catch a glinpse of the famous Linbeck or of his god-who-wasn't. WJPP nenbers
rushed inportantly in and out, bearing nmessages to or fromJarre, who was so
busy running things that she didn't have tinme to make speeches anynore.

Jarre was in her elenment. She led WUPP with ruthless efficiency. Her skills in
organi zati on, her inherent know edge of the Gegs, and her nanagenent of

Li mbeck had been responsible for setting the Gegs' world aflame with anger and
the call for revolution. She poked, prodded, and pummel ed Li nbeck into shape,
shoved himforth to i ssue words of genius, and haul ed hi m back Wen it was
time to quit. Her awe of Haplo soon faded and she began to treat himthe sane
way she treated Linmbeck, telling himwhat to say and how long to say it.

Hapl o submitted to her in everything with easy, casual pliability. He was,
Jarre discovered, a man of few words, but those Wrds had a way of searing
into the heart, leaving a mark that burned I ong after the iron had grown cool

"I's your speech ready for tonight, Haplo?" She paused in the act of drafting a
reply to an attack that the church had made on them an attack so sinpl em nded
that to answer it was to give it nore credence than it deserved.

"I will say what | always say, if that is agreeable to you, madam" he replied
with the quiet respect that marked all his dealings with the Gegs.

"Yes," said Jarre, brushing her chin with the end of the feather quill. "I
think that will be nost satisfactory. You know that we are likely to draw our
bi ggest crowd yet. They say that some scrifts are even tal king of wal king off
the job-a thing absolutely unprecedented in the history of Drevlin!"

Li mbeck was startled enough by the tone of her voice to lift his nyopic gaze
from his paper and stare vaguely in her general direction. In reality, all he
could see of her was a squarish blur surmounted by a |unp that was her head.
He couldn't see her eyes but he knew her well enough to envision them
sparkling wth pleasure.

"My dear, is that w se?" he said, holding his pen poised above the paper and
unconsciously allowing a large drop of ink to splat right in the center of his
text. "lIt's certain to anger the H gh Froman and the cl arks-"

"I hope it does!" Jarre stated enphatically, much to Linbeck's consternation



Nervously he set his elbowin the ink splot.

"Let him send his coppers to break up our neeting," Jarre continued. "W'|

gai n hundreds nore foll owers!"”
"But there could be trouble!" Linbeck was aghast. "Soneone could get hurt!"
"Al'l in the name of the cause." Jarre shrugged and returned to her work.

Li mbeck dropped another ink blot. "But my cause has al ways been peace. | never
meant for people to get hurt!"

Rising to her feet, Jarre cast a sw ft meaningful glance at Hapl o, rem nding
Li mbeck that the god-who-wasn't was |listening. Linbeck flushed and bit his
lip, but shook his head stubbornly, and Jarre noved over to his side. Lifting
up a rag, she wiped away a particularly large ink spot on the end of his nose.

"My dear," she said, not unkindly, "you' ve always tal ked about the need for
change. How did you think it would happen?"

"Gradual ly," said Linbeck. "Gradually and slowy, so that everyone has time to
get used to it and conmes to see that it is for the best."

"That is so |like you!" sighed Jarre.

A WJPPer stuck his head through the hole in the wall, seeking to attract
Jarre's attention. She frowned at him severely and the Geg appeared slightly
daunted but held his ground, waiting. Turning her back on the WJPPer, Jarre
snoot hed Li nbeck's winkled browwi th a hand rough and cal |l used from hard
wor k.

"You want change to come about nicely and pleasantly. You want to see it just
sort of slip up on people so that they don't notice it until they wake up one
nmorni ng and realize that they' re happier than they were before. Isn't that
true, Linbeck?"

Jarre answered her own question. "Of course it is. And it's very wonderful and
very thoughtful of you and it's also very naive and very stupid."” Leaning
down, she kissed himon the crown of the head, to rob her words of their
sting. "And it's just what | |ove about you, ny dear. But haven't you been
listening to Haplo, Linbeck? Gve part of your speech now, Haplo."

The WUPPer who had been waiting to see Jarre turned to shout to the crowd,
"Hapl o's going to give his speech!"

The Gegs standing in the street broke into rousing cheers and as nany as could
possibly fit squeezed heads, arms, |egs, and other body parts in through the
hole in the wall. This somewhat al arm ng sight caused the dog to leap to its
feet. Haplo patted the dog down and obligingly began to orate, speaking |oudly
in order to be heard above the crunch, whiz, bang of the Kicksey-Wnsey.

"You Gegs know your history. You were brought here by those you call the
"Mangers.' In nmy world, they are known as the Sartan and they treated us as
they did you. They ensl aved you, forced you to work on this thing that you
know as the Kicksey-Wnsey. You consider it to be a living entity, but | tel
you that it's a machine! Nothing nore! A machine kept running by your brains,
your brawn, your bl ood!

"And where are the Sartan? Wiere are these so-called gods who cl ai ned t hat
t hey brought you-a gentle, peaceful people- here to protect you fromthe



Wl ves? They brought you here because they knew they coul d take advant age of
you!

"Where are the Sartan? Were are the Mangers? That is the question we mnust
ask! No one, it seens, knows the answer. They were here and now they're gone
and they've left you to the nercy of the minions of the Sartan, those Wl ves
you were taught to believe were gods! But they're not gods, either, any nore
than | am a god-except for the fact that they live |like gods. Live |like gods
because you are their slaves! And that's how the Wl ves think of youl!

"It's time to rise up, throw off your chains, and take what is rightfully
yours! Take what has been denied you for centuries!"

W1 d appl ause fromthe Gegs peering through the hole cut off. Jarre, eyes

shi ning, stood with clasped hands, her lips noving to the sound of the words,
whi ch she had nenorized. Linbeck Iistened, but his eyes were downcast, his
expression troubl ed. Though he, too, had heard Haplo's speech often, it seened
that only now was he really hearing it for the first tinme. Wrds such as
"blood," "rise up," "throw off," "take," leapt up, growing, |like the dog at
Hapl o's feet. He had heard them perhaps even said them hinself, but they had
been only words. Now he saw them as sticks and clubs and rocks, he saw CGegs
lying in the streets or being herded off to prison or being made to wal k the
Steps of Terrel Fen.

"I never neant this!" he cried. "Any of this!" Jarre, her lips pressed tightly
toget her, strode over and, with a vicious jerk, flung down the bl anket that
had been hung up over the hole in the wall. There were disappoi nted murnurings
fromthe crom whose view inside was cut off.

"\Whet her you did or you didn't, Linbeck, it's gone too far now for you to stop
it!" she snapped. Seeing the harried expression on her bel oved' s face, she
softened her voice. "There are pain and blood and tears at every birth, ny
dear. The baby always cries when it |eaves its safe, quiet prison. Yet if it
stayed in the wonb, it would never grow, never mature. It would be a parasite,
feeding of f another body. That's what we are. That's what we've becone! Don't
you see? Can't you understand?"

"No, my dear," said Linmbeck. The hand hol di ng the pen was shaking. |nk drops
were flying everywhere. He laid it down across the paper on which he'd been
witing and slowy rose to his feet. "I think I'll go out for a walk."

"I wouldn't," said Jarre. "The crowds-" Linbeck blinked. "Ch, yes. O course.
You're right." "You' re exhausted. All this traveling and excitenent. Go lie
down and take a nap. I'll finish your speech. Here are your spectacles,"
Jarre said briskly, plucking themfromthe top of Linbeck's head and poppi ng
themonto his nose. "Up the stairs and into bed with you."

"Yes, ny dear," said Linbeck, adjusting the spectacles that Jarre had, with
wel | - meani ng ki ndness, stuck on | opsided. Looking through themthat way-with

one eyegl ass up and the other down-made hi m nauseous. "I ... think that would
be a good idea. | do feel . . . tired." He sighed and hung his head. "Very
tired."”

Wal king to the ranshackl e stairs, Linbeck was startled to feel a wet tongue
lick across his knuckles. It was Haplo's dog, |ooking up at him wagging its
tail.

"I understand," the aninal seemed to say, its unspoken words startlingly clear
in Linbeck's mnd. "I"msorry."



"Dog!" Haplo spoke to it sharply, calling it back

"No, that's all right," said Linbeck, reaching down to give the aninmal's sleek
head a gingerly pat. "I don't mind."

"Dog! Come!" Haplo's voice had an al nost angry edge to it. The dog hurried
back to its master's side, and Linbeck retired up the stairs.

"He's so very idealistic!" said Jarre, gazing after Linbeck in admiration
m xed with exasperation. "And not at all practical. | just don't know what to
do."

"Keep himaround," suggested Hapl o. He stroked the dog's |long nose to indicate
that all was forgiven and forgotten. The animal lay down, rolled over on its
side, and closed its eyes. "He gives your revolution a high noral tone. You'l
need that, when blood starts to flow "

Jarre | ooked worried. "You think it will cone to that?"

"Inevitable," he said, shrugging. "You said as nuch yourself, to Linbeck."

"I know. It seens, as you say, that it is inevitable, that this is the natura
end of what we began | ong ago. Yet it has seened to nme lately" - she turned
her eyes to Haplo - "that we never seriously turned our thoughts to violence
until you came. Sonetinmes | wonder if you aren't really a god."

"Why is that?" Haplo sniled

"Your words have a strange power over us. | hear themand | keep hearing them
not in ny head, but in ny heart." She placed her hand on her breast, pressing
it as if it pained her. "And because they're in ny heart, | can't seemto

t hi nk about themrationally. | just want to react, to go out and do ..
somet hi ng! Make sonmebody pay for what we've suffered, what we've endured.”

Hapl o rose fromthe chair and cane over to Jarre, kneeling down so that he put
hinsel f at eye level with the short, stocky Geg. "And why shoul dn't you?" he
said softly, so softly that she couldn't hear over the whumpi ng, whooshi ng of
t he Ki cksey-W nsey. Yet she knew what he said, and the pain in her heart

i ncreased. "Wy shouldn't you make t hem pay? How many of your people have
lived and died down here, and all for what? To serve a machine that eats up
your |and, that destroys your hones, that takes your lives and gives nothing
to you in return! You' ve been used, betrayed! It's your right, your duty to
stri ke back!"

"I will!" Jarre was caught, nesnerized by the man's crystal blue eyes. Slowy
t he hand over her heart clenched into a fist.

Haplo, smling his quiet smle, rose and stretched. "I think I'Il join our
friend in a nap. It's liable to be a Iong night."

"Haplo," called Jarre, "you said you cone from bel ow us, froma realmthat we
that no one knows is down there.”

He did not reply, merely | ooked at her
"You were slaves. You told us that. But what you haven't told us is how you
cane to crash on our isle. You weren't"-she paused and |licked her lips, as if

to make the words cone nore easily-"runni ng away?"

One corner of the man's nmouth twitched. "No, | wasn't running. You see, Jarre,



we won our fight. W are slaves no longer. |'ve been sent to free others.™

The dog raised its head, turning to stare sleepily at Haplo. Seeing him

| eavi ng, the dog yawned and got up, hind end first, stretching out its front
| egs luxuriously. Yawning again, it rocked forward, stretching the back | egs,
then lazily acconpanied its nmaster up the stairs.

Jarre watched, then shook her head, and was sitting down to finish Linbeck's
speech when a thunpi ng agai nst the curtain recalled her to her duties. There
were people to neet, panphlets to be delivered, the hall to be inspected,
parades to be organized.

The revol ution just wasn't rmuch fun anynore.

Hapl o mounted the stairs carefully, keeping to the inside against the wall.
The knobwood boards were cracked and rotting. Large snaggl et oothed gaps waited
to snare the unwary and send them crashing down to the floor below Once

i nside his room he lay down on the bed, but not to sleep. The dog junped up
on the bed next to himand rested its head on the man's chest, bright eyes
fixed on his face.

"The woman is good, but she won't serve our purpose. She thinks too nuch, as
my lord woul d say, and that makes her dangerous. Wiat we need in this realmto
fonment chaos is a fanatic. Linbeck would be ideal, but he nust have that

i deal i stic bubble of his burst. And |'ve got to | eave this place, to carry on
with ny m ssion-investigate the upper realnms and do what | can to prepare the
way for the conming of ny lord. My ship is destroyed. | have to find another
But how. .. how?"

Musi ng, he fondled the dog's soft ears. The animal, sensing the man's tension
remai ned awake, lending its small support, and slowy Haplo rel axed.
Qoportunity would cone. He knew it. He had only to watch for it and take
advantage of it. The dog closed its eyes with a contented sigh and slept, and
after a few monments, so did Haploo.

CHAPTER 31

WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

" ALFRED. "

"Sir?"

"Do you understand what they're saying?"

Hugh notioned to Bane, chatting with the Geg, the two of them scranbling
across the coralite. Stormclouds gathered at their backs and the wi nd was
rising and keened eerily anong the bits and pieces of |ightning-blasted
coralite. Ahead of themwas the city Bane had seen. Or rather, not a city but
a machine. O perhaps a machine that was a city.

"No, sir,"” said Alfred, |ooking directly at Bane's back and speaki ng nore
loudly than was usual for him "I do not speak the | anguage of these people. |
do not believe that there are many of our race, or the elves either, for that
matter, who do."

"A few of the elves speak it-those who captain the waterships. But if you
don't speak it, and | assune that Stephen didn't, then where did H s Hi ghness
learn it?"



"How can you ask, sir?" said Afred, glancing significantly toward the
heavens.

He wasn't referring to the stormclouds. Up there, far above the Mel strom
was the H gh Realm where dwelt the mysteriarchs in their self-inposed exile,
living in a world said by |l egend to be wealthy beyond the dreans of the
greedi est man and beautiful beyond the imagining of the nmost fanciful

"Under st andi ng the | anguage of a different race or culture is one of the
sinmpler of the magical spells. | wouldn't be surprised if that amulet he
wears- Ch!"

Alfred' s feet decided to take a side trip down a hole and took the rest of
Alfred with them The Geg stopped and | ooked around in alarmat the man's cry.
Bane said somet hing, |aughing, and he and the Geg continued on their way. Hugh
extricated A fred and, keeping his hand on his arm guided himrapidly over

t he rough ground. The first raindrops were falling out of the sky, hitting the
coralite with loud splatters.

Al fred cast an uneasy sidelong gl ance at Hugh, and the Hand read t he unspoken
appeal to keep his nmouth shut. In that appeal, Hugh had his answer, and it
wasn't the one Al fred had given for Bane's benefit. O course Al fred spoke the
CGegs' language. No one listened intently to a conversation he coul dn't
understand. And Alfred had been listening intently to Bane and the Geg. \Wat
was nore interesting-to Hugh's mnd-was that Alfred was keepi ng his know edge
secret fromthe prince.

Hugh t horoughly approved spying on H's H ghness, but that opened the ot her
naggi ng question. \Were-and why-had a chanberlain | earned to speak Geg? \Wo-or
what -was Al fred Mont bank?

The stormbroke in all its deadly fury and the hunans and the Gegs made for
the city of Whnbe at a dead run. Rain fell in a gray wall in front of them
partially obscuring their vision. But the noise nade by the machi ne was,
fortunately, so loud that they could hear it over the storm feel its

vi brations underfoot, and knew they were headed in the right direction

A crowd of Gegs were waiting by an open doorway for them and hustled them al

i nsi de the machi ne. The sounds of the storm ceased, but the sounds of the
machi ne were | ouder, clanking and bangi ng above, around, bel ow, and beyond.
Several Gegs, who appeared to be armed guards of sonme sort, plus a Geg dressed
up to look like an elflord' s footman, were waiting- sonmewhat nervously-to
greet them

"Bane, what's going on?" Hugh demanded | oudly, shouting to be heard above the
racket made by the machine. "W is this guy and what does he want ?"

Bane | ooked up at Hugh with an ingenuous grin, obviously highly pleased with
hi nsel f and his newfound power. "He's the king of his people!" shouted Bane.

"What ?"
"King! He's going to take us to sone sort of judgment hall."
"Can't he take us sonewhere quiet?" Hugh's head was beginning to throb

Bane turned to the king with the question. To Hugh's anmazement, all the CGegs
stared at himin horror, shaking their heads enphatically.



"What the hell is the matter with thenP"
The prince began to giggle.
"They think you' ve asked for a place to go to die!"

At this juncture, the Geg dressed in silk hose, knee breeches, and a worn

vel vet doubl et was introduced to Bane by the Geg king. The vel vet-clad Geg
threw hinmself to his knees. Taking Bane's hand, he pressed it against his

f or ehead.

"Who do they think you are, kid?" Hugh asked.

"A god," Bane answered airily. "One they've been |ooking for, it seens. |'m
goi ng to pass judgnent on them"

The Gegs led their newy discovered gods through the streets of Wnbe-streets
that ran up, under, and straight through the Ki cksey-Wnsey. Hugh the Hand was
not awed by many things in this world-not even death inpressed hi mnuch-but he
was awed by the great machine. It flashed, it glittered, it sparkled. It
whunped and thwanged and hissed. It punped and whirled and shot out blasts of
searing hot steam It created arcs of sizzling blue Iightning. It soared

hi gher than he coul d see, delved deeper than he coul d i magi ne. Huge gears
engaged, huge wheel s revol ved, huge boilers boiled. It had arnms and hands and
| egs and feet, all made of shining netal, all busily engaged in goi ng
somewher e ot her than where they were. It had eyes that shed a blinding Iight
and nout hs that screeched and hooted. Gegs craw ed over it, clinbed up it,

cl anbered down into it, turned it, tapped it, and tended it with obvious

| oving care and devoti on.

Bane, too, was overwhel med. He gazed with w de-open eyes, his nouth gaping in
ungodl i ke wonder .

"This is amazing!" breathed the boy. "I've never seen anything like this!"

"You haven't, Your Wirship?" exclainmed the H gh Froman, | ooking at the
child-god in astonishnment. "But you gods built it!"

"Ch, er, yes," Bane stanmered. "It's just that | meant |'d never seen .
anything like the way you're taking care of it!" he finished with a rush,
exhaling the words in relief.

"Yes," said the high dark with dignity, his face glowing with pride. "W take
excellent care of it."

The prince bit his tongue. He wanted very much to ask what this wondrous
machi ne did, but it was obvious that this little king fell ow expected himto
know everyt hi ng-not an unreasonabl e assunption in a god. Bane was on his own
inthis too, his father having inparted to himall the information he had on
the great machine of the Low Realm This being a god wasn't as easy as it had
first appeared, and the prince began regretting he'd agreed to it so fast.
There was this judgnent thing. Who was he judgi ng, and why? Wul d he be
sendi ng anyone to the dungeons? He really needed to find out, but how?

The little king fell ow was, Bane decided, just a bit too shrewd. He was very
respectful and polite, but the boy saw that when he wasn't |ooking, the Geg
was scrutinizing himwith a gaze that was sharp and penetrating. Wl ki ng al ong
on the prince's right, however, was another Geg who rem nded the child of a
perform ng nmonkey he'd seen once at court. Bane guessed from what he'd heard
that the beruffled, beribboned, velvet-lined Geg had sonething to do with the



religion in which the boy had suddenly found hinmself so intimately invol ved.
This Geg didn't appear to be all that bright, and the prince decided to turn
to himfor answers.

"Pardon me," said the boy with a charnming smle for the Head C ark, "but I
didn't catch your nane."

"Wes Wenchw anger, Your Wirship," said the Geg, bowi ng as best he could for
his stoutness, and nearly tripping on his long beard. "I have the honor to be
Your Wirship's Head O ark."

What ever that is, Bane muttered to hinself. Qutwardly he smled and nodded and
gave every indication that nowhere el se on Drevlin could he have found a Geg
nore suited for that position

Sidling close to the Head C ark, Bane slipped his hand into the Geg's hand-a
proceedi ng which caused the Head Clark to swell rather alarnm ngly and cast a
gl ance of suprene self-satisfaction at his brother-in-law, the H gh Froman.

Darral paid little attention. The crowds Iining the streets to see themwere
getting unruly. He was glad to see the coppers reacting to it. For the noment
t hey appeared to have matters under control, but he knew he woul d need to keep
a watchful eye on things. He only hoped the child-god coul dn't understand what
some of the Gegs were shouting. Damm that Linbeck anyway!

Fortunately for Darral, the child-god was conpletely absorbed in his own
pr obl ens.

"Perhaps you could help me, Head d ark," said Bane, flushing shyly and very
prettily.

"I woul d be honored, Your Wirship!"

"You know, it's been an awfully long tine since we-your gods . . . Uh, what
did you call us?"

"The Mangers, Your Wirship. That is what you call yourselves, isn't it?"

"Yes, oh, yes! Mangers. It's just that, well, as | was saying, we Mangers have
been away an awfully long tinme-"

"-many centuries, Your Wirship," said the Head O ark.

"Yes, many centuries, and we've noticed that quite a few things have changed
since we were away." Bane drew a deep breath. This was com ng easier all the
time. "Therefore we've decided that this judgnment-thing shoul d be changed as
well."

The Head Clark felt sone of his snugness begin to drain fromhim He gl anced
uneasily at the High Froman. If he, the Head Cd ark, screwed up the Judgnent,
it would be the |ast screw he ever turned.

"I"'mnot quite certain what you nean, Your Wirship."
"Mbdernize it, bring it up-to-date," suggested Bane.

The Head C ark appeared terribly confused. How coul d you change sonet hi ng that
had never before happened? Still, he supposed that the gods nust have had it
pl anned out. "I guess it would be all right-"

"Never mind. | can see you're unconfortable with the idea," said the prince,



patting the Head Cark on his velvet-covered arm "I've got a suggestion. You
tell me the way you want ne to handle it and I'Il do it just like you say."

The Head C ark's face brightened. "You can't believe how wonderful this noment
is for me, Your Wirship! |I've dreaned of it for so long. And now, to have the
Judgnent go just as |'ve always inagined . " He wiped tears fromhis eyes.
"Yes, yes," said Bane. He noted that the Hi gh Froman was watching themwth
narrowed eyes and edging nearer all the tinme. He m ght have stopped their
conversation before this except that it was undoubtedly considered bad manners
to interrupt a god in confidential conference. "Go on."

"Well, | always pictured all the Gegs-or at |east as many as we could get in
there-dressed in their very best clothes, standing in the Factree. You would
be there, seated in the Manger's Chair, of course."

"Of course, and-"

"And I would be there, standing before the crowmd in ny new Head Cark suit that
| woul d have made specially for the occasion. Wite, | think, would be proper
wi th black bows at the knees, nothing too overdone-"

"Very tasteful. And then-"

"The Hi gh Froman woul d be standing there with us too, | suppose, Your Wirship?
That is, unless we could find something else for himto do. You see, Your
Wirship, what he'll find fit to wear is going to be a problem Perhaps, wth

t hi s noderni zati on you were di scussing, we mght dispense with him"

"I'"ll think about it." Bane gripped the feather amulet and tried very hard to
be patient. "Go on. We're all up in front of the cromd. | stand up and | "
He | ooked expectantly at the Head d ark.

"Why, you judge us, Your Wirship."

The prince had the sudden satisfying vision of sinking his teeth into the
Geg's velvet arm Reluctantly bani shing the thought, he drew a deep breath.
"Fine. | judge you. And then what happens? | know We'll declare a holiday!"

"I don't really think there'll be tine for that, do you, Your Wirship?" said
the Geg, |ooking at Bane with a puzzl ed expression

"P-perhaps not," stamrered the prince. "I forgot about . . . the other. Wen
we're all . . " Slipping his hand fromthe hand of the Head C ark, the boy

wi ped his sweating forehead. It was certainly hot inside the machine. Hot and
noi sy. His throat was getting sore fromshouting. "Wat is it we're all doing
now, after 1've judged you?"

"Wy, that depends on whether or not you've found us worthy, Your Wirship."
"Let's say | find you worthy," Bane said, gritting his teeth. "Then what?"
"Then we ascend, Your Wirship."

"Ascend?" The prince | ooked at the catwal ks running hither and thither above
hi m

The Head d ark, m sunderstanding his gaze, sighed with happiness. H's face
gl owi ng beatifically, he lifted his hands.



"Yes, Your Wirship. Right straight up into heaven!"

Mar chi ng al ong behi nd Bane and his adoring Gegs, Hugh devoted one eye to his
surroundi ngs and the other to the prince. He soon ceased to try to keep track
of where they were, admitting to hinself that he could never find his way out
of the insides of the machine w thout help. News of their coming had
apparently rushed on ahead of them Thousands of Gegs lined the halls and
corridors of the machine, staring, shouting, and pointing. Gegs busy with
their work actually turned their heads, bestow ng on Hugh and his
conpani ons- had they known it-a high honor by forgetting their tasks for a few
seconds. The reaction of the Gegs, however, was m xed. Sone were cheering with
ent husi asm but ot hers appeared to be angry.

Hugh was nmore interested in Prince Bane and what he was doing in such close
confab with the ruffled Geg. Silently cursing hinmself for never having
bothered to learn any of the Geg | anguage when he was with the el ves, Hugh
felt a tug on his sleeve and turned his attention to Al fred.

"Sir," said Alfred, "have you noticed what the crowd is yelling?"

"G bberish, as far as |I'mconcerned. But you understand it, don't you
Al fred?"

Al fred flushed deeply. "I amsorry |I had to conceal my know edge fromyou, Sir
Hugh. But | believed it inportant that | conceal it from another." He gl anced
at the prince. "Wen you asked ne that question, it was just possible that he
could have heard ny answer, and so | felt |I had no choice-"

Hugh made a deprecating notion with his hand. Alfred had a point. It had been
the Hand who had made the mistake. He should have realized what Alfred was
doi ng and never spoken up. It was just that never in Hugh's life had he felt
so damm hel pl ess!

"Where did you learn to speak Geg?"

"The study of the Gegs and the Low Real m has been a hobby of nine, sir,”
answered Alfred with the shy, proud consciousness of a true enthusiast. "I
daresay | have one of the finest collections of books witten about their
culture in the Md Realm If you would be interested, when we return, |I'Il be
happy to show you-"

"I'f you left those books in the palace, you can forget them Unless you plan
on asking Stephen to give you leave to run back in and pick up your things."
"You're right, sir, of course. How stupid of nme." Alfred' s shoul ders sagged.
"Al'l my books ... | don't suppose I'll ever see them again."

"What were you sayi ng about the crowd?"

"Ch, yes." The chanberlain gl anced around at the cheering and occasional ly
jeering Gegs. "Sone are calling out, 'Down with the Froman's god!' and 'We

want Li mbeck's god!"' "

"Li nbeck? What does that nean?"

"It's a Geg nanme, | believe, sir. It nmeans '"to distill or extract.' If | mght
make a suggestion? | think . . ." Instinctively he lowered his voice, and in

t he noi se and commoti on, Hugh | ost his words.

"Tal k | ouder. No one can understand us, can they?"



"Ch, | suppose not," said Alfred, |ight dawning. "That hadn't occurred to ne.
| was saying, sir, that there nmight be another human such as oursel ves down
here.”

"Or an elf. That's nore likely. Either way, odds are they' ve got a ship we can
use to get out of herel™

"Yes, sir. | thought that m ght be the case."
"W've got to see this Linmbeck and his god or whatever."
"That shouldn't be difficult, sir. Not if our little 'god" comrands it."

"Qur little 'god" seenms to have gotten hinself in sone sort of trouble," said
Hugh, his gaze going to the prince. "Look at his face."

"Ch, dear," murnured Al fred.

Bane had twi sted his head back to search for his conpanions. H s cheeks were
pal e, his blue eyes wide. Biting his |lip, he nade a hurried notion for themto
cone up to him

An entire squadron of arned Gegs marched between them and the prince. Hugh
shook his head. Bane gazed at himpleadingly. Alfred, |ooking synpathetic,
gestured at the crowd. Bane was a prince. He knew what was due an audi ence.
Si ghing, he turned around and began to wave his small hand feebly and w t hout
ent husi asm

"I was afraid of this," said Alfred
"What do you think's happened?"

"The boy said somet hing about the Gegs thinking he was the god who had cone to
"judge' them He spoke about it glibly, but it is very serious to the Gegs.
According to their legends, it was the Mangers who built the great nachine.
The Gegs were to serve it until the Day of Judgment, when they woul d be
rewarded and carried up into the higher realns. That was how the isle Geg's
Hope canme by its nane."

"Mangers. Who are these Mangers?"
"The Sartan."

"Devil take us!" the Hand swore. "You nmean they think the kid is one of the
Sartan?"

"It would seemso, sir.
"I don't suppose he could fake it, with help from daddy?"

"No, sir. Not even a mysteriarch of the Seventh House, such as his father
possesses nmgi cal powers conpared to those of the Sartan. After all," said

Al fred, gesturing, "they built all this."

Hugh cared little about that now. "Great! Just great! And what do you think
they' Il do when they find out we're inpostors?"

"I couldn't say, sir. Ordinarily, the Gegs are peaceful, gentle people. But
then, | don't suppose they've ever had anyone pretend to be one of their gods



before. In addition, they seemto be in a turnoil over sonething." Alfred,
| ooking at the crowds growi ng increasingly hostile, shook his head. "I would
say, sir, that we've cone at rather a bad tine."

CHAPTER 32
WOMBE, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

THE GEGS TOOK THE "GODS" TO THE FACTREE- THE SAME PLACE WHERE Li nbeck had been
given his trial. They had sone difficulty entering, due to the crowds of
mlling Gegs nassed outside. Hugh couldn't understand a word they were
shouting; despite that, it was obvious to himthat the popul ace was divided
into two distinct and highly vocal factions, with a | arge segnent who seened
unable to nake up their nminds. The two factions appeared to feel strongly
about their beliefs, because Hugh saw fights break out on several occasions.
He renmenbered what Alfred had said about the Gegs being ordinarily peaceful
and gentl e.

W' ve come at rather a bad time. No kidding. It looked to be in the niddle of
a revolution of some sort!

The coppers kept back the crowd, and the prince and his conpani ons rmanaged to
squeeze through the stout bodies into the relative quiet of the
Factree-relative to the fact that the whangi ng and bangi ng of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey was constantly in the background.

Once inside, the High Froman held a hasty neeting with the coppers. The little
king's face was grave and Hugh observed several tines that he shook his head.
The Hand didn't give a half-barl for the Gegs, but he had lived | ong enough to
know t hat bei ng caught in a country undergoing political upheaval was not
conducive to a long and healthy life.

"Excuse us." He approached the Head d ark, who bowed and stared at himwith
the blank, bright smle of one who doesn't understand a word that is being
said to himbut who is trying to appear as if he did, in order not to be rude.
"W have to have a little talk with your god."

Gipping Bane firmy by the shoul der, ignoring the boy's yelps and squirm ng
Hugh marched the prince across the vast enpty floor, over to where Alfred
stood gazing up at a statue of a hooded man hol di ng what appeared to be an
eyebal |l in his hand.

"Do you know what they expect me to do?" Bane demanded of Alfred as soon as
they neared him "They expect ne to transport themup into heaven!"

"May | remi nd Hi s Highness that he brought this on hinmself by telling them he
was a god?"

The child's head drooped. He stole up to Alfred's side and slipped a hand in
t he chamberlain's. Lower |ip quivering, Bane said softly, "I"msorry, Afred.
| was afraid they were going to hurt you and Sir Hugh, and it was the only
thing I could think of to do."

Strong hands jerked Bane around, rough fingers bit into his shoul ders. Hugh
knelt down and | ooked straight into the child' s eyes, behind which he wanted
to see cunning and nal evol ent purpose. Al he saw were the eyes of a
frightened kid. It angered him

"Al'l right, Your Highness, you go on fooling the Gegs as |ong as you
can-anything to get us out of here. But we just want to make it plain that you



don't fool us one bit, not anynore. Those phony tears better dry up and you
better listen- you and daddy both." He gl anced at the feather as he spoke, and
the boy's hand closed over it protectively. "Unless you can hoi st these
dwarves into the skies, you better be prepared to do sone fast thinking. I
don't suppose these people will take kindly to bei ng hoodw nked. "

"Sir Hugh," warned Alfred, "we're being watched."

The Hand | ooked over to the Hi gh Fronman, who was observing the proceedi ngs
with interest. Rel easing the boy, patting himon the shoul ders, Hugh snil ed.
"What is it you plan to do, Your Hi ghness?" he nuttered in an undertone.

Bane gul ped back his tears. Fortunately there was no need to keep their voices
| owered. The rhythm ¢ poundi ng and t humpi ng of the machi ne nuffl ed everything,
i ncl udi ng thought.

"I"ve decided I'Il tell theml've judged them and found them wanti ng. They
haven't earned the right to go up to heaven."

Hugh gl anced at Al fred. The man shook his head. "It would be very dangerous,
Your Highness. If you said such a thing, in the state of turnoil that seens to
have gripped the realm the Gegs might well turn on us."

The child' s eyes blinked rapidly, their gaze shifting quickly fromA fred to
Hugh and back agai n. Bane was obviously frightened. He had plunged in over his
head and felt hinself sinking. Wrse still, he nmust know that the only two who
could save himhad very good reasons for letting himdrown.

"What do we do?"

We Hugh woul d have |iked nothing better than to | eave the changeling on this
storm swept patch of rock. He knew he woul dn't, however. Enchantnment? O did
he just feel sorry for the brat? Neither, he assured hinmself, still planning
to use the kid to nake his fortune.

"There's tal k of another god down here. 'Linbeck's god,' " said Alfred.

"How di d you know t hat ?" Bane flared. "You can't understand what they're
sayi ng!"

"Yes, | can, Your Hi ghness. | speak some Geg-"

"You lied!" The child gazed at himin shock. "How could you, Alfred? | trusted
you!"

The chamberl ain shook his head. "I think it best for all of us to admt that
none of us trusts the others."

"Who can bl ane ne?" cried Bane with glittering i nnocence. "This man tried to
kill nme, and for all | know, Alfred, you were helping him"

"That is not true, Your Hi ghness, yet | can understand how you mi ght cone to
think so. But | had not neant to nmake accusations. | think it behooves us to
realize that, though we do not trust each other, our lives in total now depend
on each other individually. | think-"

"-too much!" Hugh broke in. "The kid understands, don't you, Bane? And drop
t he babe-lost-in-the-wods act. W both know who and what you are. | presune
that you want to get out of here, go up and pay dad a visit. The only way
you're going to get off this rock is with a ship, and I"'mthe only pil ot



you've got. Alfred, here, knows somrething about these people and how t hey
thi nk-at | east he clains he does. He's right when he says we're each other's
only chance in this game, so | suggest that you and daddy there play al ong
nicely."

Bane stared at him H's eyes were no longer the eyes of a child who is eagerly
studying the world; they were the eyes of one who knows all about it. Hugh saw
hinself reflected in those eyes; saw a chill, unloved chil dhood; saw a child
who had unw apped all of life's pretty presents and di scovered the boxes
contained filth.

Li ke me, Hugh thought, he no longer believes in the bright, the shining, the
beautiful. He knows what's underneat h.

"You're not treating nme like a kid," said Bane, wary and cauti ous.

"Are you one?" Hugh asked bluntly.

"No." Bane cl asped the feather tightly as he spoke, and repeated nore |oudly,
"No, I'mnot! I'Il work with you. | pronise, so long as you don't betray ne.

If you do, either of you, then I'Il make you regret it." The blue eyes gl eaned
with a nost unchildlike shrewdness.

"Fair enough. | give you each the same prom se. Alfred?"

The chamnberl ain | ooked at themin despair and sighed. "Must it be like this?
Trusting only because each of us holds a knife in the other's back?"

"You |lied about speaking Geg. You didn't tell nme the truth about the kid unti
it was alnost too |ate. What el se have you lied about, Alfred?" Hugh demanded.

The chamberlain went white. Hs nmouth worked, but he couldn't answer. Finally
he managed to squeeze out, "I pronise."

"Al'l right. That's done. Now, we've got to find out about this other god. He
could be our way off this rock. Chances are, it's an elf whose ship got caught
in the stormand sucked down."

"I could tell the High Froman that | want to neet this god." Bane was swift to
see and understand the possibilities. "I'll tell himthat | can't judge the
Gegs until | find out what this fellow 'god of mne thinks about the matter."
The boy smiled sweetly. "Wo knows, it could take us days to cone up with the
answer! But would an elf help us?"

"I'f he's in as nuch trouble down here as we are, he would. My ship's wecked.
H s probably is too. But we mght be able to use parts of one to fix the
ot her. Shhh. W've got conpany."

The Hi gh Froman joined them the Head O ark bustling inportantly al ong behi nd.
"When woul d Your Wirship like to comrence the Judgnent?"

Bane drew himself up to his full height and managed to | ook offended. "I heard
t he peopl e shouting sonethi ng about anot her god being present in your |and.
Why wasn't | inforned of this?"

"Because, Your Wirship," said the H gh Froman, casting a reproachful glance at
the Head Cark, "this is a god who clains he isn't a god. He clains that none
of you are gods, but says you are nortals who have enslaved us."

Hugh contai ned hinself patiently during this conversation that he coul dn't
understand. Alfred was listening to the Gegs with close attention, and the



Hand kept close watch on Alfred's face. He did not mss the man's di smayed
reacti on over what was being said. The assassin ground his teeth, frustrated
nearly to the point of madness. Their lives were dependent on a ten-cycle kid
who, at this point, |ooked |ike he m ght very well burst into tears!

Prince Bane got a grip on hinmself, however. Pointed chin in the air, he made
some answer that apparently eased the situation, for Hugh saw Alfred' s face
rel ax. The chanberl ain even nodded slightly, before he caught hinself, aware
that he shouldn't be reacting.

The kid has nerve, he's quick-thinking. Hugh tw sted his beard. And perhaps
I"m"enthralled," he reni nded hinself.

"Bring this god to ne," said Bane with an inperious air that made him for a
brief monent, resenble King Stephen

"I'f Your Wirship wishes to see him he and the Geg who brought himhere are
speaking at a rally tonight. You could confront himpublicly."

"Very well "
make.

said Bane, not liking it but not knowi ng what other response to

"Now, perhaps Your Wirship would care to rest. | notice that one nmenber of
your party is injured." The Geg's gl ance went to Hugh's torn and bl oodst ai ned
shirt sleeve. "I could send for a healer."

Hugh saw t he gl ance, understood, and made a negating gesture.

"Thank you, his injury isn't serious," said Bane, "but you could send us food
and water."

The Hi gh Froman bowed. "Is that all | can do for Your Wirship?"

"Yes, thank you. That will be all,"’
in his voice.

said Bane, failing to conceal the relief

The gods were shown to chairs placed at the feet of the Manger, possibly to
provide inspiration. The Head C ark woul d have liked very much to stay and
visit, but Darral nabbed his brother-in-law by the vel vet sl eeve and dragged
hi m prot esting vol ubl y-anay.

"What are you doi ng?" raved the Head C ark. "How could you risk insulting H's
Wir ship by saying such a thing? Inplying that he isn't a god! And that talk
about sl aves!"

"Shut up and listen to ne," snapped Darral Longshoreman. He'd had his fill of
gods. One nore "Your Wirship" and he thought he'd gag. "Either these folk are
gods or they're not. If they're not, and this Linmbeck turns out to be right,
what do you think will happen to us, who've spent our lives telling our people
that we were serving gods?"

The Head Clark stared at his brother-in-law. Slowy his face drai ned of al
its ruddy col or. He gul ped.

"Exactly." Darral nodded enphatically, his beard waggi ng. "Now, suppose they
are gods, do you really want to be judged and taken up into heaven? O do you
like it down here, the way things used to be before all this hull abal oo
started?"

The Head C ark considered. He was very fond of being Head Clark. He |ived



wel | . Gegs respected him bowed and took off their hats when he wal ked down
the street. He didn't have to serve the Kicksey-Wnsey, except when and where
he chose to put in an appearance. He got invited to all the best parties. Wen
you cane right down to it, what nore did heaven have to offer?

"You're right,"
do we do?"

he was forced to admit, though it galled himto do so. "Wat

"I"'mworking on it," said the Hi gh Froman. "Just leave it to ne.
"I'"d give a hundred barls to know what those two are tal king about." Hugh
wat ched the two Gegs wal k off in close conversation.

"I don't like this at all," said AlIfred. "This other god, whoever it is, is
fomenting rebellion and chaos down here. | wonder why. The elves wouldn't have
any reason to upset things in the Low Realm woul d they?"

"No. It's to their advantage to keep the Gegs quiet and hard at work. But
there's nothing we can do, | guess, except to go to this rally tonight and
hear what this god has to say."

"Yes," said Al fred absently.

Hugh gl anced at the man. The hi gh domed forehead glistened with sweat, and his
eyes had acquired a fevered luster. Hi s skin was ashen, his lips gray. He
hadn't, it occurred to Hugh suddenly, fallen over anything in the |ast hour

"You don't | ook good. Are you all right?"

"I ... I"mnot feeling very well, Sir Hugh. Nothing serious. Just a reaction
fromthe crash. 1'Il be fine. Please don't worry about ne. Your Hi ghness
understands the serious nature of tonight's encounter?"

Bane gave Alfred a thoughtful, considering | ook. "Yes, | understand. |I'Ill do
nmy best to help, although I"'mnot certain what it is |I'm supposed to do."

The boy appeared to be sincere, but Hugh could still see that innocent snile
as the child fed himpoison. Was Bane, in truth, playing the gane with then?
O was he nerely nmoving them ahead one nore square?

CHAPTER 33
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

A COWOTI ON QUTSI DE THE HOLE I N THE WALL ATTRACTED JARRE' S ATTENTI ON

She had just put the finishing touches on Linbeck's speech. Laying it down,
she went to what served as the door and peered out the curtain. The crowds in
the street had grown larger, she saw with satisfaction. But the WIPP' s
assigned to guard the door were arguing loudly with several other Gegs
attenpting to enter.

At the sight of Jarre, their clanor increased.
"What is it?" she asked.
The Gegs began shouting at once, and it took her sone time to quiet them down.

When she had done so and had heard what they had to say, she gave instructions
and reentered WJPP Headquarters.



"What's goi ng on?" Haplo was standing on the stairs, the dog at his side.
"I"'msorry the comoti on woke you," Jarre apol ogized. "It's nothing, really.”

"I wasn't asleep. What is it?"

Jarre shrugged. "The Hi gh Froman's conme up with his own god. | night have
expected sonmething like this of Darral Longshoreman. Well, it won't work,
that's all."

"Hi s own god?" Haplo descended the stairs with a step swift and light as a
cat's. "Tell ne."

"Surely you can't take this seriously? You know there are no such things as
gods. Darral probably told the Wl ves we were threatening them and they've
sent someone down here to try to convince ny people that, 'Yes, we Wlves
really are gods.' "

"I's this god an el ... a Wlf?"
"I don't know. Mbst of our people have never seen a Wlf. | don't suppose
anyone knows what they look like. Al | knowis that it seenms this god is a

child and he's been telling everyone he's cone to judge us and he's going to
do so at the rally tonight and prove that we're wong. O course, you can dea
with him"

"Of course," nurnured Haplo.

Jarre was bustling about. "I've got to go make certain everything s arranged
at the Together Hall." She threw a shawl around her shoul ders. On her way out
the hole in the wall, she paused and | ooked back. "Don't tell Linmbeck about

this. He'll get himself all worked up. It'Il be better to take himconpletely

by surprise. That way, he won't have time to think."
Thrusting aside the curtain, she stepped outside, to the sound of |oud cheers.

Left alone, Haplo threw hinmself in a chair. The dog, sensing his nmaster's
nmood, thrust his nmuzzle confortingly into the man's hand.

"The Sartan, do you think, boy?" mused Haplo, absently scratching the dog
beneath the chin. "They're as close to a god as these people are likely to
find in a godl ess universe. And what do | do if it is? | can't challenge this
'god' and reveal to himmy own powers. The Sartan nust not be alerted to our
escape fromtheir prison. Not yet, not until my lord is fully prepared.”

He sat in thoughtful, brooding silence. The hand stroking the animal slowed in
its caress and soon ceased altogether. The dog, knowing itself no | onger
needed, settled down at the man's feet, chin on its paws, its liquid eyes
reflecting the concern in the eyes of its master

"lIronic, isn't it?" said Haplo, and at the voice the dog's ears pricked and it
gl anced up at him one white eyebrow slightly raised. "Me with the powers of a
god and unable to use them" Draw ng back the bandage that swathed his hand,
he ran a finger over the blue-and-red spiderweb |ines of the sigla whose

fantastic whorls and patterns decorated his skin. "I could build a ship in a
day. Fly out of here tonorrowif | so chose. | could show these dwarves power
t hey' ve never imagined. | could becone a god for them Lead themto war

agai nst the humans and the ' Wl ves.' Hapl o smiled, but his face grew
i medi ately sober. "Wy not? What would it nmatter?"

A strong desire to use his power cane over him Not only to use the magic, but



to use it to conquer, to control, to |lead. The Gegs were peaceful, but Haplo
knew t hat wasn't the true nature of dwarves. Sonehow the Sartan had rmanaged to
beat it out of them reduce themto the nindless machi ne-serving "Gegs" that

t hey had becone. It should be easy to uncover the fierce pride, the | egendary
courage of the dwarves. The ashes appeared cold, but surely a flanme nust
flicker sonewhere

"I could raise an arny, build ships. No! What has gotten into ne!" Haplo
angrily jerked the cloth back over his hand. The dog, cringing at the sharp
tone, | ooked up apol ogetically, thinking, perhaps, that it had been at fault.
"It's my true nature, the nature of the Patryns, and it will lead ne into

di saster! My lord warned me of this. | nust nmove slowy. The Gegs are not
ready. And |I'm not the one who should | ead them Their own. Linbeck. Sonmehow,
I must blow on the spark that is Linbeck

"As for this child-god, there's nothing to be done but wait and see and trust
inmself. If it is a Sartan, then that nmight be all for the better. Right,
boy?" Leani ng down, Haplo thunped the animal on its flank. The dog, pleased at
the return of its master's good humor, closed its eyes and sighed deeply.

"And if it is a Sartan," muttered Hapl o beneath his breath, |eaning back in
the small unconfortable chair and stretching his legs, "may ny lord keep ne
fromripping out the bastard' s heart!"

By the time Jarre had cone back, Linbeck was awake and anxi ously perusing his
speech, and Hapl o had made a deci sion

"Well," said Jarre brightly, unwi nding her shawl from around her anple
shoul ders, "everything is all ready for tonight. |I think, my dear, that this
will be the biggest rally yet-"

"W need to talk to the god,"” interrupted Haplo in his quiet voice.

Jarre flashed hima look, renmnding himthat this subject was not to be
nmentioned in front of Linbeck

"God?" Linbeck peered at them from behind the spectacl es perched precariously
on his nose. "Wat god? Wat's goi ng on?"

"He had to know," Haplo nmollified an angry Jarre. "It's best to always know as
much as you can about the eneny."

"Eneny! What enemy!" Linbeck, pale but calm had risen to his feet.

"You don't seriously believe that they are what they claim Mngers-do you?"
demanded Jarre, staring at Haplo with narrowed eyes, arns akinbo.

"No, and that is what we nmust prove. You said yourself this was undoubtedly a
pl ot by the High Froman to discredit your novenment. |f we can capture this
bei ng who calls hinself a god and can prove publicly that he's not-"

"-then we can cast down the H gh Froman!" cried Jarre, clapping her hands
t oget her eagerly.

Hapl o, pretending to scratch the dog, lowered his head to hide his snile. The
ani mal gazed up at his naster with a wistful, uneasy aspect.

"Certainly there's that possibility, but we nmust take this one step at a
time," said Haplo after a pause, seenming to give the matter grave
consideration. "First, it's essential that we find out who this god really is



and why he's here."

"Who who is? Wiy who is here?" Linmbeck's spectacles slid down his nose. He
pushed t hem back and raised his voice. "Tell ne-"

"I"'msorry, ny dear. It all happened while you were asleep." Jarre inforned
himof the arrival of the H gh Froman's god and how he had paraded the child
through the city streets and what the people were saying and doi ng and how
some of them believed the child was a god and sone believed he wasn't and-

"-and there's going to be trouble, that's what you nmean, don't you?" concl uded
Li mbeck. Sinking down into his chair, he stared bleakly at her. "Wat if they

really are the Mangers! Wat if |'ve been wong and they've cone to ... to
pass judgnment on the people? They'll be offended and they m ght abandon us
again!" He twi sted the speech in his hands. "I night have brought great harm

to all our people!"
Jarre, |ooking exasperated, opened her nouth, but Hapl o shook his head at her

"Li mbeck, that is why we need to talk to them If they are the Sar
Mangers," he corrected hinmself, "then we can explain and they' |l understand,
["msure."

"I was so certain!" Linbeck cried woefully.

"And you are right, ny dear!" Jarre knelt beside him and, putting her hands on
his face, turned it so that he was forced to | ook at her. "Believe in
yourself! This is an inpostor, brought by the H gh Fronman! We'll prove that
and we'll prove that he and the clarks have been in | eague with those who have
ensl aved us! This could be our great chance, our chance to change our world!"

Li mbeck did not reply. Gently renoving Jarre's hands, he held them fast,
t hanking her silently for her confort. But he lifted his head and fixed a
troubl ed gaze on Hapl o.

"You' ve gone too far to back out now, ny friend," said the Patryn. "Your
peopl e trust you, believe in you. You can't let them down."

"But what if |I'mwong?"
"You're not," said Haplo with conviction. "Even if this is a Manger, the
Mangers are not gods and never were. They are human, like nyself. They were
endowed with great magical power, but they were nortal. If the H gh Froman
clains the Manger is a god, just ask the Manger. If he really is one, he wll
tell you the truth."

The Mangers always told the truth. They had gone throughout the world
protesting that they were not divine, yet taking upon thenselves the
responsibilities of the divine. False hunility to mask pride and anbition. If
this was a true Sartan, he would refute his own godhood. If not, Haplo would
know he was |ying, and exposing hi mwould be easy.

"Can we get in to see then?" he asked Jarre.

"They're being held in the Factree," she said, pondering. "I don't know much
about it, but we have those in our group who do. I'Il ask them"

"We should hurry. It's alnost dark and the neeting is supposed to conmence in
two hours' time. We should see them before that."



Jarre was on her feet and heading for the hole in the wall. Linbeck, sighing,
| eaned his head on his hand. H's spectacles slid down his nose and dropped
into his lap, where they lay unnoticed.

The wonman has the energy and determ nation, nused Haplo. Jarre knows her
[imtations. She can nake the vision reality, but it is Linbeck who has the
eyes-half-blind that they are-to see. | must show himthe vision

Jarre returned with several eager, grimlooking Gegs. "There's a way in.
Tunnel s run underneath the floor and conme up near the statue of the Manger."

Hapl o nodded his head toward Linbeck. Jarre understood.

"Did you hear me, ny dear? We can get inside the Factree and talk to this
so-cal l ed god. Do we go?"

Li mbeck raised his head. Hi s face beneath the beard was pale, but there was an
expression of determination. "Yes." He raised a hand, stopping her from
interrupting. "lI've realized it doesn't matter if I"'mright or if I'mwong.
Al that matters is to discover the truth."

CHAPTER 34
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

TWO GUI DE GEGS, LIMBECK, JARRE, HAPLO AND, OF COURSE, THE DOG NAVI GATED A
series of twisting, winding tunnels that intersected, bisected, and dissected
t he ground bel ow t he Ki cksey-Wnsey. The tunnels were old and marvel ous in
their construction, lined with stone that appeared, fromits regular shape, to
have been nmade either by the hand of man or the netal hands of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey. Here and there, carved into the stones, were curious synbols.
Li mbeck was absolutely fascinated with these, and it was with sonme difficulty
and a few tugs on his beard that Jarre nanaged to persuade himthat there was
a need for hurry.

Hapl o coul d have told hi mmch about these symbols. He could have told him
they were in reality sigla-the runes of the Sartan-and that it was the sigla
carved upon the stones that kept the tunnels dry despite the al nbst constant
flow of rainwater dripping through the porous coralite. It was the sigla that
mai nt ai ned the tunnels centuries after those who built themhad left them

The Patryn was nearly as interested in the tunnels as Linmbeck. It was becomn ng
i ncreasingly obvious to himthat the Sartan had abandoned their work. Not only

that, but they had left it unfinished...and that was not at all like these
humans who had attained the power and the status of deni gods. The great
machi ne, which, even far bel ow ground, they could still feel throbbing and

pul si ng and poundi ng, was, Haplo had observed, running on its own, at its own
whim by its own design.

And it was doi ng nothing. Nothing creative, that Haplo could see. He had
traveled the length and breadth of Drevlin with Linbeck and the WJPPers, and
everywhere he had gone he had inspected the great nachine. It knocked over

buil dings, it dug holes, it built new buildings, it filled in holes, it roared
and steamed and tooted and humred and did what it did with a wondrous anount
of energy. But what it was doi ng was not hi ng.

Once a nonth, so Haplo had heard, the "Wl ves" canme down from above in their
iron suits and their flying ships and picked up the precious substance-water.
The Wel ves had been doing this for centuries and the Gegs had come to believe



that this was the ultimte purpose of their bel oved and sacred machi ne-to
produce water for these godlike Wl ves. But Haplo saw that the water was
nmerely a by-product of the Kicksey-Wnsey, perhaps even a waste product. The
function of the fabul ous nachi ne was sonethi ng grander, something far nore
magni fi cent than spitting out water to slake the thirst of the elven nation
But what that purpose was, and why the Sartan had |left before it could be
acconpl i shed, was sonething Hapl o could not begin to fathom

There was no answer for himin the tunnels. Possibly it |lay ahead. He had

| earned, as had all the Patryns, that inpatience- any slip fromthe tightly
hel d reins of control inmposed upon thenselves-could |lead to disaster. The
Labyrinth was not kind to those with flaws. Patience, endl ess patience-that
was one of the gifts the Patryns had received fromthe Labyrinth, though it
cane to themcovered with their own bl ood

The Gegs were excited, noisy, and eager. Haplo wal ked through the tunnels
after them naking no nore noise than did his shadow cast by the light of Geg
gl i mergl anps. The dog trotted al ong behind, silent and watchful as his

nast er.

"Are you certain this is the right way?" Jarre asked nore than once, when it
seened that they nust be wal king in endless circles.

The gui de Gegs assured her it was. It seened that several years ago, the

Ki cksey-Wnsey had taken it into its mechanical head that it should open the
tunnels. It had done so, punching through the ground with its iron fists and
feet. Gegs swarmed bel ow, shoring up the walls and providing the nachine
support. Then, just as suddenly, the Kicksey-Wnsey changed its mind and

| aunched off in a conpletely new direction. These particul ar Gegs had been
part of the tunnel scrift and knew them as well as they knew their own houses.

Unfortunately, the tunnels were not deserted, as Hapl o had hoped. The Gegs now
used themto get fromone place to another, and the WJPPers on their way to
the Factree ran into | arge nunmbers of Gegs. The sight of Haplo created
excitement, the guide CGegs felt called upon to tell everyone who he was and
who Li nbeck was, and alnost all the Gegs that didn't have other, nore pressing
busi ness, decided to follow al ong.

Soon there was a parade of Gegs tronping through the tunnels, heading for the
Factree. So much for secrecy and surprise. Haplo conforted hinmself with the
know edge that an arnmy of Gegs mounted on shrieking dragons coul d have flown
t hrough the tunnel and, due to the noise of the machine, no one topside would
be the w ser.

"Here we are,"” shouted one Geg in a boonming voice, pointing to a netal | adder
| eadi ng up a shaft and into darkness. @ ancing further down the tunnel, Haplo
could see nunerous other |adders, placed at intervals-the first tinme they had
cone across such a phenonmenon-and he cal cul ated that the Geg was correct.
These | adders obviously | ed sonewhere. He just hoped it was the Factree.

Hapl o noti oned the guide Gegs, Jarre, and Linbeck to draw near him Jarre kept
t he nunerous other Gegs back with a wave of her hand.

"What's up the | adder? How do we get into the Factree?"

There was a hole in the floor, explained the Gegs, covered with a nmetal plate.
Movi ng the plate all owed access to the main floor of the Factree.

"This Factree is a huge place," said Haplo. "Wat part of it will I come up
i n? What part have they given over to the god?"



There was sone | engthy di scussion and argument over this. One Geg had heard
that the god was in the Manger's roomtwo floors up over the main floor of the
Factree. The other Geg had heard that the god was, by orders of the High
Froman, being kept in the Bored Room

"What's that?" Hapl o asked patiently.

"It's where ny trial was held," said Linbeck, his face brightening at the
menory of his monent of suprene inportance. "There's a statue of a Manger
there, and the chair where the Hi gh Froman sits in judgnent."

"Where is this place from here?"

The Gegs thought it was about two more | adders down, and they all trooped in
that direction, the two gui de Gegs argui ng anong thenselves until Jarre, with
an enbarrassed gl ance at Hapl o, ordered themsharply to hold their tongues.

"They think this is it," she said, placing her hand upon the | adder's stee
rungs.

Hapl o nodded. "I1'Il go up first," he said as softly as he could and still make
hi rsel f heard above the roar of the nachine.

The gui de Gegs protested. This was their adventure, they were | eading, they
should get to go up first.

"There mi ght be guards of the Hi gh Froman up there," said Haplo. "Or this
so-cal |l ed god mi ght be dangerous."

The Gegs | ooked at each other, |ooked at Haplo, and backed away fromthe
| adder. There was no further discussion.

"But | want to see them " protested Linbeck, who was beginning to feel they'd
cone all this way for nothing.

"Shhh!" renpnstrated Haplo. "You will. I'"mjust going up to . . . scout
around. Reconnoiter. 1'll cone back and get you when it is safe.”
"He's right, Linbeck, so be quiet," scolded Jarre. "You'll have your chance

soon enough. It would never do for the High Froman to arrest us before
tonight's rally!"

Cautioning the need for quiet-at which all the Gegs stared at himas if he
wer e absol utely insane-Haplo turned to the | adder

"What should we do with the dog?" asked Jarre. "He can't clinb the |adder, and
you can't carry him"

Hapl o shrugged, unconcerned. "He'll be all right, won't you, dog?" Leaning
down, he patted the aninmal on the head. "You stay, dog, all right? Stay."

The dog, nouth open and tongue lolling, plopped itself down on the floor and,
ears cocked, | ooked around with interest.

Hapl o began his ascent, clinbing the | adder slowy and carefully, allow ng his
eyes tine to adjust to the increasing darkness as he noved out of the bright
light of the glinmmerglanps. The clinb was not |ong. Soon he was able to see

pi npoints of the glimerglanp Iight below him reflecting off a netal surface
above.



Reaching the plate, he put his hand on it and cautiously and gently pushed. It
gave way snmoothly and easily and, he was thankful to note, quietly. Not that
he was anticipating trouble. He wanted this chance to observe these "gods"

wi t hout them observing him Thinking regretfully that, in the old days, the
threat-or the pronise-of danger woul d have caused the dwarves to clanor up the
| adders in droves, Haplo cursed the Sartan beneath his breath, silently lifted
the plate, and peered out.

The glimrerglanps lit the Factree brighter than a Geg day. Haplo could see
clearly and he was pleased to note his guides had judged correctly. Directly
in his line of vision stood a tall statue of a robed and hooded fi gure.
Loungi ng around the statue were three people. They were human-two nmen and a
child. That nuch Haplo could tell at a glance. But the Sartan were al so of
hurman deri vation

He i nspected each one closely, though he was forced to adnit to hinself that
he woul d not be able to tell, sinply by looking, if these humans were Sartan
or not. One nman sat beneath the statue, in its shadow Cad in plain clothing
he appeared to be of niddle age, with thinning, receding hair that enphasized
a doned, protruding forehead, and a lined, careworn face. This man shifted
restlessly, his gaze going worriedly to the child, and when he did so, Haplo
saw t hat his novenents, particularly of his hands and feet, were ungainly and
awkwar d.

By sharp contrast, the other adult human mal e present was one Hapl o ni ght have
nm staken for a fellow survivor of the Labyrinth. Lithe, well-nuscled, there
was an al ert watchful ness about the man that-though he was |ying rel axed,
stretched out on the floor, snoking a pipe-indicated he kept instinctive,

wat chful vigil. The face, with its dark, deep crevices and tw sted bl ack
beard, reflected a soul of cold, hard iron

The kid was a kid, nothing nmore, unless you counted a remarkabl e beauty. An
odd trio. Wat brought them together? Wat brought them here?

Down bel ow, one of the overly excited Gegs forgot the injunction to maintain
silence and shouted in what he apparently thought was a whisper to ask if
Hapl o coul d see anyt hi ng.

The man with the twi sted beard reacted instantly, his body coiling swiftly to
a standing position, his black eyes darting to the shadows, his hand cl osi ng
over the hilt of a sword. Beneath him Haplo heard a resoundi ng smack and knew
that Jarre had effectively punished the of fender

"What is it, Hugh?" asked the man sitting in the shadow of the statue. The
voi ce spoke human and it quavered w th nervousness.

The man addressed as Hugh put his fingers to his |ips and crept several steps
in the direction of Haplo. He did not | ook down or he must have seen the
pl ate, but was staring into the shadows.

"I thought | heard sonething."

"I don't know how you can hear anything over that racket that damm machine's
maki ng," stated the child. The boy was eating bread and staring up at the
st at ue.

"Do not use such | anguage, Your Hi ghness," rebuked the nervous man. He had
risen to his feet and seenmed to have sone idea of joining this Hugh in his
search, but he tripped and only saved hinself froma headl ong fall by bracing



hi nsel f agai nst the statue. "Do you see anything, sir?"

The Gegs, undoubtedly under threat of bodily harmfromJarre, actually managed
to keep quiet. Haplo froze, hardly daring to breathe, watching and listening
intently.

"No," said Hugh. "Sit down, Alfred, before you kill yourself."

"It probably was the machine," said Alfred, |ooking as though he wanted very
much to convi nce hinself.

The boy, bored, tossed his bread to the floor and wal ked over to stand
directly in front of the statue of the Manger. He reached out to touch it.

"Don't!" Alfred cried in alarm

The child, junping, snatched his hand back

"You frightened ne!" he said accusingly.

"I"msorry, Your Highness. Just . . . nove away fromthe statue."
"Way? WIIl it hurt me?"

"No, Your Highness. It's just that the statue of the Manager is ... well,
sacred to the Gegs. They wouldn't |ike you bothering it."

"Pooh!" said the child, glancing around the Factree. "They're all gone anyway.
Besides, it seens |like he wants to shake hands or sonething." The boy giggl ed.
"The way he has his hand stuck out like that. He wants ne to take it-"

"No! Your Highness!" But the stumble-footed man was too late to prevent the
boy reaching out and graspi ng hold of the Manger's nechani cal hand. To the
child' s delight, the eyeball flickered with a bright |ight.

"Look!" Bane shoved aside Alfred' s frantic grasping hand. "Don't stop it! It's
showi ng pictures! | want to seel™

"Your Highness, | nust insist! |I know | heard sonmething! The Gegs-"

"I think we could handl e the Gegs," said Hugh, coming over to | ook at the
pictures. "Don't stop it, Alfred. | want to see what it's show ng."

Taki ng advantage of the trio's preoccupation and feeling an intense interest
in this statue hinself, Haplo crept up out of the hole.

"Look, it's a map!" cried the child, nuch excited.

The three were intent on the eyeball. Haplo, com ng up silently behind,
recogni zed the images flitting across the eye's surface as a map of the Realm
of the Sky, a map remarkably |like one his lord had discovered in the Halls of
the Sartan in the Nexus. At the very top were the isles known as Lords of

Ni ght. Beneath themthe firmanment, and near them floated the isle of the High
Real m Then came the Md Realm Further down were the Mel stromand the | and
of the Cegs.

Most remarkabl e, the map noved! The isles drifted around in their oblique
orbits, the stormclouds swirled, the sun was periodically hidden by the Lords
of N ght.



Then, suddenly, the inmages changed. The isles and continents ceased to orbit
at randomand all lined up neatly in a roweach real mpositioning itself
directly beneath the one above. Then the segnent flickered, faltered, and went
out .

The man known as Hugh was not inpressed.
"A magic lantern. 1've seen themin the elven ki ngdom™

"But what does it nean?" asked the boy, staring, fascinated. "Wy does
everyt hing go around, then stop?"

Hapl o was asking hinself the same question. He had seen a magic lantern
before. He had sonmething simlar to it on his ship, projecting inmages of the
Nexus, only it had been devised by his lord and was much nore sophisticated.
It seened to Haplo that there m ght be nore pictures than what they were
seeing, for the inages stopped with an abrupt jerk in what | ooked to be

m d- f r ame.

There came a | ow whirring sound and, suddenly, the pictures started over
again. Alfred, whom Haplo took to be sone sort of servant, started to reach
out and grab the statue's hand, probably with the design of stopping the

pi ctures.

"Please don't do that," said Haplo in his quiet voice.

Hugh whirl ed, sword drawn, and faced the intruder with an agility and skil
that Hapl o i nwardly appl auded. The nervous man crunpled to the floor, and the
boy, turning, stared at the Patryn with blue eyes that were not frightened so
much as shrewdly curi ous.

Hapl o stood with his hands up, palnms outward. "lI'mnot armed,” he said to
Hugh. The Patryn wasn't the |l east afraid of the man's sword. There were no
weapons in this world that could harm him guarded as he was by the runes upon
hi s body, but he nust avoid the fight, for by that very act of protecting

hi nsel f he woul d reveal to know ng eyes who and what he truly was. "I don't
mean anyone any harm" He smiled and shrugged, keeping his hands in the air
and plainly visible. "I"'mlike the boy, here. I only want to see the

pi ctures."

O all of them it was the child who intrigued Haplo. The cowardly servant,
lying in a pathetic heap on the floor, did not nmerit his interest. The man he
assuned to be a bodyguard he coul d dismiss now that he had noted his strength
and agility. But when Haplo | ooked at the child, he felt a stinging sensation
of the runes upon his chest and knew by that sensation that sonme sort of
enchant nent was being cast at him H's own magic was instinctively acting to
repel it, but Haplo was anmused to note that whatever spell the child was
casting woul dn't have worked anyway. Hi s magi c-whatever its source-had been
di srupt ed.

"Where did you conme fron? Who are you?" denmanded Hugh

"My name is Haplo. My friends, the Gegs"-he gestured to the hole out of which
he'd cone. Hearing a comotion behind him he assuned that the ever-curious
Li mbeck was followi ng- "and | heard of your conming and deci ded that we should
meet and talk to you in private, if that's possible. Are the H gh Froman's
guards around?"

Hugh | owered the sword slightly, though his dark eyes continued to foll ow
Hapl o's every nove. "No, they left. But we're probably being watched."



"No doubt. Then we haven't nuch tine before someone returns."”

Li mbeck, puffing and panting fromhis scranble up the | adder, trotted up
behi nd Hapl o. The Geg gl anced askance at Hugh's sword, but his curiosity was
stronger than his fear.

"Are you Mangers?" he asked, his gaze going fromHaplo to the boy.

Hapl o, watchi ng Li mbeck cl osely, saw an awed expression snooth out his face.
The Geg's myopic eyes, magnified behind the spectacles, grew wide. "You are a
god, aren't you?"

"Yes," answered the child, speaking Geg. "I ama god."
"Do these speak human?" asked Hugh, pointing to Linbeck, Jarre, and the other
two Gegs, who were cautiously poking their heads up out of the hole.

Hapl o shook his head.

"Then | can tell you the truth,"” said Hugh. "The kid's no nore a god than you
are." To judge by the expression in Hugh's dark eyes, he had apparently
reached the same deci sion about Hapl o that Haplo had reached about Hugh. He
was wary, cautious, suspicious still, but crowded inns force people to sleep
wi th odd bedfellows or spend the night out in the cold. "Qur ship got caught
in the Mel stromand crashed on Drevlin, not far fromhere. The Gegs found us
and thought we were gods, and we had to play al ong."

"Li ke me," said Hapl o, nodding. He gl anced down at the servant, who had opened
his eyes and was staring around himw th a benused | ook. "Who's that?"

"The kid's chanberlain. 1'mcalled Hugh the Hand. That's Alfred, and the kid's
nane i s Bane, son of King Stephen of Vol karan and Uyl andi a."

Hapl o turned to Linbeck and Jarre-who was staring at the three with deep
suspi ci on-and nade introductions. Alfred staggered to his feet and gazed at
Haplo with a curiosity that deepened when he saw the man's w apped hands.

Hapl o, becomi ng aware of Alfred' s stare, self-consciously tugged at the cloth.

"Are you injured, sir?" questioned the servant in respectful tones. "Forgive

me for asking, but | notice the bandages you wear. | am sonewhat skilled in
heal i ng-"
"Thank you, no. |I'mnot wounded. It's a skin disease, common to ny peopl e.

It's not contagious and it doesn't cause nme any pain, but the pustules it
creates aren't pleasant to | ook at."

Di sgust twi sted Hugh's features. Alfred's face paled slightly, and it was a
struggle for the servant to express the proper synpathy. Haplo watched wth
i nward satisfaction and did not believe he woul d encounter any further
guestions about his hands.

Hugh sheathed his sword and drew near. "Your ship crashed?" he asked Haplo in
| ow t ones.

"Yes."

"Destroyed?"



"Compl etely."
"Where are you fron"

"Down bel ow, on one of the lower isles. You' ve probably never heard of it. Not
many have. | was fighting a battle in my own | ands when ny ship was hit and
| ost control-"

Hugh wal ked toward the statue. Apparently deeply engrossed in the
conversation, Haplo joined him but nmanaged to cast a casual glance back at
the servant. Alfred' s skin was a deathly hue, his eyes still staring intently
at the Patryn's hands, as if the man w shed desperately his | ook could pierce
t hrough the cl ot h.

"You're stranded down here, then?" asked Hugh
Hapl o nodded.

"And you want . . ." Hugh hesitated, certain, perhaps, that he knew the answer
but wanting the other to say it.

to get out." Haplo was enphatic.

Now it was Hugh who nodded. The two men under st ood each other conpletely.
There was no trust between them but that wasn't necessary, not as long as
each was able to use the other to achieve a common goal. Bedfellows, it
seened, who wouldn't fight over the blankets. They continued to converse in
| ow tones, considering their problem

Alfred stood staring at the man's hands. Bane, frowning, gazed after Hapl o;
the boy's fingers stroked the feather amulet. H s thoughts were interrupted by
the Ceg

"You're not a god, then?" Drawn by an irresistible force, Linmbeck had noved
nearer to talk to the child.

"No," answered Bane, wrenching his gaze from Haplo. Turning to the Geg, the
prince carefully and qui ckly smoothed his dour expression. "lI'mnot, but they
told me to tell that man, your king, that | was so that he wouldn't hurt us."

"Hurt you?" Linmbeck appeared amazed. The concept was beyond him

"I"'mreally a prince of the High Realm" continued the child. "My father is a
power ful w zard. W were going to see hi mwhen our ship crashed."”

"I"d dearly love to see the H gh Real m" exclai ned Linbeck. "What's it |ike?"

"I"mnot sure. You see, |'ve never been there before. I've lived all nmy life
inthe Md Realmwith my adopted father. It's a long story."

"I"ve never been to the Md Realmeither. But |'ve seen pictures of it in a
book I found in a Welf ship. I'lIl tell you how | found it." Linbeck began to
recite his favorite tale-that of stunbling across the elven vessel

Bane, fidgeting, craned his head to | ook back at Hapl o and Hugh, standing
toget her before the statue of the Manger. Alfred was muttering to hinself.
None of them was paying any attention to Jarre.

She didn't like this, any of it. She didn't like the two tall, strong gods
putting their heads together and talking in a | anguage she coul dn't



understand. She didn't |ike the way Linberk was | ooking at the child-god, she
didn't like the way the child-god was | ooking at anyone. She didn't even like
the way the tall, gawky god had tumbled down onto the floor. Jarre had the
feeling that, |like poor relatives coning to visit, these gods were going to
devour all the food and, when that was gone, |eave the Gegs wi th nothing but
an enpty cupboard.

Jarre slipped over to where the two Gegs were standi ng nervously beside the
hol e.

"Bring up everybody," she said in as soft a voice as is possible for a Ceg.
"The Hi gh Froman's tried to fool us with sham gods. W' re going to capture
them and take them before the people and prove that the Hi gh Froman is a
fraud!"

The Gegs | ooked at the so-called gods, then at each other. These gods didn't
appear very inpressive. Tall, maybe, but skinny. One of themcarried a

f orm dabl e-1 ooki ng weapon. |If he were nobbed, he wouldn't get a chance to use
it. Hapl o had mourned the extinction of Geg courage. It hadn't conpletely died
out. It had just been buried under centuries of submission and toil. Now the
coal s had been stirred up. Here and there, flames were flickering.

The excited Gegs backed down the | adder. Jarre | eaned over and | ooked down
after them Her square face, dimy illum nated by the glimerglanps, was
awesomne, al nost ethereal, when viewed frombelow Mre than one Geg had a
sudden i mage of anci ent days when the clan priestesses woul d have sunmoned
themto war.

Noi sily, but in the disciplined manner the Gegs had | earned serving the great
machi ne, they cl anbered up the | adder. What with the whunpi ng and the thunping
going on all around, no one heard them

Forgotten in the confusion, Haplo's dog lay at the foot of the | adder. Nose on
paws, it watched and |istened and seened to ponder whether its master had
really been serious about that word "stay."

CHAPTER 35
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

HAPLO HEARD A WHI NE, FELT A PAWNG AT H'S LEG HE TURNED H S ATTENTI ON FROM
exam ning the Manger pictures to | ook down at his feet.

"What is it, boy? I thought I told youto ... Ch." The Patryn gl anced over and
saw t he CGegs stream ng up out of the hole. The Hand, hearing a sound at his
back, | ooked in the opposite direction-toward the main entrance of the
Factree.

"Conpany, " said Hugh. "The H gh Froman and his guards."
"And over there."

Hugh gl anced swiftly toward the hole, his hand going to his sword. Hapl o shook
his head. "No, we can't fight. There are too nany. Besides, they don't want to
harm us. They want to claimus. W're the prize. There's no time to explain.

It looks as if we're going to be caught in the mddle of a riot. You better go
take care of that prince of yours."

"He's an investnent-" began Hugh.



"The coppers!" Jarre shrieked, catching sight of the H gh Froman. "Quick, grab
t he gods before they stop us!"

"Then you better go guard your investnent," suggested Hapl o.
"What is it, sir?" gasped Alfred, seeing Hugh running toward them sword in
hand.

The two groups of Gegs were yelling and shaking their fists and snatching up
makeshi ft weapons off the Factree fl oor

"Trouble. Take the kid and go with . . ." Hugh began. "No, dammit, don't faint

Alfred' s eyes rolled back in his head. Hugh reached out to shake himor slap
himor something, but it was too late. The chanberlain's linp body slid down
and fl opped gracel essly across the feet of the Manger's statue.

The Gegs rushed toward the gods. The Hi gh Froman, instantly recognizing his
danger, ordered the coppers to rush the Gegs. Shouting wildly-some for the
WJPPers and sone for the Froman-the two groups cane together. For the first
time in the history of Drevlin, blows were struck, blood was shed. Hapl o,
gathering up his dog in his arnms, nelted back into the shadows and wat ched
quietly, smling.

Jarre stood near the hole, helping Gegs clinmb out, rallying her people to
attack. Wien the last Geg was up out of the tunnels, she | ooked around and

di scovered that the battle had surged ahead of her. Wrse, she had conpletely
| ost sight of Linbeck, Haplo, and the three strange beings. Leaping onto the
top of a crate, Jarre peered over the heads of the mlling, fighting press of
Gegs and saw, to her horror, the Hi gh Froman and the Head C ark standi ng near
the statue of the Manger, taking advantage of the confusion to spirit away not
only the gods but al so the august |eader of WJPP

Furious, Jarre junped fromher crate and ran toward them but got caught up in
the mdst of the battle. Pushing and shoving and | ashing out with her fists at
t he Gegs bl ocking her path, she struggled to get near the statue. She was
flushed and panting, her trousers were torn, her hair had fallen down over her
face, and one eye was swelling shut when she finally reached her destination

The gods were gone. Linbeck was gone. The Hi gh Froman had won.

Her fist doubled, Jarre was prepared to punch the head of the first copper who
cane near her when she heard a noan and, | ooking down, saw two | arge feet
sticking up in the air. They weren't Geg feet. They were god feet!

Hurrying around to the front of the Manger, Jarre was amazed to see the base
of the statue standing wi de open! One of the Froman's gods-the tall, gawky
one- had apparently fallen into this opening and was lying half in and half out
of it.

"I"'min luck!" said Jarre. "lI've got this one, at least!"

She gl anced fearfully behind her, expecting to see the Froman's coppers, but
in the confusion and turnoil, no one was paying any attention to her. The
Froman woul d be intent on getting his gods out of danger and, undoubtedly, no

one had missed this one yet.

"But they will. We have to get you away fromhere," nuttered Jarre. Hurrying



over to the god, she saw that he was Iying on a staircase that |ed inside the
statue. Descending below the floor level, the stairs provided a quick and easy
nmeans of escape.

Jarre hesitated. She was violating the statue-the Gegs' nost Holy of Holies.
She had no idea why this opening was here or where it mght lead. It didn't
matter. This was only going to be a hiding place. She'd wait inside here unti
everyone was gone. Jarre bounded over the comatose god and stunbl ed down the
stairs. Turning, she grabbed the god's shoul ders and dragged him bunping and
sliding and groaning, inside the statue.

Jarre had no clear plan in mnd. She only hoped that by the tine the Hi gh
Froman came | ooking for this god and discovered the opening in the statue, she
woul d have been able to smuggl e himback to WJPP Headquarters. But when Jarre
drew the god's feet over the base, the opening suddenly and silently slid
shut. The Geg found hersel f in darkness.

Jarre held perfectly still and tried to tell herself everything was all right.
But panic was swelling up inside her until it seened she nust split apart. Her
terror wasn't caused by fear of the dark. Living nearly all of their Iives

i nside the Kicksey-Wnsey, the Gegs were used to the darkness. Jarre shook al
over. Her hands were sweating, her breath canme fast, her heart pounded, and
she didn't know why. And then it came to her

It was quiet.

She coul dn't hear the machine, couldn't hear the conforting whistles and bangs
and hamerings that had lulled her to sleep as a babe. Now there was not hi ng
but awful, terrible silence. Sight is a sense outside and apart fromthe body,
an image on the surface of the eye. But sound enters the ears, the head, it
lives inside. In sound s absence, silence echoes.

Abandoni ng the god on the staircase, heedless of pain, forgetting her fear of
the coppers, Jarre flung hersel f against the statue. "Help!" she screaned.
"Help me!"

Al fred regai ned consciousness. Sitting up, he accidentally began to slide down
the stairs, and only saved hinself by reflex-ively grabbing and hanging on to
t he steps beneath. Thoroughly confused, surrounded by pitch-black night with a
Geg screanming like a steamwhistle in his ears, A fred endeavored to ask
several times what was going on. The Geg paid no attention to him

Finally, crawing on hands and knees in the darkness back up the stairs, he
reached out a hand in the direction of the nearly hysterical Jarre.

"Where are we?"
She pounded and shrieked and ignored him

"Where are we?" Al fred caught hold of the Geg in his |arge hands-uncertain, in
t he darkness, just what part he'd grabbed- and began to shake her. "Stop this!
It isn't helping! Tell nme where we are and naybe | can get us out of here!"

Not clearly understanding Alfred' s words, but angered at his rough handling,
Jarre came to herself with a gulp and shoved the chanberlain away with a heave
of her strong arms. He slid and slithered and nearly tunbl ed back down the
stairs, but nanaged to stop his fall.

"Now, listen to nme!" Alfred said, separating each word and speaking it slowy
and distinctly. "Tell me where we are and nmaybe | can help get us out!"



"I don't know how! " Breathing hard, shivering, Jarre huddl ed as far away from
Al fred as possible on the opposite side of the staircase. "You' re a stranger
here. What could you know?"

"Just tell me!" pleaded Alfred. "I can't explain. After all, what will it
hurt ?"
"Well . . ." Jarre considered. "W're inside the statue."

"Ah!" breathed Alfred.

"What does 'ah' nean?"

"It neans ... uh ... | thought that m ght be the case.™

"Can you open it back up?"

No, | can't. No one can. Not fromthe inside. But how would | know that if
|'ve never been here before? What do | tell her? A fred was thankful for the
darkness. He was a terrible liar and it nade it easier that he couldn't see
her face and that she couldn't see his.

“I'm. . . not certain, but |I doubt it. You see, uh . . . Wat is your nane?"

"It doesn't matter."

"Yes, it does. W're here together in the dark and we should know each other's
nanes. Mne is Alfred. And yours?"

"Jarre. Go on. You opened it once, why can't you open it again?"

"I ... 1 didn't open it," stamrered Alfred. "It opened by accident, | guess.
You see, | have this terrible habit. Wenever |'mfrightened, | faint. It's
something | can't control. | saw the fighting, you see, and sone of your
peopl e were rushing toward us, and | ... just passed out." That nuch was true.

What followed wasn't. "I guess that when I fell | must have tripped somnething
on the statue that caused it to open.”

| regai ned consciousness. | |ooked up to see the statue, and | felt, for the
first time in a long, long while, safe and secure and deeply, fervently at
peace. The suspicion that had been awakened in ny mnd, the responsibility,
the decisions | will be forced to make if that suspicion is true, overwhel ned
me. | longed to escape, to disappear, and ny hand noved of its own volition
wi t hout ny pronpting, and touched the statue's robe in a certain place, in a
certain way.

The base slid open, but then the enormty of nmy action must have been too much

for me. | suppose | fainted again. The Geg canme upon me and, seeking a haven
fromthe nel ee ragi ng outsi de, dragged ne in here. The base cl osed
automatically and it will stay closed. Only those who know the way in know t he

way out. Anyone stunbling across an entrance by m stake would never return to
tell of it. Oh, they wouldn't die. The magic, the machine, would care for
them and care for themvery well. But they would be prisoners for the rest of
their lives.

Fortunately, | know the way in, |I know the way out. But how can | explain this
to the Geg?

A terrible thought occurred to Alfred. By law, he should | eave her here. It



was her own fault, after all. She shouldn't have entered the sacred statue.
But then Alfred considered, with a pang of conscience, that perhaps she had
endangered herself for himtrying to save his life. He couldn't just abandon
her. He knew he couldn't, no matter what the |aw said. But right nowit was
all so confusing. If only he hadn't given way to his weakness!

"Don't stop!" Jarre clutched at him
"Stop what ?"

"Talking! It's the quiet! | can't stand listening to it! Wiy can't we hear
anything in here?"

"I't was made that way purposely,” said Alfred with a sigh. "Designed to offer
rest and sanctuary." He had reached a decision. It probably wasn't the right

one, but then, he'd nade few right decisions in his lifetine. "I amgoing to
| ead us out of here, Jarre.”

"You know t he way?"

"Yes.
"How?" She was deeply suspicious.

"I can't explainit. In fact, you will see many things that you won't
understand and that | can't explain. |I can't even ask you to trust ne,

because, of course, you don't, and | can't expect you to." Pausing, Alfred
consi dered his next words. "Let's look at it like this: you can't get out this
way. You've tried. You can either stay here or you can cone with ne and I|'|
show you the way out."

Al fred heard the Geg draw breath to speak, but he forestalled her

"There's one nore thing you should consider. | want to return to ny people
just as desperately as you want to go back to yours. The child you sawis in
my care. And the dark man with himneeds me, although he doesn't knowit."
Al fred was silent a nonent, thinking of the other man, the one who called

hi nsel f Haplo, and it occurred to himthat the silence was |oud in here,

| ouder than he'd remenbered.

"I"l'l go with you," said Jarre. "What you say mekes sense."

"Thank you," answered Al fred gravely. "Now, hold still one monent. This
stairway is steep and dangerous w thout light."

Al fred reached out his hand and felt the wall behind him It was nmade of

stone, like the tunnels, and was smooth and even. Running his hand al ong the
surface, he had nearly reached the juncture where the wall net the stairs when
his fingers brushed over lines and whorls and notches carved in the stone.
They formed a distinct pattern, one that he knew Tracing his finger over the
rough edges of the carving, followng the lines of the pattern he could see
clearly in his mnd, he spoke the rune.

The sigil beneath his fingers began to glowwith a soft, radiant blue light.
Jarre, seeing it, caught her breath and sank backward, pressing herself
against the wall. Alfred gave her a soothing, reassuring pat on the arm and
repeated the rune. A sigil carved beside and touching the first caught the
magi cal fire and began to gl ow. Soon, one after the other, a line of runes
appeared out of the darkness, running the Iength of the steep staircase. At
the bottom they curved around a corner leading to the right.



"Now it's safe for us to go down," said Alfred, rising and brushing the dust
of ages fromhis clothes. Keeping his words and acti ons purposefully brisk,
his tone matter-of-fact, he held out his hand to Jarre. "If | night be of
assi st ance?"

Jarre hesitated, gul ped, and hugged her shawl closely around her. Then
pressing her lips together, her face grim she rested her small work-worn hand
in Alfred's. The blue-glowing runes glittered brightly in her fearful eyes.

They descended the stairs swiftly, the runes making it easy to see the way.
Hugh woul d not have recogni zed the bunbling, stunble-footed chanberl ain.

Al fred' s novenents were surefooted, his stance erect. He hurried ahead with an
anticipation that was eager, yet wistful and tinged with nel ancholy.

Reachi ng the bottom of the steep staircase, they found that it opened into a
smal | narrow corridor; a veritable honeyconb of doorways and tunnels branched
off it in countless directions. The blue runes |ed themout of the corridor
and into a tunnel- third fromtheir right. Alfred followed the sigla
unhesitatingly, bringing with hima w de-eyed and awestruck Jarre.

At first the Geg had doubted the man's words. She had |ived anong the del vings
and burrowi ngs of the Kinsey-winsey all her life. Gegs have a keen eye for

m nute detail and excellent nenories. What |ooks to be a blank wall to a human
or an elf holds a nyriad of individual characteristics-cracks, crevices,

chi pped paint-for a Geg, and once seen, is not soon forgotten. Consequently,
CGegs do not easily |lose thensel ves, either above ground or below But Jarre
was al nost instantly lost in these tunnels. The walls were flaw ess, perfect
and conpletely devoid of the Iife that a Geg can find, even in stone. And

t hough the tunnels branched out in all directions, they did not turn and tw st
or ranmble. There was no indication anywhere that a tunnel had been built just
for the hell of it, out of a sense of adventure. The corridors ran straight
and smooth and gave the inpression that wherever you were going, they'd get
you there the quickest route possible, and no nonsense. Jarre recogni zed in

t he design a sense of strong purpose, a calculated intent that frightened her
by its sterility. Yet her strange conpanion seenmed to find it conforting, and
hi s confidence eased her fear.

The runes led themin a gentle curve that kept taking themto their right.
Jarre had no idea how far they traveled, for there was no feeling of tinme down
here. The blue sigla ran on before them lighting their path, each flamng to
life out of the darkness as they neared it. Jarre became nmesnerized by them

it seemed as if she wal ked in a dream and m ght have kept wal ki ng forever as
long as the runes led the way. The man's voice added to this eerie inpression
for-as she had asked-he tal ked the entire tine.

Then, suddenly, they rounded a corner and Jarre saw the sigla clinb into the
air, forma glowing archway that burned and glistened in the darkness,
inviting themto enter. Al fred paused

"What is it?" Jarre asked, starting out of her trance, blinking, and
tightening her grip on Alfred's hand. "I don't want to go in there!"

"W have no choice. It's all right," said Alfred, and there was that note of

wi stful nelancholy in his voice. "I'msorry | frightened you. |I'm not stopping
because I'mafraid. | know what's in there, you see, and . . . and it only
makes me sad, that's all."

"We'll go back," said Jarre suddenly, fiercely. She turned and took a step
but al nost i mediately the runes that had showed the way behind themflared a



bright blue, then slowly began to fade. Soon the two were surrounded by
dar kness, the only light coming fromflickering blue sigla outlining the
ar chway.

"W can go in now," said Alfred, drawing a deep breath. "I'mready. Don't be
frightened, Jarre," he added, patting her hand. "Don't be frightened by
anyt hi ng you see. Nothing can harmyou."

But Jarre was frightened, though she couldn't say of what. Watever |ay beyond
was hi dden in darkness, yet what frightened her wasn't a fear of bodily harm
or the terror of the unknown. It was the sadness, as Alfred had said. Perhaps
it had come fromthe words he'd been speaking during their [ong wal k, although
she was so disoriented and confused that she could recall nothing of what he'd
sai d. But she experienced a feeling of despair, of overwhelmng regret, of
somet hing | ost and never found, never even sought. The sorrow made her ache
with loneliness, as if everything and everyone she had ever known was suddenly
gone. Tears canme to her eyes, and she wept, and she had no idea for whom she
was crying.

"It's all right," repeated Alfred. "It's all right. Shall we go in now? Do you
feel up to it?"

Jarre couldn't answer, couldn't stop crying. But she nodded, and, weeping,
clinging closely to Alfred, wal ked with himthrough the archway. And then
Jarre understood, in part, the reason for her fear and her sadness.

She stood in a nmausol eum

CHAPTER 36
WOMBE, DREVLI N, LOW REALM

"THI S | S DREADFUL! S| MPLY DREADFUL! UNHEARD- OF! WHAT ARE YOU GO NG TO DO? What
are you going to do?"

The Head O ark was clearly becom ng hysterical. Darral Longshoreman felt a
tingling in his hands and was hard pressed to resist the tenptation to
adm ni ster a right to the jaw

"There's been enough bl oodshed al ready,"” he nuttered, grasping hold of his
hands firmy behind his back in case they took it upon thenselves to act on
their own. And he managed to ignore the voice that whispered, "Alittle nore
bl ood woul dn't hurt, then, would it?"

Decki ng his brother-in-law, though undoubtedly very satisfying, wasn't going
to solve his problens.

"CGet hold of yourself!" Darral snapped. "Haven't | got trouble enough?"

"Never has bl ood been spilled in Drevlin!" cried the Head Clark in an awful
tone. "It's all the fault of this evil genius Linmbeck! He nmust be cast forth!
Made to wal k the Steps of Terrel Fen. The Mangers must judge him"

"Ch, shut up! That's what brought on all this trouble in the first place! W
gave himto the Mangers, and what did they do? Gave himright back to us! And
threwin a god! Sure, we'll send Linbeck down the Steps!"” Darral waved his
arms wildly. "Maybe this time he'll come up with a whole army of gods and
destroy us all!"



"But that god of Linbeck's isn't a god!" protested the Head d ark.
"They're none of themgods, if you ask ne," stated Darral Longshoreman.
"Not even the child?"

Thi s question, asked in wistful tones by the Head C ark, posed a problemfor
Darral . When he was in Bane's presence, he felt that, yes, indeed, he had at

| ast di scovered a god. But the nmoment he could no | onger see the blue eyes and
the pretty face and the sweetly curved lips of the little boy, the H gh Froman
seened to waken froma dream The kid was a kid, and he, Darral Longshorenan,
was a sap for ever thinking otherw se.

"No," said the H gh Froman, "not even the child."

The two rulers of Drevlin were alone in the Factree, standing beneath the
statue of the Manger, gloom |y surveying the battlefield.

It hadn't, in reality, been much of a battle. One might hardly even termit a
skirm sh. The aforesaid bl ood had flowed, not fromthe heart, but from severa
cracked heads, gushed out a few smashed noses. The Head C ark had sustained a
bunp, the H gh Froman a jamred thunb that had swelled up and was now turning
several quite remarkable colors. No one had been killed. No one had even been
seriously injured. The habit of l|iving peacefully over nunerous centuries is a
hard one to break. But Darral Longshoreman, Hi gh Froman of his people, was

wi se enough to know that this was only the beginning. A poison had entered the
coll ective body of the Gegs, and though the body m ght survive, it would never
be heal t hy agai n.

"Besides," said Darral, his heavy brows creased in a scow, "if these gods
aren't gods, |like Linbeck said they weren't, how can we punish himfor being
ri ght?"

Unaccustomed to wadi ng in such deep phil osophical waters, the Head C ark
i gnored the question and struck out for high ground. "W woul dn't be punishing
himfor being right, we'd be punishing himfor spreading it around.”

There was certainly sone logic to that, Darral had to admt. He wondered
sourly how his brother-in-law had cone up with such a good idea and concl uded
it must have been the bunp on the head. Winging his wounded thunb and wi shing
he was back home in his holding tank with Ms. Hi gh Froman cl ucking over him
and bringing hima soothing cup of barkwarm[13], Darral pondered the idea,
born of desperation, that was |urking about in the dark alleys of his nind

"Maybe this time, when we throw himoff the Steps of Terrel Fen, we can |eave
off the kite," suggested the Head Clark. "I always did think that was an
unfair advantage."

"No," said Darral, the rattle-brained ideas of his brother-in-Ilaw naking his
decision for him "I'mnot sending himor anyone el se Down anynore. Down isn't
safe, seemngly. This god-that-isn't-a-god of Linbeck's says he conmes from
Down. And therefore" -the Hi gh Froman paused during a particularly |oud spate
of bangi ng and whangi ng fromthe Kicksey-Wnsey-"I'mgoing to send him Up."

"Up?" The bunp on the head was not going to conme to the aid of the Head O ark
on this one. He was absolutely and categorically |ost.

"I"'mgoing to turn the gods over to the Welves," said Darral Longshoreman with
dark satisfaction



The High Froman paid a visit to the prison vat to announce the captives
puni shrent - an announcenent he reckoned nust strike terror into their guilty
hearts.

If it did, the prisoners gave no outward sign. Hugh appeared di sdai nful, Bane
bored, and Hapl o i npassive, while Linbeck was in such msery that it was
doubtful if he heard the High Froman at all. Getting nothing fromhis
prisoners but fixed cold stares and, in Bane's case, a yawn and a sl eepy
smle, the High Froman marched out in high dudgeon

"I presume you know what he's tal king about?" inquired Haplo. "This being
given to the 'Wlves' ?"

"Elves," corrected the Hand. "Once a nonth, the elves come down in a transport
ship and pick up a supply of water. This tine, they' Il pick us up with it. And
we don't want to end up prisoners of the elves. Not if they catch us down here
with their precious water supply. Those bastards can make dying very

unpl easant . "

The captives were | ocked up in the local prison-a grouping of storage vats
that the Kicksey-W nsey had abandoned and which, when fitted with | ocks on the
doors, nade excellent cells. Generally the cells were little used-perhaps the
occasional thief or a Geg who had been lax in his service to the great

machine. Due to the current civil unrest, however, the vats were filled to
capacity with disturbers of the peace. One vat had to be enptied of its

i nhabitants in order to nake roomfor the gods. The Geg prisoners were crowded
into another vat so as to avoid being placed into contact with Mad Li mbeck

The vat was steep-walled and solid. Several openings covered with iron grilles
dotted the sides. Hugh and Haplo investigated these grilles and di scovered
that fresh air, snelling damply of rain, was flowing in through them | eading
the men to assume the grilles covered shafts that nust eventually connect wth
the outside. The shafts mi ght have offered a nmeans of escape except for two
drawbacks: first, the grilles were bolted to the netal sides of the vat, and
second, no one in his right mnd wanted to go Cutside.

"So you're suggesting we fight?" inquired Haplo. "I presunme these el ven ships
are wel | -manned. We're four, counting the chanberlain, plus a child, and one
sword between us. A sword that's currently in the possession of the guards.”
"The chamberlain's worthless,"” grunted Hugh. Leani ng back confortably agai nst
the brick wall of their prison, he drew out his pipe and stuck the stem
between his teeth. "The first sign of danger, and he faints dead away. You saw
hi m back there during the riot."

"That's odd, isn't it?"

"He's odd!" stated Hugh.

Hapl o coul d renmenber Alfred' s eyes trying desperately to pierce the cloth
covering the Patryn's hands, alnost as if the chanberl ain knew what was
beneath. "I wonder where he got to? Did you see?"

Hugh shook his head. "All | saw was Gegs. | had the kid. But the chanberlain's
bound to turn up. O rather stunble up. He won't |eave Hi s Hi ghness." The Hand
nodded at Bane, who was tal king away at the m sery-stricken Linbeck

Hapl o fol l owed Hugh's gaze and focused on the Ceg.

"There's always Linbeck and his WJPP's. They'd fight to save us, or, if not



us, their |eader."

Hugh gl anced at hi m dubi ously. "Do you think so? | always heard Gegs had the
fighting spirit of a flock of sheep."

"That may be true now, but it didn't used to be so. Not in the old days. Once,
| ong ago, the dwarves were a fierce, proud people."

Hugh, returning his gaze to Linbeck, shook his head.

The Geg sat huddled in a corner, his shoul ders slunped, arnms dangling linply
bet ween his knees. The child was talking at him the Geg was conpletely
oblivious of the conversation

"He's been wal king along with his head in the clouds,"” said Haplo. "He didn't
see the ground conming and got hurt in the fall. But he's the one to lead his
peopl e. "

"You're really caught up in this revolution of theirs,"
m ght wonder why you care.™

observed Hugh. " Sone

"Li mbeck saved ny life," answered Haplo, lazily scratching the ears of the dog

that was stretched out at his side, its head resting in his lap. "I like him
and his people. As | said, | know sonething about their past." The mld face
darkened. "l hate seeing what they've becone. Sheep, | believe, was how you
put it."

Hugh sucked thoughtfully, silently on his enpty pipe. The man sounded good,

but Hugh found it difficult to believe this Haplo was that concerned about a
bunch of dwarves. A quiet, unassum ng man, you tended to ignore him forget he
was around. And that, said Hugh to hinself, mght be a very big m stake.

Li zards that blend in with the rocks do so to catch flies.

"Somehow we' ve got to get sone backbone into your Linmbeck, then," remarked
Hugh. "If we're going to save ourselves fromthe elves, we'll need the Gegs to
help us."

"You can leave himto nme," said Haplo. "Were were you headed, before you got
caught up in all this?"

"I was going to return the kid to his father, his real father, the
nysteriarch.”

"Dam nice of you," comented Hapl o.
"Hunh," Hugh grunted, his lips twisting in a grin.

"These wi zards who live in the Hgh Realm Wy was it they left the world
bel ow? They nmust have enjoyed a | arge amount of power anong the people."

"The answer to that depends on who you ask. The mysteriarchs claimthey |eft
because they'd advanced in culture and wi sdom and the rest of us hadn't. Qur
barbari c ways di sgusted them They didn't want to bring up their kids in an
evil world."

"And what do you barbarians say to all this?" asked Haplo, smiling. The dog
had rolled over on its back, all four feet in the air, its tongue lolling out
of its nouth in foolish pleasure.

"W say"-Hugh sucked on the enpty pipe, his words com ng out between the stem
and his teeth-"that the mysteriarchs were afraid of the grow ng power of the



el ven wi zards and beat it. They left us in the lurch, no doubt of it. Their
| eavi ng was the cause of our downfall. If it hadn't been for the revolt anong
their own people, the elves'd be our masters still."

"And so these nysteriarchs wouldn't be wel cone, if they returned?"

"Ch, they'd be welcone. Welconmed with cold steel, if the people had their way.
But our king maintains friendly relations, or so |I've heard. Peopl e wonder
why." His gaze shifted back to Bane.

Hapl o knew t he changeling's story. Bane hinself had proudly explained it to
him "But the nysteriarchs could come back if one of themwas the human king's
son. "

Hugh made no response to the obvious. He renoved the pipe fromhis nouth,
tucked it back in his doublet. Crossing his arns over his chest, he rested his
chin on his breast and closed his eyes.

Haplo rose to his feet, stretched. He needed to wal k, needed to work the kinks

out of his rmuscles. Pacing the cell, the Patryn thought about all he'd heard.
He had very little work to do, it seemed. This entire real mwas overripe and
ready to fall. His lord woul d not even have to reach out his hand to pluck it.

The fruit would be found lying, rotting, on the ground at his feet.

Surely this was the cl earest possible evidence that the Sartan were no | onger

i nvol ved in the worl d? The child was the question. Bane had evinced a magi ca
power, but that night be expected of the son of a nysteriarch of the Seventh
House. Long ago, before the Sundering, the nagics of those w zards had reached
the I ower |evel of both Sartan and Patryns. After all this time, they had
likely grown in power.

O Bane could be a young Sartan-cl ever enough not to reveal hinself. Haplo
| ooked over to where the boy sat tal king earnestly to the distraught GCeg.

The Patryn made an al nost inperceptible sign with his wapped hand. The dog,
who rarely took his eyes fromhis master, inmmediately trotted over to Linmbeck
and gave the Geg's linp hand a swipe with his tongue. Linbeck |ooked up and
smled wanly at the dog, who, tail wagging, settled down confortably at the
Geg' s side.

Hapl o drifted over to the opposite end of the vat to stare in seening
absorption at one of the air shafts. He could now hear clearly every word
bei ng said.

"You can't give up," said the boy. "Not now The fight's just beginning!"

"But | never nmeant there to be a fight," protested poor Linbeck. "Gegs
attacki ng each other! Nothing |like that has ever happened before in our
history, and it's all ny fault!"

"Ch, stop whining!" said Bane. Scratching at an itch on his stonach, he | ooked
around the vat and frowned. "I'mhungry. | wonder if they're going to starve
us. I'1l be glad when the Wl ves get here. |-"

The boy fell suddenly silent, as if soneone had bi dden himhold his tongue.
Hapl o, gl ancing surreptitiously over his shoul der, saw Bane hol di ng the
feather anulet, rubbing it against his cheek. \When he spoke again, his voice
had changed.

"I"ve got an idea, Linbeck," said the prince, scooting forward to be very near



the Geg. "Wien we leave this place, you can go with us! You'll see how well
the elves and the humans |ive up above while you Gegs slave down here bel ow

Then you can come back and tell your people what you' ve seen and they'll be
furious. Even this king of yours will have to go along with you. My father and
I will help you raise an arny to attack the elves and the hunmans-"

"An army! Attack!" Linbeck stared at him horrified, and Bane saw t hat he had
gone too far.

"Never mnd about that now," he said, brushing aside world warfare. "The
i mportant thing is that you get to see the truth."

"The truth," repeated Linbeck

"Yes," said Bane, sensing that the Geg was, at l|last, inpressed. "The truth.
Isn't that what's inportant? You and your people can't go on living a lie.
Wait. | just got an idea. Tell ne about this Judgnent that's supposed to cone
to the Gegs."

Li mbeck appeared thoughtful, his msery fading. It was as if he'd put on his
spectacl es. Everything that was blurry, he could now see clearly-see the sharp
lines and crisp edges. "Wen the Judgnent is given and we are found worthy, we
will ascend to the real ns above."

"This is it, Linbeck!" said Bane, awed. "This is the Judgnment! It's al
happened just |ike the prophecy said. W canme down and found you worthy and
now you're going to ascend into the upper real ns!"

Very clever, kid, said Haplo to hinmself. Very clever. Bane no |longer held the
feather. Daddy was no | onger pronpting. That |ast had been Bane's own idea,
seem ngly. A remarkable child, this changeling. And a dangerous one.

"But we thought the Judgnment woul d be peaceful ."

"Was that ever said?" Bane countered. "Anywhere in the prophecy?"

Li mbeck turned his attention to the dog, patting its head, attenmpting to avoid
answering while he tried to accustomhinself to this new vision

"Li mbeck?" pushed Bane.

The Geg continued to stroke the dog, who lay still beneath his hands. "New
vision," he said, looking up. "That's it. Wen the Wl ves cone, | know just
what to do."

"What ?" asked Bane eagerly.
"Il make a speech.™

Later that evening, after their jailors brought themfood, Hugh called a
nmeeting. "We don't want to end up prisoners of the elves,"” explained the
assassin. "W've got to fight and try to get away, and we can-if you Gegs will
help us."

Li mbeck wasn't |istening. He was conposi ng.

" "Welves and WUPP's, wadies and gentle . . . No, no. Too nany 'wahs.'

Di stingui shed visitors fromanother realm -that's better. Drat, | wsh
could wite this down!" The Geg paced up and down in front of his conpanions,
mul i ng over his speech and pulling distractedly on his beard. The dog,



trotting al ong behind him | ooked synpathetic and wagged its tail.
Hapl o shook his head. "Don't |ook for help there."

"But, Linmbeck, it wouldn't be rmuch of a battle!" Bane protested. "The CGegs
out nunber the elves. We'll take themconpletely by surprise. | don't I|ike
el ves. They threw ne off their ship. | nearly died."

"Di stinguished visitors fromanother realm™

Hapl o pursued his argunent. "The Gegs are untrai ned, undisciplined. They don't
have any weapons. And even if they could get weapons, we don't dare trust
them It'd be like sending in an arnmy of children-ordinary children," Haplo
added, seeing Bane bristle.
"The Gegs aren't ready yet."
caught Hugh's attention

He put an unconsci ous enphasis on the word that

" Vet 2"

"When father and | return,” struck in Bane, "we're going to whip the Gegs into
shape. We'll take on the elves and we'll win. Then we'll control all the water
inthe world and we'll have power and be rich beyond belief."

Rich. Hugh twi sted his beard. A thought occurred to him If it came to open
war, any human with a ship and the nerve to fly the Mael strom coul d make his
fortune in one run. He woul d need a watership. An elven watership and a crew
to man it. It would be a shane to destroy these el ves.

"\What about the Gegs?" suggested Hapl o.

"Ch, we'll take care of them" answered Bane. "They'll have to fight a | ot
harder than what |'ve seen so far. But-"

"Fi ght ?" repeated Hugh, interrupting Bane in nid-dictatorship. "Wy are we
tal ki ng about fighting?" Reaching into his pocket, he drew forth his pipe and
clanped his teeth down on it. "How are you at singing?" he asked Hapl o.

CHAPTER 37
THE RESTI NG PLACE, LOW REALM

JARRE' S HAND SLI D NERVELESSLY FROM ALFRED S. SHE COULD NOT MOVE; THE

strength seeped from her body. She shrank back agai nst the archway, |eaning on
it for support. Alfred never seened to notice. He wal ked ahead, |eaving the
CGeg, shaken and trenmbling, to wait for him

The chamber he entered was vast; Jarre couldn't recall ever seeing such a huge
open space in her life-a space not inhabited by sone whirly, clanging, or

t hunpi ng part of the Kicksey-Wnsey. Made of the same snooth, flaw ess stone
as the tunnels, the walls of the chanber glowed with a soft white |ight that
began to shine fromthemwhen Al fred set his foot inside the archway. It was
by this light that Jarre saw the coffins. Set into the walls, each covered by
gl ass, the coffins nunbered in the hundreds and held the bodi es of men and
worren. Jarre could not see the people closely-they were little nore than

sil houettes against the light. But she could tell that they were of the sane
race as Alfred and the other gods who had conme to Drevlin. The bodies were
tall and slender and lay resting with arns at their sides.



The floor of the chanber was snooth and wide, and the coffins encircled it in
rows that extended up to the high domed ceiling. The chanber itself was
conpletely enpty. Alfred nmoved slowy, looking all around himin w stfu
recogni tion, as does someone returning home after a | ong absence.

The light in the roomgrew brighter, and Jarre saw that there were synmbols on
the floor, simlar in shape and design to the runes that had lit their way.
There were twel ve sigla, each carved singular and al one, never touching or
over |l apping. Alfred noved carefully anong these, his gangly, ungainly form
weaving its way across the enpty chanber in a sol emm dance, the |ines and
nmoverents of his body appearing to imtate the particular sigil over which he
was passi ng.

He nade a conmplete circuit of the chamber, drifting across the floor, dancing
to silent music. He glided close to each rune but never touched it, gliding
away to another, honoring each in turn, until finally he came to the center of
t he chamber. Kneeling, he placed his hands upon the fl oor and began to sing.

Jarre could not understand the words he sang, but the song filled her with a
joy that was bittersweet because it did nothing to lighten the terrible
sadness. The runes on the floor glittered brightly, alnmost blinding in their
radi ance during Alfred' s song. When he ceased, their gleamng |ight began to
fade and, within nonments, was gone.

Al fred, standing in the center, sighed. The body that had noved so beautifully
in the dance stooped, the shoul ders rounded. He | ooked over at Jarre and gave
her a wistful smle,

"You're not still frightened?" He nade a weak gesture toward the rows of
coffins. "Nobody here can harm you. Not anynore. Not that they would have
anyway-at |east, not intentionally." He sighed and, turning in his place,

| ooked | ong around the room "But how much harm have we done unintentionally,
nmeani ng the best? Not gods, but with the power of gods. And yet |acking the
wi sdom "

He wal ked, slowy and with head bowed, over to a row of coffins that stood
very near the entrance, near Jarre. Alfred placed his hand on one of the
crystal windows, his fingers stroking it with an al nost caressing touch

Si ghing, he rested his forehead agai nst another coffin up above. Jarre saw
that the coffin he touched was enpty. The others around it held bodies in
them and she noticed-her attention called to these because of himthat they
seened all to be young. Younger than he is, she thought, her gaze going to the
bal d head, the donmed forehead carved with |lines of anxiety, worry, and care
that were so pronounced a snile only deepened them

"These are ny friends," he said to Jarre. "I told you about themas we were
com ng down here." He snoothed the crystal closure with one hand. "I told you
that they mi ght not be here. | told you that they m ght have gone. But | knew
in my heart what | told you wasn't true. They would be here. They will be here
forever. Because they're dead, you see, Jarre. Dead before their tinme. | am
alive long after!™

He cl osed his eyes, then covered his face with his hand. A sob wenched the
tall, ungainly body that |eaned against the coffins. Jarre didn't understand.
She hadn't listened to anything about these friends, and she could not and did
not want to think about what she was seeing. But the man was grieving and his
grief was heartbreaking to witness. Looking at the young people with their
beautiful faces, serene and unmarred and cold as the crystal behind which they
I ay, Jarre understood that Alfred did not grieve for one but for many, hinself
anong t hem



W enching herself fromthe archway, she crept forward and slipped her hand
into his. The solemity, the despair, the sorrow of the place and of this man
had affected Jarre deeply-just how deeply, she would not conme to know unti
much later in her life. During that future tine of great crisis when it seened
to her that she was losing all that was nost valuable to her, everything he
said-the story of Alfred and his | osses and those of his people- would cone
back to her.

"Alfred. I'msorry."

The man | ooked down at her, the tears glistening on his eyel ashes. Squeezi ng
her hand, he said sonmething that she did not understand, for it was not in her
| anguage, nor in any other |anguage that had been spoken for |ong ages in the
real m of Arianus.

"This is why we failed," he said in that ancient |anguage. "W thought of the
many . . . and forgot the one. And so | amalone. And |l eft perhaps to face by
nmysel f a peril ages old. The nman with the bandaged hands." He shook his head.
"The man with the bandaged hands."

He | eft the mausol eum wi t hout | ooki ng back. No |onger afraid, Jarre wal ked
with him

Hugh woke at the sound. Starting up, pulling his dagger from his boot, he was
on the nove before he had conpletely thrown off sleep. It took himbut an
instant to collect hinself, his eyes blinking back the blur of waking,
adjusting to the dimglow of glimrerglanps shining fromthe never-sl eepi ng

Ki cksey-Wnsey. There was the sound again. He was heading in the right
direction; it had cone from behind one of the grilles located on the side of
the vat.

Hugh's hearing was acute, his reflexes quick. He had trained hinmself to sleep
lightly, and he was, therefore, not pleased to discover Haplo, fully awake,
cal My standing near the air shaft as if he'd been there for hours. The
sounds-scuffling and scrapi ng- could now be heard clearly. They were getting
closer. The dog, fur bristling around its neck, stared up at the shaft and
whi ned softly.

"Shhst!" Hapl o hissed, and the dog quieted. It wal ked around in a nervous
circle and came back to stand beneath the shaft again. Seeing Hugh, Hapl o nade
a notion with his hand. "Cover that side."

Hugh did not hesitate, but obeyed the silent command. To argue about

| eader shi p now woul d have been fool hardy, with some unknown sonet hi ng creeping
toward themin the night and the two of themwth only their bare hands and
one dagger to fight it. He reflected, as he took up his stance, that not only
had Hapl o heard and reacted to the sound, he had noved so softly and
stealthily that Hugh, who had heard the sound, had not heard Hapl o.

The scuffling grew | ouder, nearer. The dog stiffened and bared its teeth.
Suddenly there came a thunp and a nuffled "Quch!"

Hugh rel axed. "It's Alfred."
"How in the name of the Mangers did he find us?" Haplo nuttered.
A white face pressed against the grillwork fromthe inside.

"Sir Hugh?"



"He has a wide range of talents," remarked Hugh

"I"d be interested in hearing about them" returned Haplo. "How do we get him
out ?" He peered inside the grillwork. "Who's that with you?"

"One of the Gegs. Her nane's Jarre.”

The Geg poked her head beneath Alfred's arm The space they were in was,
seemingly, a tight fit, and Alfred was forced to scrunch up until he
practically doubled in two to nake room

"Where's Linbeck?" Jarre demanded. "Is he all right?"

"He's over there, asleep. The grille's bolted fast on this side, Alfred. Can
you work any of the bolts out from yours?"

"I"ll see, sir. It's rather difficult . . . without any light. Perhaps if |
used ny feet, sir, and kicked-"

"Good idea." Haplo backed out of the way, the dog trotting at his heels.

"It's about time his feet were good for sonething," said Hugh, noving to the
side of the vat. "It's going to make one hell of a clatter."

"Fortunately, the machine's doing an excellent job of clattering itself. Stand
back, dog."

"l want to see Linbeck!"

"In just a nonment, Jarre," cane Alfred's nollifying voice. "Now, if you'l
just scoot over there and give nme some room"

Hugh heard a thud and saw the grillwrk shiver slightly. Two nore kicks, a
groan fromAl fred, and the grille popped off the side of the vat and fell to
t he ground.

By now, Linmbeck and Bane were both awake and had cone over to stare curiously
at their mdnight callers. Jarre slid out feet-first. Landing on the floor of
the vat, she raced to Linmbeck, threw her arms around him and hugged him
tight.

"Ch, mnmy dear!" she said in a fierce whisper. "You can't imagi ne where |'ve
been! You can't imagine it!"

Li mbeck, feeling her trenbling in his arns, sonewhat bew | -deredly snpothed
her hair and gingerly patted her on the back

"But, never mnd!" said Jarre, returning to the serious business at hand. "The
newssi ngers say the High Froman's going to turn you over to the Wl ves. Don't
worry. We're going to get you out of here now. This air shaft Alfred found
leads to the outskirts of the city. Wiere we'll go once we | eave here, |'m not
quite certain, but we can sneak out of W nbe tonight and-"

"Are you all right, Alfred?" Hugh offered to help extricate the chanberlain
fromthe shaft.

"Yes, sir.

Tumbl ing out of the air shaft, Alfred attenpted to put his weight on his |egs,



and crunpl ed over in a heap on the ground. "That is, perhaps not," he anended
fromwhere he sat on the floor of the vat, a pained expression on his face. "I
am afraid |'ve damaged sonething, sir. But it's not serious." Standing on one
foot, with Hugh's help, he | eaned back against the vat. "I can wal k."

"You coul dn't wal k when you had two good feet."

"It's nothing, sir. My knee-"

"Quess what, Alfred!" interrupted Bane. "W're going to fight the elves!™
"I beg your pardon, Your H ghness!"

"We're not going to have to escape, Jarre," Linbeck was explaining. "At |east

["'mnot. 1'"'mgoing to nake a speech to the Wl ves and ask for their hel p and
cooperation. Then the Wlves will fly us to the realms above. 1'll see the
truth, Jarre. I'lIl see it for nyself!™

"Make a speech to the Welves!" Jarre gasped, her breath conpletely taken away
by this astounding revel ation.

"Yes, nmy dear. And you've got to spread the word anong our people. We'll need
their help. Haplo will tell you what to do."

"You're not going to ... fight anyone, are you?"
"No, my dear," said Linmbeck, stroking his beard. "W're going to sing."

"Sing!" Jarre stared fromone to another in blank astonishnent. "I ... | don't
know nmuch about elves. Are they fond of nusic?"

"What' d she say?" Hugh demanded. "Alfred, we've got to get this plan noving!
Cone here and translate for ne. | have to teach her that song before norning."

"Very well, sir," said Alfred. "I assume, sir, you are referring to the song
of the Battle of Seven Fiel ds?"

"Yes. Tell her not to worry about what the words nean. They'|ll have to learn
to sing it in human. Have her nenorize it line by line and say it back to us
to make sure she's got the words. The song shouldn't be too difficult for them
to learn. Kids sing it all the tinme."

"I"1l help!" Bane vol unt eered.

Hapl o, squatting on the ground, stroked the dog, watched and listened, and
sai d not hi ng.

"Jarre? |Is that her name?" Hugh approached the two Gegs, Bane dancing at his
side. The man's face was dark and stern in the flickering Iight. Bane's bl ue
eyes gleaned with excitement. "Can you rally your people, teach themthis
song, and have themthere at the ceremony?" Alfred translated. "This king of
yours said the Welves will be here this day at noon. That doesn't give you
much tinme."

"Sing!" Jarre murnured, staring at Linbeck. "Are you really going? Up there?"

Taki ng of f his spectacl es, Linmbeck rubbed themon his shirt sleeve and put
them on again. "Yes, ny dear. If the Welves don't nind-"

" '"The Welves don't mind," " Alfred translated to Hugh, giving hima



meani ngf ul gl ance.

"Don't worry about the Welves, Alfred," interposed Haplo. "Linbeck's going to
make a speech.”

"Ch, Linbeck!" Jarre was pale, biting her lip. "Are you sure you should go up

there? | don't think you should | eave us. What will WJPP do wi thout you? You
going off like that-it will seemlike the H gh Froman's won!"
Li mbeck frowned. "I hadn't thought about that." Renoving his spectacles, he

began to clean them again. Instead of putting them back on, he absentm ndedly
stuck themin his pocket. He | ooked at Jarre and blinked, as if wondering why
she was all blurry. "I don't know. Perhaps you're right, ny dear."

Hugh ground his teeth in frustration. He didn't know what had been said, but
he coul d see the Geg was havi ng second thoughts, and that was going to | ose
himhis ship and probably his Ilife. He | ooked inpatiently at Alfred to help,
but the chamberlain, |inping on one foot, appeared undignified and storklike,
al so very sad and unhappy. Hugh was just admitting to himself that he m ght
have to rely on Hapl o when he saw the man, with a signal of his hand, send the
dog forward.

@iding across the floor of the vat, the aninmal cane to Linbeck and thrust its
muzzle in the Geg's hand. Linmbeck started at the unexpected touch of the cold
nose, and jerked his hand away. But the dog remined, |ooking up at him
intently, the bushy tail slowy brushing fromside to side. Linbeck's
near si ght ed gaze was drawn slowy and irresistibly fromthe dog to its master
Hugh gl anced swiftly back at Haplo to see what nessage he was giving, but the
man's face was mld and tranquil, with that quiet snile

Li mbeck' s hand absently stroked the dog, his eyes fixed on Haplo. He sighed
deeply.

"My dear?" Jarre touched himon the arm

"The truth. And ny speech. | must nmake ny speech. |1'mgoing, Jarre. And |'m
counting on you and our people to help. And when I come back, when |'ve seen
the Truth, then we'll start the revolution!"

Jarre recogni zed his stubborn tone, knew it was hopeless to argue. She wasn't
certain she wanted to argue anyway. Part of her was stirred at the thought of
what Li nbeck was doing. It was the beginning of the revolution, really and
truly. But he would be | eaving her. She hadn't realized, until now, how nmuch
she truly I oved him

"l could cone too," she offered

"No, my dear." Linbeck gazed at her fondly. "It wouldn't do for both of us to
be gone." He took a step forward, put his hands out to where it | ooked to his
near si ghted eyes her shoul ders were. Jarre, used to this, nmoved up to be right
where he thought she was. "You nust prepare the people for ny return.”

"Il doit!"

The dog, afflicted by a sudden itch, sat down, scratching at its fur with a
hi nd foot.

"You can teach her the song now, sir," said Alfred.

Al fred translating, Hugh gave Jarre his instructions, taught her the song,



t hen bundl ed her back into the air shaft. Linbeck stood beneath it and, before
she left, reached up to hold her hand.

"Thank you, ny dear. This will be for the best. | knowit!"
"Yes, | know it too."

To hide the trouble in her voice, Jarre | eaned down and gave Li nbeck a shy
ki ss on the cheek. She waved her hand to Al fred, who gave her a small solem
bow, then she hastily turned and began to clinb through the air shaft.

Hugh and Haplo lifted the grille and put it back in place as best they could,
hamering at it with their fists

"Are you hurt very badly, Alfred?" asked Bane, struggling against sleepiness
and an unwillingness to return to bed and possibly m ss out on sonething.

"No, Your Hi ghness, thank you for asking."

Bane nodded and yawned. "I think I'll just lie down, Alfred. Not to sleep
m nd you, just to rest."

"Allow ne to straighten your blankets, Your Hi ghness." Alfred cast a swift
si del ong gl ance over to Hugh and Hapl o, pounding at the grille. "M ght |
troubl e Your H ghness with a question?"

Bane yawned until his jaws cracked. Eyelids drooping, he plopped down on the
floor of the vat and said sleepily, "Sure."

"Your Highness"-Alfred |owered his voice, keeping his eyes fixed on the

bl anket that he was, as usual, clunsily tw sting and knotting and doi ng
everything but straighteni ng-"when you | ook at that man Hapl o, what do you
see?"

"A man. Not very good-1looking but not very ugly, not |ike Hugh. That Haplo's
not very much of anything, if you ask me. Here, you're making a ness of that,
as usual . "

"No, Your Highness. | can nmanage." The chanberlain continued to maul the

bl anket. "About ny question-that really wasn't what | meant, Your Hi ghness."
Al fred paused, licking his lips. He knew that this next question would
undoubtedly start Bane thinking. Yet Alfred felt at this juncture he had no
choice. He had to know the truth.

"What can you see with your . . . special vision?"

Bane's eyes w dened, then narrowed, glistening with shrewdness and cunni ng.

But the intelligence in themwas gone so swiftly, masked by the bright gloss
of innocence, that Alfred, if he had not seen it before, mght not have
believed he saw it then

"Why do you ask, Al fred?"

"Just out of curiosity, Your Hi ghness. Nothing nore."

Bane regarded hi m specul atively, perhaps gaugi ng how much nore information he
was |ikely to wheedle fromthe chanberl ain, perhaps wonderi ng whet her he coul d

gain nmore by telling the truth or Iying or a judicious m xture of both.

G ving Haplo a wary sidelong gl ance, Bane | eaned confidentially near to Al fred



and said softly, "I can't see anything."

Al fred sat back on his heels, his careworn face drawn and troubled. He stared
intently at Bane, trying to judge whether or not the child was sincere.

"Yes," continued Bane, taking the man's | ook for a question. "I can't see
anything. And there's only one other person |'ve met who's the sane-you,
Al fred. What do you make of that?" The child gazed up at himwith bright,
shi ni ng eyes.

The bl anket suddenly seemed to spread itself out, smooth and flat, w thout a
wrinkle. "You can lie down now, Your Hi ghness. W have, it seens, an exciting
day tonorrow. '

"I asked you a question, Alfred," said the prince, stretching out obediently.
"Yes, Your Highness. It must be coincidence. Nothing nore."

"You're probably right, Alfred." Bane snmiled sweetly and closed his eyes. The
snmle remained on his lips; he was inwardly enjoying some private joke.

Al fred, nursing his knee, decided that, as usual, he had nade a nush of

things. | gave Bane a clue to the truth. And against all express orders to the
contrary, | took a being of another race into the Heart and the Brain and
brought her back out again. But does it matter anynore? Does it really matter?

He couldn't help hinself, his gaze went to Haplo, who was settling down for
the night. Alfred knew the truth now, yet he resisted it. He told hinself it
was coi nci dence. The boy had not net every person in the world. There m ght be
many whose past |lives were not visible to himthrough the nediumof his

cl airvoyance. The chanberl ain watched Haplo |ie down, saw himgive the dog a
pat, saw the dog take up a protective position at the man's side.

| have to find out. | nust know for certain. Then my mind will be at rest.
can | augh at ny fears.

O prepare to face them

No, stop thinking like that. Beneath the bandages, you will find sores, as he
sai d.

Al fred waited. Linbeck and Hugh returned to their beds, Hugh casting a gl ance
in Alfred's direction. The chanberlain pretended to sl eep. The prince had
drifted off, seemingly, but it mght be well to make sure. Linbeck |ay awake,
staring up into the top of the vat, worrying, afraid, repeating to hinself al
his resolutions. Hugh | eaned back against the vat's side. Taking out his pipe,
he stuck it between his teeth and gazed noodily at not hing.

Al fred did not have much tine. He propped hinself on one el bow, keeping his
shoul ders hunched, his hand held close to his body, and faced Linmbeck. Raising
his index and middle fingers, Alfred drew a sigil in the air. Wispering the
rune, he drew it again. Linbeck's eyelids |owered, opened, |owered, quivered,
and finally shut. The Geg's breathing becane even and regul ar. Turning
slightly, keeping his novenments snoboth and stealthy, Al fred faced the assassin
and drew the sane sigil. Hugh's head dropped. The pipe slipped from between
his teeth and fell into his lap. Alfred' s gaze turned to Bane, and he made the
same sign; if the child hadn't been asleep before this, he was now.

Then, facing Haplo, Alfred drew the rune and whi spered the same words, only
now with nore concentration, nore force.



The dog, of course, was nost inportant. But if Alfred s suspicions were right
about the animal, all would be well.

He forced hinmself to wait patiently a few nore nonents, letting the magical
enchant nent draw everyone down into deep sleep. No one noved. Al was quiet.

Slow y and cautiously, Alfred crept to his feet. The spell was powerful; he

m ght have run round the vat shouting and scream ng, bl owi ng horns and beating
drums, and not a person there would have so nuch as blinked an eye. But his
own irrational fears held himback, halted his steps. He sneaked forward,
nmovi ng easily, without a linp, for he had been shanmi ng the pain in his knee.
But as slowy as he noved, the pain mght have been real, the injury truly
debilitating. His heart pulsed in his throat. Spots burst and danced in his
eyes, obscuring his vision

He forced hinmself on. The dog was asleep, its eyes closed, or he never would
have succeeded in creeping up on its naster. Not daring to breathe, fighting
suffocating spasms in his chest, Alfred dropped to his knees beside the

sl unberi ng Hapl o. He reached out a hand that shook so he could hardly guide it
to where it nmust go, and he stopped and woul d have said a prayer had there
been a god around to hear it. As it was, there was only hinself.

He shoved asi de the bandage that was wound tightly around Hapl o' s hand.
There were, as he had suspected, the runes.

Tears stung Alfred's eyes, blinding him It took all his strength of will to
draw t he bandage back over the tattooed flesh so that the man woul d not notice
it had been disturbed. Barely able to see where he was going, Alfred stunbled
back to his blanket and hurled hinself down. It seenmed that he did not stop
falling when his body touched the floor, but that he continued to fall and
went spiraling down into a dark well of namel ess horror

CHAPTER 38
DEEPSKY, ABOVE THE MAELSTROM

THE CAPTAIN OF THE ELVEN SH P CARFA' SHON [ 14] WAS A MEMBER OF THE ROYAL

FAM LY. Not a very inportant menber, but a nenber nonethel ess-a fact of which
he hinself was extraordinarily conscious and expected all others around himto
be |i kewi se. There was, however, one small matter of his royal blood that it
was never wise to bring up, and this was an unfortunate relationship to Prince
Reesh' ahn, the | eader of the rebellion anmong the el ves.

In the hal cyon days of yore, the captain had been wont to state nodestly that
he was nothing less than a fifth cousin of the dashing young and handsone

el ven prince. Now, follow ng Reesh'ahn's disgrace, Captain Zankor'el assured

peopl e that he was nothing nore than a fifth cousin and that was stretching a
cousin or two.

According to the manner and custom of all elven royalty, be they rich or poor
Captai n Zankor'el served his people by working hard and energetically during
his life. And, again in the manner and custom of those of royal |ineage, he
expected to continue serving themat the tinme of his death. The lords and

| adies of the royal famly are not allowed to slip peacefully into oblivion at
their deaths. Their souls are captured before they can flutter away to spend
days in eternal spring neadows. The royal souls are then held in stasis by the
el ven wi zards, who draw upon the souls' energy to work their nagic.



It is necessary, therefore, that w zards constantly attend the menbers of the
royal family, ready at any tine-day or night, in peace or during a raging
battle-to grab up souls should death occur. W=zards designated for such duty
have a formal title, "weesham" by which they are referred to in polite
society. Generally, however, they are known as "geir"-a word whose anci ent
meaning is "vulture."

The geir follow the royal elves from chil dhood to old age, never |eaving them
A geir comes to the baby at his birth, watches his first steps, travels with
hi m during the years of his schooling, sits beside the bed-even the brida
bed-every night, and attends himin the hour of his death.

El ven wi zards who accept this duty that, to the elves, has become sacred, are
carefully trained. They are encouraged to devel op a cl ose persona
relationship with those over whomtheir wi ngs spread a dark shadow. A geir is
not allowed to marry, and thus the charge becones his or her entire life,
taki ng the place of husband, wife, and child. Since the geir are older than
their charges-generally being in their twenties when they accept
responsibility for infants-they frequently assunme the additional roles of
ment or and confidant. Many deep and abi ding friendshi ps grow between shadow
and shadowed. In such instances, the geir often does not |long outlive his
charge, but delivers the soul to the Cathedral of the Al bedo and then creeps
away hinself to die of grief.

And thus those of the royal fanmily live, frombirth on, with the constant

rem nder of their nortality hovering at their shoul ders. They have cone to be
proud of the geir. The bl ack-robed w zards mark royal status and synbolize to
the elves that their |eaders serve not only in life but also after death. The
presence of the geir has the additional effect of increasing royal power. It
is hard to refuse the el ven king anything he wants with that dark-robed figure
standi ng al ways at his side.

It is thought by sone that the Order of the Kir Minks nay have devel oped anong
humans as a corrupt formof the Elven Shadows. The Kir Mnks, being a secret
and cl osed organi zation, refuse to discuss their origins. Legend has it,
however, that they were founded by a group of human w zards who were
endeavoring to discover the secret of soul-capture. The wi zards failed to
achieve their goal, but the order they founded remai ned. Ordinary humans-those
not possessing magical talents-were allowed to enter, and over the years, the
nmonks gradually turned fromthe attenpt to cheat death to a worship of it.

If the menbers of the royal family, particularly the younger nenbers, are
somewhat wild and foolhardy and live life with a devil-may-care attitude, it

i s understandabl e. Royal parties are often chaotic affairs. The wi ne fl ows
freely and there is a frantic, hysterical edge to the nerrinment. A glittering,
gaily dressed elf maiden dances and drinks and | acks for nothing that will
give her joy, but, |ook where she will, she nust see the geir standing, back
to the wall, the geir's gaze never |eaving the one whose |ife-and nost

i mportant, death-is in the geir's trust.

The captain of the elven watership had his attendant geir, and it must be
admtted that there were those aboard who w shed the captain's geir godspeed
in his work; the majority of those serving the captain expressing (quietly)
the opinion that the captain's soul would be far nore valuable to the elven
kingdomif it was no | onger attached to the captain's body.

Tall, slender, and handsone, Captain Zankor'el had a great personal regard for
hi rsel f and none at all for those who had the distinct misfortune not to be of
hi gh rank, not to be of royal birth, and-in short-not to be him



"Captain."

"Lieutenant." This was al ways spoken with a slight sneer

"W are entering the Mael strom"

"Thank you, lieutenant, but I amnot blind, nor am| as stupid as perhaps was
your last, late captain. Having seen the stormclouds, | was able to deduce
al nost instantly that we were in a storm If you like, you may go pass the
word around to the rest of the crew, who may, perhaps, not have noticed."

The lieutenant stiffened, his fair-skinned face flushed a delicate crinmson.
"May | respectfully remind the captain that it is ny duty by law to inform him
that we have entered dangerous skies?"

"You may renmind himif you like, but I wouldn't, for he finds you to be
teetering on the edge of insubordination,” returned the captain, gazing out
the portals of the dragonship, a spyglass to his eye. "Now, go bel ow and take
charge of the slaves. That is one duty, at least, you are fit for." These | ast
wor ds were not spoken al oud but, by the captain's tone, they were inplied. The
i eutenant -and everyone el se on the bridge-heard themquite clearly.

"Very good, sir," responded Lieutenant Bothar'in. The crimson had drained from
his face, leaving himlivid with suppressed anger

None of the other crew nmenbers dared catch the lieutenant's eye. It was

absol utely unheard-of for the second in conmand to be sent down to the galley
during a descent. The captain hinmself always took this hazardous duty, for
control of the wings was essential to the ship's safety. It was a dangerous
pl ace to be during a descent-their former captain had lost his |life down
there. But a good captain placed the safety of ship and crew above his own,
and the elven crewseeing their lieutenant descend into the galley, their
captain remaining at ease up top- could not forbear exchangi ng dark | ooks.

The dragonshi p di pped down into the storm The w nds began to buffet it about.
Lightning flared, partially blinding them thunder roared, nearly deafening
them Down bel ow, the human gall ey slaves, wearing the body harnesses that
connected them by cables to the wings, fought and westled to keep the ship
upright and flying through the storm The wi ngs had been pulled in as far as
possible to |l essen the magic in order for themto descend. But the w ngs could
not be drawn in conpletely, or else the magic would cease to work conpletely
and they woul d plunmet down, out of control, to crash upon Drevlin below A
del i cate bal ance had to be naintained, therefore-not a difficult task in fair,
cl ear weather but extrenely difficult in the nmidst of a raging storm

"Where's the captain?" demanded t he overseer
"I"mtaking over down here," answered the |ieutenant.

The overseer took one |look at the lieutenant's pale, tense face, the cl enched
jaw and tightly drawn |ips, and understood.

"It probably ain't proper to say this, sir, but 1'mglad you re here and he
aint."

"No, it is not proper to say that, overseer,"
up his position in the front of the galley.

replied the |lieutenant, taking

The overseer w sely said nothing nore. He and the ship's wi zard, whose job it



was to maintain the magic, glanced at each other. The w zard shrugged
slightly; the overseer shook his head. Then both went about their business,
whi ch was critical enough to demand their full and conplete attention

Up above, Captain Zankor'el stood spread-|egged, braced upon the heaving deck
staring through his spyglass down into the swirling nmass of black clouds. Hs
geir sat on a deck chair beside hinm the w zard-green with sickness and
terror-clung for dear life to anything he could get his hands on

"There, weesham | believe | can see the Liftalofts. Just a glinpse, in the
eye of those swirling clouds."” He offered the spyglass. "Do you want to take a
| ook?"

"May the souls of your ancestors forbid!" said the wi zard, shuddering. It was
bad enough he had to travel in this frail and fragile contraption of skin and
wood and magi ¢, without having to | ook at where he was going. "Wat was that?"

The wi zard reared up his head in alarm his sharply pointed, beardless chin
qui vering. A crash had sounded from bel ow. The ship |listed suddenly, throw ng
the captain off his feet.

"Dam that Bothar'in!" Zankor'el swore. "I'll have himbrought up on charges!"
"If he's still alive," gasped the pal e-faced w zard.

"He better hope for his sake he isn't,’'
up.

snarl ed the captain, picking hinself

Swi ft glances flashed about the crew, and one rash young elf actually opened
his mouth to speak, but was nudged in the ribs by a fellow crewran. The
m dshi pman swal | owed hi s nuti nous words.

For a terrifying instant the ship seemed to be out of control and at the nercy
of the swirling wind. It plunged down sicken-ingly, was caught by a gust, and
nearly flipped over. An updraft swept it high, then dropped it again. The
captai n screamed curses and contradictory orders in the direction of the

gall ey, but took care never to | eave the safety of the bridge. The geir
crouched on the deck and seened, by the expression on his face, to wi sh he had
gone into another |ine of work.

At last the ship righted itself and sailed into the heart of the Mael strom
where it was peaceful and cal mand the sun shone, making the swirling clouds
around it that nuch bl acker and nore threatening by contrast. Down bel ow, on
Drevlin, the Liftalofts wi nked brightly in the sunshine.

Havi ng been purposefully built by the Mangers to be always directly in the eye
of the ever-raging storm the Liftalofts were the one place on the continent
where the Gegs could | ook up and see the sparkling firmanent and feel the
warnth of the sun. Small wonder that, to the Gegs, this was a sacred and holy
pl ace, made even holier by the nmonthly descent of the "Wlves."

After a brief interval, during which breath cane easier and color returned to
pal e faces, the lieutenant nmade his appearance on the bridge. The rash young
m dshi pman actually had the temerity to let out a cheer, which brought a

bal eful ook fromthe captain, letting the young elf know that he wasn't
likely to be a mdshi pman much | onger

"Well, what havoc have you weaked down there, besides nearly killing us all?"
demanded t he captain.



Bl ood trickled down the lieutenant's face, his fair hair was clotted and
matted with red, and his cheeks were ashen, his eyes dark with pain. "One of
t he cabl es snapped, sir. The right wing slid out. W have jury-rigged a new
cable now, sir, and all is under control."

Not a word said about being slammed down onto the deck, about standing side by
side with a human slave, both fighting desperately to drag the wing back in
and save all their lives. No words were needed. The experienced crew knew of
the Iife-and-death struggle that had been waged bel ow their feet. Perhaps the
captai n knew too, despite the fact that he had never previously conmanded a
ship, or perhaps he saw it reflected in the faces of his crew He did not
launch into a tirade against the lieutenant's inconpetence but said only,
"Were any of the beasts [15] killed?"

The lieutenant's face darkened. "One human is very seriously injured, sir-the
sl ave whose cabl e snapped. He was dragged off his feet and hurled into the
hull. The cabl e wrapped around him nearly cutting himin two before we could
free him"

"But he's not dead?" The captain raised a finely plucked eyebrow
"No, sir. The ship's wizard is treating himnow,"

"Nonsense! Waste of time. Toss himoverboard. There's plenty nore where he
cane from"
"Yes, sir," said the lieutenant, his eyes fixed on a point sonewhere to the
left of his captain's shoul der

Once again, the alnond eyes of the elven crew slid glances at each other. In
all honesty, it nmust be adnitted that none of them had any | ove for their
human sl aves. There was a certain amount of grudging respect for the humans,
however, not to nention the fact that the crew perversely decided to |ike
anyone their captain didn't. Everyone on the bridge-including Zankor' el

hi nsel f- knew that the |ieutenant had no intention of carrying out that order

The ship was nearing its point of rendezvous with the Lifeline. Captain
Zankor'el did not have tine to make an issue of this now, nor could he really
do so except to go bel ow and personally see to it that his order was obeyed.
To do that would | essen his dignity, however, and he might get blood on his
uni f orm

"That will be all, lieutenant. Return to your duties," said the captain, and,
spygl ass in hand, he turned to | ook out the portals, gazing upward to see if
the waterpi pe was in sight. But he had neither forgotten nor forgiven the

| i eutenant.

"I'"ll have his head for this," nuttered Zankor'el to his geir, who nerely
nodded, cl osed his eyes, and thought about being violently ill.

The wat erpi pe was at | ast descried, descending fromthe sky, and the el ven
ship took up its position as guide and escort. The pipe was ancient, having
been built by the Sartan when they first brought the survivors of the
Sundering to Arianus, whose water was plentiful in the Low Real mbut | acking
on the real ns above. The pipe was nmade of netal that never rusted. The all oy
remai ned a mystery to the elven al chenmi sts, who had spent centuries trying to
reproduce it. Operated by a gigantic nechanism the pipe dropped down a shaft
that ran through the continent of Aristagon. Once every nonth, automatically,
t he pi pe descended t hrough Deepsky to the continent of Drevlin.



Al t hough the pipe was capable of lowering itself, an elven ship was necessary
to guide the waterpipe down to the Liftalofts, where it had to be connected to
a huge waterspout. Wen the two were hooked up, the Kicksey-Wnsey, receiving
some sort of nysterious signal, automatically turned on the water. A

conbi nati on of nagical and mechani cal forces sent the liquid shooting up the
pi pe. Up above, on Aristagon, elves guided the flowinto vast hol ding tanks.

Fol | owi ng the Sundering, elves and humans had dwelt in peace on Aristagon and
t he surrounding isles. Under the guidance of the Sartan, the races shared
equally in the life-giving substance. But when the Sartan di sappeared, their
fond dream of peace shattered. The humans cl ained the war was the fault of the
el ves, who had fallen increasingly under the control of a powerful faction of
wi zards. The elves clainmed it was the fault of the humans, who were
notoriously warlike and barbari c.

The elves, with their |onger |ivespans, |arger popul ation, and know edge of
magi cal nechani cs, had proved the stronger. They drove the humans from
Aristagon-the Md Real msource for water. The humans, with the aid of the
dragons, fought back, raiding elven towns and stealing water or attacking the
el ven waterships that ferried the precious liquid to neighboring el ven-held

i sles.

A wat ership such as the one flown by Captain Zankor'el carried on board ei ght
huge casks made of rare oak (obtained fromonly the Sartan knew where) and
bound by bands of steel. On an isle-run, the ship held the water in these
casks. On this trip, however, the casks were filled with the junk that the

el ves gave as payment [16] to the Cegs.

The el ves cared not hing about the Gegs. Humans were beasts. The CGegs were
i nsects.

CHAPTER 39
WOMBE, DREVLIN, LOW REALM
THE SARTAN BUI LT THE KI CKSEY- W NSEY; NO ONE KNOAS VWHY OR HOW

El ven wi zards did an intensive study on the machi ne years ago and cane up with
a lot of theories but no answers. The Kicksey-Wnsey had sonmething to do with
the worl d, but what? The punping of water to the higher real ns was inportant,
certainly, but it was obvious to the wi zards that such a feat could have been
acconpl i shed by a nmuch smaller and | ess conplicated (al beit |ess marvel ous)
magi cal nachi ne.

O all the constructions of the Sartan, the Liftalofts were the nost

i mpressive, nysterious, and inexplicable. N ne gigantic arms, made of brass
and steel, thrust up out of the coralite-sonme of them soaring several nenka
into the air. Atop each armwas an enornmous hand whose thunb and fingers were
made of gold with brass hinges at each of the joints and at the wist. The
hands were visible to the descending elven ships and it was obvious to all who
saw themthat the wists and fingers-which were |arge enough to have grasped
one of the enornobus waterships and held it in a golden pal mwere novabl e.

What were the hands designed to do? Had they done it? Wuld they do it still?
It seened unlikely. Al but one of the hands drooped in linp stiffness, like
those of a corpse. The only hand that possessed any |life belonged to an arm
shorter than all the rest. It stood in a vast circle of arms surroundi ng an
open area corresponding roughly in size to the circunference of the eye of the
storm The short armwas | ocated near the waterspout. Its hand was spread



flat, the fingers together, the palmfacing upward, form ng a perfect platform
on which any so inclined could stand. The interior of the armwas hollow with
a shaft running up the center. A doorway at the base of the arm all owed
entrance, and hundreds of stairs, spiraling upward around the center shaft,
permtted those with long wind and strong legs to ascend to the top

Apart fromthe stairs, an ornately carved gol den door led into the shaft
within the arm and the Gegs had a | egend which told that any who entered this
door woul d be whisked to the top with the speed and force of the water that
shot up out of the geyser. Thus the Geg name for the

contraptions-Liftal oft-though no Geg in current nmenory had ever been known to
dare open the gol den door

Here, on this arm every nonth, the H gh Froman and the Head d ark and such

ot her CGegs deermed worthy gathered to greet the Wl ves and receive their
payment for services rendered. Al the Gegs of the city of Wnbe and those
maki ng pil grimages from nei ghboring sectors in Drevlin ventured out into the
raging stormto gather around the base of the arnms, watching and waiting for
the nonna, as it was known, to fall from heaven. Gegs were frequently injured
during this cerenmony, for there was no telling what m ght drop out of the
barrels of the Welf ships. (An overstuffed velvet sofa with claw |l egs had once
wi ped out an entire famly.) But all the Gegs agreed it was worth the risk.

This nmorning' s cerenony was particularly well-attended, word having gone out
anong the newssingers and over the squawky-tal k that Linbeck and his
gods-who-weren't were going to be given to gods-who-were-the Wl ves. The High
Froman, expecting trouble, was considerably di sconcerted when there wasn't
any. The crowd that hastened across the coralite in a break during one of the
stornms was qui et and orderly-too quiet, thought the H gh Froman, sl ogging

t hrough the puddl es.

Besi de him marched the Head O ark-his face a picture of self-righteous

i ndi gnati on. Behind himwere the gods-who-weren't, taking this rather well,
consi dering. They, too, were silent, even the troubl emaker Linbeck. At |east
he appeared subdued and grave, giving the Hi gh Froman the satisfaction of
thinking that at last the rebellious youth had | earned his | esson

The arns could just be seen through the break in the scudding clouds, the
steel and brass gleanming in the sunlight that shone only on this one place in
all of Drevlin. Haplo gazed at themin undi sgui sed wonder.

"What in the name of creation are those?"

Bane, too, was staring at them opennouthed and w de-eyed. Briefly Hugh
expl ai ned what he knew of themwhich was what he'd heard fromthe el ves and
amounted to al nost not hi ng.

"You understand now why it's so frustrating," said Linbeck, roused out of his
worries, staring alnost angrily at the Liftaloft glistening on the horizon. "I
know that if we Gegs put our mnds together and anal yzed the Ki cksey- W nsey,
we coul d understand the why and the how. But they won't do it. They sinply
won't do it."

He irritably kicked a bit of |oose coralite and sent it spinning across the
ground. The dog, in high spirits, went chasing after it, |eaping and bounding
gl eeful ly through the puddl es and causing the coppers surroundi ng the
prisoners to cast it wary, nervous gl ances.

"A '"why' is a dangerous thing," said Haplo. "It challenges old, confortable
ways; forces people to think about what they do instead of just mndlessly



doing it. No wonder your people are afraid of it.

"I think the danger is not so nmuch in asking the "why' as in believing you
have conme up with the only answer," said Al fred, seemng al nost to be tal king
to hinself.

Hapl o heard hi mand thought it a strange statenent to come froma human, but
then, this AlIfred was a strange human. The chanberlain's gaze no | onger darted
to the Patryn's bandaged hands. |Instead, he seened to avoid | ooking at them
and to avoid | ooking at Haplo if at all possible. Alfred appeared to have aged
during the night. Lines of anxiety had deepened, snudges of purple discolored
the folds of puffy skin beneath his eyes. He obviously had not slept nuch, if
at all. Not unusual, perhaps, for a man facing a battle for his life in the
nor ni ng.

Hapl o tugged refl exively at the bandages, nmeking certain the telltale sigla
tattooed on his flesh were covered. But he was forced to wonder, as he did so,
why it now seened suddenly an enpty, wasted gesture.

"Don't worry, Linbeck," shouted Bane, forgetting that they were wal ki ng out of
range of the thunping and bunpi ng of the great machine. "Wen we get to ny
father, the nysteriarch, he'll have all the answers!"”

Hugh didn't know what the kid said, but he saw Li nbeck wi nce and | ook around
fearfully at the guards, and saw the guards stare suspiciously at the prince
and his conpani ons. Cbviously H s H ghness had said somet hing he shouldn't.
Where the hell was Alfred? He was supposed to be watching the kid.

Turning, he thunmped Alfred in the armand, when the man | ooked up, Hugh
gestured toward Bane. The chanberlain blinked at Hugh as if wondering for a
nmonent who he was, then understood. Hurrying forward, slipping and stunbling,
his feet going in directions one would not have thought humanly possible,

Al fred reached Bane's side and, to divert the boy's attention, began answering
H s H ghness's questions about the steel arns.

Unfortunately, Alfred's nmind was intent on last night's horrendous di scovery,
not on what he was saying. Bane was intent on making a discovery of his own,
and using the chanberl ain's unthinking answers, he was drawing very near it.

Jarre and the WUPP's marched behind the coppers, who marched behind the
prisoners. Hi dden beneath cl oaks and shawls and | ong fl owi ng beards were
thunderers, jingers, a smattering of toots, and here and there a wheezy-wail
[17]. At a meeting of the WIPP's called hurriedly and in secret late | ast

ni ght, Jarre had taught the song. Being a nusical race-the newssingers had
been keeping the Gegs informed for centuries-the WIPP's | earned qui ckly and
easily. They took it hone and sang it to wives, children, and trustworthy

nei ghbors, who also picked it up. No one was quite certain why they were
singing this particular song. Jarre had been rather vague on this point, being
uncertain herself.

Rurmor had it that this was the way Wl ves and hunmans fought-they sang and
tooted and jingled at each other. Wen the Wlves were defeated (and they
could be defeated, since they weren't inmmrtal), they would be forced to grant
the Gegs nore treasure

Jarre, when she heard this runmor spreadi ng anong the WJPP's, didn't deny it.
It was, after all, sort of the truth.

Marchi ng al ong toward the Lofts, the WIPP's appeared so eager and excited that
Jarre was certain the coppers nust be able to see their plans gl eaning



brightly in the flashing eyes and snug snmiles (to say nothing of the fact that
those carrying instrunents jingled and rattled and occasionally wailed in a
nost nysterious manner). There was, the Gegs felt, a certain amount of justice
in disrupting this ceremony. These nonthly rituals with the Wl ves were
synmbolic of their slavish treatment of the Gegs. Those Gegs who lived in
Drevlin (mostly of the High Froman's own scrift) were the ones who

consi stently received the nonthly nonna, and though the H gh Froman insisted
that all Gegs could cone and share in it, he knew as well as the rest of
Drevlin that the Gegs were bound to the Kicksey-Wnsey and that only a few and
then nostly clarks-could | eave their servitude | ong enough to bask in the

Wl ven eyes and share in the Wl ven nonna. The Gegs, highly elated, marched to
battle, their weapons jangling and ringing and wheezing in their hands.

Marchi ng al ong, Jarre recalled the instructions she had gi ven them

"When the humans begin to sing, we swarmup the stairs, singing at the top of
our lungs. Linbeck will nmake a speech-"

Scattered appl ause.
"-then he and the gods-who-aren't will enter the ship-"

"W want the ship!" cried several WJPP' s.
"No, you don't," answered Jarre crossly. "You want the reward. W're going to
get the monna this tine. Al of it."

Tumul t uous appl ause.

"The Hi gh Froman won't come back with so much as a hand-knit doily! Linbeck is
going to take the ship and sail away to upper worlds, where he will learn the
Truth, and come back to proclaimit and free his people!™

No appl ause. After the promi se of treasure (particularly knit doilies,
currently much in demand), no one cared about Truth. Jarre understood this and
it saddened her, because she knew it would sadden Linbeck if he ever found
out .

Thi nki ng about Linbeck, she had gradually noved forward through the crowd
until she was wal king right behind him Her shawl thrown over her head so that
no one woul d recogni ze her, she kept her eyes and her thoughts fixed on

Li nbeck.

Jarre wanted to go with himat |east she told herself she did. But she hadn't
argued very hard and had fallen silent conpletely when Linbeck told her she
nmust stay behind and | ead the nmovenent in his absence.

In reality, Jarre was afraid. She had, it seemed, peeked through a crack and
caught a glinpse of Truth down there in the tunnels with Alfred. Truth wasn't
somet hing you went out and found. It was wi de and vast and deep and unendi ng,
and all you could hope to see was a tiny part of it. And to see that part and
to mstake it for the whole was to nake of Truth a lie.

But Jarre had prom sed. She couldn't let Linbeck down, not when this meant so
much to him And then there were her people-living a lie. Surely even a little
of the Truth would hel p and not hurt them

The Gegs marching around Jarre tal ked about what they would do with their
share of the reward. Jarre was silent, her eyes on Linbeck, wondering if she
was hoping they'd succeed or fail.



The Hi gh Froman reached the door at the base of the arm Turning to the Head
Cark, he formally accepted a | arge key, nearly as big as his hand, which he
used to open the opener

"Bring the prisoners,” he called, and the coppers herded everyone forward.
"M nd that dog!" snapped the Head C ark, kicking at the animal sniffing with
intense interest at his feet.

Haplo called the dog to his side. The H gh Froman, the Head C ark, several of
the Hi gh Froman's personal guard, and the prisoners crowded into the
Liftaloft. At the last noment, Linbeck halted in the door and turned, his eyes
scanning the crowmd. Catching sight of Jarre, he |ooked at her |ong and
earnestly. Hi s expression was cal mand resolute. He wasn't wearing his
spect acl es, but she had the feeling he could see her quite clearly.

Jarre, blinking back her tears, raised one hand in loving farewell. Her other
hand, hi dden beneath her cl oak, clutched her weapon-a tanbourine.

CHAPTER 40

THE LI FTALOFTS, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

"CAPTAI N, " REPORTED THE LI EUTENANT, PEERI NG AT THE GROUND bel ow, " THERE ARE
an unusual nunber of Gegs waiting for us on the Palm"

"They're not Gegs, lieutenant," said the captain, spyglass to his eyes. "They
appear fromthe | ooks of themto be human.”

"Human!" The |ieutenant stared down at the Palm H s hands itched to snatch
t he spyglass away from his captain and see for hinself.

"What do you make of it, lieutenant?" inquired the captain.
"Trouble, | should think, sir. 1've served on this run a nunber of years, and
nmy father served before ne, and |'ve never heard of humans being found on the

Low Realm | mght suggest-" The |ieutenant caught hinmself and bit his tongue.

"M ght suggest?" repeated Captain Zankor'el in a dangerous tone. "You m ght

suggest to your captain? What m ght you suggest, |ieutenant?"
"Nothing, sir. | was out of line."
"No, no, lieutenant, | insist," returned Zankor'el, with a glance at the geir.

"I mght suggest that we do not dock until we find out what's going on."

This was a perfectly reasonable and | ogi cal suggestion, as Captain Zankor' el
wel | knew. But it would nean discussion with the Gegs, and Zankor'el couldn't
speak a word of Geg. The Lieutenant could. Captain Zankor'el immediately cane
to the conclusion that this was just another trick of the lieutenant's to make
a nockery of him Captain Zankor'el of the royal famly- in the eyes of the
crew. The lieutenant had done so once already, with his damm-fool heroics. The
captai n deci ded he would see his soul in that small

| api s-and- chal cedony-inlaid box the geir carried with himat all times before
he'd | et that happen agai n.

"I didn't know you were quite so afraid of humans, lieutenant," responded the



captain. "I cannot have a frightened man at ny side going into what m ght be a
dangerous situation. Report to your quarters, Lieutenant Bothar'in, and renmain
there for the duration of the voyage. I'll deal with the beasts."

Stunned silence settled over the bridge. No one knew where to | ook and so
avoi ded | ooki ng at anything. A charge of cowardice |evel ed agai nst an el ven
of ficer meant death once they returned to Aristagon. The |ieutenant could
speak in his own defense at the Tribunal, certainly. But his only defense
woul d be to denounce his captain-a nenber of the royal fanmly. Whom woul d the
j udges believe?

Li eutenant Bothar'in's face was rigid, his alnmond eyes unblinking. A subdued
m dshi pman said later that he'd seen dead nen | ook nore alive.

"As you command, sir." The lieutenant turned on his heel and left the bridge.
"Cowardice-a thing | won't tolerate!" intoned Captain Zankor'el. "You men
remenber that."

"Yes, sir," was the dazed and hal fhearted response from nmen who had served
under their lieutenant in several battles against both humans and rebel elves
and who knew, better than anyone, Bothar'in's courage.

"Pass the word for the ship's wi zard," commanded the captain, staring through
the spyglass at the small group gathered in the pal mof the gigantic hand.

The word went out for the ship's wi zard, who appeared i nmedi ately. Slightly
flustered, he glanced around the group on the bridge as if endeavoring to
ascertain if a runor he'd heard on his way forward was true. No one | ooked at
him no one dared. No one needed to. Seeing the set faces and fixed eyes, the
ship's w zard had his answer.

"We're facing an encounter with humans, Magicka." The captain spoke in a bland
voice, as if nothing was ami ss. "l assune that all aboard have been issued
whi st | es?"

"Yes, captain.”

"All are famliar with their use?"
"I believe so, sir," replied the ship's wizard. "The ship's | ast engagenent
was with a group of rebel elves who boarded us-"

"I did not ask for a recitation of this vessel's war record, did I, Mgicka?"
i nqui red Captain Zankor' el

"No, captain."

The ship's wizard did not apol ogize. Unlike the crew, he was not bound to obey
the orders of a ship's officer. Since only a wizard coul d possi bly under st and
t he proper use of his arcane art, each w zard was made responsi ble for the
magi ¢ aboard ship. A captain dissatisfied with the work of his ship's w zard
m ght bring the wizard up on charges, but the wi zard would be tried by the
Council of the Arcane, not by the Naval Tribunal. And, in such a trial, it
woul d not matter if the captain was a nenber of the royal famly. Everyone
knew who were the true rulers of Aristagon.

"The magic is functional ?" pursued the captain. "Fully operational ?"

"The crew nenbers have but to put the whistles to their lips." The ship's
wi zard drew hinsel f up, stared down his nose at the captain. The magus did not



even add the customary "sir." His talent was being questioned.

The geir, a w zard hinself, could see that Zankor'el had overstepped his
aut hority.

"And you have done quite well, ship's wizard," intervened the geir in soft,
oily tones. "I will be certain to pass on ny conmendati on when we return
hore. "

The ship's wizard sneered. As if it mattered to himwhat a geir thought of his
wor k! Spending their lives running after spoiled brats in hopes of catching a
soul . One might as well be a servant running after a pug dog in hopes of
catching its droppings!

"WIl you join us on the bridge?" asked the captain politely, taking the hint
fromhis geir.

The ship's wizard had no intention of being anywhere else. This was his
assigned station during battle, and though in this instance the captain was
perfectly correct in naking the invitation, the wizard chose to take it as an
insul t.

"OfF course," he stated in clipped and icy tones and, stal king over to the
portals, glared out at the Palmand its contingent of Gegs and humans. "I
bel i eve we shoul d nake contact with the Gegs and find out what is going on" he
added.

Did the ship's wizard know that this had been the lieutenant's suggestion? Did
he know that this had precipitated the current crisis? The captain, thin
cheeks flushing, glared at him The ship's w zard, his back turned, did not
noti ce. The captain opened his mouth, but catching sight of his geir shaking
hi s head warningly, snapped it shut again.

"Very well!" Zankor'el was making an obvious effort to contain his anger
Heari ng a noi se behind him he whipped around and fixed a bal eful eye on the
crew, but everyone was apparently engrossed in his duties.

The ship's wizard, bowing stiffly, took up a position in the prow, standing in
front of the figurehead. Before himwas a speaking cone carved out of the
tooth of a grenko [18]. Across one end of this tooth was stretched a di aphragm
made of the tier skin and nagically enhanced to project a voice spoken into

it. The sound booned forth fromthe dragon's open nouth and was quite

i mpressive even to those who knew how it worked. The Gegs considered it a

m racl e.

Bendi ng near the cone, the wi zard shouted out something in the uncouth

| anguage of the dwarves that sounds to elves |like rocks being rattled in the
bottom of a barrel. The captain maintained a rigid, stony-faced posture during
the entire proceedi ng, expressing by his attitude that it was all errant
nonsense.

From down bel ow came a great squawking bellowthe Gegs were answering. The
el ven wi zard listened and replied. Turning, he faced the captain.

"It is all rather confusing. As near as | can nmake out, it seenms that these
humans have come to Drevlin and told the Gegs that we 'Wlves' are not gods
but sl avers, who have been exploiting the dwarves. The Geg king asks that we
accept the humans as his gift and that, in return, we do sonmething to
reestabl i sh ourselves as divine. He suggests,"” the w zard added, "doubling the
usual armount of treasure."



The el f captain had regai ned his good hunor. "Human prisoners!” He rubbed his
hands in satisfaction. "Wat's nore, prisoners who have obvi ously been
attenpting to sabotage our water supply. What a valuable find! | shall be
decorated for this. Informthe Gegs that we will be happy to conmply."

"What about the treasure?"

"Bah! They'll get the same as usual. Wat do they expect? W don't carry
nore."

"We could prom se to send another ship," stated the w zard, frowning.

The captain's face flushed. "If | made such an agreenent, 1'd be the
| aughi ngst ock of the navy! Risk a ship to deliver nore treasure to these
maggot s? Hah!"

"Sir, nothing like this has ever before occurred. It appears to ne that the
humans have di scovered a way to descend safely through the Mael stromand are
endeavoring to disrupt Geg society to their own advantage. |If the humans coul d
manage to take control of our water supply . " The wi zard shook his head
mere words apparently being unable to convey the seriousness of the situation

"Di srupt CGeg society!" Zankor'el laughed. "I'Il disrupt their society! I'll go
down and take control of their stupid society. It's what we shoul d have done
| ong ago anyway. Tell the grubs we'll take the prisoners off their hands. That

shoul d be enough for them"

The ship's wi zard gl owered, but there was nothing he could do-for the nonent,
at least. He could not authorize the sending of a treasure ship and he dared
not make a prom se that he could not keep. That would only nake natters worse.
He coul d, however, report this immediately to the Council and advi se that
action be taken-in regard to both the treasure and this inbecile captain.

Speaking into the cone, the w zard couched the refusal in vague and obscure
terns intended to make it sound |like an agreenent unless anyone actually

t hought about it. Like npbst elves, he considered the Geg nental process to be
tantanmount to the sound of their | anguage-rocks rattling around in a barrel

The watership glided dowmn on w despread wi ngs, | ooking fearsonme and mgjestic.
El ven crew nenbers, w el ding spars, stood out on the deck and carefully pulled
and pushed the descendi ng waterpi pe into place above the geyser. Wen

al i gnment was achi eved, the nagic was activated. Encased in a conduit of blue
light that beamed up fromthe ground, water shot forth and was sucked into the
pi pe and carried thousands of menka above to the elves waiting for it on
Aristagon. Once this process was begun, the elven ship had conpleted its
primary task. Wen the holding tanks were full to capacity, the nagical flow
of water would cease and the waterpi pe woul d be drawn back up. The watership
could now drop its treasure and return, or, as in this case, dock and spend a
few nonents inpressing the Gegs.

CHAPTER 41

THE LI FTALOFTS, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

THE HHGH FROVAN DIDN' T LIKE I T-ANY OF IT. HE DIDN T LI KE THE FACT THAT THE
prisoners were taking this much too docilely. He didn't |ike the words that

the Wl ves were dropping on his head instead of nore treasure. He didn't |ike
t he occasional nusical note that emanated fromthe crowd bel ow t he Pal m



Wat ching the ship, the H gh Froman t hought he had never seen one nobve so
slowy. He could hear the creaking of the cable drawi ng the gigantic w ngs
i nsi de the huge body, thus speeding the ship's descent, but it wasn't fast
enough for Darral Longshoreman. Once these gods and Mad Li nbeck were gone,
life, he fondly hoped, would return to normal. If he could just get through
the next few nonents.

The ship settled into place, its wings trimred so that it maintai ned enough
magic to keep it afloat in the air, hovering near the Palm The cargo bays
opened and the nonna fell onto the Gegs waiting below A few of the Gegs began
to clanor for it as it fell, those with keen eyes and good nonetary sense

| at ching onto the val uabl e pieces. But nost of the Gegs ignored it. They

remai ned standing, staring up at the top of the armin tense, eager

(jingling) expectation.

"Hurry, hurry!" nmuttered the H gh Froman.

The opening of the hatch took an interm nable |l ength of time. The Head d ark,
oblivious of everything, was regarding the dragonship with his usua

i nsuf ferabl e expression of self-righteousness. Darral |onged to shove that
expression (along with his teeth) down his brother-in-law s throat.

"Here they come!" The Head O ark chattered excitedly. "Here they cone."
Whi ppi ng around, he fixed a stern eye upon the prisoners. "Mnd you treat the
Welves with respect. They, at |east, are gods!"

"Ch, we will!l" piped up Bane with a sweet snmile. "W're going to sing thema
song. "

"Hush, Your Hi ghness, please!" renmonstrated Alfred, |laying a hand on Bane's
shoul der. He added sonething in human that the H gh Fronman coul d not
understand, and drew the boy back, out of the way. Qut of the way of what?

And what was this nonsense about a song?
The Hi gh Froman didn't like it. He didn't like it one bit.

The hatch opened and the gangway slid out fromthe bulwarks and was fixed
firmy to the fingertips of the Palm The elf captain emerged. Standing in the
hat chway, surveying the objects before him the elf appeared enornous in the
ornately decorated iron suit that covered the thin body fromtoe to neck. H's
face could not be seen; a helnmet shaped like the head of a dragon protected
his head. Slung from his shoul der was a cerenoni al sword encased in a jewel ed
scabbard that hung froma belt of frayed enbroi dered silk.

Seeing that all appeared in order, the elf clunked ponderously across the
gangway, the scabbard rattling against his thigh when he wal ked. He reached
the fingers of the Palm stopped and stood gazi ng about, the dragon's-head
hel ml ending hima stern and inperious air. The iron suit added an additiona
foot of height to the elf, who was already tall. He towered over the Gegs and
over the humans as well. The hel met was so cunningly and fearsonely carved
that even Gegs who had seen it before were awed. The Head C ark sank to his
knees.

But the Hi gh Froman was too nervous to be inpressed.

"No time for that now," snapped Darral Longshoreman, reaching out to grab hold
of his brother-in-law and get himback on his feet. "Coppers, bring the gods!"

"Dam!" swore Hugh beneath his breath.



"What is it?" Haplo | eaned near

The captain had cl anked his way onto the fingers. The Head O ark had dropped
to his knees and the Hi gh Froman was tugging at him Linbeck was funbling with
a sheaf of papers.

"The elf. See that thing he's wearing around his neck? It's a whistle."
"G

"Their wi zards created it. Supposedly, when the elves blowinto it, the sound
it makes can nmagically negate the effects of the song!"

"Whi ch neans the elves will fight."
"Yes." Hugh cursed hinmself. "I knew warriors carried them but not watership
crews! And nothing to fight with except our bare hands and one dagger!"

Not hi ng. And everything. Hapl o needed no weapon. Ri p the bandages from his
hands, and by his nmagic al one he could destroy every elf on board that ship or
charmthemto do his will or send theminto enchanted slunber. But he was
forbidden to make use of his magic. The first sigil whose fiery blaze he
traced in the air would proclaimhima Patryn-the anci ent enemy who had | ong
ago very nearly conquered the ancient world.

Death first, before you betray us. You have the discipline and the courage to
make that choice. You have the skill and the wits to nake that choice
unnecessary.

The Hi gh Froman was ordering the coppers to bring the gods. The coppers
started toward Linbeck, who firmy and politely el bowed them out of the way.
Steppi ng forward, he rustled his papers and drew in a deep breath.

"Di stinguished visitors fromanother realm Hi gh Froman, Head Cark. My fell ow
WJIPP's. It gives ne great pleasure-"

"At least we'll die fighting," said Hugh. "Wth elves, that's sonething."

Haplo didn't have to die fighting. He didn't have to die at all. He hadn't
expected it would be this frustrating.

The squawky-tal k, designed to loudly transmt the bl essings of the Wlves, was
now loudly transnmitting Li nbeck's speech. "Shut himup!" shouted the High
Froman. "-throw up your hackles. No, that can't be right." Linmbeck stopped.
Peering at the paper, he took out his spectacles and put them over his ears.
"Throw of f your shackles!" he shouted, now that he could see. The coppers
surged forward, grabbed himby the arns.

"Start singing!" Haplo hissed. "I've got an idea!"

Hugh opened his nouth and began to boomout in a deep baritone the first notes
of the song. Bane joined in, his shrill voice soaring above Hugh's in an

ear - pi erci ng shriek, heedl ess of tune, but never mssing a word. Alfred' s

voi ce quavered, al nost unheard; the man was pal e as bl eached bone with fear
and appeared on the verge of coll apse.

The Hand that holds the Arc and Bridge, The Fire that rails the Tenp'red Span



At the first note, the Gegs below |l et out a cheer and, grabbing their weapons,
began to toot and jingle and wheeze and sing with all their mght. The coppers
above heard the singing bel ow and becane flustered and distracted. The el ven
captain, hearing the notes of the dreaded song, grasped the whistle that hung
fromaround his neck, raised the visor of the helm and put the whistle to his
lips.

Hapl o touched the dog lightly on the head, nade a sweeping gesture with his
hand, and pointed at the elf. "Take him"

Al Flame as Heart, surnount the Ridge, Al noble Paths are El Il xman.

Sl eek and swift and silent as a thrown spear, the dog cut through the tangled
cromd and | eapt straight at the elf.

The elven iron suit was ancient and archaic, designed primarily to intimdate,
a remant of ol den days when such suits had to be worn as protection agai nst
the painful affliction known as "the bends" that struck those sailing swiftly
up fromthe Low Realmto realns far above. By the tinme the elf captain saw the
dog, it was airborne, aimng straight toward him Instinctively he tried to
brace hinself for the blow, but his body, encased in the clunmsy arnor, could
not react fast enough. The dog hit himsquare in the chest and the captain
toppl ed over backward like a felled tree.

Hapl o was on the nmove with the dog, Hugh not far behind. There was no song on
the Patryn's lips. The assassin was singing |oudly enough for both.

Fire in Heart guides the WII, The WIIl of Flane, set by Hand,

"Servers unite!" shouted Linbeck, shaking off the annoying coppers. |mrersed
in his speech, he paid no attention to the chaos around him "I, myself,
ascending to the real ms above, there to discover Truth, the nost val uabl e of
treasures-"

"Treasures . echoed the squawky-tal k.
"Treasure?" The Gegs standing bel ow the Pal m|ooked at each other. "He said
treasure. They're giving nore away! Up there! Up there!"

The Gegs, still singing, surged toward the door in the base of the arm A few
coppers had been detailed to guard the entrance, but they were overwhel ned by
the nmob (one was | ater discovered |ying comatose, a tambourine around his
neck). The singing Gegs raced up the stairs.

The Hand that noves El | xman Song, The Song of Fire and Heart and Land

The first Gegs surged through the door at the top of the arm and dashed out
onto the base of the golden Palm The Palms surface was slippery fromthe
spray of the water shooting into the air. The Gegs slid and slithered and cane
precariously near hurtling over the edge. Hastening forward, the coppers
attenpted to stop them trying w thout success to herd them back down the
stairs. Darral Longshoreman stood in the center of the hooting, clanging crowd
and watched, in nmute anger and outrage, hundreds of years of peace and
tranquillity go up in song.

Before Alfred could stop him Bane raced excitedly after Hugh and Hapl o.

Caught up in the nelee, Alfred struggled to try to catch the prince. Linbeck's
spect acl es were knocked off in the tussle. He managed to save them

but - getting knocked about in every direction-couldn't put them on. Blinking,
bewi | dered, he stared around, unable to tell friend fromfoe, up from down.



Seeing the Geg's predicament, Al fred caught hold of Linbeck by the shoul der
and dragged himtoward the ship.

The Fire born of Journey's End,
The Flame a part, a |lightened cal

The elf captain, flat on his back on the Palm s fingers, struggled
ineffectively with the dog, whose slashing teeth were trying to find their way
bet ween hel m and breastpl ate. Reachi ng the gangway, Haplo glanced in sone
concern at an elven w zard hovering over the fallen elf. If the w zard used
his magic, the Patryn would have little choice but to respond in kind.

Per haps, in the confusion, he could do it w thout being seen. But the w zard
did not appear interested in fighting. He stood over the elf captain, watching
keenly the battle with the dog. The wi zard held in his hand a jewel ed box; an
eager expression lit his face.

Keepi ng one eye on this strange wi zard, Haplo knelt swiftly at the battling

el f's side. Making certain he kept clear of the dog's teeth, the Patryn slid
hi s hand beneath the ironclad body, grappling for the sword. He grasped hold
and pulled. The belt to which it was attached gave way and the weapon was his.
Hapl o considered the sword an instant. The Patryn was loath to kill in this
world, particularly elves. He was beginning to see how his lord could nake
future use of them Turning, he tossed the weapon to Hugh

Sword in one hand, his dagger in the other, Hugh dashed across the gangway and
t hrough the hatch, singing as he ran

"Dog! Here! To ne!" Haplo called

| mredi at el y obeying the command, the dog bounded fromthe chest of the
ironclad elf, leaving the captain floundering hel plessly on his back, |ike an
overturned turtle. Waiting for the dog, Haplo managed to catch hold of Bane as
the child hurtled past him The prince was in a state of wild excitenent,
shrieking the song out at the top of his |ungs.

"Let me go! | want to see the fight!"

"Where the hell's your keeper? Alfred!"

Searching the crowd for the chanberlain, Haplo got a firmgrip on the
squirmng, protesting boy and held on to him Alfred was clunsily shepherding
Li mbeck through the chaos raging on the Palm The Geg, struggling to keep his

feet, was still pouring out his heart.

"And now, distinguished visitors fromanother realm | would Iike to give to
you the three tenets of WJIPP. First-"

The mob cl osed around Al fred and Li nbeck.

Rel easi ng Bane, Haplo turned to the dog, pointed to the boy, and said,
"Wt ch. "

The dog, grinning, sat down on his hind legs and fixed his eyes on Bane. Haplo
left them Bane stared at the dog.

"Good boy," he said, and turned to enter the hatch.

Casually the dog rose to his feet, sank his teeth into the rear end of H's
H ghness's trousers, and held himfast.



Hapl o darted back across the gangway to Palm He extricated Alfred and the
speech-maki ng Li mbeck fromthe thick of the crowd and hustled themtoward the
ship. Several WJPP's, blowi ng their horns, surged after them deafening any
who tried to stop them Haplo recogni zed Jarre anong themand tried to catch
her eye, but she was bashing a copper with a wheezy-wail and didn't see him

Despite the confusion, Hapio attenpted to keep an ear attuned for fighting on
board the ship. He heard nothing except Hugh's singing, however, not even the
sound of bl owi ng whi stl es.

"Here, chanberlain, the kid's your responsibility."

Hapl o freed Bane fromthe dog and thrust the kid toward a shaken Alfred. The
Patryn and the dog raced across the gangway; Hapl o assumed everyone el se was
fol | ow ng.

Comng into the dark ship fromthe sunlight glaring off the golden Palm the
Patryn was forced to pause and wait for his eyes to adjust. Behind him he

heard Li nbeck cry out, stunble, and fall to his knees, the sudden absence of
light and the |l oss of his spectacles combining to effectively blind the Geg.

Hapl o' s vision cleared quickly. He saw now why he had heard no sounds of
fighting. Hugh stood facing an elf with a naked sword in his hand. Behind the
el f ranged the rest of the ship's crew, arned and waiting. The silver war
robes of a ship's wi zard caught the sunlight, gleam ng brightly fromwhere he
stood behind the warriors. No one spoke. Hugh had quit singing. He watched the
elf narromy, waiting for the attack

'"The sullen walk, the flick'ring aim. Bane trilled the words, his

voi ce loud and jarring.

The elf's gaze slid toward the child, the hand grasping the sword shivered
slightly, and his tongue flicked over dry lips. The other elves, ranged behi nd
him were seemingly awaiting his orders, for they kept their eyes fixed on him
as their |eader.

Hapl o swi vel ed about. "Sing, damm t!" he shouted, and Alfred, jolted into
action, raised his voice-a piping tenor. Linbeck was shuffling through his
papers, trying to find the place where he'd left off.

There was Jarre, com ng across the gangpl ank, nore WJUPP's behi nd her, al
gl eeful and eager for treasure. Haplo signaled frantically, and finally she
saw him

"Keep away!" he notioned, nouthing the words at the sanme time. "Keep away!"

Jarre halted her troop and they obediently (and a fewliterally) fell back at
her command. The Gegs craned their heads to see, watching intently to nake
certain no one got a glass bead ahead of them

"Fire leads again fromfutures, all
The singing was | ouder now, Alfred' s voice stronger, carrying the tune, Bane
growi ng hoarse but never flagging. Certain nowthe Gegs would not interfere,
Haplo turned fromthemto Hugh and the elf. Holding the same positions, swords
rai sed, each watched the other warily.

"W nean you no harm" said Hugh in elven

The elf raised a delicate eyebrow, glanced around at his armed crew, who



out nunbered themtwenty to one.
"No kidding," replied the elf.

But the Hand knew sonet hing of the ways of elves, apparently, for he continued
wi t hout pause, speaking their |anguage fluently.

"We've been stranded down here. W want to escape. We're bound for the High
Real m"

The elf sneered. "You're lying, human. The Hi gh Real mis banned. Ri nged round
by magi cal protection.”

"Not to us. They'll let us pass,” said Hugh. "This child"-he pointed at
Bane-"is the son of a nysteriarch. He'll-"
Li mbeck found his place. "Distinguished visitors fromanother realm™

From out si de came a clunking and clattering of iron.
"The whistles! Use the whistles, you fools!"

Two whi stles screeched-the elf captain's and that of the wi zard hol ding the
box.

The dog growl ed, its ears pricked, its hackles bristled. Haplo stroked the
ani mal reassuringly, but it wouldn't be cal med and began to how in pain. The
cl unki ng noi se and the whistling grew | ouder. A shadow appeared in the

hat chway, blotting out the sunlight.

Al fred shrank back, pulling Bane behind him Linbeck was readi ng his speech
and didn't see the captain. An ironclad arm shoved the Geg roughly aside,
knocki ng himinto a bul khead. The elf stood in the hatchway, blasting on his
whi stle. He had renoved the helm The eyes, glaring at his crew, were red with
rage.

He took the whistle fromhis lips |ong enough to shout savagely, "Do as |
conmand, damm you, lieutenant!" The wi zard, box in hand, hovered at his
charge's el bow.

The elf facing Hugh lifted the whistle with a hand that seemed to nmove of its
own accord. The lieutenant's eyes went fromhis captain to Hugh and back to
the captain again. The rest of the creweither lifted the whistles or toyed
with them A few blew tentative bl eeps.

Hugh di dn't understand what was goi ng on, but he guessed that victory hung
upon a note, so to speak, and so began to sing hoarsely. Haplo joined in, the
captain bl asted away on the whistle, the dog how ed in pain, and everyone,

i ncl udi ng Li nbeck, cane out strong on the |last two verses:

The Arc and Bridge are thoughts and heart.
The Span a life, the Ridge a part.

The lieutenant's hand noved and grasped the whistle. Haplo, nmarking an el ven
warrior near the officer, tensed, ready to junp the man and try to west away
hi s weapon. But the lieutenant did not put the whistle to his |lips. He gave
the thong on which it hung a vicious jerk, broke it, and hurled it to the
deck. There was ragged cheering anong the elven crew, and many-including the
ship's wizard-followed their lieutenant's exanple.

The captain's face flushed crinson with rage, blotches of white stood out on



his thin cheeks, foamflecked his |ips.

"Traitors! Traitors led by a coward! Wesham you are ny w tness. They are
muti neers, filthy rebels, and when we get back-"

"We're not going back, captain," said the |ieutenant, standing straight and
tall, his gray eyes cool. "Stop that singing!" he added.

Hugh had only a vague idea of what was going on; apparently they'd stunbl ed
across sone sort of private feud anong the el ves. But he was quick to
recogni ze that it could turn to their advantage, and he nmade a notion with his
hand. Everyone hushed, Alfred ordering Bane twice to keep silent and finally
cl appi ng his hand over the boy's nouth.

"I told you this man was a coward!" The captain addressed the crew. "He hasn't
the guts to fight these beasts! Get ne out of this thing!" The elf captain
could not nove in the iron suit. His geir laid a hand upon the arnmor and spoke
a word. The iron nelted away. Bounding forward, the elf captain put his hand
to his side, only to discover his sword was gone. He found it al nost

i medi ately; Hugh was pointing it at his throat.

"No, human," cried the |lieutenant, nmoving to bl ock Hugh

"This is ny battle. Twice, captain, you have called ne coward and | coul d not
defend ny honor. Now you can no | onger hide behind your rank!"

"You say that very bravely, lieutenant, considering that you are armed and
am not!"

The lieutenant turned to Hugh. "As you can see, human, this is an affair of
honor. | amtold you humans understand such things. | ask that you give the
captain his sword. That |eaves you weaponl ess, of course, but you didn't have
much chance anyway- being one against so many. If | live, | pledge nyself to
assist you. If I fall, then you must take your chances as before."

Hugh consi dered the odds, then, shruggi ng, handed over the sword. The two

el ves squared off, falling into fighting stance. The crew was intent on

wat ching the battle between their captain and his |ieutenant. Hugh edged his
way near one of them and Hapl o guessed that the assassin wouldn't be
weaponl ess for |ong.

The Patryn had his own worries. He had been keeping his eye on the riot raging
outside the ship and saw that the WJPP's, having defeated the coppers, were

bl ood-crazed and searching for trouble. Should the Gegs board the ship, the
elves would think it was an all-out attack, forget their own differences, and
fight back. Already Haplo could see the Gegs pointing at the ship, yamrering
about treasure.

Sword cl ashed agai nst sword. The captain and |ieutenant thrust and parried.
The el f wi zard watched eagerly, clutching the inlaid box he held to his
breast. Moving swiftly but snmoothly, hoping to attract as little attention as
possi bl e, Hapl o nmade his way over to the hatch. The dog trotted along at his
heel s.

Jarre stood on the gangway, her hands graspi ng a broken tambourine, her eyes
fixed on Linmbeck. Undaunted, the Geg had clinbed to his feet, adjusted his
spectacl es, found his place, and resuned speaki ng.

"-a better life for everyone-"



Behind Jarre, the Gegs were rallying, urging each other to go into the ship
and grab the spoils of war. Haplo found the nechanismfor raising and | owering
t he gangpl ank, and quickly studied it to understand how it operated. H's only
probl em now was the fenmal e Geg

"Jarre!" Haplo cried, waving his hand. "Get off the plank! I'mgoing to raise
it! W' ve got to | eave now "

"Li nbeck!" Jarre's voice was inaudi bl e, but he understood the novenent of her
lips.

"I"ll take care of himand bring himback to you safely. | promise!" That was
an easy prom se to make. Once Linbeck was properly nol ded, he woul d be ready
to lead the Gegs and develop theminto a united fighting force-an arny wlling

to lay down their lives for the Lord of the Nexus.

Jarre took a step forward. Haplo didn't want her. He didn't trust her
Sonet hi ng had changed her. Al fred had changed her. She wasn't the sane fiery
revol uti onary she'd been before she went off with him That man, neek and

i nof fensive as he seenmed, bore watching.

By this time the Gegs had goaded each other to action and were marching

uni npeded toward the ship. Behind him Haplo could hear the duel between the
two el ves rage on unabated. He set the mechanism prepared to raise the
gangway. Jarre would slip and fall to her death. It would ook |ike an
accident, the Gegs would blane it on the elves. He put his hand on the
mechani sm ready to activate it, when he saw the dog dash past him running
across the plank.

"Dog! CGet back here!™

But either the animal was ignoring himor, in the mdst of the singing and the
sword clashing, it couldn't hear him

Frustrated, Haplo let go of the nechanismand started out onto the gangway
after the animal. The dog had | atched on to the sleeve of Jarre's bl ouse and
was tugging her off the plank, herding her in the direction of the Palm

Jarre, distracted, |ooked down at the dog, and as she did so, saw her people
advanci ng on the ship.

"Jarre!" cried Haplo. "Turn them back! The Welves will kill them They'll kil
all of us if you attack!" She | ooked back at him then at Linbeck. "It's up to
you, Jarre!" Haplo shouted. "You're their |eader now. "

The dog had | oosed its hold and was gazing up at her, its eyes bright, its
tail waggi ng.

" Good- bye, Limnbeck," whispered Jarre. Leaning down, she gave the dog a fierce
hug, then turned and, shoul ders squared, stepped off the gangway onto the
fingers of the Palm Facing the Gegs, she raised her hands and they halted.

"More treasure is being dropped. You must all go down bel owt There's nothing
up here."

"Bel ow? It's being dropped bel ow?"

Hastily the Gegs whirled around and began to push and shove, trying to reach
the stairs.



"CGet in here, dog!" Haplo ordered.

The ani mal ganbol ed across the deck, its tongue lolling out of its nouth in an
irrepressible grin of triunph.

"Proud of yourself, huh?" Haplo said, releasing the nechanism and pulling on
the ropes, drawi ng up the gangpl ank as swiftly as possible. He heard Jarre's
voi ce raised in command, heard the Gegs shout in support. The gangway slid
inside. Closing the hatch, Haplo sealed it tight. The Gegs could no | onger be
seen or heard.

"Di sobedi ent mutt, | should have you skinned," nuttered Haplo, fondling the
dog's silky ears.

Rai sing his voice about the clashing of steel, Linbeck carried on: "And in
conclusion, | would like to say..."

CHAPTER 42
THE LI FTALOFTS, DREVLIN, LOW REALM

HAPLO TURNED FROM THE HATCH IN TI ME TO SEE THE LI EUTENANT THRUST HI S SWORD
through the elf captain's body. The |ieutenant yanked his weapon free, and the
captain slid to the deck. The crew was silent, no sound of either cheering or

| anenting. The lieutenant, his face cold and inpassive, stood back to all ow
the wi zard roomto kneel beside the dying elf. Haplo assuned that this w zard,
who had been in attendance upon the captain, was a healer. The Patryn was
surprised, therefore, to see the wi zard make no gestures toward hel ping the
dying. He held the inlaid box he carried up to the captain's |ips.

"Speak the words!" the geir hissed.
The captain nmade sone attenpt, but blood gushed out of his nouth.

The wi zard appeared angry and, propping up the elf's head, forced the rapidly
di nm ng eyes to | ook at the box.

"Speak the words! It is your duty to your people!"

Slowy, with an obvious effort, the elf gasped out words that were, to Haplo,
unintelligible. The captain sank back, lifeless. The w zard snapped the box
shut and, gl ancing suspiciously at the other elves, guarded it jeal ously, as
if he had just |ocked away sone rare and pricel ess jewel.

"You dare not harmne!" he whined. "I ama weesham protected by law A curse
will follow you all your days if you prevent me fromcarrying out ny sacred
task!"

"I have no intention of harming you," said the lieutenant, his lip curled in
scorn. "Although what possible use the soul of that wretch can be to our
peopl e is best known to yourselves. Still, he died with honor, if he did not
live with it. Perhaps that counts for sonething." Reaching down, he picked up
the dead elf's sword and, turning, handed it-hilt-first-to Hugh

"Thank you, human. And you." The elf glanced at Haplo. "I saw the peril we
faced fromthe Gegs. Perhaps, when we have | eisure to discuss such things, you
can explain to ne what is going on in Drevlin. Now we rmust prepare to swiftly
take our | eave." The elf turned back to Hugh. "Wat you said about the High
Realm is that true?"



"Yes." Hugh took the scabbard off the dead elf, thrust the sword into it. "The
boy"-he jerked a thunmb at Bane, who was standing nmute, staring curiously at
the corpse-"is the son of one Sinistrad, a nysteriarch.”

"How cane such a child to be in your care?" The elf was | ooking at Bane

t houghtfully. Bane, his pale face al nbst translucent, caught the elf's gaze.
Meeting the gray eyes, he smled sweetly, bravely, and made a grave and
graceful bow. The |ieutenant was charned.

Hugh's face darkened. "Never mind. It's not your affair. W were attenpting to
reach the H gh Real m when our ship was attacked by your people. W fought them
of f, but ny ship was danaged and fell into the Mel strom"

"Your ship? Humans do not fly dragonships!"”
"Hurmans nanmed Hugh the Hand fly what they please."

The elves murnured, the first sounds they had made since the conmencenent of
the duel. The |ieutenant nodded.

"I see. That explains nuch."

Wthdrawi ng a | ace-edged piece of cloth fromthe pocket of his uniform the
elf used it to wipe blood fromhis sword blade, then slid the weapon into its
sheath. "You are known to be a human of honor-rather peculiar honor, but honor
nonet hel ess. If you will excuse ne, humans, | have duties to perform now that
| amcaptain of this vessel. Mdshipman IIth will show you to quarters."

So might slaves be dismssed fromthe presence of the master, Haplo thought.
The elf has chosen to side with us, but he has no | ove for us and apparently
little respect. The el ven m dshi pman notioned themto foll ow him

Li mbeck was kneel i ng beside the body of the dead elf.

"I was right,"’
gods. "

he said when he felt Haplo's hand on his shoulder. "They're not
"No," said Haplo. "They're not. There are no gods in this world, as I've told
you. "

Li mbeck gl anced about, | ooking very much as if he had | ost sonething and
hadn't the vaguest idea where to begin searching for it. "Do you know, " he

said after a nmonent, "I'm al npst sorry."

Fol | owi ng the nidshi pman of f the bridge, Hapl o heard one of the elves ask,

"What do we do with the body, lieutenant? Throw it overboard?"

"No," said the lieutenant. "He was an officer and his remains will be treated
with respect. Place the body in the hold. W will stop in the Md Real mand
deposit it and the geir with it. And fromnow on, nmate, you will address ne as
captain.”

The elf was nmoving swiftly to command his crew s respect, know ng that he mnust
knit up the threads of discipline he hinmself had unravel ed. Hapl o awarded the
el f silent comrendati on, and acconpani ed the others bel ow.

The young el f placed themin what Hugh said was the shipboard equival ent of a
dungeon. The brig was bare and cheerl ess. There were hooks on the walls where
hamrocks coul d be slung up at night for sleeping. During the day, they were



stowed away to | eave enough space to nove about. Small portholes provided a
vi ew of outside.

Havi ng informed themthat he would return with food and water once the ship
was safely through the Mael strom the nidshi pman shut the door and they heard
the bolt slide hone.

"We're prisoners!" cried Bane.

Hugh settled hinsel f, crouching on his haunches, his back agai nst a bul khead.
He appeared to be in a bad nbod. Drawing his pipe out of his pocket, he
clanped it between his teeth.

"You want to see prisoners, go take a | ook at the humans worki ng bel ow deck
They're the reason he's keeping us | ocked up. W could take over this ship if
we freed the slaves, and he knows it."

"Then let's do it!" said Bane, his face flushed with excitenent.

Hugh gl owered at him "You think you can fly this ship, Your H ghness? Maybe
like you flew nmine, huh?"

Bane flushed in anger. Hand clutching the feather, the child swallowed his
rage and marched across deck to glare out the portholes.

"And you trust hinP" Alfred inquired sonewhat anxiously. "This elf?"
"No nore than he trusts me." Hugh sucked noodily on the enpty pipe.

"So are they converted or whatever happens to elves when they hear that song?"
asked Hapl o.

"Converted?" Hugh shook his head. "I don't think so. Elves truly affected by
that song | ose all awareness of their surroundings. It's as if they' ve been
transported to another world. This elf's doing what he's doing for hinself.
The lure of the reputed wealth of the H gh Real mand the fact that no el ves
have ever dared travel up there is what's drawing him™"

"Whuldn't it occur to himthat it would be easier just to toss us out into the
storm and keep the kid for hinself?"

"Yeah, maybe. But elves have a 'peculiar' honor. In some way-we'll probably
never know howwe did this elf a service by delivering his captain into his
hands. His crew witnessed it. He'd |l ose standing in their eyes by slaughtering
us just to make things easier on hinself."

"Honor, then, is inportant to the elves?"

"Inmportant!" Hugh grunted. "They'd sell their souls for it, those souls the
vultures don't get first."

Interesting to know. Haplo stored up the information. His lord was in the
mar ket for souls.

"So we're taking a boatload of elven pirates up to the High Realm" Alfred

si ghed, then began nervous fussing. "Your H ghness, you nmust be tired. Let ne
put up one of these hamocks . " Tripping over a plank, the chanberlain
sprawl ed facefirst on the deck

"I"'mnot tired," protested Bane. "And don't worry about ny father and these



elves. My father'll take care of them™

"Don't bother getting up," suggested Hugh to the prostrate chanberlain. "W'|
be flying through the Mael strom and then no one'll be on his feet. Everyone
sit down and brace yourself."

Sound advi ce. Haplo could see the first storm clouds scuddi ng past. Lightning
flashed blindingly; thunder boomed. The ship began to pitch and buck. The
Patryn rel axed in a corner. The dog curled up, nose to tail, at his feet.

Al fred hunched m serably agai nst the bul khead and pulled a protesting Bane
down by the seat of his pants

Only Linbeck renmai ned standi ng, staring entranced out the porthole.
"Li mbeck," said Haplo. "Sit down. It's dangerous."
"I can't believe it," murmured the Geg, w thout turning.

"There are no gods . . . and | am going to heaven."

CHAPTER 43
DEEPSKY, M D REALM

LI EUTENANT BOTHAR- I N, NOW CAPTAI N BOTHAR EL [19], SAILED THE DRAGONSHI P SAFELY
t hrough the Mael strom Keeping clear of encounters with other elven ships, he
steered for the Aristagonian port town of Suthnas-a safe haven recommended by
Hugh the Hand. Here he planned to stop briefly to take on food and water and
torid his ship of the geir, the forner captain's body, and the geir's little
box.

Hugh knew Sut hnas well; he had put up there when his ship needed the magic
strengthened or repairs. He gave the elf captain the nanme because he, the
Hand, intended to | eave the ship hinself.

The assassin had nade up his mnd. He cursed the day he nmet that "king's
nmessenger." He cursed the day he had saddled hinmself with this contract.
Not hi ng had gone right; now he had | ost his own dragonship, alnost his life,
and dam near his self-respect. Hs plan to capture the elven ship had worked,
but like everything else he touched these days, not the way it was supposed
to. He was to have been the captain, not this elf. Wiy had he let hinself get
caught up in that damm duel ? Why hadn't he just killed them both?

Hugh was shrewd enough to know that if he had fought, he and all the others
woul d probably be dead right now. But he ignored the logic. He refused to
admt that he had done what he had done in order to save lives, to protect
Al fred, Linmbeck . . . the prince.

No! | did it for myself. Not for anyone else. No one else matters and |'|
prove it. I'lIl leave them disenbark at Suthnas, let these fools go on to the
H gh Real m and take their chances with a nmysteriarch. Forget it. I'll wite

off ny losses, toss in ny cards, get up and | eave the table.

The port of Suthnas was run by el ves whose purses nmeant nore to themthan
politics, and it had becone a haven for water snugglers, rebels, deserters,
and a few renegade humans. The prisoners had a good view of the town fromthe
porthol e and nost, after seeing it, decided they were better off where they
ver e.



The town was nothing nore than a squalid assenbl age of inns and taverns built
near the harbor; the homes of the town's inhabitants bunched |like a flock of
sheep on the side of a coralite cliff. The buil di ngs were shabby and run-down;
a snmell of cooked cabbage-an elven favorite-hung in the air, undoubtedly
because nounds of it were rotting in the garbage-infested all eyways. But,
because it stood in the sun, with blue sky above it, Suthnas was a beautiful
and awe-inspiring sight to the Geg.

Li mbeck had never seen streets drenched in sunlight, the firmanent glittering
like a mllion jewels in the sky above. He had never seen people strolling
about aimessly, not scurrying hither and yon on sonme busi ness of the

Ki cksey-Wnsey. He had never felt a gentle breeze upon his cheek or snelled
the snmells of living, growing things, or even things that were rotting and
dyi ng. The houses that Hugh told himwere hovels seened to the Geg to be

pal aces. Linbeck |ooked on all this splendor, and it came to himthat what he
saw had been bought and paid for by the sweat and bl ood of his people. The
Geg' s face saddened, he becane silent and withdrawn, and Hapl o watched with a
smile.

Hugh paced about the hold, staring out the portholes, fidgeting and inwardly

fum ng. Captain Bothar'el had given the assassin pernission to | eave if he
want ed.

"You should all go," the captain said. "Leave now, while you have the chance.'

"But we're going to the High Real M You promi sed!" Bane cried. "You proni sed,
he repeated, gazing up at the elf with pleading eyes.

"Yes," said the elf, staring at the child. Shaking his head, as if to break a
hold, he turned to Alfred. "And you?"

"I stay with ny prince, of course."
The elf turned to Linbeck, who, not understandi ng, |ooked at Hapl o.

"I"'mgoing to see the world, the whole world," said the Geg firmy when he
heard the translation. "After all, it exists because of ny people."

"I"'mwith him" said the Patryn, snmiling and jerking a bandage-w apped t hunb
in the direction of the Ceg.

"So," said Bothar'el, turning to Hugh, "only you are | eavi ng?"
"I't 1ooks that way."
Hugh didn't | eave, however.

Whil e they were docked, one of the m dshi prmen | ooked into the brig. "Are you
still aboard, human? The captain is returning. You should go now, quickly."

Hugh didn't nove

"I wish you would cone with us, Sir Hugh," said Bane, "My father would |ike

very much to meet you and... thank you."
That cinched it. The kid wanted him He'd | eave right now. R ght . . . now
"Well, human?" demanded the m dshi pman. "Are you com ng?"

Hugh fished around in a pocket, dragged out his |ast coin- paynent for



assassinating a child. Gunting, he tossed it at the elf. "I've decided to
stay and find ny fortune. Go buy nme some tobacco."

The elves did not linger long in Suthnas. Once the geir reached civilized

| ands, he would report the mutiny and the Carfa' shon woul d be sought by al
the ships of the line. Once in deepsky, Captain Bothar'el worked the human
sl aves, the crew, and hinself to the point of exhaustion until the ship was,
he believed, safely beyond possible pursuit.

Hours later, when the Lords of N ght had cast their cloak over the sun, the
captain found time to speak to his "guests."

"So, you heard the news," were the captain's first words, addressed to Hugh
"I want you to know that | could have made a nice profit off the lot of you,
but | have a debt to repay to you. | consider at l|least part of it canceled."

"Where's ny tobacco?" Hugh denanded.
"What news?" asked Alfred.

The captain raised an eyebrow. "Don't you know? | assumed that was the reason
you didn't |eave the ship." He tossed a pouch in the assassin's direction

Hugh caught it handily, opened it, and sniffed. Renoving his pipe, he began
filling it.

"There's a reward out for your head, Hugh the Hand."
Hugh grunted. "Nothing new. "
"Atotal of two hundred thousand barls."

The Hand | ooked up and whistled. "Now, that's a fine price. This has to do
with the kid?" H s glance shifted to Bane. The child had begged pen and paper
fromthe elves and had done nothing but draw ever since he came on board. No
one interfered with his |latest amusenent. It was safer than letting him pick
berri es.

"Yes. You and this man"-the elf gestured at Alfred-"are reported to have
ki dnapped the prince of Vol karan. There is a price of one hundred thousand
barls on your head," he said to the horrified chanberlain, "two hundred

t housand for Hugh the Hand, and the reward is good only if one or both are
brought in alive."

"What about ne?" Bane raised his head. "lIsn't there any reward for nme?"
" St ephen doesn't want you back," Hugh grow ed.

The prince appeared to consider this, then giggled. "Yes, | guess you're
right," he said, and returned to his work.

"But this is inmpossible!" cried Alfred. "I ... | amH s H ghness's servant! |
cane with himto protect him"

"Exactly," said Hugh. "That's just what Stephen didn't want."
"I don't understand any of this," said Captain Bothar'el. "I hope, for your
sakes, you are being honest about the High Realm | need noney to run this
ship and pay ny crew and |'ve just passed up a lot."



"OfF course it's truel" cried Bane, lower lip thrust forward in a charning
pout. "I amthe son of Sinistrad, Mysteriarch of the Seventh House. My father
will reward you well!™

"He had better!" said the captain.

The el f glanced around sternly at his prisoners, then stal ked out of the hol d.
Bane, | ooking after him I|aughed and returned to his scribbling.

"I can never go back to Vol karan!" murrmured Alfred. "I"'man exile."

"You' re dead unless we can figure sone way out of this," said Hugh, lighting
his pipe with a coal fromthe small magepot they used to heat their food and

to keep thensel ves warm at ni ght.

"But Stephen wants us alive."

"Only so that he can have the pleasure of killing us hinmself."

Bane, looking up at him smiled slyly. "So if you had gone out there, sonmeone
woul d have recogni zed you and turned you in. You stayed because of ne, didn't

you? | saved your life."

Hugh made no comment, preferring to pretend that he hadn't heard. He rel apsed
into a broodi ng, thoughtful silence. When his pipe went out, he didn't notice.

Com ng back to hinself sonetime |ater, he noted that everyone-except

Al fred-had fallen asleep. The chanberl ain was standi ng besi de the porthol e,
gazing out into night's gray gloom The Hand, rising to stretch his stiff

| egs, wandered over.

"What do you make of this fellow Hapl 0?" Hugh asked.

"Why?" Alfred junped, stared at the assassin fearfully. "Wy do you ask?"

"No reason. Calmdown. | just wanted to know what you rmade of him that's
all.”

"Not hi ng! | nmake nothing of himat all! If you will excuse me, sir," Afred
i nterrupted when Hugh woul d have spoken, "I'mvery tired. | must get sone
sl eep. "

Now what was that all about? The chamberlain returned to his blanket. He lay
down, but Hugh, watching him saw that Alfred was far fromsleep. He lay stiff
and rigid, rubbing his hands, tracing unseen |ines upon the skin. Hs face
could have been a nmask in a play called Terror and M sery.

Hugh coul d al nost pity him

Al most, but not quite. No, the walls Hugh'd built around hinself were stil
standing, still strong and unbroken. There had been a tiny crack, letting in a
ray of light-harsh and painful to eyes accustonmed to darkness. But he'd

bl ocked it up, covered it over. \Watever hold the child had on hi mwas

magi c- sonet hi ng beyond the assassin's control, at |least until they cane to the
H gh Realm Retreating to a corner of his cell, Hugh rel axed and went to

sl eep.

The flight to the H gh Real mtook the elven dragonship al nost two weeks, far
| onger than it shoul d have, according to Captain Bothar'el's cal cul ations.
What he hadn't cal cul ated on was that his crew and slaves all tired far too



qui ckly. Magical spells cast by the ship's wizard enabled themto wi thstand
the reduced air pressure, but he could do nothing to relieve the thinness of
the air that left themalways feeling as if they were short of breath.

The el ven crew grew nervous, sullen, and uneasy. It was eerie, flying through
the vast and enpty sky. Above them the firmanent glittered and sparkled
brightly by day, glistened with a pale sheen at night. Even the nost gullible
person aboard could see that the mysterious firmanment was not made of jewels
floating in the heavens.

"Chunks of ice,
spygl ass.

announced Captain Bothar'el, studying it through the

"I ce?" The second in conmand appeared al nost relieved. "That's stopped us,
then, hasn't it, captain, sir? W can't fly through ice. W nmight as well turn
back. "

"No." Bothar'el snapped his spyglass shut. It seemed he was answering hinself,
replying to some inner argunment rather than to the words of his mate. "W've
cone this far. The High Realmis up here somewhere. W're going to find it."

"Or die trying," said the second in command, but he said it to hinself.

On they sailed, higher and higher, drawi ng nearer the firmament that hung
spanning the sky |like a nonstrous radi ant neckl ace. They saw no sign of life
of any type, let alone a |land where dwelt the nost highly skilled of human
magi .

The air grew colder. They were forced to wear every article of clothing they
possessed, and even then it was difficult to keep warm The crew began to
nmutter anong thenselves that this was mad folly, they would all perish up
here, either of the cold or stranded in deepsky, lacking the strength to fly
back.

After days passed with no sign of life, supplies running short and the cold
growi ng al nost unbearabl e, Captain Bothar'el went belowto tell the "guests"
he had changed his nind, they were returning to the Md Realm

He found the prisoners wapped in every blanket they could get their hands on
huddl ed over the magepot. The Geg was deathly ill-either fromthe cold or the
change in air pressure. The captain didn't know what kept himalive. (Afred
did, but took care no one should ask him)

Bot har' el was just about to make his announcenment when a shout hailed him

"What is it?" The captain ran back to the bridge. "Have we found it?"

"I'd say, sir," said a stammering nidshipman, staring with wi de eyes out the
porthole, "that it's found us!"

CHAPTER 44
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM

| RIDAL STOOD AT THE CASEMENT, GAZI NG QUT THE CRYSTAL W NDOW THE BEAUTY COF the
si ght before her was inconparable. The opal walls of her castle glistened in
the sunlight, adding to the shimrering colors of the magical dome that was the
H gh Real s sky. Below the walls, the castle's parks and forests, carefully
scul ptured and tended, were traversed by pat hways whose crushed marbl e was



pricked by glittering gens. Its beauty could stop the heart. But it was |ong
since Iridal had seen beauty in anything. Her nanme itself, meaning "of the
rai nbow, " nocked her. Al in her world was gray. As for her heart, it seened
to have stopped beating a long time ago.

"Wfe." The voice cane from behi nd her

Iridal shivered. She had supposed she was alone in her room She had not heard
the silent padding of slippered feet or the rustling of silken robes that

i nvari ably announced the presence of her husband. He had not entered her room
for many years and she felt the chill of his presence grip her heart and
squeeze it tightly. Fearfully she turned around and faced him

"What do you want?" Her hand cl utched her gown tightly around her, as if the
frail fabric mght arnor her against him "Wy do you come here to ny private
quarters?"

Sinistrad glanced at the bed with its flowi ng curtains and tassel ed hangi ngs,
its silken sheets, snelling faintly of the | avender |eaves scattered on them
every norning and carefully brushed away each night.

"Since when is a husband forbidden his w fe's bedchanber ?"

"Leave ne alone!" The chill in her heart seemed to have spread to her I|ips.
She coul d barely nove t hem

"Do not worry, wife. For ten cycles | have not come here for the purpose you
fear, and I do not intend to resune. Such doings are as repugnant to nme as
they are you; we nmight as well all be beasts, rutting in dark and stinking
caves. However, it does bring me around to the subject | came to discuss. Qur
son is comng at last."

"Qur son!" Iridal cried. "Your son. He is none of mine!"
"Let us rejoice," said Sinistrad with a pale, dry smle. "I amglad you take
this view of the matter, ny dear. | trust you will remenber it when the boy
arrives and that you will not interfere with our work."

"What could | possibly do?"

"Bitterness does not becorme you, wife. Renmenber, | know your tricks. Tears,
pouting, little hugs for the child that you think I will not see. | warn you,
Iridal, I will see. My eyes are everywhere, even in the back of ny head. The

boy is mine. You have pronounced it. Never forget it."

"Tears! Don't fear ny tears, husband. They dried up | ong ago.

"Fear? I'mnot afraid of anything, |least of all you, wife," returned Sinistrad
wi th some anusenent. "But you could be an annoyance, confuse the boy's mind.
don't have tine to fool with you."

"Way not just lock me up in the dungeon? | am already your prisoner in all but
name. "

"I had considered it, but the boy would take an undue interest in a nother he
is forbidden to see. No, it will be far better if you appear and smle
prettily at him allow himto see that you are weak and spinel ess."

"You want ne to teach himto despise ne."



Sinistrad shrugged. "I do not aspire to that nmuch, my dear. It will be far
better for my plans if he thinks nothing of you at all. And, by good fortune,

we have something that will ensure your proper behavior. Hostages. Three
humans and a Geg are his traveling conpanions. How i nportant it nust nmake you
feel, Iridal, to know that you hold so many lives in your hands!"

The wonman's face went livid. Her knees gave way, and she sank into a chair.
"You have sunk low, Sinistrad, but you have never conmitted nurder! | don't
bel i eve your threat!"

"Let us rephrase that statement, wife. You have never known me to commit
nmurder. But then, let us both adnmit that you have never known me-period. Good
day to you, wife. I will give you notice when you are to appear to greet our
son. "

Bowi ng, hand over his heart in the tinme-honored custom of husband and wife,
turning even this gesture to one of disdain and nockery, Sinistrad |eft
Iridal's chanbers.

Shivering uncontrollably, the woman crouched in her chair and stared out the
wi ndow with dry, burning eyes.

My father says you are an evil man."

The girl, Iridal, gazed out of a window in her father's dwelling. Standing
quite near her, alnost touching her, but never com ng that close, was a young
nmysteriarch. He was the handsome, wi cked hero of Iridal's nurse's romantic

tal es-smooth, pallid skin; liquid browmn eyes that always seened to be the
repository of fascinating secrets; a smle that pronised to share these
secrets, if soneone could only draw cl ose enough to him The black, gilt-edged
skul l cap that marked his standing as a master of discipline of the Seventh
House-t he hi ghest rank attainable by w zards-di pped to a sharp point that cane
to the bridge of his thin nose. Sweeping upward between the eyes, the cap gave
hi m an appearance of w sdom and added expression to his face that m ght

ot herwi se be | acki ng-he had no eyebrows or eyel ashes. His entire body was
hairless, a defect of birth.

"Your father is right, Iridal," said Sinistrad softly. Reaching out his hand,
he toyed with a strand of her hair, the nearest nove to intimacy he ever mmde.
"I amevil. | do not deny it." There was a touch of melancholy in his voice
that nelted Iridal's heart as his touch nelted her flesh.

Turning to face him she held out her hands, clasped his, and sniled at him
"No, beloved! The world may call you that, but it is because they don't know
you! Not as | know you."

"But | am Iridal." H's voice was gentle and in earnest. "I tell you the truth
now because | don't want you to reproach me with it later. Marry me, and you
marry darkness."

H s finger wound the strand of hair tighter and tighter, draw ng her nearer
and nearer. H s words and the serious tone in which he spoke them nade her
heart falter painfully, but the pain was sweet and exciting. The darkness t hat
hung over him dark runors, dark words spoken about himanmong the comunity of
nmysteriarchs-was exciting too. Her life, all its sixteen years, had been dul
and prosaic. Living with a father who doted on her follow ng her nother's
death, Iridal had been raised by a grandnmotherly nanny. Her father could not
bear life's rough winds to blow too harshly against his daughter's tender
cheek and he had kept her sheltered and cloi stered, wapped in a snothering
cocoon of |ove.



The butterfly that enmerged fromthat cocoon was bright and shining; its feeble
wings carried it straight into Sinistrad' s web.

"If you are evil," she said, twi ning her hands around his arm "it is the
worl d that has nmade you so, by refusing to listen to your plans and thwarting
your genius at every turn. Wen | amwal king by your side, I will bring you to
the sunlight."

"Then you will be ny wife? You will go against your father's w shes?"

"I am of age. | can nmake nmy own choice. And, bel oved, | choose you."

Sinistrad said nothing, but, smling his secret-promsing smle, he kissed the
strand of hair wound tightly around his finger.

Iridal lay in her bed, weak fromthe travails of birth. Her nurse had
finished bathing the tiny infant and, wapping himin a blanket, carried him
to his mother. The occasion should have been one of joy, but the old nurse,
who had been Iridal's own, wept when she laid the child in his nmother's arns.

The door to the bedchanber opened. Iridal nmade a | ow nmoani ng sound and
clutched the baby so tightly he squalled. The nurse, |ooking up, snoothed back
the wonman's sweat-danp curls with gentle hands. A | ook of defiance hardened
the winkled face.

"Leave us," said Sinistrad, speaking to the nurse, his gaze fixed upon his
wife.
"I wll not leave ny |lanb!"

The eyes of the nysteriarch shifted. The nurse held her ground, though the
hand touching Iridal's fair hair trenbled. G abbing hold of the nurse's
fingers, Iridal kissed themand bade her |eave in a | ow and trenul ous voi ce.

"I cannot, child!" The nurse began to weep. "It's cruel, what he nmeans to do!
Cruel and unnatural!"

"CGet out," Sinistrad snarled, "or | will burn you to ashes where you stand!"
The nurse cast hima | ook of malice, but she wwthdrew fromthe room She knew
who woul d suffer if she did not.

"Now that this is over, she nust go, wife," said Sinistrad, coming to stand
beside the bed. "I will not be defied in my own house."

"Pl ease, no, husband. She is the only conmpany | have." Iridal's arns clung to
her baby. She | ooked up at her husband pl eadi ngly, one hand plucking at the
bl anket. "And | will need her help with our son! See!" She drew the bl anket
aside, exhibiting a red, winkled face, eyes squinched shut, small fists
bunched lightly together. "lsn't he beautiful, husband?" She hoped
desperately, despairingly, that a glinpse of his own flesh and bl ood woul d
change his m nd

"He suits ny purpose,"” said Sinistrad, reaching out his hands.
"No!" Iridal shrank away fromhim "Not my child! Please, don't!"
"I told you ny intentions the day you announced your pregnancy. | told you

then that | had married you for this purpose and this alone, that | had bedded
you for the sane reason, and no other. Gve ne the child!"



Iridal huddl ed over her baby, her head bowed, her long hair covering the boy
in a shining curtain. She refused to | ook at her husband, as if |ooking at him
gave him power. By shutting her eyes to him she m ght nake himvani sh. But it
didn't work, because with her eyes closed, she saw himas he had been t hat
terrible day when her bright illusions of |ove were conpletely and irrevocably
shattered. The day she had told himher joyous news, that she carried his
child within her. That day he had told her, in cold and passionl ess tones,

what he intended to do with the babe.

Iridal should have known he was plotting sonething. She did know, but woul dn't
admt it. On her bridal night, her life had changed from rai nbow dreans to
gray enptiness. His | ove-nmaking was wi thout |ove, w thout passion. He was

bri sk, businesslike, keeping his eyes open, staring at her intently, willing
her to something that she could not understand. Night after night he came to
her. During the day, he rarely saw her, rarely spoke to her. She grew to dread
the night visits and had once ventured to refuse him begging that he treat
her with love. He had taken her that night with viol ence and pain and she had
never dared refuse himagain. Perhaps that very night their child had been
conceived. A nonth | ater she knew she was pregnant.

From the day she told him Sinistrad never came to her bedroom agai n.

The child in her arnms wailed. Strong hands grabbed Iridal by the hair and

j erked her head back. Strong hands wenched her child from her grasp.

Pl eadi ng, the nother crawl ed fromher bed and stunbl ed after her husband as he
wal ked away, their crying infant in his arnms. But she was too weak. Tangled in
t he bl oodst ai ned bedcl othes, Iridal fell to the floor. One hand caught hold of
hi s robes, draggi ng hi m back

"My baby! Don't take ny baby!"

He regarded her coldly, with disgust. "I told you the day | asked you to be ny
wife what | was. | have never lied to you. You chose not to believe nme, and
that is your own fault. You have brought this upon yourself." Reachi ng down,
he grasped the fabric of his robe and jerked it fromher feeble, clutching
fingers. Turning, he left the room

When he came back | ater that night, he brought another baby-the true child
born to the wetched king and queen of Vol karan and Uyl andi a. Sinistrad handed
it to lridal as one might hand over a puppy found abandoned on the road.

"I want my son!" she cried. "Not the child of sone other poor wonan!"

"Do what you like with it, then," said Sinistrad. H's plan had worked well. He
was al nost in a good hunmor. "Suckle it. Drown it. | don't care."

Iridal took pity on the tiny baby and, hoping that the | ove she | avished on it
woul d be reciprocated on her child so far away, she nursed himtenderly. But
the infant could not adapt to the rarefied atnosphere. He died w thin days,
and sonmething within Iridal died too.

Going to Sinistrad a nonth later in his | aboratory, she told himcalmy and
quietly that she was leaving, returning to the house of her father. In
reality, her plan was to go to the Md Real mand take back her child.

"No, my dear, | think not," replied Sinistrad without |ooking up fromthe text
he was perusing. "My narriage to you lifted the dark cloud fromnme. The others
trust ne now If our plans to escape this realmare to succeed, |I'll need the

hel p of all in our conmunity. They nmust do ny will wi thout question. | cannot



afford the scandal of a separation fromyou."

He | ooked up at her then, and she saw that he knew her plans, he knew the
secrets of her heart.

"You can't stop nme!" lIridal cried. "The mysteries | weave are powerful, for |
amskilled in magic, as skilled as you, husband, who have devoted your life to
your overweening anmbition. | will proclaimyour evil to the world! They will

not follow you, but rise up and destroy you!"

"You're right, ny dear. | cannot stop you. But perhaps you'd like to discuss
this with your father."

Keeping a finger on his place in the book, Sinistrad raised his head and nade
a gesture with his hand. A box of ebony drifted up fromthe table on which it
stood, floated through the air, and cane to rest near the w zard' s book
Opening it with one hand, he lifted out a silver |ocket hanging froma rope of
bl ack velvet. He held out the | ocket to Iridal

"What is it?" She stared at it suspiciously.

"Agift, ny dear. Fromloving husband to loving wife." Hs smle was a knife,
twisting in her heart. "Qpen it."

Iridal took the |ocket with fingers so nunb and cold she nearly dropped it.
Inside was a portrait of her father

"Take care that you do not drop it or break it,"
returning to his reading.

said Sinistrad casually,

Iridal saw, in horror, that the portrait was staring back at her, its trapped,
living eyes pitying, helpless.

Sounds outside the wi ndow roused Iridal from her nelancholy reverie. Rising
weakly and unsteadily fromthe chair, she stared out the casenment. Sinistrad's
dragon was floating through the clouds, its tail cutting the nmist to w spy
shreds that trailed away and vani shed-1i ke dreans, thought Iridal. The

qui cksi |l ver dragon had cone at Sinistrad' s command and now circled round and
round the castle, awaiting its master. The beast was huge, with shining silver
skin, a sinuous thin body, and flaring red eyes. It had no w ngs, but could
fly faster without themthan could its w nged cousins of the Md Realm

Nervous and unpredictable, the nost intelligent of their kind, these

qui cksi | ver dragons, as they were known, could be controlled only by the nost
power ful w zards. Even then, the dragon knew it was enthralled and constantly
fought a nental battle with the spell-caster, forcing the magus who enchant ed
it to be continually on his guard. Iridal watched it out the w ndow The
dragon was al ways novi ng-one nonent twisting itself into a gigantic coil
rearing its head higher than the tallest castle tower; the next, unw nding
itself with lightning speed to wap its |ong body around the castle's

m st - shrouded base. Once Iridal had feared the quicksilver. If it slipped its
magi cal leash, it would kill themall. Now she no | onger cared.

Sini strad appeared, and lIridal involuntarily drew back away fromthe w ndow so
that he would not see her if he happened to glance up. He did not |ook up at
her chanber, however, being far nore concerned with nore inportant matters.
The el ven ship had been sighted; the ship carrying his son. He and the others
in the Council nust nmeet to make final plans and preparations. This was why he
was taking the dragon.



As a nysteriarch of the Seventh House, Sinistrad could have transported
hinself nmentally to the guildhall, dissolving his body and reforning it when
the mind arrived at its destination. That had been his nmeans of entry into the
Md Realm Such a feat was taxing, however, and really inpressive only if
someone was there to see the wizard materialize, supposedly, out of thin air.
El ves were nuch nore likely to be terrified by the sight of a gigantic dragon
than by the refined and delicate techni ques of nental spell-casting.

Sinistrad nmounted the quicksilver, which he had naned CGorgon, and it soared
into the air and out of Metal's sight. Her husband had not once | ooked back
Why shoul d he? He had no fear that she woul d escape him Not anynore. There
were no guards posted round the castle. There were no servants posted to watch
her and report her doings to their master. He had no need of any, could any
have been found. Iridal was her own guard, |ocked up by her shane, held
captive by her terror.

Her hand cl asped round the | ocket. The portrait inside was alive no |onger
Her father had died sone years ago. H s soul trapped by Sinistrad, the body
had withered away. But whenever Iridal |ooked at the image of her father's
face, she could still see the pity in his eyes.

The castle was silent, enpty, nearly as silent and enpty as her heart. She
nmust dress, she told herself drearily, taking off the nightclothes that she
wore alnost all the tine now, the only escape she had was in sleep

Turning fromthe wi ndow, she saw herself in a mrror opposite. Twenty-siXx
cycl es-she | ooked as if she had lived a hundred. Her hair, that had once been
the color of strawberries dipped in golden honey, was now white as the cl ouds
drifting past her window Lifting a brush, she began to listlessly nmake sone
attenpt to untangle the matted tresses.

Her son was coning. She nust make a good inpression. O herw se, Sinistrad
woul d be di spl eased.

CHAPTER 45
NEW HOPE, H GH REALM

SWFT AS I TS NAME, THE QUI CKSI LVER DRAGON BORE SI NI STRAD TO NEW HOPE, THE
capital city of the H gh Realm The nysteriarch was fond of using the dragon
to inpress his own people. No other wi zard had been able to exert a hold over
the highly intelligent and dangerous quicksilver. It would not hurt, in this
critical time, to rem nd the others, once again, why they had chosen himto be
their | eader.

Sinistrad arrived in New Hope to find that the nmagic had al ready been cast.
Shining crystal, towering spires, tree-lined boul evards-he barely recogni zed
the place. Two fell ow nysteriarchs, standing outside the Council Chanber were
| ooki ng extrenely proud of themselves, also extremely fatigued.

Di ppi ng down fromthe sky, Sinistrad gave themtine to fully appreciate his
mount; then he released it, ordering the creature to remain within call and
await his summons.

The dragon opened its fanged nmouth in a gaping snarl, its red eyes flaned with
hatred. Sinistrad turned his back on the creature.

"I tell you, Sinistrad, soneday that dragon's going to break free of the spel
you' ve cast over himand then none of us will be safe. It was a m stake to



capture it," said one of the w zards-an aged nysteriarch-eyeing the
qui cksi | ver askance.

"Have you so little faith in my power?" inquired Sinistrad in a nmld voice
The nysteriarch said nothing, but glanced at his conpanion.

Noting the | ook pass between them Sinistrad guessed correctly that they had
been di scussi ng hi m before he cane.

"What is it?" he demanded. "Let us be honest with each other. | have al ways
i nsisted on that, you know "

"Yes, we know. You rub our noses in your honesty!" said the old nman.

"Come, Balthazar, you know me for what | am You knew what | was when you
voted ne your |eader. You knew | was ruthless, that I would allow nothing to
stand in ny way. Sone of you called ne evil then. You call me that now, and it
is an appellation | do not deny. Yet | was the only one anmong you w th vision
I was the one who devised the plan to save our people. Isn't that so?"

The nysteriarchs | ooked at Sinistrad, glanced at each other, then | ooked
away-one turning his gaze on the beautiful city, the other watching the
qui cksi |l ver dragon vani sh into the cl oudl ess sky.

"Yes, we agree," said one.
"We had no choice," added the other

"Not very conplinmentary, but then, | can do w thout conplinents. Speaking of
whi ch, the work you have done is excellent." Sinistrad gave the spires, the
boul evards, the trees a critical inspection. Reaching out his hand, he touched
the stone of the building before which they were standing. "So good, in fact,

| was forced to wonder if this wasn't all part of it as well! | was

hal f-afraid to enter!"

One of the nysteriarchs smiled bleakly at the wizard's little essay into
hunor. The other-the old man-scow ed, turned, and left him Gathering his
robes about him Sinistrad foll owed his conpani ons, ascending the marble
stairs and passing through the glittering crystal doors of the Wzards'
Gui | dhal |

Inside the hall, talking in solemm and hushed voi ces, were gathered about
fifty wizards. Male and female, they were clad in robes simlar to Sinistrad' s
in make and design, although widely varying in color. Each hue designated a

wi zard's particul ar devotion-green for the | and, deep blue for the sky, red
for fire (or magic of the mind), light blue for water. A few, such as
Sinistrad, wore the black that stood for discipline-iron discipline, the

di scipline that adnmtted no weakness. Wen he strode into the room those
present, who had been conversing together in |ow, excited voices, fell silent.
Each bowed and stepped aside, form ng an opening in their ranks through which
he wal ked.

d anci ng about him nodding to friends here, noting enenmies there, Sinistrad
nmoved w t hout haste through the large hall. Made of marble, the CGuildhall was
bl eak, enpty, and unadorned. No tapestries graced its walls, no statues
decorated its doorways, no wi ndows admtted the sunlight, no magic dispelled
the gloom The dwellings of the nysteriarchs in the Md Real m had been
renowned t hroughout the world as the nost marvel ous of all hunan creations.
Remenbering the beauty from which they had come, the w zards found the



starkness and austerity of the Guildhall in the H gh Real mchilling. Hands
thrust into the sleeves of their robes, they stood well away fromthe walls
and appeared to try to avoid | ooki ng anywhere except at each other or their
| eader - Si ni strad.

He was the youngest anong them Every nysteriarch there could renenber him
first entering the Guildhall-a well-built youth, inclined to be servile and
sniveling. H s parents had been anpbng the earliest of the exiles to succunb up
here, |eaving hi morphaned. The others felt sorry for the young nman, but not
unduly. There were, after all, many orphans at that time. Imrersed in their
own probl ens-whi ch were nmonunental -no one had paid nmuch attention to the young
wi zar d.

Humman wi zards had their own version of history that was, nuch |ike any other
race's history, distorted by their own perspective. Follow ng the Sundering,
the Sartan had brought the people-not first to Aristagon, as the elves would
have it-but here, to this real mbeneath a magi cal dome. The hunans,
particularly the wi zards, worked extrenmely hard to make this real mnot only
habi t abl e but beautiful. It seemed to themthat the Sartan were never around
to help, but were always off sonewhere on "inportant" business.

On the infrequent occasions when the Sartan returned, they lent their
assistance, utilizing their rune magic. Thus it was that fabul ous buil dings
were created, the dome was strengthened. The coralite bore fruit, water was in
abundance. The human wi zards were not particularly grateful. They were

envi ous. They coveted the rune magic.

Then came the day when the Sartan announced the M d Real m bel ow was suitable
for habitation. Humans and el ves were transported to Aristagon, while the
Sartan remai ned above in the H gh Realm The Sartan gave the reason for the
nove the fact that the domed | and was getting too crowded. The human wi zards
beli eved that the Sartan had cast them out because the wi zards were beconing
t oo know edgeabl e about the rune magic.

Ti me passed, and the elves grew strong and united under their powerful w zards
and the humans turned into barbaric pirates. The human w zards watched t he
rise of the elves with outward di sdain and i nward fear

They said to thenselves, "If only we had the rune magic, then we could destroy
the elves!™”

I nstead of hel ping their own people, therefore, they began to concentrate
their magic on finding ways to return to the H gh Realm At length, they
succeeded and a large force of the nost powerful magi-the

nmysteri archs-ascended to the H gh Realmto challenge the Sartan and take back
what they had cone to see as rightfully their |and.

This the humans called the War of Ascension, only it wasn't nmuch of a war. The
nmysteriarchs woke one norning to find the Sartan gone, their dwellings enpty,
their cities abandoned. The wi zards returned victorious to their people, only
to find the Md Realmin chaos-torn by war. It was all they could do to manage
to stay alive, much less try to use their magic to nove the people to the

Prom sed Land.

Finally, after years of suffering and hardship, the mysteriarchs were able to
| eave the Md Real mand enter the land their | egends held was beauti ful
bountiful, safe, and secure. Here, too, they hoped to discover at last the
secrets of the runes. It all seemed a wonderful dream It would soon turn to a
ni ght mar e



The runes kept their secrets and the nysteriarchs discovered to their horror
how much of the beauty and bounty of the |land had depended on the runes. Crops
grew, but not in the nunbers needed to feed the people. Fani ne swept the |and.
Wat er was scarce and becane scarcer-each famly having to expend i mense
amounts of magic in order to produce it. Centuries of inbreeding had already
weakened the wi zards and further inbreeding in this closed real mproduced
frightful genetic defects that could not be cured with magic. These children
di ed and, eventually, few children were born. Mst horrifying, it becane
obvious to the nysteriarchs that the magi c of the dome was fading.

They woul d have to |l eave this realm yet how could they, wi thout proclaimnmng
their failure, their weaknesses? One man had an idea. One man told them how it
could be done. They were desperate, they |istened.

As tinme passed and Sinistrad did well in his magical studies, surpassing nany
of the elders in his power, he ceased to be servile and began to flaunt his
abilities. H s elders were displeased and di sgusted when he changed his nane
to Sinistrad, but they thought little of it at the time. Back in the Md
Realm a bully might call himself Brute or Thug or some ot her tough-sounding
nane in order to garner respect he hadn't earned. It meant not hing.

The nysteriarchs had ignored the name change, just as they had ignored
Sinistrad. Oh, a few spoke out-Iridal's father being one of them A fewtried
to make their fell ows see the young man's overweeni ng anbition, his ruthless
cruelty, his ability to mani pul ate. Those who spoke the warni ngs were not
heeded. Iridal's father lost his only | oved daughter to the man, and |lost his
life in Sinistrad's magical captivity. None of the w zards knew that, however.
The prison had been created so skillfully that no one ever noticed. The old
wi zard wal ked about the land, visited his friends, perforned his duties. If
any remarked that he seemed listless and sorrowful, all knew he grieved over
hi s daughter's marriage. None knew that the old nan's soul had been held
hostage, like a bug in a glass jar.

| mperceptibly, patiently, the young wi zard cast his web over all the surviving
wi zards of the H gh Realm The filanents were practically invisible, light to
the touch, barely felt. He didn't weave a gigantic web for all to see, but
deftly wrapped a line around an arm wound a coil around a foot, holding them
so lightly that they never knew they were held at all until the day came when
they coul dn't move

Now t hey were stuck fast, caught by their own desperation. Sinistrad was
right. They had no choice. They had to rely on him for he was the only one
who had been smart enough to plan ahead and nmake sone provision to escape
their beautiful hell.

Sinistrad arrived at the front of the hall. He caused a gol den podiumto
spring up fromthe floor and, nounting it, turned to address his fell ows.

"The el f ship has been sighted. My son is aboard. In accordance wth our
plans, | shall go to neet and guide it-"

"W never agreed to allow an elven vessel inside the done," spoke out a fenale
nmysteriarch. "You said it would be a small ship, piloted by your son and his
oafi sh servant."

"I was forced to effect a change in plans," replied Sinistrad, his lips
creasing in a thin and unpleasant smile. "The first ship was attacked by el ves
and crashed on Drevlin. My son was able to take over this elven vessel. The
child holds their captain in thrall. There are no nore than thirty elves on
board the ship, and only one w zard-a very weak w zard, of course. | think we



can deal with that situation, don't you?"

"Yes, in the old days," answered a woman. "One of us could have dealt with
thirty elves. But now..." Her voice trailed away as she shook her head.

"That is why we have worked our magic, created the illusions." Sinistrad
gestured toward the outside of the Guildhall. "They will be intimdated by the
sight alone. W will have no trouble fromthem?"

"Way not neet themat the firmanent, take your son, and let themgo on their
way?" denmanded the aged nysteriarch known as Bal t hazar

"Because, you doddering fool, we need their vessel!" Sinistrad hissed, clearly
growi ng angry at the questioning. "Wth it we can transport |arge nunbers of
our people back down to the Md Real m Before, we would have been forced to
wait until we could either acquire vessels or enchant nore dragons.”

"So what do we do with the el ves?" asked the woman.

Everyone | ooked to Sinistrad. They knew the answer as well as he did; they
wanted to hear himsay it.

He said it, wthout pause, wi thout hesitation. "W kill them"

The silence was | oud and echoi ng. The aged nysteriarch shook his head. "No. |
won't be a party to this."

"Why not, Balthazar? You killed el ves enough back in the Md Realm™
"That was war. This is nurder."
"War is 'us or them' This is war. It is either us or them"

The nysteriarchs around hi m nmurmured, seenming to agree. Several began to argue
with the old wizard, trying to persuade himto change his stance. "Sinistrad
is right," they said. "It is war! It can never be anything el se between our
races." And "After all, Sinistrad's only trying to | ead us hone."

"I pity you!" Balthazar snarled. "I pity you all! He"-pointing at
Sinistrad-"is |l eading you, all right. Leading you around by the nose I|ike
fatted calves. And when he's ready to dine, he'll slaughter the lot of you and
feed off your flesh. Bah! Leave me alone! 1'Il die up here sooner than foll ow
hi m back there."

The old wi zard stal ked toward the door

"And so you will, graybeard,” muttered Sinistrad beneath his breath. "Let him
go," he said al oud, when sone of his fell ows would have gone after the w zard.
"Unl ess there are any others who want to | eave with hin®"

The nysteriarch cast a swift, searching gl ance around the room gathering up
the tendrils of his web and tugging it tighter and tighter. No one el se
managed to break free. Those who had once struggled were now so weak with
fear, they were eager and ready to do his bidding.

"Very well. | will bring the elven ship through the dorme. | will renove nmy son
and his conpanions to ny castle.” Sinistrad m ght have told his people that
one of his son's conpanions was a skilled assassin-a nman who coul d take the

bl ood of the elves on his own hands and | eave those of the nysteriarchs clean
But Sinistrad wanted to harden his people, force themto sink | ower and | ower



until they would willingly and unquestioningly do anything he asked. "Those of
you who volunteered to learn to fly the elf ship know what you are to do. The

rest nust work to maintain the city's spells. Wen the time comes, | will give
the signal and we will act."

He gazed at themall, studied each pallid, grimface, and was satisfied. "Qur
pl ans are progressing well. Better than we had anticipated, in fact. Traveling

with ny son are several who may be of use to us in ways we had not foreseen
One is a dwarf fromthe Low Real m The el ves have exploited the dwarves for
centuries. It is likely we can turn the Gegs, as they call thenselves, to war.
Anot her is a human who clains to come froma real mbeneath the Low Real ma
real m none of us previously knew existed. This news could be extrenely

val uable to all of us."

There were nmurnurs of approval and agreemnent.

"My son brings information about the human ki ngdons and the el ven revol ution
all of which will be npbst hel pful when we set about to conquer them And, nost
i nportant, he has seen the great machine built by the Sartan on the Low Real m
At last we may be able to unravel the nystery of the so-called Kicksey-W nsey
and turn it, too, to our use."

Sinistrad raised his hands in a blessing. "Go forth now, ny people. Go forth
and know that as you do so you are stepping out into the world, for soon
Arianus will be ours!"”

The neeting broke up with cheering, nobst of it enthusiastic. Sinistrad stepped
down fromthe podiumand it disappeared-magi c had to be carefully rationed,
expended only on that which was essential. Many stopped himto congratul ate
himor to ask questions, clearing up small details about the plan of action.
Several asked politely after his health, but no one inquired about his wife.
Iridal had not been present at a council neeting in ten cycles, ever since the
guild voted to go along with Sinistrad's plot-to take her child and exchange
it for the human prince. The guild nmenbers were just as well pleased Irida

did not attend the neetings. They still, after all this tine, found it
difficult to ook into her eyes.

Sinistrad, mndful of the need to conmmence his journey, shook off the
hangers-on who crowded round himand nade his way fromthe Guildhall. A nental
conmand brought the quicksilver dragon to the very foot of the stairs of the
hall. G owering at the wi zard balefully, the dragon neverthel ess suffered the
nmysteriarch to nount its back and command it to do his bidding. The dragon had
no choice but to obey Sinistrad; it was enthralled. In this the creature was
unli ke the wi zards standing in the shadowy doorway of the CGuildhall. They had
gi ven thenselves to Sinistrad of their own free will.

CHAPTER 46
THE FI RVAMENT

THE ELVEN DRAGONSHI P HUNG MOTI ONLESS IN THE THI N, CH LL AIR HAVI NG REACHED
the floating chunks of ice known as the firmanment, it had cone to a halt, no
one daring to proceed further. Ice floes ten tines |larger than the vesse

| ooned above them Snaller boulders circled the nore nassive chunks; the air
glistened with tiny droplets of frozen water. The sun's glare off the

fl oebergs dazzl ed the eye; no one could look at themdirectly w thout being
bl i nded. How thick the firmnment was, how far it reached, was anyone's guess.
No one, except the nysteriarchs and the Sartan, had ever flown this high and
returned to give an account of their journey. Maps had been drawn from



specul ation, and now everyone on board ship knew themto be inaccurate. No one
had guessed the nysteriarchs had passed through the firmanment to build their
real mon the other side.

"Natural defense barrier," said Hugh, peering with narrowed eyes at the awful
beauty outside the porthole. "No wonder they've kept their wealth undi sturbed
all these years."

"How do we get through it?" asked Bane. The child was standing on tip-toe to
see.

"We don't."
"But we have to!" The prince's voice shrilled. "I have to get to ny father!"

"Kid, one of the ice boulders-even a little one-hits us, and our bodies wl|
be just another star twinkling in the dayti me sky. Maybe you better tell daddy
to cone get you."

Bane's face snoothed, the flush of anger faded. "Thank you for the suggestion,
Sir Hugh." H's hand cl asped around the feather. "I'Il do just that. And I'I

be certain to tell himall you' ve done for nme. Al of you." H s glance
enconpassed everyone from Alfred to a beauty-dazed Li nbeck, to Haplo's dog.
"I"'mcertain he'll reward you ... as you deserve."

Ski ppi ng across the deck, Bane plunked hinmself down in a corner of the hold
and, closing his eyes, apparently began to conmune with his father

"I didn't like that little pause he put in between 'reward and 'deserve,' "
remarked Haplo. "What's to keep this wi zard fromsnatching his kid and sending
us up in flames?"

"Not hi ng, | suppose,” answered Hugh, "except that he wants sonething and it's
not just his little boy. herwise, why go to all this trouble?"

"Sorry, you've lost ne."

"Alfred, come here. Look, you said that this Sinistrad came to the castle at
ni ght, sw tched babies, and then left. How d he nanage that with guards al
around?"

"The mysteriarchs have the power to transport thenselves through the air.
Trian explained it thus to His Majesty the king: the spell is done by neans of
sendi ng the nind on ahead of the body. Once the mind is firmy established in
a particular location, it can call for the body to join it. The only

requi renment to the spell-caster is that he must have previously visited the

pl ace, so that he can nmentally call up an accurate picture of where he's

goi ng. The nysteriarchs had often visited the Royal Palace on Uyl andia, which
is nearly as old as the world."

"But he couldn't, for exanple, send hinself to the Low Real mor the elven

pal ace on Aristagon?"

"No, sir, he couldn't. Not nmentally, at |east. None of them could. The elves
hated and feared the nysteriarchs and never allowed themin their kingdom The
Wi zards couldn't travel to the Low Real mthat way either, since they'd never
been there before. They'd have to rely on other neans of transport . . . Oh, |
see your point, sir!"

"Uh-huh. First Sinistrad tried to get ny ship. That failed, and now he has
this one. If he-"



"Hush, conpany,” rmurnured Hapl o.

The door to the brig opened and Captain Bothar'el, flanked by two crew
menbers, entered. "You"-he pointed to Hugh- "come with ne."

Shruggi ng, the Hand did as he was told, not sorry to get a glinpse of what was
goi ng on above. The door slamed shut behind them the guard |ocked it, and
Hugh followed the elf up the ladder to the top deck. It was not until he
arrived on the bridge that he noticed Haplo's dog trotting at his heels.

"Where did that cone fron?" The captain glared at the animal irritably. The
dog gazed up at him brown eyes shining, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

"I don't know. He followed nme, | guess."

"M dshi pman, get that thing off the bridge. Take it back to its master and
tell himto keep an eye on it or I'Il toss it overboard."

"Yes, sir.

The m dshi pman bent down to pick up the dog. The ani nmal's deneanor changed
instantly. Its ears flattened and the tail ceased waggi ng and began a sl ow and
om nous brush fromside to side. The lips parted in a snarl, a | ow grow

runbl ed in the chest.

"I'f you are fond of those fingers,"
themto yourself."

the animal seened to say, "you better keep
The mi dshi pman took the dog's advice. Putting his hands behind his back, he

| ooked questioningly and fearfully at his captain.

"Dog . . ." tried Hugh experimentally. The animal's ears lifted slightly. It
gl anced at him keeping one eye fixed on the nidshipman but letting Hugh know
it considered hima friend.

"Here, dog," ordered Hugh, clunsily snapping his fingers.

The dog turned his head, asking himif he was sure about this.

Hugh snapped his fingers again, and the dog, with a parting snarl at the

hapl ess el f, ambled over to Hugh, who patted it awkwardly. It sat down at his
feet.

“It'"ll be all right. 1'"ll watch him"

"Captain, the dragon is closing on us," reported a | ookout.

"Dragon?" Hugh | ooked at the elf.

Captain Bothar'el, in answer, pointed.

Hugh wal ked over to the ship's porthole and stared out. Threading its way

t hrough the firmanent, the dragon was barely visible, appearing as a river of
silver flow ng anmong the fl oebergs- a river of silver with two flam ng red
eyes.

"Do you know its type, human?"

"A quicksilver." Hugh had to pause, to think of the elven word.



"Silindistani."
"We can't outrun it,"” said Captain Bothar'el. "Look at its speed! It is
wel | -named. We'll have to fight."

"I don't think so," offered Hugh. "My guess is we're about to neet the boy's
father."

El ves dislike and distrust dragons intensely. The elf w zards' magi ¢ cannot
control them and the know edge that humans can has al ways throbbed like a
rotting tooth in the elven nmouth. The el ves aboard the ship were nervous and
ill-at-ease in the presence of the quicksilver dragon. It wound and withed
and twisted its long, shining body around their vessel. The elves shifted
their heads constantly to keep the creature in view, or jumped in startlenent
whenever the head shot up in a place where it had not been two seconds
earlier. Such nervous reactions appeared to amuse the nysteriarch standing on
the bridge. Though the w zard was graci ousness itself, Hugh could see the
glint beneath the | ashless eyelids, and a srmall smile flickered occasionally
across the thin and bl oodl ess Iips.

"I ameternally in your debt, Captain Bothar'el," said Sinistrad. "My child
means nmore to me than all the treasures of the High Realm" Looking down at
t he boy, who was clinging to his hand and gazing up at himin unfeigned
admration, Sinistrad enlarged his snile

"I was glad to be of service. As the boy expl ained, we are now consi dered
outl aws by our people. W nust find and join the rebel forces. He pronised us
payment - "

"Ch, and you will receive it, in abundance, | assure you. And you nust see our
enchanting real mand neet our people. W have so few guests. W becone quite
weary of each other. Not that we encourage visitors," Sinistrad added
delicately. "But this is a special circunstance.”

Hugh gl anced at Hapl o, who had been brought to the bridge with the other
"guests" upon Sinistrad's arrival. The assassin would have |liked very much to
get somre indication of what Haplo thought of all this. They couldn't speak, of
course, but even a raised eyebrow or a quick wink would tell Hugh that Haplo
wasn't swallowing this honeyed fruit either. But Haplo was staring at
Sinistrad so intently the man m ght have been counting the pores in the

wi zard's | ong nose.

"I will not risk flying my ship through that." Captain Bothar'el indicated the
firmament with a nod of his head. "G ve us what you have"-the elf's gaze fixed
on several fine jewels adorning the fingers of the nysteriarch-"and we will
return to our realm"™

Hugh coul d have told the elf he was wasting his breath.

Sinistrad would never let this ship slip through his
r uby- and- di anond- spar kl i ng hands.

He didn't. "The journey might be the tiniest bit difficult, captain, but not

i mpossi bl e and certainly not dangerous. | will be your guide and show you the
saf e passage through the firmanent." He gl anced around the bridge. "Surely you
will not refuse to allow your crew the chance to view the wonders of our

real n?"

The | egendary wealth and spl endor of the H gh Real m made real by the sight of
the jewels the wizard wore with such carel ess ease, kindled a flane that



burned up fear and-so Hugh saw in the crew s eyes-comon sense. He felt a coo
pity for the elven captain, who knew he was flying into a spiderweb but who
could do nothing to stop hinself. If he gave the order to | eave this place and
return home, he'd be the one returning-the hard way, head over heel s through
several mles of enpty sky.

"Very well," Bothar'el said ungraciously. A cheer fromthe crew died out with
the flash in the captain's eye.

"May | ride with you on the dragon, papa?" asked Bane.
"OfF course, ny son." Sinistrad ran a hand through the boy's fair hair. "And
now, nuch as | would enjoy staying and talking further with all of you,
especially nmy new friend Li nbeck here" -Sinistrad bowed to the Geg, who bobbed
awkwardly back- "ny wife is waiting nost inpatiently to see her child. Wnen.
What loving little creatures they are.”

Sinistrad turned to the captain. "I have never flown a ship, but it occurs to
me that the major problemyou will encounter passing through the firmanent is
ice formng on the wings. | amcertain, however, that this nost skilled

col | eague of mne"-he bowed to the ship's wi zard, who returned the courtesy
respectfully, if guardedly-"can melt it."

H s armaround his son, Sinistrad started to |eave, using his nagic to
transport himthe short distance back to the dragon. Their bodies had faded to
al nrost not hi ng when he paused and fixed a glittering-eyed gaze upon the
captain. "Follow the path of the dragon,"” he said, "exactly." And he was gone.
"So what do you think of hinP" Hugh asked Hapl o in an undertone as both mnen,
plus the dog, Alfred, and Linbeck, were escorted back to the brig.

"The wi zard?"
"Who el se?"

"Ch, he's powerful," said Hapl o, shrugging. "But not as powerful as I'd
expect ed. "

Hugh grunted. He'd found Sinistrad daunting. "And what did you expect-a
Sartan?"

Hapl o gl anced sharply at Hugh, saw it was a joke. "Yeah," he answered,
gri nni ng.

CHAPTER 47
THE FI RVAMENT

THE CARFA' SHON SAl LED THROUGH THE | CE FLOES, LEAVI NG A SPARKLI NG TRAI L OF
crystals swirling and glittering in its wake. The cold was bitter. The ship's
wi zard had been forced to draw magi cal heat fromthe |living and working areas
of the ship and use it to keep the rigging, the cables, the wi ngs, and the
hull free of the ice that rained down on themwith a rattling noise, sounding
so Linbeck said, like mllions of dried peas.

Hapl o, Linbeck, Alfred, and Hugh huddl ed for warnth around the small brazier
in the hold. The dog had curled up in a ball, its nose buried in its bushy
tail, and was fast asleep. None of the four spoke. Linbeck was too awed by the
sights he had seen and expected to see. What Hapl o m ght be thinking was



anybody' s guess. Hugh was considering his options.

Murder is out. No assassin worth his dagger takes on the job of killing a

wi zard, let alone a nmysteriarch! This Sinistrad is powerful. Wat am| saying?
This man is power itself! He hums with it like a lightning rod in a

t hunderstorm If only I could figure out why he wants ne now, when he tried to
kill nme once before. Wy am | suddenly so val uabl e?

"Why did you nmake ne bring Hugh, father?"

The qui cksilver dragon threaded its way through the ice floes. It was noving
wi t h unusual sl owness, being held back by Sinistrad so that the elven ship
could follow. The lethargic pace irritated the dragon, who, in addition, would
have |iked very much to dine on the sweet-snelling creatures inside the ship.

But it knew better than to challenge Sinistrad. The two had waged nunerous
magi cal battles before, and Gorgon had always lost. It hated the wizard with a
grudgi ng respect.

"I may need Hugh the Hand, Bane. He is a pilot, after all."
"But we have a pilot-the elf captain.”

"My dear child, you have much to learn. So begin learning it now. Never trust
el ves. Though their intelligence is equal to that of hunmans, they are

| onger-lived, and tend to gain in wi sdom In ancient days, they were a noble
race and humans were, as the elves are wont to sneer, little nore than aninals
conpared to them But the elf wi zards could not |eave well enough al one. They
were, in fact, jealous of us."

"I saw the wi zard take the dead elf's soul,"
remenbered awe.

i nterrupted Bane, hushed wth

"Yes." Sinistrad sneered. "That was how they thought to fight us."

"l don't understand, father."

"It is inmportant that you do, my son, and quickly, for we will be dealing with
an elven ship's wizard. Let ne describe to you, briefly, the nature of nagic.
Bef ore the Sundering, spiritual and physical magic-like all other elenents in
the worl d-were bl ended together in all people. After the Sundering, the world
was split into its separate elenments, at |east so the | egends of the Sartan
tell us, and this happened with magic.

"Each race naturally seeks to use the power of magic to make up for its own
deficiencies. Thus, elves, tending naturally toward the spiritual, needed
magi ¢ to hel p enhance their physical powers. They studied the art of granting
magi cal powers to physical objects that could work for them™

"Li ke the dragonshi p?"

"Yes, like the dragonship. Humans, on the other hand, were better able to
control the physical world, and so sought additional power through the
spiritual. To comunicate with animals, to force the wind to do our bidding,
the stones to rise up at our comrand-thi s becane our greatest talent. And,
because of our concern with the spiritual, we developed the ability of nental
magi ¢, of training our minds to alter and control physical |aws."

"That's why | could fly."



"Yes, and if you had been an elf, you would have |ost your life, for they do
not possess such power. The elves poured all of their arcane skill into

physi cal objects and studied the art of nental manipul ation. An elven w zard
wi th his hands bound is hel pl ess. A hunan w zard, under the sane

ci rcunmst ances, need sinmply tell hinself that his wists are shrinking in size
and it will be true. Thus he can slip out of his bonds."

"Fat her," said Bane, |ooking backward, "the ship's stopped.™

"So it has." Sinistrad checked an inpatient sigh and reined in the dragon
"That ship's wizard of theirs nmust be nothing nore than Second House if he
can't keep the ice off their wings any better than this!"

"And so we have two pilots." Bane tw sted around in the dragon saddle in order
to get a better look at the ship. The elves had been forced to take axes to
the ice that had formed on the cables.

"Not for long," said Sinistrad.

If he's going to use this vessel, the wizard needs a pilot. This question
settled, Hugh took out his pipe and began to fill it sparingly with his

dwi ndl i ng supply of tobacco. And now the wi zard has two pilots-ne and the el f.
He can keep us both guessing, play us one off the other. Wnner |ives, |oser
dies. O maybe not. Maybe he won't trust the elf at all. Interesting. | wonder
if I should tip off Bothar'el?

Li ghting his pipe, Hugh gazed at the others from beneath hooded |ids. Linbeck
Why Li nbeck? And Hapl o. Where does he fit in?

"The Geg you' ve brought, ny son. You say he's the | eader of his people?"

"Well, sort of." Bane squirmed unconfortably. "It wasn't nmy fault. | tried to
get their king-they call himthe head forenman-"

"Hi gh Froman."

"-but that other man wanted this Linbeck to come and" -the boy shrugged-"he
cane. "

"What ot her man?" Sinistrad asked. "Al fred?"

"No, not Alfred," Bane said scornfully. "The other man. The qui et one. The one
with the dog."

Sinistrad cast his mind around the bridge of the ship. He did recall seeing
some ot her human but couldn't bring his face to menory. Nondescript, a kind of
gray blur. That nmust be the one fromthe newy discovered realm

"Per haps you shoul d have cast the enchantnent over him convinced himthat he
want ed what you wanted. Didn't you try?"

"OfF course, father!" Bane said, his cheeks flushed wth indignation
"Then what happened?"
Bane ducked his head. "It didn't work."

"What? Could it be possible that Trian actually managed to di srupt the spell?
O perhaps this man has a charm"”



"No, he doesn't have anything except a dog. | don't like him He came al ong
and | didn't want himto but | couldn't stop him Wen the enchant nent went
out to him it didn't work like it does on nost people. Everyone else sort of
absorbs it, like a sponge sucking up water. Wth himthat Haplo-it just
bounced ri ght back."

"I nmpossi bl e. He must have a hidden charm or else it was your imagination."
"No, it wasn't either of those, father."

"Bah! What do you know? You're just a child. This Linmbeck is the |eader of
some sort of rebellion anmong the people, isn't that right?"

Bane, head down, pouted, refused to answer.

Si ni strad brought the dragon to a halt. The ship was | unbering al ong behi nd,
its wings brushing the edges of floebergs that could smash its hull into
fragnments. Twisting in the saddle, the mysteriarch caught hold of his son's
jaw with his hand and jerked the boy's face upward. Hi s grip was painful
Bane's eyes filled with tears.

"You will answer pronptly any question | put to you. You will do ny bidding

wi t hout argument or back talk. You will, at all tinmes, treat me with respect.

I do not blame you for your lack of it now You have been around those who did
nothing to conmand it, who were not worthy of it. But that has changed. You
are with your father now Never forget that."

"No, " whi spered Bane.
"No, what?" The grip tightened.
"No, father!" Bane gasped.

Satisfied, Sinistrad rel eased the boy, rewarding Bane with a slight w dening
of the thin, bloodless |ips. He turned back to face forward, ordering the
dragon on.

The wizard's fingers left white indentations on the boy's cheek, purplish

marks on his jaw. Thoughtful, Bane was silent, trying to rub away the pain
with his hand. His tears had not fallen and he blinked them back fromhis

eyes, swallowed those in his throat.

"Now, answer my question. This Linmbeck is | eader of a rebellion.™
"Yes, father."

"And so he could be useful to us. At the very least, he will provide
i nformati on about the nachine.”

"I made draw ngs of the machine, father."

"Did you?" Sinistrad glanced behind him "Good ones? No, don't take them out.
They m ght blow away. | will | ook them over when we reach hone."

Hugh puffed slowy on his pipe, feeling nore rel axed. Watever the w zard was
pl otting, Linmbeck would provide himinformation and access to the Low Real m
But Haplo. Try to figure that one. Unless he just came al ong by accident. No.
Hugh gazed at the man intently. Haplo was teasing the sleeping dog, tickling
its nose with its tail. The dog sneezed, woke up, |ooked around irritably for
the fly, and, not finding it, went back to sleep. Hugh thought back to their



i mprisonnent on Drevlin, to the riveting shock he'd experienced seeing Haplo
standi ng beside the grille. No, Hugh couldn't inmagine Hapl o doi ng anything by
accident. This was by design, then. But by whose?

Hugh's gaze shifted to Al fred. The chanberlain was staring into nothing, his
face the face of one who wal ks in a waking nightmare. \Wat had happened to him
in the Low Real n? And why was he here, other than that the kid wanted to bring
al ong his servant? But Bane hadn't brought Al fred, Hugh renenbered. The
chanber | ain had tagged al ong of his own accord. And was still tagging.

"And what about Al fred?" Sinistrad asked. "Wy did you bring hinP"

The nysteriarch and his son were nearing the edge of the firmanent. The bergs
were becom ng smaller and the di stances between them farther apart. Ahead of
them sparkling in the distance, shining through the ice |like an enmerald set
am dst di anonds, was what Sinistrad said was the High Realm 1In the distance,
behi nd them they could hear a ragged cheer lift fromthe elven ship.

"He found out about King Stephen's plan to have ne murdered," Bane answered
his father, "and he canme along to protect ne."

"He doesn't know nore than that?"
"He knows |'myour son. He knows about the enchantnent."

"Al'l the fools know about it. That's what nade it so effective. They were so
delightfully aware of their own hel pl essness. But that wasn't what | neant.
Does Al fred know you mani pul ated your parents and that idiot Trian into

thi nking that they were the ones responsible for casting you out? Is that why
he cane?"

"No. Alfred canme because he can't help hinmself. He has to be with ne. He's not
smart enough to do anything else.”

"It will be handy to have himw th you when you return. He can verify your
story."
"Return? Return where?" Bane | ooked frightened. He clung to his father. "I'm

going to stay with you!"

"Why don't you rest now? W'll be hone soon and I want you to nmake a good
i npression on ny friends."

"And on not her?" Bane settled hinmself nore confortably in the saddle.

"Yes, of course. Now, hold your tongue. We are nearing the dome and | rnust
conmuni cate with those waiting to receive us."

Bane rested his head against his father's back. He hadn't told quite all the
truth about Alfred. There had been that strange occurrence in the forest, when

the tree fell on the boy. Al fred thought | was still unconscious, but I

wasn't. | saw. Just what it was | saw, |I'mnot certain. Up here, |I'"'msure to
find out. Perhaps, soneday, I'll ask father. But not now. Not until | learn
what he neant about "returning." Until then, I'Il keep Alfred all to nyself.

Bane nestled closer to Sinistrad.

Hugh dunped the tobacco out of his pipe and, wapping it carefully inits
cloth, placed it snugly against his breast. He'd known all al ong he was maki ng
a mstake com ng up here. But he couldn't help hinmself. The kid had ensorcel ed



hi m Hugh deci ded he could, therefore, quit thinking about his options. He
didn't have any.

CHAPTER 48
NEW HOPE, H GH REALM

GUI DED BY THE MYSTERI ARCH AND THE QUI CKSI LVER DRAGON, THE CARFA' SHON

sail ed through the magi cal dome surrounding the High Realm Elves, humans, and
the Geg pressed their faces against the portholes, staring out at the

marvel ous worl d bel ow them They were dazzled by the extraordinary beauty,
awestruck by the magnificence of what they saw, and each rem nded hi nsel f
uneasily just how powerful were the beings who created these marvels. Wthin
seconds they had left behind a world of frozen, glittering ice and entered a
sun-warmed green land with a shi mering rai nbow hued sky.

The el ves shed the fur coats they had donned to conmbat the frigid cold. Hugh
dunped the charwood out of the brazier into the firebox. The ice began to nelt
fromthe ship, pouring off the hull, falling to the ground bel ow them i ke
rain.

Al'l hands not directly involved with the flying of the ship gazed in w de-eyed
wonder at this enchanted realm There nust be water in abundance, was al nost
everyone's first thought. The ground was covered with |lush vegetation, tal
trees with green | eaves dotted a | andscape of rolling hills. Here and there,
tall pearl spires stood against the sky; broad roads crisscrossed the valleys
and vani shed over the ridges.

Sinistrad flew before them the quicksilver dragon streaking |ike a comet
across the sun-drenched sky, making the graceful dragonship seem | unbering and
clumsy by conparison. They followed his | ead, and ahead of them on the

hori zon, a cluster of spires appeared. Sinistrad ained the dragon's head
toward this location, and as the elven ship drew nearer, all on board saw it
was a gigantic city.

Hugh had once, during his days as a slave, visited the capital city of
Aristagon, of which the elves were very justly proud. The beauty of its
bui | di ngs, which are nade of coralite nmolded into artistic shapes by skilled
el ven craftsnen, are |l egendary. But the jewels of Tribus were common paste and
gl ass when compared to the wondrous city that lay glistening before thema
handf ul of pearls scattered over green velvet with an occasional ruby or
sapphire or di anond set anong them

A silence of profound awe, alnost reverence, filled the elven ship. No one
spoke, as if fearful of disturbing a lovely dream Hugh had been taught by the
Kir nmonks that beauty is epheneral and all man's work will cone to naught but
dust in the end. He'd seen nothing yet in his lifetine to convince him

ot herwi se, but now he began to think maybe he'd been wrong. Tears ran down

Li mbeck' s cheeks; he was constantly forced to renove his spectacl es and wi pe
them of f so that he could see. Alfred appeared to forget whatever inner
torment he was suffering and gazed out on the city with a face softened by
what one night al nbst call mel ancholy.

As for Haplo, if he was inpressed, he didn't show it, other than evincing a
mld interest as he stared with the rest of themout the porthole.

But then, Hugh thought, scrutinizing the man carefully, that face of his never
shows anyt hi ng-fear, elation, worry, happiness, anger. And yet, if one | ooked
carefully, there were traces, alnost |like scars, of enotions that had cut



deep. The man's will alone had smpoothed them out; al nost, but not quite,
erased them No wonder he nakes me want to keep putting my hand to ny sword. |
think I'd al nost prefer an avowed eneny at ny side than Haplo as a friend.

Sitting at Haplo's feet, gazing about with nore interest than its naster
evi nced, the dog suddenly ducked its head and gnawed at its flank, apparently
driven to search out an elusive itch.

The elven ship entered the city. It drifted | ow over w de, flower-Ilined

boul evards that wound anmong tall buildings. Wat these buil dings were made of
was anyone's guess. Smooth and sl eek, they seened to be created out of

pearl s-those gens that are sonetinmes found anong the coralite and are rare and
preci ous as drops of water. The elves sucked in their breaths and gl anced at
each other out of the corners of their alnond eyes. A cornerstone of pearl

al one woul d give themnore wealth than their king hinself possessed. Hugh
rubbing his hands, felt his spirits lift. If he got out of here alive, his
fortune was nade

Droppi ng | ower, they could see, beneath the vessel, upturned faces stare at
them curiously as they passed. The streets were crowded; the city's popul ation
must nunber in the thousands, Hugh reckoned. Sinistrad guided the ship to a
huge central park and indicated, by hand signals, that here they were to drop
anchor. A crowd of w zards had gathered here, gazing at them curiously. Though
none of the magi had ever seen a mechanical contraption such as this, they
were quick to catch hold of the guy ropes tossed over the side by the elves
and fasten themto trees. Captain Bothar'el caused the ship's wings to fold in
al nost conpletely, so that only a small bit of nagic kept the vessel afloat.

Hugh and hi s conpani ons were brought to the bridge and arrived there the sane
nmonent as Sinistrad and Bane appeared, seeming to step out of the air. The
nmysteriarch bowed respectfully to the captain.

"I trust your trip was not unduly difficult? Your ship sustained no damage
fromthe ice?"

"Little, thank you," replied Captain Bothar'el, bowing in turn. "What damage

we sustained we will be able to repair.™

"My people and | will be nost happy to furnish you with material: wood, rope-"
"Thank you, that will not be necessary. W are accustomed to naking do with
what we have." It was obvious that the beauty of this realmand all its wealth

had not blinded Bothar'el's eyes. He was in alien | ands, anbng an eneny race.
Hugh was growing to like this elf. There was, he could see, no need to warn
Bot har' el of his danger.

Sinistrad did not seemoffended. Sniling a rictus smle, he said he hoped the
crew woul d di senbark and take in the pleasures of their city. Several of his
peopl e woul d cone aboard and keep an eye on the sl aves.

"Thank you. I, nyself, and some of ny officers nay |later be pleased to accept
your invitation. As for now, we have work to do. And | would not want to
burden you with responsibility for our slaves."

Sinistrad, it seened, mght have raised an eyebrow had he had one. As it was,
the lines in his forehead lifted slightly, but he said nothing, nerely bowed
again in acqui escence, the smle deepening and darkening. "I could make this
ship mine in five seconds, if | wanted it," said the smle

Captai n Bothar'el bowed, and he, too, smled.



Sinistrad' s gaze slid over Hugh, Linbeck, and Alfred. It seened they |ingered
for sone tinme on Haplo, and the slight crease of a thoughtful frown appeared
bet ween the eyes. Haplo returned the inspection with his quiet, unassuning
expression, and the frown |ine disappeared.

"You will have no objection, | hope, sir, to ny taking these passengers of
yours to meet ny wife and to stay as guests in my house? W are nost behol den
to themfor saving the life of our only child."

Captain Bothar'el replied that he was certain his passengers woul d enjoy
escapi ng the dull routine of shipboard |ife. Hugh, reading between the words,
figured that the elf was glad to be rid of them The hatch opened, a rope

| adder was thrown out. Sinistrad and Bane left the bridge in their usual airy
style; the others descended via the | adder. Hugh was the | ast one to | eave the
ship. Standing in the hatchway, watching the others slowy and clunsily make
their way down, he was startled by a light touch on his arm

Turning, he looked into the eyes of the elf captain.

"Yes," said Bothar'el, "I know what he wants. |I'Il do nmy best to make certain
he doesn't get it. If you come back with noney, we'll get you out of here.
W'll wait for you as long as we can hold out."” The elf's mouth tw sted. "I

expect to be paid as prom sed-one way or the other."

A cry and thud from bel ow announced that Alfred, as usual, had cone to grief.
Hugh said nothing. There was nothing to say. Al was understood. He began to
climb down the | adder. The others were on the ground already, Haplo and

Li mbeck tending a prone and unconscious Al fred. Standing next to Haplo,
licking Alfred's face, was the dog, and it occurred to Hugh to wonder, as he
descended, how the animal or its master had managed such a renarkabl e feat.
Hugh had never heard of a four-legged animal being able to clinb down a rope
| adder. But when he asked the others, no one seened to have noti ced.

A group of twenty nysteriarchs-ten nen and ten wonen-was on hand to wel cone
them Sinistrad introduced them as nystagogues, teachers of the arcane and the
ruling body of the city. They appeared to be of varying ages, though none were
as young as Sinistrad. One couple | ooked to be ancient, their faces w zened
masses of winkles nearly hiding eyes that were shrewd and intelligent and
held in them know edge amassed over who knew how many years. The others were
inmd-life, with firm unlined faces, hair thick and richly colored with only
a few strands of silver or gray at the tenples. They were pleasant and polite,
wel coming visitors to their fair city, offering all in their power to nake the
stay menorabl e.

Mermor abl e. Hugh had a feeling it would be that, at |east. WAl king anong the

wi zards, hearing introductions, he | ooked into eyes that never |ooked into
his, saw faces that m ght have been carved of the pearl substance around them
devoi d of any expression other than polite and proper wel come. H's sense of
danger and unease grew and was nade mani fest by a peculiar incident.

"I was wondering, ny friends, if you would care to wal k about our city and
viewits wonders. My own dwelling is sonme distance away, and you may not have
anot her opportunity to see much of New Hope before you have to | eave."

Al'l agreed and, having ascertained that Alfred was not injured-beyond a bunp
on the head-they followed Sinistrad through the park. Crowds of w zards

gat hered on the grass or sat beneath the trees to stare at them as they
passed. But no one said a word, either to themor to a neighbor. The silence
was eerie, and Hugh felt that he much preferred the thunping and bangi ng of



t he Ki cksey- W nsey.

Reachi ng the sidewal k, he and his compani ons stood anpbng the glittering
bui | di ngs whose spires soared into the rai nbow shi nreri ng sky. Arched doorways
led to cool, shadowy courtyards. Arched wi ndows gave glinpses of fabul ous

[ uxuries inside.

"These to your left belong to the college of the arcane, where we teach our
young. Across are the dwellings of the students and professors. The very
tallest building that you can see fromhere is the seat of governnent, where
sit the menbers of the council, whomyou have just nmet. Ah, | nust warn you of
one thing." Sinistrad, who had been wal king with one hand resting lovingly on
the shoul der of his son, turned around to face them

"The material used in our buildings is nade magically and therefore is not

How shall | put it so that you will understand? Let us say: it is not of
this world. And so it would be a good idea if you, being of the world, did not
touch it. Ah, there, what did | say?"

Li mbeck, ever curious, had reached out his hand to run his fingers over the
snoot h, pearly stone. There was a sizzle, and the Geg yelped in pain and
snhat ched back burned fingers.

"He doesn't understand your |anguage," said Alfred with a rebuking gl ance at
the w zard.

"Then | suggest that one of you translate," returned Sinistrad. "The next
time, it mght cost himhis life."

Li mbeck stared in awe at the buildings, sucking on the tips of his hurt
fingers. Alfred inparted the warning to the Geg in a | ow voi ce and t hey
conti nued on down the street, new wonders continually unfolding before their
eyes. The sidewal ks were massed with people, com ng and going on their

busi ness, and all staring at themcuriously and in siience.

Al fred and Li nbeck kept pace with Bane and Sinistrad. Hugh was doi ng the sane
until he noticed Haplo | aggi ng behind, walking slowy to assist his dog, which
had suddenly developed a linp in one foot. Hugh, answering a silent request,
paused to wait for them They were a long time com ng-the dog was in obvious
di sconfort-and the others drew well ahead. Hapl o stopped and knelt down beside
the animal, seem ngly absorbed in its injury. Hugh joined him

"Wll, what's the nmatter with the nutt?"

"Nothing, really. | wanted to show you sonethi ng. Reach out and touch that
wal | behind nme."

"Are you crazy? You want to see ne burn ny fingers off?"

"Go ahead," said Haplo with his quiet smle. The dog was grinning at Hugh as
if sharing a wonderful secret. "You won't get hurt."

Feeling very nmuch like a boy who can't resist a dare though he knows he'l
only end up in trouble, Hugh gingerly stretched out his hand toward the
pearl-glistening wall. He cringed in expected pain when his fingers touched
the surface, but he felt nothing. Absolutely nothing! H s fingers went

conpl etely through the stone! The building was solid as a cl oud.

"What the...?"



"I'l'lusion," said Haplo. He patted the dog on the flank. "Come on, the w zard's
| ooking at us. Thorn in its paw," he called out to Sinistrad. "I renoved it.
The dog'll be all right now"

Sinistrad regarded them w th narrow eyed suspici on, perhaps wondering where

t he dog had managed to pick up a thorn in the mddle of the city. He continued
on, however, though it seened that his speech about the wonders of New Hope
was a bit forced, the descriptions delivered somewhat bitingly.

Hugh, nystified, nudged Haplo. "Wy?"

Hapl o shrugged. "There's sonething else, too," he said in a | ow voice, the
words com ng out of the corner of his mouth so that, if Sinistrad gl anced
back, they would not seemto be talking. "Take a close |ook at all these
peopl e around us."

"They're a quiet bunch. | can say that for them"

"Look at them Cosely."

Hugh did as he was told. "There is something strange about them" he admtted.
"They look . . ." He paused.

"Fam | iar?"

"Yeah. Famliar. Like |'ve seen them sonewhere before. But that's not
possi ble."

"Yes, it is. If you' re seeing the sane twenty people over and over."

At that noment, alnost as if he had overheard, Sinistrad brought the tour to
an abrupt halt.

"It istinme we traveled on to ny hunble dwelling," he said. "My wife will be
wai ting."
CHAPTER 49

CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM
THE QUI CKSI LVER DRAGON CARRI ED THEM TO SI NI STRAD S DWELLI NG

They did not travel far. The castle seemed to float on a cloud, and conmanded,
whenever the mists parted, a view of the city of New Hope that was

spect acul ar, breathtaking, and-to Hugh's m nd-di sturbing. The buildings, the

peopl e-not hi ng but a dream If so, whose? And why were they being invited-no,
forced-to share it?

Hugh's first action on entering the castle was to take a surreptitious poke at
the wall. He noted Hapl o doing the sanme, and both exchanged gl ances. The
castle, at least, was solid. This was real

And the worman descending the stairs . . . was she real ?

"Ah, there you are, ny dear. | thought you would be out front, waiting
i npatiently to greet your son."

The castle's entry hall was enornmous, its donminating feature a grand staircase
whose marbl e steps were so wi de that a war dragon could have flown up it,
wi ngs fully extended, and never touched the sides. The interior walls were



made of the same snooth, pearlized opal as the outer, and shimered in the
sunlight shining softly through the shifting msts surrounding the castle.
Tapestries of rich and wondrous beauty adorned the walls. Rare and val uabl e
articles of furniture-massive wooden chests, richly carved hi gh-backed
chairs-line the hallway. Ancient suits of human arnor made of precious netals,
inlaid with silver and gold, stood silent guard. The stairs were covered with
a thick, snmooth carpet nade of woven wool .

Hal fway down the stairs, dwarfed by their massive size, they could see-once
Sinistrad had drawn their attention to her-a wonan. She stood frozen, staring
at her child. Bane kept very near Sinistrad, the boy's small hand clinging
tightly to the wizard's. The woman put her hand to a | ocket she wore at her
throat and clasped her fingers round it. Wth her other, she | eaned heavily
agai nst the bal ustrades. She had not stopped on the stair to nake a grand
entrance, to draw all eyes to her. She had stopped, Hugh saw, because she
could go no farther.

Hugh had wondered, briefly, what kind of wonman Bane's nother was. Wat kind of
worman woul d participate in a baby-sw tching. He had thought he knew, and woul d
not have been surprised to see someone as treacherous and anbitious as the
father. Now, seeing her, he realized she was not a perpetrator but a victim

"My dear, have you taken root?" Sinistrad appeared displ eased. "Wy don't you
speak? Qur guests-"

The wonman was going to fall, and wi thout pausing to think, Hugh ran up the
stairs and caught the slunping body in his arns.

"So that's nother," said Bane.

"Yes, nmy son," remarked Sinistrad. "Gentlenen, ny wife, Iridal." He waved a
negl i gent hand at her notionless body. "I nust apol ogize for her. She is weak,
very weak. And now, sirs, if you will followme, | will show you to your
quarters. | amcertain you will want to rest after your fatiguing journey."

"\What about her-your wi fe?" Hugh demanded. He snelled the fragrance of crushed
and faded | avender.

"Take her to her room" said Sinistrad, glancing at her w thout interest.
"It's at the top of the stairs, along the bal cony, second door to the left."

"Should | call a servant to care for her?"

"W have no servants. | find them. . . disruptive. She must care for herself.
As nust you all, I'"'mafraid."

W thout |looking to see if their guests were followi ng, Sinistrad and Bane
turned to the right and wal ked t hrough a door that appeared, seemingly by the
wi zard's conmand, in a blank wall. The others did not imediately go after

hi m Hapl o was idly | ooking around, Alfred was apparently torn between
following his prince and attending to the poor wonan in Hugh's arns, Linbeck

| ooked with frightened round eyes at the door that had materialized out of
solid rock and kept rubbing his ears, perhaps |onging for a whoosh, zuzt, wham
to break the oppressive silence.

"I suggest you follow me, gentlemen. You will never find your way al one. There
are but few fixed roonms in this castle. The rest come and go as we need t hem
| deplore waste, you see."

The ot hers, sonewhat startled by this pronouncenent, made their way through



t he door, Linbeck holding back until A fred gently propelled himforward. Hugh
wonder ed where the dog was, then, |ooking down, saw the aninmal at his feet.

"CGet along!" Hugh snapped, shoving at the dog with a boot.

The ani mal dodged himneatly and remai ned standing on the stair, watching him
with interest, head cocked to one side, ears erect.

The wonman in Hugh's arns stirred faintly and noaned. No ot her assistance from
hi s compani ons being forthcom ng, the assassin turned and carried the wonan up
the stairs. The clinb to the bal cony above was | ong, but the burden he bore
was light, far too light.

He carried her to her room finding it without difficulty by the half-open
door and the faint snell of the sane sweet fragrance that clung to her. Inside
was a sitting room beyond that a dressing room and beyond that her
bedchamber. Passing through the various roonms, Hugh was surprised to see that
they were al nost devoid of furnishings, there were few decorations, and those
that were visible were covered with dust. The atnosphere of these inner
private chanbers was chill and barren. Far different fromthe warm |l uxury of
the entry hall.

Hugh laid Iridal gently upon a bed covered with sheets of finest linen trimed
with lace. He drew a silken coverlet over her thin body and then stood gazing
at her.

She was younger than he had first guessed on seeing her. Her hair was white
but thick and as finely spun as gossaner. The face in repose was sweet,
delicately nol ded, and unlined. Her skin was pale, so dreadfully pale.

Bef ore Hugh could catch the dog, it slipped past and gave the woman's

hand- hangi ng down beside the bed-a swipe with its tongue. Iridal stirred and
woke. Her eyes fluttered open. She | ooked up at Hugh, and fear contorted her
features.

"Go now " she whispered. "You must go!"

The sound of chanting greeted the sun in the chill nmorning. It was the
song of bl ack-robed nonks descending on the village, driving away the ot her
carrion birds:

each new child's birth, we die in our hearts, truth black, we are shown, death
al ways returns,

Wth . . . with. . . with.

Hugh and ot her boys trudged behind, shivering in their thin clothing, their
bare feet stunbling nunmbly over frozen ground. They had cone to | ook forward
to the warnmth of the terrible fires that would soon be burning in this

vi | | age.

There were no living people to be seen; only the dead, lying in the streets
where their relatives had tossed the plague-infested bodies, then gone into
hi di ng against the coming of the Kir. At a few doors, however, stood baskets
of food or perhaps-nore precious-jugs of water, the village's paynment for
servi ces rendered.

The nonks were accustoned to this. They went about their grim business,
gat hering the bodies, hauling themto the | arge open area where the orphans
they sheltered were already heaping up charcrystal. Qher boys, Hugh anong



them ran down the street gathering up the thank-offerings that woul d be
carried back to the nonastery. Coming to one doorway, he heard a sound and
paused in the act of lifting a |loaf of bread froma basket. He | ooked inside.

"Mother," said a little boy, starting to approach a worman |ying on the bed
"I'"m hungry. Way don't you get out of bed? It's tine for our breakfast."

"I can't get up this norning, dear." The nmother's voice, though gentle,
apparently sounded strange and unfamiliar to the child, because it frightened
him "No, ny sweet darling. Don't come near nme. | forbid it." She drew a
breath and Hugh could hear it wheeze in her lungs. Her face was already as
white as those of the corpses lying in the street, but he saw that once she
had been pretty. "Let me |look at you, Mkal. You will be good while .

while |I'msick. Do you prom se? Prom se ne," she said weakly.

"Yes, nother, | pronise."

"Go now" the woman said in a | ow voi ce. Her hands cl enched the bl ankets. "You
must go. G ... fetch nme sone water."

The child turned and ran toward Hugh, who was standing in the doorway. Hugh
saw t he woman's body jerk in agony, then go rigid, then linp. The eyes stared
up at the ceiling.

"I must get water, water for nmother,"” the child said, |ooking up at Hugh. H s
back was turned; he had not seen

"I'"ll help carry it," said Hugh. "You hold this." He handed the boy the bread.
M ght as well get the child accustoned to his new life.

Taking the little boy by the hand, Hugh led himaway fromthe house. In the
child' s arns was the | oaf of bread, baked by a woman just as she was probably
beginning to feel the first synptons of the disease that would shortly claim
her. Behind him Hugh could still hear the soft echo of the nother's comand,
sendi ng her child away so that he would not see her die.

"Go now "

Water. Hugh lifted a carafe and poured a glass. Iridal did not glance at it,
but kept her gaze fixed on him

"You!" Her voice was |low and soft. "You are . . . one of them. . . with ny
son?"

Hugh nodded. The wonan rose, half-sitting in bed, propped up on her arm Her
face was pale, there was a fever in her lustrous eyes. "Go!" she repeated,
speaking in a low, trenbling voice. "You're in terrible danger! Leave this
house! Now "

Her eyes. Hugh was nesnerized by her eyes. They were |arge and deeply set, the
irises every color of the rainbowa glistening spectrum surroundi ng the bl ack
pupils that shifted and changed as the light struck them

"Do you hear ne?" she denanded.

Hugh hadn't really. Sonething about danger

"Here, drink this," he said, thrusting the glass toward her

Angrily she knocked it aside. The goblet crashed to the floor, water running



over the stone tiles. "Do you think I want your deaths, too, on ny hands?"
"Tell me the danger, then. Wiy nust we | eave?"

But the worman sank back on the pillows and woul d not answer him Draw ng near,
he saw that she was shivering with fear

"What danger ?"

He bent down to pick up the pieces of broken glass, |ooking at her as he
wor ked.

The wonman shook her head frenziedly. Her eyes darted about the room "No. |'ve
sai d enough, perhaps too nuch! He has eyes everywhere, his ears are always
listening!" The fingers of her hands curled and closed in on the pal ns.

It had been a long tinme since Hugh had felt another's pain. It had been a | ong
time since he'd felt his own. From sonmewhere buried deep inside him nmenories
and feelings that had been |lying dead came to life, stretched out bony hands,
and dug their nails into his soul. H's hand jerked; a glass shard drove into
his palm

The pain angered him
"What do | do with this ness?"

Iridal made a weak gesture with her hand, and the broken glass he was hol di ng
in his hands vanished, as if it had never been

"I"'msorry you hurt yourself," she said in a dull, lifeless voice. "But that
i s what you nust expect if you insist on staying."

Averting his face fromher, he turned to stare out the wi ndow. Far beneath
them its silvery skin visible through the shifting msts, the dragon had
curled its huge body about the castle and lay there murnuring to itself over
and over of its hatred for the w zard

"W can't |eave," Hugh said. "That dragon's out there, guarding-"

"There are ways to avoid the quicksilver if you truly want to | eave."

Hugh was silent, reluctant to tell her the truth, afraid of what he mi ght hear
in return. But he had to know. "I can't leave. |I'menthralled-your son has ne
under enchantnent."

Iridal stirred fitfully, glanced up at himw th pitying eyes.

"The enchantnent works only because you want it to work. Your will feeds it.
You coul d have broken it long ago, if you truly wanted. So the wi zard Trian

di scovered. You care about the boy, you see. And caring is an invisible

prison. | know ... | know "

The dog, which had stretched out, nose on paws, upon the floor at Hugh's feet,
suddenly sat bolt upright and stared around fiercely.

Iridal gasped. "He's coming! Quickly, |eave ne now. You have been here too
[ ong. "

Hugh, his face dark and foreboding, did not nove.



"Ch, please |eave ne!l" Iridal pleaded, stretching out her hands. "For ny sake!
I amthe one who will be punished!"

The dog was already on its feet and heading for the outer chanbers. Hugh, wth
a final glance back at the stricken worman, thought it best to do as she
said-for now, at least. Until he could null over what she had told him Going
out, he met Sinistrad in the door to the sitting room

"Your wife is resting." Hugh forestalled any question

"Thank you. | amcertain you made her very confortable.” Sinistrad s |ashless
eyes flicked over Hugh's nmuscul ar arns and body; a knowi ng smile touched his
thin Iips.

Hugh flushed in anger. He started to push past the w zard, but Sinistrad noved
slightly to bl ock his way.

"You are hurt," said the nysteriarch. Reaching out, he took hold of Hugh's
hand and turned it, palmup, to the light.

"I't's nothing. A broken glass, that's all."

"Tsk, tsk. | cannot have ny guests injured! Allow ne." Sinistrad laid fingers,
thin and quivering like the | egs of a spider, on Hugh's pal mover the wound.
C osing his eyes, the nysteriarch concentrated. The jagged cut closed. The
pai n-of the wound- eased.

Smiling, Sinistrad opened his eyes and | ooked intently into Hugh's.
"We're not your guests," said the Hand. "We're your prisoners."
"That, ny dear sir," replied the nysteriarch, "is entirely up to you."

One of the fewroons of the castle to remain constantly in the castle was the
wi zard's study. Its location, in relation to other roons in the dwelling,
shifted constantly, dependi ng upon Sinistrad s nmobods and needs. This day, it
was in the upper part of the castle, the curtains drawn to catch the |ast
light of Solarus before the Lords of N ght snuffed day's candl e.

Spread out on the wizard' s |arge desk were the drawi ngs his son had done of
the great Kicksey-Wnsey. Sone were diagrams of parts of the huge machi ne that
Bane, personally, had seen. Others had been created with Linbeck's help and
provided illustrations of the parts of the Kicksey-Wnsey that operated on the
rest of the isle of Drevlin. The draw ngs were quite good and renarkably
accurate. Sinistrad had instructed the boy on how to use magi c to enhance his
work. Picturing the image in his mnd, Bane had only to connect that inage
with the motion of his hand to translate what he saw onto paper.

The wi zard was studying the diagranms intently when a muffl ed bark caused him
to raise his head.

"What is that dog doing in here?"

"He |ikes nme," said Bane, throwing his arnms around the dog's neck and huggi ng
him The two had been roughhousing on the floor, which tussle had occasi oned
the bark. "He always follows nme around. He |likes ne better than he does Hapl o,

don't you, boy?"

The dog grinned, its tail thunping the floor



"Don't be too certain of that." Sinistrad fixed the animal with a piercing
gaze. "l don't trust it. | think we should get rid of it. In ancient tines,
magi used animals such as this to do their bidding, to go places they could
not go and act as spies."

"But Haplo isn't a wizard. He's just a ... a human.”

"And one not to be trusted. No man is that quiet and sel f-assured unl ess he
t hi nks he has things under his control." Sinistrad gl anced sidelong at his
son. "I don't like this exhibition of weakness |'ve di scovered in you, Bane.
You begin to rem nd me of your nother."

The child renmoved his arms slowy fromaround the dog's neck. Rising to his
feet, Bane wal ked over to stand beside his father

"We could get rid of Haplo. Then | could keep the dog and you woul dn't have to
be nervous about it."

"An interesting idea, nmy son," answered Sinistrad, preoccupied. "Now, take the
beast out of here and run along and play."

"But, papa, the dog's not hurting anything. He'll be quiet if |I tell himto.
See, he's just lying here."

Sinistrad | ooked down to see the dog | ooking up. The ani mal had renarkably
intelligent eyes. The nysteriarch frowned.

"I don't want himin here. He snells. Run along, both of you." Sinistrad
lifted one drawing, held it next to another, and regarded both thoughtfully.
"What was it originally designed to do? Sonething this gigantic, this
enornous. What did the Sartan intend? Surely not just a nmeans of gathering
wat er. "

"I't produces the water to keep itself going," said Bane, clanbering up on a
stool to stand level with his father. "It needs the steamto run the engi nes
to create the electricity that runs the machine. The Sartan probably built
this part of the nachine" -Bane pointed-"to gather water and send it to the
Md Realm but it's obvious that this wasn't the machine's central function
You see, |-"

Bane caught his father's eye. The words died on the boy's lips. Sinistrad said
nothing. Slowy Bane slid down off the stool

The nysteriarch, wi thout another word, turned back to his perusing of the
dr awi ngs.

Bane wal ked to the door. The dog, rising to its feet, foll owed eagerly after,
evidently thinking it was tine to play. In the doorway, the boy halted and
turned back.

"I know," he said.

"What ?" Sinistrad, irritated, glanced up

"I know why the Kicksey-Wnsey was invented. | know what it was meant to do.
know how it can be nmade to do it. And | know how we can rule the entire world.

| figured it out while | was making the draw ngs."

Sinistrad stared at the child. There was sonething of the boy's mother in the
sweet nouth and the features, but it was his own shrewd and cal cul ati ng eyes



that stared fearlessly back at him
Sinistrad indicated the drawings with a negligent wave of his hand. "Show ne."

Bane, returning to the desk, did so. The dog, forgotten, plopped itself down
at the wizard' s feet.

CHAPTER 50
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM

THE TI NKLI NG OF MANY UNSEEN BELLS CALLED SI NIl STRAD S GUESTS TO DI NNER. THE
castle's dining roomno doubt having just been created-was w ndow ess, |arge,
dark, and chill. A long oaken table, covered with dust, stood in the center of
t he bl eak chanber. Chairs draped in cloth ranged round it |ike guardian
ghosts. The fireplace was cold and enpty. The room had appeared right in front
of the guests' noses, and they gathered within it, nost of themill-at-ease,
to await the arrival of their host.

Sauntering over to the table, Haplo ran his finger through an inch of dust and
dirt.

"I can hardly wait," he remarked, "to taste the food."

Lights flared above them hitherto unseen candel abrumflamed to brilliant
life. The cloth draped over the chairs was whi sked away by unseen hands. The
dust varni shed. The enpty table was suddenly | aden with food-roast neat,
steam ng vegetabl es, fragrant breads. Goblets filled with wi ne and wat er
appeared. Music played softly from sone unseen source.

Li mbeck, gaping, tunbled backward and nearly fell into a roaring fire blazing
on the hearth. Alfred nearly leapt out of his skin. Hugh could not repress a
start, and backed away fromthe feast, eyeing it suspiciously. Haplo, sniling
quietly, took a bua [20] and bit into it. Its crunch could be heard through
the silence. He wiped juice fromhis chin. A pretty good illusion, he thought.
Everyone will be fooled until about an hour from now when they'll begin to
wonder why they're still hungry.

"Pl ease, sit down," said Sinistrad, waving one hand. Wth the other, he led in
Iridal. Bane wal ked at his father's side. "W do not stand on cerenony here.
My dear." Leading his wife to the end of the table, he seated her in a chair
with a bow "To reward Sir Hugh for his exertions in caring for you today,
wife, I will place himat your right hand."

Iridal flushed and kept her gaze on her plate. Hugh sat where he was told and
di d not appear displeased.

"The rest of you find chairs where you will, except for Linbeck. My dear sir,
pl ease forgive nme." Switching to the Geg's | anguage, the w zard nade a
graceful bow. "I have been inconsiderate, forgetting that you do not speak the

human tongue. My son has been telling me of your gallant struggle to free your
peopl e from oppression. Pray, take a seat here near me and tell nme of it
yoursel f. Do not worry about the other guests, ny wife will entertain them"

Sinistrad took his seat at the head of the table. Pleased, enbarrassed, and
flustered, Linbeck plunked his stout body into a chair at Sinistrad s right.
Bane sat across fromhim on his father's left. Alfred hastened to secure a
seat beside the prince. Haplo chose to seat hinself at the opposite end of the
long table, near Iridal and Hugh. The dog pl opped down on the floor beside



Bane.

Taciturn and reticent as ever, Haplo could appear to be absorbed in his neal
and could listen equally well to everyone's conversation

"I hope you will forgive ny indisposition this afternoon,” said Iridal. Though
she spoke to Hugh, her eyes kept sliding, as if conmpelled to do so, to her
husband, seated opposite her at the table's far end. "I am subject to such

spells. They cone over ne at tines."

Si ni strad, watching her, nodded slightly. Iridal turned to Hugh and | ooked at
himdirectly for the first tine since he had taken his place beside her. She
made an attenpt at a smile. "I hope you will ignore anything | said to you.
The illness . . . makes nme talk about silly things."

"What you said wasn't silly," Hugh returned. "You neant every word. And you
weren't sick. You were scared as hell."

There had been color in her cheeks when she entered. It drained as Hugh
wat ched her. d ancing at her husband, Iridal swall owed and reached out her
hand for her wi ne goblet.

"You must forget what | said! As you value your life, do not nention it

agai n!"

"My life is, right now, of very little value." Hugh's hand caught hold of hers
beneath the table and held it fast. "Except as it can be used to serve you,
Iridal."

"Try sone of the bread," said Haplo, passing it to Hugh. "It's delicious.
Sinistrad recomends it."

The nysteriarch was, indeed, watching themclosely. Reluctantly rel easing
Iridal's hand, Hugh took a piece of bread and set it down, untasted, on his
plate. Iridal toyed with her food and pretended to eat.

"Then for nmy sake don't refer to ny words, especially if you will not act on
them™

"I couldn't |eave, knowing | left you behind in danger."

"You fool!" Iridal straightened, warnth sweeping her face. "What can you do, a

human who | acks the gift, against such as we? | amten tinmes nore powerful
than you, ten times better capable of defending nyself if need be! Remenber
that!"

"Forgive ne, then." Hugh's dark face flushed. "It seenmed you were in trouble-"
"My troubles are ny own and none of your concern, sir."

"I will not bother you anynore, madam you may be certain of that!"

Iridal did not answer, but stared at the food on her plate. Hugh ate stolidly
and sai d not hi ng.

Things now silent at his end of the table, Haplo turned his attention to the
opposi te.

The dog, lying by Bane's chair, kept its ears pricked, gazing up at everyone
eagerly, as if hoping for a choice bit to fall its direction



"But, Linmbeck, you saw very little of the Md Realm" Sinistrad was sayi ng.

"I saw enough." Linbeck blinked at himowishly through H s thick spectacles.
The Geg had changed visibly during the past few weeks. The sights he had

wi t nessed, the thoughts he had been thinking, had, |ike hamer and chi sel

chi pped away at his dreamny idealism He had seen the life his people had been
denied all these centuries, seen the life they were providing, all the while
not sharing. The hamrer's first blows hurt him Later would come the rage.

"I saw enough," Linbeck repeated. Overwhel ned by the nagic, the beauty, and
his own enotions, he could think of nothing else to say.

"I ndeed, you must have," answered the w zard. "I amtruly grieved for your
people; all of us in the H gh Real mshare your sorrow and your very proper
anger. | feel we nust share in the blame. Not that we ever exploited you. W
have no need, as you see around you, to exploit anyone. But still, |I feel that
we are somewhat at fault." He sipped delicately at his wine. "W left the
wor | d because we were sick of war, sick of watching people suffer and die in

t he nane of greed and hatred. W spoke out against it and did what we could to
stop it, but we were too few, too few "

There were actually tears in the nman's voice. Haplo could have told himhe was
wasting a fine performance, at least for his end of the table. Iridal had | ong
since given up any pretense of eating. She had been sitting silently, staring
at her plate, until it became obvious that her husband' s attention was
centered on his conversation with the Geg. Then she raised her eyes, but their
gaze did not go to her husband or to the man seated beside her. She | ooked at
her son, seeing Bane, perhaps, for the first time since he'd arrived. Tears
filled her eyes. Swiftly she |l owered her head. Lifting her hand to brush aside
a stray lock of hair, she hastily wi ped the drops from her cheeks.

Hugh's hand, resting on the table opposite him clenched in pain and anger

How had | ove's gilt-edged knife nanaged to penetrate a heart as tough as that
one? Haplo didn't know and he didn't care. Al he knew was that it was damed
i nconveni ent. The Patryn needed a man of action, since he was barred from
action hinself. It wouldn't do at all for Hugh to get himself killed in sone
foolish, noble chivalric gesture.

Hapl o began to scratch his right hand, digging down beneath the bandages,

di splacing themslightly. The sigla exposed, he casually reached for nore
bread, managing-in the same novenent-to press the back of his hand firnmy
agai nst the wine pitcher. Grasping the bread in his right hand, he returned it
to his plate, brushed his left hand over the bandages covering the right, and
t he runes were hi dden once again.

"Iridal,"” Hugh began, "I can't bear to see you suffer-"

"Why shoul d you care about ne?"

"I"'mdamed if | know! " Hugh | eaned near her. "You or your son! I|-"

"More wine?" Haplo held up the pitcher

Hugh gl owered, annoyed, and decided to ignore his conpanion

Hapl o poured a gl assful and shoved it toward Hugh. The goblet's base struck

the man's fingers, and wi ne-real w ne- sloshed on his hand and his shirt
sl eeve.



"What the devil . . . ?" Hugh turned on the Patryn angrily.

Hapl o rai sed an eyebrow, obliquely nodding his head in the direction of the
opposite end of the table. Attracted by the comotion, everyone, including
Sinistrad, was staring at them Iridal sat straight and tall, her face pale
and cold as the marble walls. Hugh lifted the goblet and drank deeply. From
his dark expression, it m ght have been the w zard' s bl ood.

Hapl o smiled; he hadn't been any too soon. He waved a hunk of bread at
Sinistrad. "Sorry. You were sayi ng?"

Frowni ng, the nysteriarch continued. "I was saying that we shoul d have
realized what was happening to your people in the Low Real mand cone to your
aid. But we didn't know you were in trouble. W believed the stories that the
Sartan had |left behind. We did not know, then, that they were lying-"

A sharp clatter nade themall start. Alfred had dropped his spoon onto his
pl at e.
"What do you nean? Wiat stories?" Linmbeck was asking eagerly.

"After the Sundering, according to the Sartan, your people- being shorter in
stature than humans and el ves-were taken to the Low Realmfor their own
protection. Actually, as is now apparent, what the Sartan wanted was a source
of cheap | abor."

"That's not true!" The voice was Alfred's. He hadn't spoken a word during the
entire neal. Everyone, including Iridal, |ooked at himin astoni shnent.

Sinistrad turned to him his thin lips stretched in a polite smle. "No, and
do you know what is the truth?"

Red spread from Al fred's neck to his balding head. "I ... |'ve made a study of
t he Gegs, you see . " Flustered, he tugged at and tw sted the hem of the
tablecloth. "Anyway, | ... | think the Sartan intended to do ... what you said
about protection. It wasn't so nuch that the dwarv . . . the Gegs were shorter
and therefore in danger fromthe taller races, but that they-the Gegs-were few
in nunber . . . following the Sundering. Then, the dwarv . . . CGegs are very
nmechani cal | y m nded people. And the Sartan needed that for the machine. But
they never meant . . . That is, they always neant to . "

Hugh's head sl unped forward and hit the table with a thud. Iridal sprang from
her chair, crying out in alarm Haplo was on his feet and noving.

"It's nothing," he said, reaching Hugh's side.

Sli pping the assassin's flaccid armaround his neck, Haplo lifted the heavy
body fromthe chair. Hugh's linp hand dragged at the cloth, knocked over
goblets, and sent a plate crashing to the floor

"Good man, but a weak head for wine. |'l|l take himto his room No need for
the rest of you to be disturbed."

"Are you certain he's all right?" Iridal hovered over them anxiously. "Perhaps
| should cone-"

"A drunk has passed out at your table, ny dear. There is hardly any need for
concern,"” Sinistrad said. "Renove him by all neans."

"Can | keep the dog?" asked Bane, petting the animal, which, seeing its master
preparing to | eave, had junped to its feet.



"Sure," said Haplo easily. "Dog, stay."
The dog settled happily back down at Bane's side.
Hapl o got Hugh to his feet. Waving drunkenly, the man was just barely able to

stagger-with hel p-toward the door. Everyone else resunmed his seat. Alfred s
words were forgotten. Sinistrad turned back to Linbeck.

"Thi s Kicksey-Wnsey of yours fascinates ne. | believe that, since | now have
a ship at ny disposal, | will journey down to your realmand take a | ook at
it. O course, | will also be quite pleased to do what | can to hel p your

peopl e prepare for the war-"

"War!" The word echoed in the hall. Haplo, glancing back over his shoul der
saw Li nbeck's face, troubled and pale.

"My dear CGeg, | didn't nean to shock you." Sinistrad smled at himkindly.
"War being the next logical step, | sinply assuned that you had conme here for
this very purpose-to ask ny support. | can assure you, the Gegs will have the
full cooperation of ny people.™

Sinistrad' s words cane through the dog's ears to Haplo, who was carrying a
stunbling Hugh into a dark-and-chill corridor. He was just wondering which
direction the guest roons were |ocated fromthe di ning roomwhen a hal | way
materi ali zed before him Several doors stood invitingly open

"I hope no one walks in his sleep,"” Haplo nuttered to his besotted conpani on

Back in the dining room the Patryn could hear the rustle of Iridal's silken
gown and her chair scrape against the stone floor. Her voice, when she spoke,

was tight with controlled anger. "If you will excuse me, | will retire to ny
room now. "

"Not feeling well, are you, ny dear?"

"Thank you, | amfeeling fine." She paused, then added, "It is late. The boy

should be in his bed."

"Yes, wife. I'lIl see to it. No need to trouble yourself. Bane, bid your nother
good ni ght."
Wll, it had been an interesting evening. Fake food. Fake words. Hapl o eased

Hugh onto his bed and covered himw th a bl anket. The assassin woul dn't wake
fromthe spell until norning

Haplo retired to his own room Entering, he shut the door and slid home the
bolt. He needed tine to rest and think undisturbed, assinilate all that he had
heard t oday.

Voi ces continued to cone to him through the dog. Their words were

uni mportant; everyone was parting to rest for the night. Lying down on his
bed, the Patryn sent out a silent command to the animal, then began to sort
out his thoughts.

The Ki cksey-W nsey. He'd deduced its function fromthe flickering images
portrayed on the eyeball held in the hand of the Manger-the Sartan flouting
their power, proudly announcing their grand design. Haplo could see the inages
again, in his mnd. He could see the drawi ng of the world-the Real mof Sky. He
saw the isles and continents, scattered about in disorder; the raging storm



that was both deat h-dealing and life-giving; everything nmoving in the chaotic
manner so abhorrent to the order-Ioving Sartan

When had they discovered their mstake? When had they found out that the world
they created for the renmpval of a people after the Sundering was inperfect?
After they had populated it? Did they realize, then, that the beautiful
floating islands in the sky were dry and barren and could not nurture the life
that had been placed in their trust?

The Sartan would fix it. They had fixed everything else, split apart a world
rather than let those they considered unworthy rule it. The Sartan would build
a machine that, conbined with their magic, would align the isles and the
continents. dosing his eyes, Haplo saw the pictures again clearly. A
tremendous force beanming up fromthe Ki cksey-Wnsey catches hold of the
continents and the isles, drags themthrough the skies, and aligns them one
ri ght above the other. A geyser of water, drawn fromthe constant storm
shoots upward continually, bringing the life-giving substance to everyone.

Hapl o had figured out the puzzle. He was rather surprised that Bane had sol ved
it as well. Now Sinistrad knew, and he had, nost obligingly, explained his
plans to his son-and to the |listening dog.

One flick of the Kicksey-Wnsey's switch, and the nysteriarch would rule a
realigned world.

The dog junped up on the bed and settled itself at Haplo's side. Lazily,

rel axed to the point of sleep, the Patryn stretched out his armand patted the
dog on the flank. Wth a contented sigh, the animal rested its head on Haplo's
chest and closed its eyes.

What crimnal folly, Haplo thought, stroking the dog's soft ears. To build
somet hing this powerful and then wal k away and leave it to fall into the hands
of some anbitious nensch. [21] Haplo couldn't inmagine why they had done it.

For all their faults, the Sartan weren't fools. Something had happened to them
before they could finish their project. He wished he knew what. This was the

cl earest sign he could imgi ne, however, to prove that the Sartan were no

[ onger in the world.

An echo came to him words spoken by Alfred during the confusion of Hugh's
drunken swoon, words probably heard only by the dog and transferred dutifully
to the naster.

"They thought they were gods. They tried to do right. But sonehow it all kept
goi ng wrong. "

CHAPTER 51
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM
"PAPA, |I'M GO NG WTH YOU TO DREVLI N-"

"No, and stop arguing with nme, Bane! You nust return to the Md Real mand take
your place on the throne."

"But | can't go back! Stephen wants to kill ne!"

"Don't be stupid, child. I haven't time for it. In order for you to inherit



the throne, Stephen and his queen nmust be dead. That will be arranged. In

essence, of course, | will be the one who is truly ruling the Md Realm But |
can't be in two places at once. | will be on the Low Realm preparing the
machine. Don't snivel! | can't abide it."

H s father's words sounded over and over again in Bane's head |ike the
screeching of some irritating nighttinme insect that will not permt sleep

I will be the one who is truly ruling the Md Realm
Yes, and where would you be now, papa, if | hadn't shown you how

Lying on his back, stiff and rigid in the bed, the boy clutched handful s of
the fleecy blanket that covered him Bane didn't cry. Tears were a val uabl e
weapon in his fight against adults; he had often found them useful against
St ephen and Anne. Tears, alone, in the darkness, were a weakness. So his
fat her woul d thi nk.

But what did he care what his father thought?

Bane gripped the blanket hard and the tears al nbst came anyway. Yes, he cared.
He cared so nuch it hurt himinside.

Bane coul d renenber clearly the day he had conme to realize that the people he
knew as his parents only adored him they didn't |ove him Having escaped from
Al fred, he was loitering about the kitchen, teasing the cook for bites of

sweet dough, when one of the stableboys ran in, wailing over a scratch froma
dragon's claw. It was the cook's son, a |l ad not much ol der than Bane, who'd
been put to work with his father-one of the dragon tenders. The cut wasn't
serious. Cook cleaned it and bound it with a strip of cloth, then, taking the
child in her arns, kissed himheartily, hugged him and sent him back to his
chores. The boy ran off with a glowing face, the pain and fright of his injury
quite forgotten.

Bane had been watching froma corner. Just the day before, he'd cut his hand
on a chipped goblet. There'd been a flurry of excitenent. Trian had been
sumoned. He'd brought with hima solid silver knife passed through flane,
heal i ng herbs, and cobweb to stanch the bl eedi ng. The offendi ng gobl et had
been smashed. Al fred had cone near being sacked over the incident; King

St ephen shouted at the poor chanberlain for twenty mnutes running. Queen Anne
had nearly fainted at the sight and been forced to | eave the room Hi s

"ot her" had not kissed him She had not taken himinto her arnms and nade him
| augh to forget the pain.

Bane had derived a certain satisfaction frombeating up the stabl eboy-a

sati sfaction compounded by the fact that the stabl e-boy had been severely
puni shed for fighting with the prince. That night Bane asked the voice of the
feather anulet, the soft and whispering voice that often spoke to himduring
the night, to explain why his parents didn't | ove him

The voice told himthe truth. Stephen and Anne weren't his real parents. Bane
was just using themfor a while. His true father was a powerful nysteriarch
Hs true father dwelt in a splendid castle in a fabulous realm Hi s true
father was proud of his son, and the day would cone when he would call his son
hone and they woul d be together always.

The last part of the sentence was Bane's addition, not | will be the one who
is truly ruling the Md Realm

Letting go of the blanket, the boy grasped hold of the feather amulet he wore



around his neck and jerked hard on the | eather thong. It would not break
Angrily, using words he'd picked up fromthe stabl eboy, Bane pulled at it
agai n- harder-and succeeded only in hurting hinself. Tears cane to his eyes at
| ast, tears of pain and frustration. Sitting up in bed, he pulled and tugged,
and finally, after costing hinmself nore pain by getting the thong tangled in
his hair, managed to drag it up over and off his head.

Al fred was passing down the hallway, searching for his own bedchanber in the
confusi ng, forbidding pal ace.

"Limbeck is falling under the sway of the nysteriarch. | can see the bl oody
conflict into which the Gegs will be drawn! Thousands will die, and for
what-to gain an evil man control of the world! | should stop it, but how? What
can | do alone? O nmaybe | shouldn't stop it. After all, it was attenpting to
control what should have been | eft al one that brought tragedy on us all. And
then there is Haplo. | know for certain who he is, but, again, what can | do?
Should | do anything? | don't know | don't know Wy was |I left by nyself? Is
it a mstake, or am| supposed to be doing sonething? And if so, what?"

The chamberlain, in his aimess ranmblings, found hinmsel f near Bane's door. His
i nner turnoil made the dark and shadowy hall swimbefore his eyes. Pausing
until his vision cleared, wi shing desperately his thoughts woul d do the sane,
Al fred heard the rustle of bedclothes and the child's voice crying and
cursing. dancing up and down the hall to nake certain he was not seen, Alfred
raised two fingers on his right hand and traced the sign of a sigil on the
door. The wood seened to di sappear at his command, and he could see through it
as if it were not there.

Bane hurled the anulet into a corner of the room "No one loves ne and |'m
glad of it! I don't love them | hate them all of them™

The boy flung hinmsel f down onto the bed, buried his head in the pillow Alfred
drew a deep and shaking breath. At last! It had happened at |ast, and just
when his heart was despairing.

Now was the tine to draw t he boy back fromthe edge of Sinistrad's pit. Alfred
stepped forward, forgetting the door, and narrowy m ssed bunping right into
it, for the spell he had cast had not renoved it, nerely let himsee through
it.

The chanberl ai n caught hinself and, at the sanme tinme, thought: No, not ne.
VWhat am | ? A servant, nothing nore. His nother. Yes, his nother!

Bane heard a sound in his roomand pronptly shut his eyes and froze. He had
t he bl anket pulled over his head, and he hastily dried his tears with a quick
flick of his hand.

Was it Sinistrad, conming to say he'd changed his m nd?
"Bane?" The voice was soft and gentle, his nmother's.

The boy pretended to be sleeping. Wiat does she want? he wondered. Do | want
to talk to her? Yes, he decided, hearing once again his father's words, |
think I do want to speak to nother. Al ny life people have used ne to get
what they wanted. Now |I'm going to start using them

Bl i nki ng sl eepily, Bane raised a tousled head fromthe depth of the blankets.
Iridal had materialized inside his roomand was standing at the foot of his
bed. Light slowmy began to illuminate her, shining fromw thin, and casting a
warm and | ovel y radi ance over the boy. The rest of the roomrenmained in



dar kness. Looking at his nother, Bane knew, fromthe pitying expression that
swept over her face, that she saw he had been crying. This was good. Once
again he drew on his arsenal

"Ch, my child!" His nother came to him Sitting down on the bed, Iridal slid
her arm around hi mand drew himcl ose, soothing himwth her hand.

A feeling of exquisite warnmth envel oped the boy. Nestling into that conforting
arm he said to hinmself: I've given father what he wants. Now it's her turn.
What does she want of ne?

Not hi ng, apparently. Iridal wept over him and nurmnured i ncoherently about how
much she had m ssed himand how she had | onged for himto be with her. This
gave the boy an idea.

"Mt her," he said, |ooking up at her with tear-drenched blue eyes, "I want to
be with you! But father says he's going to send ne away!"

"Send you away! Where? Why?"

"Back to the Md Realm back to those people who don't |ove ne!" He caught

hol d of her hand and hugged it tightly. "I want to stay with you! You and
father!"

"Yes," Iridal murmured. Drawi ng Bane cl ose, she kissed himon the forehead.
"Yes ... a famly. Like |I've always dreamed. Maybe there is a chance. Maybe

can't save him but his own child. Surely he could not betray such innocent
| ove and trust. This hand"-she kissed the child' s fingers, bathing themw th
tears-"this hand night | ead himaway fromthe dark path he wal ks."

Bane didn't understand. Al paths were one to him neither dark nor light, al
| eadi ng straight to the sane goal - peopl e doi ng what he wanted themto do.

"You'll talk to father," he said, squirmng out of her grasp, feeling that,
after all, kissing and huggi ng m ght get to be a nui sance.
"Yes, I'Il talk to himtonorrow "

"Thank you, mama." Bane yawned.

"You shoul d be sleeping,” Iridal said, rising. "Good night, ny son." She
gently drew the bl anket up snug around hi m and, |eaning down, kissed his
cheek. "Good night."

The magi cal radi ance began to fade from her face. She raised her hands and
cl osed her eyes, concentrating, and disappeared fromhis room

Bane grinned into the darkness. He had no idea what kind of influence his
not her m ght be able to exert; he could only judge by Queen Anne, who had
general ly been able to get what she wanted from St ephen

But if this didn't work, there was always the other plan. In order to nake
that plan work, he would have to give away for free sonething he guessed was
of inestimble value. He would be circunspect, of course, but his father was
smart. Sinistrad might guess and rob himof it. Still, spend nothing, gain
not hi ng.

Li kely, he wouldn't have to give it up. Not yet. He wouldn't be sent away.
Mama woul d see to that.



A eeful |y Bane kicked of f the snothering covers.
CHAPTER 52
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM

THE FOLLON NG MORNI NG | RI DAL ENTERED HER HUSBAND S STUDY. SHE FOUND HER

son there with Sinistrad, the two of them seated at her husband's witing
desk, poring over drawi ngs made by Bane. The dog, lying at her son's feet,
lifted its head when it saw her, its tail thunping the floor

Iridal paused a nonment in the doorway. All her fantasies had come true. Loving
father, adoring son; Sinistrad patiently devoting his time to Bane, studying
what ever the boy had done with an assuned gravity that was quite endearing. In
that instant, seeing the skullcapped head bent so near the fair-haired one,
hearing the murmur of the voi ces-one young and one ol d- caught up in the

exci tement of what she could only think was sonme chil dish project of her

son's, lridal forgave Sinistrad everything. Her years of terror and suffering
she woul d gl adly erase, banish fromher nenory, if only he would grant her
this.

Steppi ng forward al nost shyly-it had been many years since she had set foot in
her husband's sanctumlridal tried to speak but couldn't find her voice. The
choked sound caught the attention of both son and father, however. One | ooked
up at her with a radiant, charmng smle. The ot her appeared annoyed.

"Well, wife, what do you want ?"

Iridal's fantasies wavered, their bright mst shredded by the chill voice and
the icy gaze of the |ashl ess eyes.

"Good norning, nama," said Bane. "Wuld you like to see ny drawi ngs? | made
t hem mysel f."

"I'f I amnot disturbing-" She |ooked hesitantly at Sinistrad.
"Come in, then," he said ungraciously.

"Why, Bane, these are marvelous." Iridal lifted a few pages and turned themto
the Iight of the sun.

"I used my magic. Like father taught nme. | thought of what | wanted to draw,

and ny hands took over and did it. | learn magic very quickly," said the boy,
gazing up at his nother with wi de-eyed charm "You and father could teach ne
in your spare tine. | wuldn't be any trouble.”

Sinistrad sat back in his chair, the robes of heavy watered silk rustling
dryly, like bat wings. H s lips creased in a chill smle that blew the
tattered remmants of Iridal's fancies fromthe skies. She would have fled to
her chanbers had not Bane been watching her hopefully, silently pleading with
her to continue. The dog laid its head back down between its paws, its eyes
nmoving alertly to whoever spoke.

"What . . . are these drawi ngs?" She faltered. "The great nachi ne?"
"Yes. Look, this is the part they call the wonbay. Papa says that neans 'wonb'
and it's where the Kicksey-Wnsey was born. And this part activates the great

force that will pull all of the isles-"

"That will do, Bane," interrupted Sinistrad. "W mustn't keep your nother from



the entertaining of our . . . guests.” He lingered over the word. The | ook he
gave her made her skin flush crimson and scattered her thoughts in confusion
"I assune you came here for some purpose, wife. O perhaps it was just to nake
certain that my tinme was occupied so that you and the dark and handsone
assassin-"

"How dare . . . ? What? Wat did you say?"

Iridal's hands began to shake. Hurriedly she laid the pages of draw ngs she'd
been hol di ng back on the desk

"Didn't you know, ny dear? One of your guests is a professional knife-man.
Hugh the Hand is what he calls hinself-a Hand stained in blood, if you wll
forgive my small jest. Your gallant chanpion was hired to murder a child."
Sinistrad ruffled Bane's hair. "But for me, wife, your boy would never have
cone hone to you. | thwarted Hugh's design-"

"I don't believe you! It's not possible!"

"I know it's shocking for you, ny dear, to discover that we have a house guest
who mi ght rmurder us all in our beds. But | have taken every precaution. He did
me a favor by drinking hinmself into a blind stupor last night. It was quite
sinmple to transfer his w ne-soaked body to a place of safekeeping. My son
tells ne that there is a price on the man's head, as well as that of the boy's
treacherous servant. The amount will be just enough to finance ny project in
the Low Realm And now, ny dear, what was it you wanted?"

"Don't take ny son fromnme!" Iridal gasped for breath, feeling as if cold
wat er had been dashed over her. "Do whatever you want. | will not stop you.
Just | eave nme ny son!"

"Only the other norning, you disclained him Now you say you want him"
Sinistrad shrugged. "Really, madam | can't subject the boy to your idle whinms
that change daily. He nust return to the Md Real mand take up his duties. And
now | think you had better go. So nice that we could have this little chat,
wife. We nust do it nore often.”

"I do think, mama, that you m ght have tal ked this over with me first,"
interjected Bane. "I want to go back! I'mcertain father knows what's best for
ne."

"I"'mcertain he does," said I|ridal

Turni ng, she wal ked with quiet dignity out of the study and nanaged to nmake it
down the chill, shadowy hallway before she wept for her lost child.

"As for you, Bane," said Sinistrad, returning each of the drawings Iridal had
disturbed to its proper place, "never try that with me again. This tine |

puni shed your nother, who shoul d have known better. Next tine, it will be
you. "

Bane accepted the rebuke in silence. It was refreshing to play the game with
an opponent as skilled as hinself for a change. He began to deal out the next
hand, nmoving swiftly so that his father would not notice the cards were com ng
fromthe bottom of a prearranged deck

"Father," said Bane, "I have a question about magic."

"Yes?" Now that discipline had been restored, Sinistrad was pleased at the
boy's interest.



"One day | saw Trian drawi ng sonething on a sheet of paper. It was a letter of
t he al phabet, but yet it wasn't. Wen | asked him he crunpled it up and

| ooked enbarrassed and threw it away. He said it was magic and | rnustn't

bot her himabout it."

Sinistrad turned his attention fromthe drawi ng he was perusing to his son
Bane returned the sharp-eyed, curious gaze with the ingenuous expression the
child knew so well how to assume. The dog sat up and shoved his nose in the
child' s hand, wanting to be petted.

"What did the synmbol |ook I|ike?"

On the back of one of the drawi ngs, Bane traced a rune.

"That?" Sinistrad snorted. "That is a sigil, used in rune magic. This Trian
must be nore of a fool than | thought, to be dabbling in that arcane art."

n W]y?ll

"Because only the Sartan were skilled in the use of runes.”

"The Sartan!" The child appeared awed. "No ot hers?"

"Well, it was said that in the world which existed before the Sundering, the
Sartan had a nortal eneny-a group as powerful and nore anbitious, a group who
wanted to use their godlike powers to rule instead of to guide. They were
known as the Patryns."

"And you're certain. No one else can use this magic?"

"Haven't | said so once? Wien | say a thing, | nmean it!"

"I"'msorry, father."

Now t hat he was certain, Bane could afford to be nagnani nmous to a | osing
opponent .

"What does the rune do, father?"

Sinistrad glanced at it. "A rune of healing, | believe," he said wthout
i nterest.

Bane sniled and petted the dog, which gratefully Iicked his fingers.

CHAPTER 53

CASTLE SINI STER, H GH REALM

THE EFFECTS OF THE SPELL WERE SLOW TO WEAR OFF. HUGH COULD NOT DI STI NGUI SH

bet ween dream and reality. One nmonment the bl ack nonk was standing at his side

taunting him

"Death's master? No, we are your masters. All your life, you have served us."

And then the black monk was Sinistrad.

"Way not serve ne? | could use a man of your talents. Stephen and Anne nust be

dealt with. My son nust sit on the throne of both Vol karan and Uyl andi a, and
these two stand in his way. A clever man |like you could figure out how their



deat hs coul d be acconplished. |'ve work to do, but I'll return later. Remain
here and think about it."

"Here" was a dank cell that had been created out of nothing and nowhere.
Sinistrad had carried Hugh to this place-wherever it was. The assassin had
resisted, but not nuch. It's difficult to fight when you can barely tell the
floor fromthe ceiling, your feet seemto have multiplied and your |egs | ost
t hei r bones.

O course it was Sinistrad who cast the spell on ne.
Hugh coul d vaguely renmenber trying to tell Haplo he wasn't drunk, that this
was sone terrible magic, but Haplo had only smiled that infuriating smle of
his and said he'd feel better when he'd slept it off.

Maybe when Hapl o wakes up and di scovers |I'm gone, he'll come |ooking for ne.

Hugh hel d his pounding head in his hands and cursed hinself for a fool. Even

i f Hapl o does go |l ooking for ne, he'll never find nme. This prison cell isn't
| ocated in the bowels of the castle, placed conveniently at the bottomof a
long and winding stair. | saw the void out of which it sprang. It's at the
bottom of night, the niddle of nowhere. No one will ever find me. I'Il stay
here until | die ..

or until | call Sinistrad master.

And why not? |'ve served many nen; what's one nore? Or better yet, maybe ||

just stay where I am This cell isn't much different fromny life-a cold,

bl eak, and enpty prison. | built the walls nysel f-nade them out of noney. |
shut nyself in and | ocked the door. | was my own guard, my own jailer. And it
wor ked. Not hi ng has touched nme. Pain, conpassion, pity, renorse-they coul dn't
get past the walls. | even considered killing a child for the noney.

And then the child got hold of the key.

But that had been the enchantment. It was his nagic that made ne pity him O
was that my excuse? Certainly the enchantnment didn't conjure up those
nmenori es-nmenori es of nyself before the prison cell

The enchant ment works only because you want it to work. Your will feeds it.
You coul d have broken it long ago, if you truly wanted to. You care about him
you see. And caring is an invisible prison

Per haps not. Perhaps it was freedom

Dazed, hal f-waking, half-dream ng, Hugh rose fromwhere he'd been sitting on
the stone floor arid walked to the cell door. He reached out his hand

and stopped and stared. H s hand was covered with bl ood. The wist, forearmhe
was snmeared in blood to the el bow.

And as he saw hinsel f, so nmust she see him

"Sir."

Hugh started and turned his head. WAs she real or was she only a trick of his
t hr obbi ng m nd that had been thinking about her? He blinked, and she did not
go away.

“lridal ?"

Seeing in her eyes that she knew the truth about him he glanced down



sel f-consciously at his hands.
"So Sinistrad was right," Iridal said. "You are an assassin."

The rai nbow eyes were gray and col orl ess; there was no |ight shining behind
t hem

What coul d he say? She spoke the truth. He could excuse hinmself, tell her
about Three-Chop Nick. He could tell her how he had decided he couldn't harm
the boy. He could tell her that he had planned to take the boy back to Queen
Anne. But none of it made different the fact that he had agreed; he had taken
t he noney; he had known, in his heart, he could kill a child.

And so he sinmply and quietly said, "Yes."

"I don't understand! It's evil, monstrous! How could you spend your life
mur deri ng peopl e?"

He could say that nost of the nen he'd killed deserved to die. He could tel
her that he had probably saved the lives of those who woul d have becone their
next victins.

But Iridal would ask him Wo are you to judge?

And he woul d answer: Who is any man? Who is King Stephen, that he can
proclaim "That man is an elf and therefore he nmust die"? Wwo are the barons,
that they can say, "That nman has land | want. He won't give it to nme and
therefore he nust die"?

Fi ne arguments, but | agreed. | took the noney. | knew, in ny heart, | could
kill a child. And so he said, "It doesn't nmatter now "

"No, except that | am alone. Again."

Iridal spoke softly. Hugh knew he hadn't been neant to hear. She stood in the
center of the cell, her head bowed, the long white hair falling forward,
hi di ng her face. She had cared for him Trusted him She had, perhaps, been
going to ask himfor help. H's cell door swng slowy open, sunlight flooding
into his soul

"Iridal, you' re not alone. There's someone you can trust. Alfred' s a good nan,
he's devoted to your son." Far nore than Bane deserves, Hugh thought, but
didn't say. Al oud he continued, "Alfred saved the boy's |life once when a tree
fell on him If you want to escape-you and your son-Alfred could help you. He
could take you to the elven ship. The elf captain needs money. He'd give you
passage in return for that and safe gui dance out of the firnmanment."

"Escape?" Iridal glanced frantically around the cell walls, and then she
buried her face in her hands. It was not Hugh's cell walls she saw, but her

own.

So she, too, is a prisoner. | opened her cell door, offered her a glinpse of
light and air. And now she sees it sw nging shut.

"Iridal, I"'ma nurderer. Wrse, |'ve murdered for noney. | make no excuses for
nmysel f. But what |'ve done is nothing to what your husband's plotting!"

"You're wong! He's never taken a life. He couldn't do such a thing."

"He's tal king about world war, Iridal! Sacrificing the |ives of thousands to



put himself into power!"

"You don't understand. It's our lives he's trying to save. The lives of our
peopl e. "

Seeing his puzzled expression, she made an inpatient gesture, angry at being
forced to explain what she thought must be obvious.

"Surely you' ve wondered why the mysteriarchs left the Md Realm left a |land
where we had everythi ng-power, wealth. Oh, | know what is said of us. | know
because we were the ones who said it. W had grown di sgusted with the barbaric
life, with the constant warring with the elves. The truth is, we |left because
we had to, we had no choice. Qur magic was dwindling. Intermarriage with
ordinary humans had diluted it. That's why there are so many w zards in this
worl d of yours. Mny, but weak. Those of us of pure blood were few but strong.
To ensure the continuation of our race, we fled to somepl ace where we woul d
not be-"

" Cont ami nat ed?" suggest ed Hugh

Iridal flushed and bit her |ip. Then, raising her head, she faced himw th
pride.

"I know you say that with contenpt, but, yes, that is true. Can you bl ane us?"
"But it didn't work."

"The journey was difficult, and many di ed. Mre succunbed before the magica
donme that protects us against the bitter cold and gives us air to breathe
could be stabilized. At last all seened well and children were born to us, but
not many, and nost of those died." Her pride drained fromher, her head
drooped. "Bane is the only child of his generation left alive. And now the
done is collapsing. That shimer in the sky that you find so beautiful is, to
us, deadly.

"The buildings are illusion, the people pretend to be a | arge popul ation, so
that you won't guess the truth."

"You have to return to the world below, but you're afraid to go back and
reveal how weak you've grown," finished Hugh. ' The changel i ng becane the
prince of Vol karan. And now he's goi ng back as king!"

"King? That's inpossible. They already have a king."

"Not inmpossible, madam Your husband's planning to hire me to get rid of their
ki ng and queen, and then Bane-their son-will inherit the throne."

"I don't believe you! You're lying!"

"Yes, you believe ne. | see it in your face. It's not your husband you're
defending, it's yourself. You know what your husband's capabl e of doing. You
know what he's done and what you haven't! Maybe it wasn't nurder, but he woul d
have caused two people down there in the Md Realmless pain if he'd driven
knives into theminstead of taking their baby."

The dark, colorless eyes tried to meet his, but they faltered and fell. "I
grieved for them | tried to save their child ... | would have given ny life
if their baby could have lived. And then there are the lives of so nmany

ot hers-"



"I'"ve done evil. But it seenms to nme, Iridal, that there is equal evil in not
doing. Sinistrad is returning to conclude his deal with me. Listen to what he
has pl anned and judge for yourself."

Iridal stared at him started to speak. Then, shaking her head, she shut her
eyes and, in an instant, was gone. Her chains were too heavy. She coul dn't
break free.

Hugh sank back down, alone in his cell within a cell. Pulling out his pipe, he
clanped it between his teeth and glared at the prison walls.

Wal k the dragon w ng.

If Sinistrad intended to startle himby his sudden appearance, the nysteriarch
nmust have been di sappoi nted. Hugh glanced up at him but neither noved nor
spoke.

"Well, Hugh the Hand, have you deci ded?"

"I't wasn't rmuch of a decision.”" Rising stiffly to his feet, Hugh carefully

wrapped the pipe in its cloth and tucked it away near his breast. "I don't
want to spend the rest of nmy life in this place. 1'll work for you. 1've
wor ked for worse. After all, | once took noney to kill a child."

CHAPTER 54

CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM

WANDERED THE CORRI DORS OF THE CASTLE, |DLY WASTING TIME, OR SO | T SEEMED when
anyone paid any attention to him Wen no one was around, he continued
searchi ng, keeping account of everyone, as best he coul d.

The dog was with Bane. Hapl o had overheard every word of the conversation

bet ween father and son. The Patryn had been caught off-guard by Bane's strange
guestion about the sigil. Scratching the skin beneath his bandages, Haplo
wondered if the child could have seen the runes. The Patryn tried to think
back to a time when he mght have slipped up, made a m stake. Finally, he

deci ded he hadn't. It would have been inpossible. Wat, then, was the boy
tal ki ng about? Surely not sone mensch wi zard trying his hand at runes. Even a
nmensch had nore sense.

Wll, there's no use wasting brain power speculating. I'lIl find out soon
enough. Bane-dog faithfully trotting along at the boy's side-had recently
passed himin the hallway, searching for Al fred. Perhaps that conversation
will give me a clue. Meanwhile, there's Linbeck to check up on

Pausi ng before the door of the Geg's room Haplo glanced up and down the hall
No one was in sight. He traced a sigil upon the door and the wood

di sappeared-at least to his eyes. To the Geg, sitting disconsolately at a
desk, the door seened as solid as ever. Linbeck had asked his host for witing
materials and seened to be absorbed in his favorite pastime-speech-conposing.
But Haplo saw that very little conposing was bei ng acconpli shed. Spectacles
pushed up on his forehead, the Geg sat, head in hand, staring into a
tapestry-covered stone wall that for himwas a nulticol ored bl ur

" "My fellow Workers United . . .' No, that's too restricting. 'My fellow
WJIPP's and Gegs . . .' But the High Froman mi ght be there. H gh Froman, Head
Cark, fellow WIPP's, brother Gegs . . . brother and sister Gegs, | have seen

the world above and it is beautiful' "-Linbeck's voice softened-" 'nore



beautiful and wondrous than anything you can imagine. And I . . . | . .
No!" He tugged violently on his own beard. "There," he said, wincing at the
pain and blinking the tears fromhis eyes. "As Jarre would say, |'ma drugal
Now, maybe | can think better. 'My dear WIPP's . . .' No, there | go again.
I'"ve left out the H gh Froman . "

Hapl o renoved the sigil, and the door took shape and form again. He could
hear, as he continued down the corridor, Linbeck reciting to his crowd of one.
The Geg knows what he has to say, thought Haplo. He just can't bring hinself
to say it.

"Ch, Alfred, here you are!" It was Bane's voice, conming to Haplo through the
dog. "I've been searching all over for you." The child sounded petul ant,
put - out .

"I"msorry, Your Highness, | was |ooking for Sir Hugh . "

He wasn't the only one.

St oppi ng at the next door, Haplo glanced inside. The room was enpty-Hugh was
gone. Haplo was not particularly surprised. If Hugh was even still alive, it
was only because Sinistrad intended to make himsuffer. O, better yet, use
himto make Iridal suffer. This jealousy Sinistrad was exhi biting over his
wi fe was strange, considering he obviously didn't care for her.

"She's his possession,” said Haplo to hinmself, turning back down the hallway
and headi ng for Linbeck's room "If Hugh'd been discovered making off with the
spoons, Sinistrad would probably have been just as mad. Well, | tried to
protect him Pity. He was a bold fellow. | could have used him Now, however,
while Sinistrad is preoccupied with Hugh, would be an excellent tinme for the
rest of us to leave."

"Alfred . . ." Bane was speaking in sugared tones. "I want to have a talk with
you. "

"Certainly, Your Hi ghness."
The dog settled itself on the floor between them

Time to | eave, Haplo repeated. 1'll collect Linbeck, we'll get back to the elf
ship and take it, and | eave this nensch wi zard stranded on his realm | don't
have to put up with his meddling.

"Il transport the Geg back to Drevlin. Once that's done, | wll have
acconplished nmy lord' s goals, except for bringing himback soneone fromthis
world to train as a disciple. 1'd considered Hugh, but he's out, apparently.

Still, ny lord should be satisfied. This world is wobbling about on the brink
of disaster. If all goes well, | can nudge it over the edge. And | believe
that | can safely say that there are no | onger any Sartan-

"Alfred," said Bane, "I know you're a Sartan."

Hapl o came to a dead stop

It nust be a mistake. He hadn't heard right. He'd been thinking the word and
therefore heard it when in reality the boy had said sonmething else. Holding

his breath, alnost wishing inmpatiently he could still the pounding of his
heart so that he could hear nore clearly, Haplo |istened.



Alfred felt the world slide out beneath his feet. Walls expanded, the ceiling
seened to be falling down on top of him and he thought for an awful, blessed
monent that he might faint. But this tine his brain refused to shut down. This
time he would have to face the peril and deal with it as best he could. He
knew he shoul d be sayi ng sonet hing, denying the boy's statement, of course,

but he honestly didn't know whether or not he could talk. H s face nuscles
wer e paral yzed.

"Come, Alfred," said Bane, regarding himw th snug sel f-assurance, "there's no
use denying it. | knowit's true. Do you want to know how | know?"

The child was enjoying this i mensely. And there was the dog, its head raised,
watching himintently, as if it understood every word and it, too, was

awai ting his reaction. The dog! O course, it was understandi ng every word!
And so was its master.

"You renenber the tine when the tree fell on nme," Bane was saying. "I was
dead. | knew | was dead because | was floating away and | | ooked back and saw
nmy body lying on the ground, with the crystal pieces sticking right through
me. But suddenly it was |ike a great big nouth opened and sucked me back. And

| woke up and there weren't any crystals hurting nme anynore. | | ooked down,
and there on nmy chest | saw this." Bane held up the piece of paper he had
renoved fromhis father's desk. "l asked my father about it. He said it was a

sigil, a rune. A rune of healing."

Deny it. Laugh lightly. \Wat an imagi nati on you have, Your H ghness! You
dreaned it, of course. That bunp on your head.

"And then there was Hugh," Bane continued. "I know that | gave hi m enough
het hbane to kill him Wen he fell over, all in a heap, he was dead, just like
me. You brought himback to life!"

Conme, now, Your Highness. If | was a Sartan, what would | be doing earning ny
living as a servant? No, I'd live in a grand pal ace and you nmensch woul d al
flock to see nme and fall at ny feet and beg ne to give you this and give you
that and rai se you up and cast your enenies down and of fer me whatever

want ed except peace.

"And now that | know you're a Sartan, Alfred, you ve got to help ne. And the
first thing we're going to do is kill ny father." Bane reached into his tunic,
pul | ed out a dagger that Al fred recogni zed as bel onging to Hugh. "Look,

found this in ny father's desk. Sinistrad' s going to go down to the Low Real m
and send the Gegs to war and fix the Kicksey-Wnsey and make it align all the
isles, and then he'll control the water supply. Al the wealth and power wil|l
go to him and that's not fair! It was ny idea! I was the one who figured out
how t he machi ne worked. And of course, Alfred, you probably know all about
runni ng the machi ne, since you and your people built it, and you can help ne
with that too."

The dog, with its far-too-intelligent eyes, was |ooking at Al fred, |ooking
straight through him Too late to deny. He'd missed his chance. He'd never
been qui ck-thinking, quick-reacting. That was why his brain had taken to
shutting down when confronted with danger. It couldn't cope with the constant
war that raged inside him the instinctive urge to use his wondrous powers to
protect hinself and others versus the terrible know edge that if he did so he
woul d be exposed for the dem god he was-and wasn't.

"I cannot hel p you, Your Highness. | cannot take a life."

"Ch, but you'll have to. You won't have any choice. If you don't, 1'IIl tell ny



father who you are, and once ny father finds out, he'll try to use you
hi msel f."

"And, Your Hi ghness, | wll refuse.”

"You can't! He'll try to kill you if you don't obey him Then you'll have to
fight, and you'll w n, because you're stronger."

"No, Your Highness. | will lose. | will die."

Bane was startled, perplexed. Goviously this was one nove that had never
occurred to him "But you can't! You're a Sartan!"

"We are not imortal -sonething I think we forgot."

It was the despair that had killed them The despair he was feeling now, a
great and overwhel ni ng sadness. They had dared to think and act as gods and
had ceased to listen to the true gods. Things had begun to go wrong-as the
Sartan saw it-and they had taken it upon thensel ves to decide what was best
for the world and act accordingly. But then sonething el se went wong and they
had to step in and fix it, and every time they fixed one thing, it caused
somet hing el se to break. And soon the task becane too |large; there were too
few of them And they had realized, finally, that they had tanpered with what
shoul d have been left undisturbed. But by then it was too | ate.

"I will die," repeated Alfred.

The dog rose to its feet, cane over to him and laid its head on his knee.
Slow y, hesitantly, he reached out his hand to touch it, and felt its warnth
t he wel | -shaped bones of the head hard beneath the silky fur.

And what is your master doing now? What is Haplo thinking, knowi ng that his
ancient eneny is within his grasp? | can't begin to guess. It all depends,
suppose, on what Haplo is doing in this world in the first place.

The chamberlain smled, nmuch to Bane's frustration and ire. A fred was
wondering what Sinistrad would do if he knew he had two demi gods under his
r oof .

"You mght be ready to die, Alfred!" said Bane with sudden sly cunning. "But
what about our friends-the Geg and Hugh and Hapl o?"

At the sound of its master's nanme, the dog's pluny tail brushed slowy from
side to side.

Bane canme forward to stand at the chanberlain's side, the child s snall hands
cl asped earnestly on his servant's shoulder. "When | tell father who you are
and when | prove to himhow | know who you are, he'll realize-like | do

nowt hat we won't need any of these others. W won't need the elves or their
shi p, because your magi c can take us where we want to go. W won't need

Li mbeck because you can talk to the Gegs and convince themto go to war. W
don't need Hapl o-we never did need Haplo. 1'll take care of his dog. W don't
need Hugh. Father won't kill you, Alfred. He'll control you by threatening to
kill them So you can't diel"

What he says is true. And Sinistrad would certainly realize it.

Expendabl e. I make them all expendable. But what can | do to save them except
kill?



"The truly wonderful part," said Bane, giggling, "is that at the end of it
all, we won't even need father!"

It is the old curse of the Sartan, coming back to nme at last. If | had all owed
the child to die, as, perhaps, he was neant to, then none of this would have
happened. But | had to nmeddle. | had to play god. | believed that there was
good in the child, that he would change-because of me! | believed that |
could save him 1, I, I! All we Sartan ever thought about was ourselves. W
wanted to nmold the world in our image. But perhaps that wasn't what was

i nt ended.

Slowy, gently thrusting aside the dog, Alfred rose to his feet. Walking to
the center of the room he lifted his arnms into the air and began to nove in a
sol emn and strangely graceful - for his ungainly body-dance.

"Alfred, what the hell are you doi ng?"
"I am | eaving, Your Highness," said Alfred.

The air around hi mbegan to shinmrer as his dancing continued. He was tracing
the runes in the air with his hands and drawing themon the floor with his
feet.

Bane's nmouth gaped open. "You can't!" he gasped. Running forward, he tried to

grab hold of the Sartan, but the magical wall Alfred had built around hinself

was now too powerful. There was a crackle when Bane's hand touched it, and the
child, wailing, snatched back burned fingers.

"You can't |leave ne! No one can |leave ne unless | want themto!"

"Your enchantnent doesn't work on nme, Bane.
body begi nning to fade away. "It never did."

Al fred spoke al nost sadly, his

A large furry shape plumeted past Bane. The dog bounded through the
shi mering shell and landed lightly at Alfred' s side. Leaping, teeth snapping,
t he dog caught the chanberlain's ankle in its nouth and held on tightly.

A startled expression crossed Alfred' s now ghostlike face. Frantically he
kicked his leg, trying to jerk it fromthe dog' s nouth.

The dog, grinning, seened to consider this a great ganme. It held on nore
tightly and began to grow playfully and tug back. Alfred pulled harder. H's
body had ceased to fade and was now gradually starting to regain its solidity.
Going round and round in a circle, the chanberlain begged and pl eaded,

t hreat ened and scol ded the dog to |l et go. The dog foll owed hi maround and
around, feet skidding as it sought to get a grip on the stone floor with its
claws, its jaws clanped firmy around Alfred s |eg.

The door to the room sl ammed open. The dog, |ooking over, wagged its tai
furiously, but continued to keep its grip on Alfred.

"So you're | eaving us behind, are you, Sartan?" inquired Haplo. "Just like the
ol d days, huh?"

CHAPTER 55
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IN A ROOM DOMN THE CORRI DOR, LI MBECK FI NALLY PUT HI S PEN TO PAPER



"My people . he began

Hapl o had | ong i magi ned neeting a Sartan, neeting soneone who had seal ed his
people in that hellish place. He imgined hinself angry, but now even he coul d
not believe his fury. He stared at this man, this Alfred, this Sartan, and he
saw t he chaodyn attacking him he saw the dog's body |ying broken, bl eeding.
He saw his parents dead. It was suddenly hard to breathe. He was suffocating.
Veins, red against fiery yellow, webbed his vision, and he had to close his
eyes and fight to catch his breath.

"Leaving again!" He gasped for air. "Just like you jailers left us to die in
that prison!”

Hapl o forced the I ast word out between gritted teeth. Bandaged hands raised
like striking talons, he stood quite close to Alfred and stared into the face
of the Sartan that seemed surrounded by a halo of flame. If this Alfred
smled, if his lips so much as twitched, Haplo would kill him H's lord, his
purpose, his instructions-he couldn't hear any of themfor the poundi ng waves
of rage in his head.

But Alfred didn't snmile. He didn't blench in fright or draw back or even nove
to defend hinself. The lines of the aged, careworn face deepened, the mld
eyes were shadowed and red-rinmred, shimering with sorrow

"The jailer didn't |leave," he said. "The jailer died."

Haplo felt the dog's head press against his knee, and reaching down, he caught
hold of the soft fur and gripped it tightly. The dog gazed up with worried
eyes and pressed closer, whinpering. Hapl o's breathing came easier, clear
sight returned to his eyes, clear thought to his mnd

"I"'mall right," said Haplo, drawing a shivering breath. "I"'mall right."

"Does this mean," asked Bane, "that Alfred' s not |eaving?"
"No, he's not leaving," said Haplo. "Not now, at least. Not until |I'mready."

Master of himself once nore, the Patryn faced the Sartan. Haplo's face was
calm his snmile quiet. H s hands rubbed slowy, one against the other

di splacing slightly the bandages that covered the skin. "The jailer died?
don't believe that."

Al fred hesitated, licked his lips. "Your people have been . . . trapped in
that place all this tinme?"

"Yes, but you knew that already, didn't you? That was your intent!"

Li mbeck, hearing nothing of what was happening two doors down from him
continued witing;

"My people, |I have been in the real ns above. | have visited the real ms our

| egends tell us are heaven. And they are. And they aren't. They are beautiful
They are rich-rich beyond belief. The sun shines on themthroughout the day.
The firmanent sparkles in their sky. The rain falls gently, wi thout nalice.
The shadows of the Lords of Night soothe themto sleep. They live in houses,
not in cast-off parts of a machine or in a building the Kicksey-W nsey deci ded
it didn't need at the nmonent. They have wi nged ships that fly through the air.
They have tanmed wi nged beasts to take them anywhere they want. And all of this
t hey have because of us.



"They lied to us. They told us that they were gods and that we had to work for
them They prom sed us that if we worked hard, they would judge us worthy and
take us up to live in heaven. But they never intended to nake good t hat

promnm se."

"That was never our intent!" Alfred answered. "You rnust believe that. And you
nmust believe that |-we-didn't know you were still there! It was only supposed
to be a short time, a few years, several generations-"

"A thousand years, a hundred generations-those that survived! And where were
you? \What happened?"

"W . . . had our own problens." Alfred s gaze |owered, his head bowed.

"You have ny deepest synpathy."

Al fred glanced up swiftly, saw the Patryn's curled |lip, and, sighing, |ooked
away.

"You're conming with ne," said Haplo. "I'mgoing to take you back to see for
yourself the hell your people created! And ny lord will have questions for
you. He'll find it hard to believe-as | do-that 'the jailer died." "

"Your | ord?"

"A great man, the nost powerful of our kind who has ever lived. He has plans,
many plans, which ["mcertain he'll share with you."

"And that's why you're here," Alfred murmured. "His plans? No, | won't go with
you." The Sartan shook his head. "Not voluntarily." Deep within the nmld eyes,
a spark kindl ed.

"Then I'1l use force. I'll enjoy that!"

"I"ve no doubt. But if you're trying to conceal your presence in this
wor | d"-his gaze fixed on the bandaged hands-"then you know that a fight

bet ween us, a duel of that magnitude and magi cal ferocity, could not be hidden
and woul d be disastrous to you. The wizards in this world are powerful and
intelligent. Legends exist about Death Gate. Many, like Sinistrad or even this
child"-Alfred' s hand stroked Bane's hair-"could figure out what had occurred
and woul d eagerly start to search for the entry into what is held to be a
wondrous world. Is your lord prepared for that?"

"Lord? What |ord? Look here, Alfred!" Bane burst out inpatiently. "None of us
are goi ng anywhere as long as ny father's alivel" Neither of the two nen
answered himor even | ooked at him The boy glared at them Adults, absorbed
in their own concerns, they had, as usual, forgotten his.

"At |ast our eyes have been opened. At |ast we can see the truth." Linbeck
found his spectacles irritating and pushed them back up on top of his head.
"And the truth is that we no | onger need them..."

"I don't need you!" Bane cried. "You weren't going to help me anyway. |'Il do
it myself." Reaching into his tunic, he drew out Hugh's dagger and gazed at it
admringly, running his finger carefully over the rune-carved bl ade. "Cone
on," he said to the dog, still standing beside Haplo. "You cone with ne."

The dog | ooked at the boy and wagged his tail but did not nove.



"Come on!" Bane coaxed. "Good dog!"

The dog cocked his head, then turned to Hapl o, whining and pawi ng. The Patryn,
intent on the Sartan, shoved the dog aside. Sighing, with a final, pleading

gl ance back at its master, the dog-head down, ears flat-padded slowy over to
Bane's side.

The child shoved the dagger in his belt and patted the dog's head. "That's a
good boy. Let's go."

"And so, in conclusion ..." Linmbeck paused. Hi s hand trenbled, his eyes misted
over. A blot of ink fell upon the paper. Pulling his spectacles down from on
top of his head, he adjusted themon his nose and then sat unmovi ng, staring
at the blank spot where the final words would be witten.

"Can you truly afford to fight ne?" Alfred persisted.

"I don't think you'll fight," answered Haplo. "I think you' re too weak, too
tired. That kid you panper is nore-"

Rem nded, Alfred gl anced around.
"Bane? \Were is he?"
Hapl o made an inpatient gesture. "Gone sonewhere. Don't try to-"

"I"'mnot 'trying' anything! You heard what he asked ne. He has a knife. He's
gone to murder his father! |1've got to stop-!"

"No, you don't." Haplo caught hold of the Sartan's arm "Let the nmensch mnurder
each other. It doesn't matter."

"It doesn't matter to you at all?" Al fred gave the Patryn a peculiar
searchi ng | ook.

"No, of course not. The only one | care about is the | eader of the Gegs
revolt, and Linbeck's safely shut up in his room™

"Then where's your dog?" asked Alfred.

"My peopl e"-Linmbeck's pen slowmy and deliberately wote down the words-"we are
going to war."

There. It was done. Pulling off his spectacles, the Geg tossed them down upon
the table, put his head in his hands, and wept.

CHAPTER 56
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM
SI Nl STRAD AND HUGH WERE SEATED | N THE STUDY OF THE MYSTERI ARCH

It was nearly nidday. Light streamed in through a crystal w ndow. Seeming to
float on the m st outside the window were the glittering spires of the city of
New Hope-the city that, according to what Iridal had told him mght as well
be called No Hope. Hugh wondered if the buil dings had been placed there for
his benefit. Qutside, coiled around the castle, dozing in the sun, was the

qui cksi |l ver dragon



"Let us see, what would be best?" Sinistrad tapped thoughtfully on the desk
with his thin fingers. "We will transport the child back to Djern Vol kain on
the el ven ship-taking care, of course, to make certain that the ship is seen
by the humans. Then, when Stephen and Anne are discovered dead, it will be
bl amed on el ves. Bane can tell them some rigmarol e about how he was captured
and escaped and the elves followed himand killed his |loving parents as they
tried to rescue him You can make it appear that the elves nmurdered them |
suppose?"

The air around Hugh stirred, a cold breath swept over him and icy fingers
seened to touch his shoulder. Iridal was working her own nagi c agai nst her
husband. She was here. She was |istening.

"Sure, nothing's easier. WIIl the boy cooperate?" asked Hugh, tensing, yet
doi ng his best to seem at ease. Now that she was faced with inescapable truth,
what woul d she do? "The kid seens | ess than enthusiastic."”

"He will cooperate. | have only to make hi munderstand that this is to his
advant age. Once he knows how he can profit by this action, he will be eager to
undertake it. The boy is anbitious, and rightfully so. After all, he is ny
son. "

Invisible to all eyes, Iridal stood behind Hugh, watching, |istening. She felt
not hi ng at hearing Sinistrad plot nurder; her mnd, her senses, had gone nunb.
Way did | bother to cone? she asked herself. There's nothing | can do. It's
too late for him for ne. But not too |ate for Bane. How did the ancient
saying go? "Alittle child shall lead them" Yes, there is hope for him He is
still innocent, unspoiled. Perhaps someday he will save us.

"Ah, here you are, father."

Bane entered the study, coolly ignoring Sinistrad's glaring frowm. The child's
col or was hei ghtened, and he seemed to glow with an inner radiance. His eyes
gleaned with a feverish luster. Wl ki ng behind the boy, its nails clicking
agai nst the stone floor, the dog appeared worried and unhappy. Its eyes went
to Hugh, pleading; its gaze shifted to a point behind the assassin, staring at
Iridal so intently that she felt a panicked qual mand wondered if her spell of
invisibility had ceased to work.

Hugh shifted uneasily in his chair. Bane was up to something. Probably-from
that beatific expression on his face-no good.

"Bane, |'m busy. Leave us," said Sinistrad.

"No, father. | know what you're tal king about. It's about ne going back to

Vol karan, isn't it? Don't make me, father." The child' s voice was suddenly
sweet and soft. "Don't make ne go back to that place. No one likes ne there.
It's lonely. | want to be with you. You can teach nme magic, |ike you taught ne
to fly. I'll show you all | know about the great machine, and | can introduce
you to the Hi gh Froman-"

"Stop whining!" Sinistrad rose to his feet. Hi s robes rustled around himas he
nmoved out from behind his desk to confront his son. "You want to pl ease ne,
don't you, Bane?"

"Yes, father . . ." The boy faltered. "Mdre than anything. That's why | want
to be with you! Don't you want to be with me? Isn't that why you brought ne
home?"

"Bah! What nonsense. | brought you home so that we could put into action the



second phase of our plan. Certain things have changed now, but only for the

better. As for you, Bane, as long as | amyour father, you will go where
tell you to go and do what | tell you to do. Now, leave us. | will send for
you later."

Sinistrad turned his back on the child.

Bane, a strange smile on his lips, thrust his hand into his tunic. It cane out
hol di ng a knife.

"I guess you won't be ny father long, then!"
"How dare you-" Sinistrad whirled around, saw the dagger in the child' s hand,
and sucked in a seething breath. Pale with fury, the nysteriarch raised his
right hand, prepared to cast the spell that would dissolve the child s body
where he stood. "I can get nore sons!”

The dog leapt, hit Bane square in the back, and knocked the child to the
floor. The dagger flew fromthe boy's hand.

Sonet hi ng unseen struck Sinistrad; invisible hands clutched at his. Raging, he
grappled with his w fe, whose spell crunbled as she fought, revealing her to
her husband.

Hugh was on his feet. Snatching up his dagger fromthe floor, he watched for
his opportunity. He'd free her, free her child.

The wi zard's body crackled with blue lightning. Iridal was flung aside in a
t hunder ous shock wave that hurled her, dazed, against the wall. Sinistrad
turned upon his child, only to find the dog standi ng above the terrified boy.

Teeth bared, hackles raised, it growed lowin its throat.

Hugh struck, driving the dagger deep into the wi zard's body. Sinistrad
screamed in fury and in pain. The assassin jerked his dagger free. The body of
the nysteriarch shimered and faded and Hugh thought his foe was dead.
Suddenly, the wi zard returned, only now his body was that of an enornous
snake.

The snake's head darted at Hugh. The assassin drove his knife again into the
reptilian body, but too late. The snake sank its fangs into the back of Hugh's
neck. The assassin cried out in agony, the poison surging through his body. He
managed to retain his grip on the knife, and the snake-tw sting and coiling-
drove the bl ade deeper. It lashed out in its death throes, wapped its tai
around the assassin's legs, and both crashed to the floor

The snake di sappeared. Sinistrad |ay dead, his | egs wapped around the feet of
his killer.

Hugh stared at the corpse and tried feebly to rise. The assassin felt no pain,
but he had no strength left in him and he coll apsed.

"Hugh. "

Weakly he turned his head. It was pitch dark in the cell. He couldn't see.

"Hugh! You were right. Mne is the sin of not doing. And nowit is too late
too late!"

There was a crack in the wall. A thin shaft of I|ight gl eaned brightly; he
could snell fresh air, perfuned with the scent of lavender. Slipping his hand



t hrough the bars of his cell, Hugh held it out to her. Reaching out as far as
she could from behind her own walls, Iridal touched the tips of his fingers.

And then the black nonk canme and set Hugh free.

CHAPTER 57
CASTLE SI NI STER, H GH REALM

A LOW RUMBLI NG SOUND CAUSED THE STONES OF THE PALACE TO QUI VER ON THEI R
foundation. It grew | ouder, like thunder heard in the distance, marching
toward them shaking the ground. The castle shifted; stone quaked and
shuddered. A triunphant howl split the air.

"What the . . . ?" Haplo stared around him

"The dragon's free!" murmured Al fred, eyes w dening in awe. "Sonething's
happened to Sinistrad!"

"It'"1l kill every living thing in this castle. |I've fought dragons before.
They' re numerous in the Labyrinth. You?"

"No, never." Alfred glanced at the Patryn, caught the bitter smle. "It wll
take both of us to fight it, in the m ght of our power."

"No." Hapl o shrugged. "You were right. | don't dare reveal nyself. |'m not
permtted to fight, not even to save ny life. | guess it's up to you, Sartan."

The fl oor shook. A door down the corridor opened and Li nbeck | ooked out. "This
is more like hone," he shouted cheerfully over the runbling and thudding and
cracki ng. Walking easily across the trenbling floor, he waved a sheaf of
papers. "Do you want to hear mnmy spee-"

The outer walls split asunder. Alfred and Linbeck were flung fromtheir feet,
Hapl o sl amred up agai nst a door that gave way behind himwith a crash. A
gleam ng red eye the size of the sun peered through the ruptured wall at the
victinms trapped inside. The runbling changed to a roar. The head reared back
jaws opening. Wite teeth fl ashed.

Hapl o staggered to his feet. Linbeck was Iying flat on his back, his

spect acl es smashed on the stone floor. Goping for them the Geg stared up
hel pl essly at the red-eyed silver blur that was the dragon. Near Linbeck |ay
Al fred, fainted.

Anot her roar shook the building. A silver tongue flickered like lightning. If
t he dragon destroyed them Haplo would Iose not only his life but also his
purpose for coming here. No Linmbeck to |l ead the revol ution anong the Gegs. No
Li mbeck to start the war that would |lead to worl dw de chaos.

Hapl o ri pped the bandages from his hands. Standing over the fallen, he crossed
his arms and rai sed sigla-tattooed fists above his head. He wondered, briefly,
where the dog had gone. He couldn't hear anything fromit, but then, he
couldn't hear much of anything at all over the bellow ngs of the dragon

The creature dived for him nouth open wide to snatch up the prey.
Hapl o was right: he'd fought dragons before-dragons in the Labyrinth, whose

magi cal powers made this quicksilver look |like a mudworm The hardest part was
standing there, braced to take the blow, when every instinct in the body



shrieked for himto run

At the last instant, the silver head veered aside, jaws snapping on enpty air.
The dragon pull ed back, eyeing the man suspiciously.

Dragons are intelligent beings. Comng out of enthrallnent |eaves themfurious
and confused. Their initial inmpulse is to strike back at the magus who
ensorcel ed them But even raging, they do not attack mndlessly. This one had
experi enced many types of magical forces inits lifetime, but never anything
quite like what it faced now. It could feel, if it could not see, power
surround the man |ike a strong netal shield.

Steel, the dragon could pierce. It mght even pierce this magic, if it had
time to work on it and unravel it. But why bother? There were other victins.
It could snmell hot blood. Casting Haplo a last curious, baleful glance, the
dragon slid out of his view

"But it'll be back, especially if it gets a taste of fresh nmeat." Haplo
| owered his hands. "And what do | do? Take my little friend here and | eave. My
work in this realmis conpl eted-or al most so."

He coul d hear, at last, and he heard what his dog was hearing. Hi s brow
furrowed, he absently rubbed the skin on his hands. Fromthe sounds of it, the
dragon was smashing in another part of the castle. Iridal and the boy were
still alive, but they wouldn't be for |ong.

Hapl o | ooked down at the unconscious Sartan. "I could send you into a faint
that would last as long as | needed it to last, and transport you to ny |ord.
But |1've a better idea. You know where |'ve gone. You'll figure out how to get
there. You'll come to ne of your own accord. After all, we have the sane

goal -we both want to find out what happened to your people. So, old eneny,
"Il let you cover ny retreat."

Kneel i ng beside Al fred, he grabbed hold of the Sartan and shook hi mroughly.

"Come out of it, you craven scum"™

Al fred blinked and groggily sat up. "I fainted, didn't 1? I'"'msorry. It's a
reflex action. | can't control-"
"I don't want to hear about it," Haplo interrupted. "I've driven the dragon

off for the time being, but it's only gone |ooking for a meal that won't fight
back. "

"You . . . you saved ny life!l" Alfred stared at the Patryn.
"Not your life. Linbeck's. You just happened to be in the way."

A child' s thin wail of terror rose in the air. The dragon's how cracked solid
st one.

Hapl o pointed in the creature's direction. "The boy and his nmother are stil
alive. You'd better hurry."

Al fred swal |l owed hard, sweat beading on his forehead. Shakily he rose to his
feet and, with a trenbling hand, traced a sigil on his chest. H s body began
to fade

"Good-bye, Sartan!" called Haplo. "For the tinme being. Linbeck, are you all
right? Can you wal k?"



"My . . . ny spectacles!" Linbeck picked up bent franes, poked his fingers
t hrough the enpty rimns.

"Don't worry," said Haplo, helping the Geg to his feet. "You probably don't
want to see where we're goi ng anyway."

The Patryn paused a nonent to run through everything in his nind
Foment chaos in the realm

H s rune-covered hand cl osed fast over Linbeck's. |'ve done that, ny |ord.
['"lI'l transport himback to Drevlin. He will be the | eader of the revolt anong
his people, the one who will plunge this world into war!

Bring ne soneone fromthis real mwho will be ny disciple. Someone who will
spread the word-nmy word-to the people. Soneone who will |ead the people like
sheep to ny fold. It should be soneone intelligent, amnbitious, and

pliabl e.

Haplo, with his quiet smle, whistled for the dog.

Iridal had tamed dragons before in her girlhood, but only gentle creatures

t hat woul d have al nost done her bidding w thout enchantnent. The dragon she
faced now had always terrified her, perhaps as much because Sinistrad had
ridden it as the dragon itself. She longed to be able to craw into the corner

of that safe, secure cell in which she had been hiding, but the prison was
gone. The walls were beaten down, the door had swung open, the bars fallen
fromthe windows. A chill wind tore at her; the light was blinding to eyes

| ong accustomed to shadow.

The sin of not doing. Now it was too late for her, for the child. Death was
their only freedom

The dragon's roarings thundered above her. Iridal watched inpassively as the
ceiling split wi de open. Dust and rock cascaded down around her. A fiery red
eye peered in at them a lightninglike tongue flicked in desire. The wonan did
not nove.

Too | ate. Too | ate.

Crouched behind his nother, his armclasped tightly around the dog's neck
Bane stared round-eyed. After his first cry of fear, he'd fallen silent,
wat chi ng, waiting. The dragon couldn't reach themyet. It couldn't get its
huge head into the small hole it had created, and was forced to rip nore
bl ocks fromthe castle walls. Driven by rage and a hunger for the blood it
could snell, it was working rapidly.

The dog suddenly turned its head, | ooked back over its shoul der at the door
and whi ned.

Bane foll owed the dog's gaze and saw Hapl o standing in the doorway, beckoning
to him Beside Hapl o was Linmbeck, peering dimy through the dust and rubbl e,
gazing benignly at a horror he could not see.

The child | ooked up at his mother. Iridal was staring fixedly at the dragon
Bane tugged at her skirt.

"Mt her, we nust |eave. W can hi de sonewhere. They'll help us!"



Iridal did not turn her head. Perhaps she had not heard him

The dog whi npered and, gripping hold of Bane's tunic in his teeth, attenpted
to tug the boy toward the door.

"Mt her!" the boy cried
"Go along, child," said Iridal. "H de somewhere. That's a good idea."
Bane grasped hold of her hand. "But . . . aren't you com ng, nother?"

"Mother? Don't call ne that. You're not my child." Iridal gazed at himwith a
strange and dreaml i ke calm "Wen you were born, soneone sw tched the babies.

Go along, child." She spoke to someone else's son. "Run away and hide. | won't
| et the dragon harmyou."

Bane stared at her. "Mther!" he cried out again, but she turned from him

The boy grasped for the anul et around his neck. It was gone. He remenbered: he
had torn it off.

"Bring him" Hapl o shout ed.

The dog got a grip on the boy's shirt and pulled. Bane saw the dragon thrust a
tal oned claw through the hole it had created in the ceiling and nmake a grab
for its prey. Stone walls crashed down. Dust rose, obliterating his nother
fromhis sight.

The claw groped, feeling for the warmflesh it could snell. A red eye peered
i nside, searching for its prey. Iridal fell back, but there was nowhere to
hide in the rubble-strewn, partially collapsed chamber. She was trapped in a
smal | area beneath the hole in the ceiling. Wen the dust cleared and the
creature could see, it would have her

She tried desperately to concentrate on her magic. Cosing her eyes to bl ot
out the fearsonme sight, she forned nmental reins and tossed them over the
dragon' s neck.

The infuriated creature roared and tossed its head. Jerking the reins out of
her mental grasp, the dragon's opposing nagi c cane near overthrow ng the
worman' s reason. A claw slashed at Iridal's arm tearing her flesh.

The ceiling gave way. Shards of stone fell all around her, striking her
knocki ng her down. The dragon, screeching in triunmph, swooped on her. Gasping,
choking in the dust, she crouched on the floor, her face averted from death.

Iridal waited alnost inpatiently to feel the sharp, searing pain, the tal ons
piercing her flesh. Instead, she felt a gentle hand on her arm

"Don't be afraid, child."

I ncredul ously, she raised her head. Bane's servant stood before her

St oop- shoul dered, his bald head covered with marble dust, the fringes of gray
hair sticking out ludicrously, he smled reassuringly at her, then turned to
face the dragon

Slowy, solemly, and gracefully, Alfred began to dance.
H s voice raised in a thin, high-pitched chant to acconpany hinself. His

hands, his feet, traced unseen sigla, his voice gave them names and power, his
m nd enhanced them his body fed them



Burning acid dripped fromthe dragon's flicking tongue. Mnentarily startled,
feeling the man's magi ¢ and uncertain what it was, the creature drew back to
consider the matter. But it had already been thwarted once. The lure of flesh
and the menory of what it had endured at the hands of the detested w zard
drove it on. Snapping jaws dived down, and Iridal shivered in terror, certain
the man nust be bitten in two.

"Run!" she screaned at him

Al fred, |ooking up, saw his danger, but he nerely smled and nodded al npst
absent mi ndedl y, his thoughts concentrating on his magic. H s dance increased
in tenpo, the chanting grew a little |ouder-that was all

The dragon hesitated. The snapping jaws did not close, but remai ned poised
over their victim The creature's head swayed slightly, in time to the rhythm
of the man's voice. And suddenly the dragon's eyes w dened and began to stare
about in wonder.

Al fred' s dance grew sl ower and slower, the chanting died away, and soon he
cane to a weary halt and stood gasping for breath, watching the dragon
closely. The quicksilver didn't seemto notice him Its head, thrust through
the gaping hole in the castle wall, gazed at sonething only it could see.

Turning to Iridal, Alfred knelt beside her. "He won't harmyou now. Are you
hurt ?"

"No." Keeping a wary eye on the dragon, Iridal took hold of Alfred s hand and
held it fast. "What have you done to it?"

"The dragon thinks that it is back in its hone, its ancient home-a world only
it can remenber. Right now it sees earth bel ow and sky above, water in the
center, and the sun's fire giving life to all."

"How | ong will the enchantnent |ast? Forever?"

"Nothing lasts forever. A day, two days, a nonth, perhaps. It will blink, and
all will be gone and it will see only the havoc that it weaked. By that tine,
perhaps, its anger and pain will have subsided. Now, at least, it is at
peace. "

Iridal gazed in awe at the dragon, whose gi ant head was swayi ng back and
forth, as if it heard a soothing, lulling voice.

"You've inprisoned it inits mnd," she said.

"Yes," Alfred agreed. "The strongest cage ever built."

"And | amfree," she said in wonder. "And it isn't too late. There is hope!
Bane, ny son! Bane!"

Iridal ran toward the door where she'd |last seen him The door was gone. The
wal I s of her prison had coll apsed, but the rubble bl ocked her path.

"Mt her! | amyour son! [|-"

Bane tried to cry out again to her, but a sob welled up in his throat,
shutting it off. He couldn't see her; the falling stone bl ocked his view

The dog, barking frantically, ran around himin circles, nipping at his heels,



trying to herd himaway. The dragon gave a dreadful shriek and, terrified,
Bane turned and ran. Halfway to the door, he nearly fell over Sinistrad's
body.

"Fat her ?" Bane whi spered, reaching out a trenbling hand. "Father, |I'msorry .

The dead eyes stared at him unseeing, uncaring.

Bane stunbl ed back and tripped over Hugh-the assassin paid to kill him who
had died to give himlife.

"I"'msorry!" The child wept. "lI'msorry! Don't |eave ne alone! Please! Don't
| eave me al one!™”

Strong hands-with blue sigla tattooed on the backs-caught hold of Bane and
l[ifted himup out of the weckage. Carrying himto the doorway, Haplo set the
stunned and shaken boy on his feet next to the Geg.

"Both of you, keep near ne," the Patryn ordered.

He Iifted his hands, crossed his arns. Fiery runes began to burn in the air,
one appearing after another. Each touched, yet never overlapped. They fornmed a
circle of flame that conpletely enconpassed the three of them blinded them
with its brilliance, yet did not harmthem

"Here, dog." Haplo whistled. The dog, grinning, leapt lightly through the fire
and came to stand at his side. "We're going hone."

EPI LOGUE
"AND SO, LORD OF THE NEXUS, THAT'S THE LAST | SAW OF THE SARTAN.

I know you' re di sappoi nted, perhaps even angry, that | didn't bring hi mback
But | knew Alfred would never allow me to take the boy or the Geg, and as he
said himself, | could not risk fighting him It seemed to ne to be a splendid
irony that he should be the one to cover ny escape. Alfred will cone to us of
his own accord, ny lord. He can't help hinself, now that he knows Death Gate
SWi ngs open.

"Yes, nmy lord, you are correct. He has another incentive-his search for the
child. Alfred knows |I took the boy. | heard, before |I left Drevlin, that the
Sartan and the boy's nmother, Iridal, had joined together to | ook for her son

"As for the boy, | think you'll be pleased with Bane, nmy lord. There is
potential in him Naturally, he was shaken by what happened in the castle at
the last-the death of his father, the horror of the dragon. It's nade him

t houghtful, so if you find himquiet and subdued, be patient with him He is
an intelligent boy and will soon learn to honor you, lord, as we all do.

"And now, to finish ny story. When | left the castle, | took the boy and the
Geg with ne to the elven ship. Here we discovered that the elf captain and his
crew were being held prisoners by the nysteriarchs. | made a deal with
Bothar'el. In return for his freedom he would take us back to Drevlin. Once
there, he would hand over his ship to ne.

"Bothar'el had little choice but to agree. He either accepted ny terns or net
death at the hands of the w zards-the nysteriarchs are powerful and desperate
to escape their dying realm | was, of course, forced to use my magic to free



us. W could not have fought them successfully otherwi se. But | was able to
work ny nmagic wthout the elves seeing nme, they didn't notice the runes. In
fact, they now believe that |I'mone of the nysteriarchs nyself. | didn't

di sillusion them

"The assassin was correct in his estimation of the elves, ny lord. You wll
find that they are people of honor, as are the humans in their own curious
way. As he had agreed, Bothar'el flew us to the Low Real m The Geg, Linbeck
was greeted by his people as a hero. He is H gh Froman of Drevlin now Hi s
first act was to launch an attack against an elven ship attenpting to dock and
take on water. In this, he was hel ped by Captain Bothar'el and his crew. A
conbi ned force of elves and dwarves attacked the ship and, singing that
strange song | told you about, they nanaged to convert all the elves on it.
Bothar'el told nme before he left that he intended to take the ship to this
Prince Reesh'ahn, |eader of the rebellion. He hopes to forman alliance

bet ween the rebel elves and the dwarves against the Tribus Enpire. It is
runored that King Stephen of the Uylandia Cluster will join them

"\What ever the outcone, world war rages in Arianus, my lord. The way is
prepared for your coming. Wen you choose to enter the Real mof Sky, the
war - weary people will | ook upon you as a savior.

"As for Linbeck, he-as | predicted-has beconme a powerful |eader. Because of
him the dwarves have redi scovered their dignity, their courage, their
fighting spirit. He's ruthless, determ ned, not afraid of anything. H's
dreany-eyed idealismbroke with those spectacles of his, and he sees nore
clearly now than ever before. He has, |I'mafraid, lost a girlfriend. But then
Jarre spent tine alone with the Sartan. Who can say what strange notions he
put into her head?

"As you can imagine, my lord, it took me sonme tinme to prepare the elven ship
for its journey into Death Gate. | transported it and Bane down to the Steps
of Terrel Fen, near where ny own ship had crashed, so that | could work

undi sturbed. It was while | was perform ng the necessary nodifications-using
the Kicksey-Wnsey to assist nme-that | heard about the Sartan and the boy's

nmot her and their search. They had traveled as far as Drevlin. Fortunately, |
was ready to | eave.

"I sent the boy into a deep slunber, and made ny way back through Death Gate.
This time, | knew the perils | faced and was prepared for them The ship
sustai ned only m nor damage, and | can have it repaired and refitted in tine
for the next journey. That is, my lord, if | have earned the right to be sent
on anot her such mi ssion?

"Thank you, ny lord. Your praise is ny greatest reward. And now | propose a
salute. This is bua wine, a gift from Captain Bothar'el. | think you will find
its taste extrenely interesting, and it seenmed to ne fitting that we should
drink to the success of our next mssion in what we m ght call the bl ood of

Ari anus.

"To Death Gate, my lord, and our next destination-the Realmof Fire."

1 The barl is the main standard of exchange in both elven and human lands. It
is measured in the traditional barrel of water. An equival ent exchange for a
barrel of water is one barl

2 All the floating isles in the Real mof Sky are composed of coralite. The
excretion of a small, harm ess, snake-shaped creature known as the cora
grubb, coralite is spongelike in appearance. Wen it hardens, it is as strong
as granite, though it cannot be cut and polished. Coralite forms very fast;
structures made of the substance are not built so much as grown. Coral grubbs



give off a gas that is lighter than air. This keeps the isles suspended in the
sky, but can be a nui sance when attenpting to construct buildings. The magic
of first-house |land wizards is necessary to rempve it.

Cccasional ly, deposits of iron and other mnerals have been discovered
enbedded in the coralite. How they got there is not known, but it is presuned
to have been a phenonenon that occurred during the Sundering.

3 Navigational termused in the Tribus Standard. The center for all navigation
is the Inperial Palace in Tribus, fromwhich-since early days when the races
were at peace-all navigational readings are referenced. A negative ryda

refers to noving closer to the current position of Tribus, while a positive
rydai refers to heading in the opposite direction

4 Sterego is a fungus found on the isle of Tytan. Humans of that |and have

| ong used crushed sterego as a healing balm Elven explorers during the First
Expansi on noticed that the sl ow burning, pungent sterego was far superior to
their own pipethorn plant, and was | ess expensive to grow. They transported it
to their own plantations, but there is apparently sonething special about
Tytan. No other variety can match the original in flavor and arona.

5 Water was scarce in the Md Realm Rain fell infrequently and, when it did
fall, was i medi ately soaked up and retained by the porous coralite. No rivers
or streams ran through the coralite isles. Various plant life growi ng there
trapped water. The cultivation of crystaltrees and cuppl ants was an expensive,
| abori ous neans of obtaining the precious liquid, but it was the main source
(other than stealing fromthe elves) of water for the humans of the Md Realm
6 Menka or, nore precisely, nenkarias rydai, is the elven standard form of
nmeasurenent. Classically, it was said to be "one thousand elf hunters high."
In nodern times, this has been standardi zed by establishing that elf hunters
are six feet tall, thus making the nmenka equal to six thousand feet. This has
| ed to considerabl e confusi on between the races, due to the fact that elven
feet are somewhat smaller than those of humans.

7 Femal e Gegs wear skirts-traditional dress-only on formal occasions and only
when the whirling gears of the Kicksey-Wnsey are far away. At all other tines
femal e Gegs wear | oose-fitting trousers bound by bright-col ored ribbons.

8 Backtrack, trackward, kiratrack, and kanatrack are terns used in the isles
to indicate direction. Track refers to the Mean Cluster Track or the path
which the cluster takes in its orbit through the sky. To nove trackward is to
travel in the same direction; backtrack, in the direction precisely opposite.
Kiratrack and kanatrack refer to noving at right angles to the track.

9 Much as two words, each with its own definition, can be conbined to forma

third word with a nmeaning all its own, yet deriving fromthe other two. This
is a very crude explanation of the rune | anguage of the Patryns, who can
create a wide variety of magical effects with the placenent of each sigil in

rel ati onship to others.

10 Patryns in the Labyrinth nmeasure age in terns of "gates." This probably
began in the early days of their inprisonment, when a person's age was
determ ned by the nunber of gates through which he or she had passed- this
passage being the nost inportant synmbol in their society.

When the Lord of the Nexus eventually returned to the Labyrinth to gain
partial control over it with his magic, he established a standardi zed system
of timekeeping (based on the regular sun cycles in the Nexus) to which the
term "gate" now applies.

11 Elven word for "elf." The x is a guttural sound, pronounced "ich."

12 trees grow in the forests of Aristagon and several of the islands in the
Tri bus Marches and may reach heights of over three hundred feet. The trees are
simlar to hargast in that they are of the metallic/organic class of plant



life, taking the natural minerals fromthe soil and using a chenot her mal
process for their growh. They differ fromhargast in that they are supple and
their trunks grow straight and round, with a hollow core. This nmakes them

i deal for airship construction

13 A hot drink concocted by boiling the bark froma ferben bush in water for
about half an hour. To elves, the drink is mldly narcotic, acting as a
sedative, but to humans and dwarves it merely brings on a feeling of restful
rel axation.

14 Meaning, in elven, "at harnony with the el enents.™

15 A termused by elves to denote humans.

16 Every nonth all the rubbi sh accumul ated t hroughout the elven lands is
transported by tier-drawn carts to the harbor. Here it is | oaded on board the
ship and sent down to reward the faithful, long-suffering Gegs without whom
those in the Md Real mwould not |ong survive.

17 Known to humans as bagpi pes.

18 Difficult to find, the grenko are | arge and savage beasts nuch prized for
their teeth. Because of the animal's rarity, they are protected from hunting
by strict elven aw. Genko shed their teeth annually. The teeth can be found
strewn about the floor of any grenko cave. The challenge in gathering the
teeth lies in the fact that the grenko | eaves its cave only once yearly to go
in search of a mate, and generally returns within a day's timespan Hi ghly
intelligent, with a keen sense of snell, grenko will instantly attack anything
found in their caves.

19 Suffixes attached to a name indicate rank. A captain's name ends with "el."
A lieutenant's name ends with "in." A prince, such as Prince Reesh, adds the
suffix "ahn" to his nane.

20 Fruit of which humans are particularly fond. Its tart purple skin covers an
al nost sickeningly sweet pink nmeat inside. Those with educated pal ates believe
not hi ng conpares to the subtle blending of flavors when skin and neat are
consumed si mul taneously. The wine made fromthis fruit is much coveted by the
el ves, who, however, scorn eating the bua itself.

21 A word used by both Patryns and Sartan to refer to those less gifted with
power than thenselves. It is applied equally to elves, humans, and dwarves.



