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In the perfection of the warrior does the Seventh Circle achieve her ultimate ideal.
But perfection is honed to a double edge, for the shiny blade of humankind reflects the specter of
apocalypse.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Chronicles of a Circle Called Earth

Prologue

Dawn swelled on the horizon beyond the volcano, and Natac was glad that he would see this place once
before hedied. The celestid unveiling was utterly serene, lavender merging into rose and pale turquoise,
al advancing with amgesty that tightened histhroat and brought tearsto his eyes. The swath of soft blue
expanded skyward from the conica mountain, and he dared to imagine that the eternaly smoldering
summit gave birth to this day. Scarcely breathing, he wondered at the perfection of the dark cloud that
twisted upward from the massif to hang like a serpentine banner over the Valey of the Mexica.

It seemed fitting that hislife would end here, today—that Natac, who had provided so much blood, so
many lives, to the hungry gods, would at last offer his own heart on an occasion of high honor to the
fearsomeimmortals who ruled over every aspect of the world. Hewould give hislife on the atar of his
enemies, the Aztecs—or Mexica, asthey arrogantly styled themselves. Y et Natac was content to know
that his heart would sustain the gods and alow life here and in his own homeland of Tlaxcaato continue
to flourish.

Onthisday Tlaoc and Tonatiuh, voracious gods of rain and sun, would be feted with many hearts.
Deities of wind and nightfal, of motherhood and spring, of maiz and catfish and herons, would gain
strength from grand ritual. And of course, herein the city of the Mexicathe Aztec god of war,
Huitzilopochtli, would be offered the greatest number of hearts—Natac had been told that ariver of
blood would flow from histemple during theritud.

For amoment hefet asmal glimmer of regret, knowing that Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror, would
receive little acknowledgment from the M exicans, who were far more concerned with the needs of their
insatiable war god. Silently, Natac extended a prayer into the cloudless dawn. He thanked Tezcatlipoca,
who was aso cdled the Enemy on Every Side, for hiswarrior’ slife, and for the many enemies he had
been alowed to take in battle. Every one of them had been sanctified to the glory of the gods, had died
knowing that hislifeblood would sustain the world, and Natac had no doubt but that the immortals had
been mightily pleased by these blood offerings. As he prayed, preparing for hisjourney to black Mictlan,
the redlm of death, heredlized that never in hislife had he seen afiner sunrise,

And he knew that there was no better way to die.

A guard, arespectful young stripling apprenticed to an Aztec Eagle Knight, siood uneasily severa paces
away. Hewas abig fellow bearing an obsidian-tipped spear, garbed in practical armor of padded quilting



that protected him from groin to shoulders. Still, he had certainly heard of Natac’ s reputation—doubtless
he believed that the prisoner could have broken his neck at any moment.

But perhaps he perceived another truth aswell: The Tlaxcaan Natac had no thoughts of escape. Since
the moment he had been fairly captured in war, he had known that hislife was ended. He was satisfied to
be playing hisfind part in taskslaid out by godly scheme,

By the time the eastern sky was blue, people moved around the temples, pyramids, and other ritua sites
that cameinto Natac' s view. Priests|it torches and beacon fires, while daves swept the flagstone surface
that would soon be the host of agreat gathering. A servant approached with a copper plate, offering
maiz and beans to the honored captive. Natac, his eyes till fixed to the brightening eastern sky, made no
acknowledgment of the offer—he had purged his body over the previous days, and would leave no
unseemly waste on the secrificid dtar.

Soon Mexicans by tens, and then by hundreds, began to filter through the congtricting entriesinto the
plaza. Some were richly dressed noblestrailed by courtiers and daves as they sought good vantages for
the day’ srites. Otherswere families, fathers bearing little girls on their shoulders, boys playing warrior,
darting about with make-believe bows, spears, and maguahuitls. Already the square grew crowded as
people filled the broad swaths of space between palaces and pyramids.

Findly bright light flamed aong the western ridge crest, a sweth of brilliance cregping dowly downward,
driving back the lingering shadows of night. The great pyramid, whitewashed stone steps flanked by
bright, serpentine images painted red, blue, and green, gleamed with supernatura brightness. Atop the
steep structure stood two atars, sacred sites dedicated to the rain god, Tlaloc, and martial
Huitzilopochtli. Viewing the lofty temples, risng so far above the greet city of the Mexica, Natac couldn’t
help but fed awe.

Closer by he saw the flat smplicity of the Warstone, acircular platform only afew pacesin diameter.
Four stairways, perfectly oriented to the earthly directions, led to the top of the ceremonia stage, which
wasjust over atal man’s height above the ground. On that stone surface, later this morning, Natac
would die,

Like countless otherstoday, hisblood and heart would be given to sustain the fierce and immortal gods.
But of al those who would perish, only Natac was being granted the high honor of sacrifice by combat.
Asany priest could affirm, thisritud killing of awell-known and esteemed war leader of Tlaxcaawould
be highly pleasing to the god of war.

By thetimetheline of sunlight had marched well down the western ridges, the gresat plaza of the Aztecs
teemed with people. Intrigued by hisfirst peaceful encounter with hislifelong enemies, Natac unabashedly
looked around. He easily identified the nobles, each trailed by adave who bore aoft an ornately
decorative banner proclaiming his master’ s exdlted status. The feathery pennantsfloated like kites over
the crowd, in colors of yellow and sgpphire, crimson and violet, brighter than any hues Natac had ever
Seen.

Infact, everything was more colorful, here—from the plumage of heraddry and headdressto the
gplendid mantlesworn by so many, and the twisting mosaics of bright paint that framed the ceremonia
centers and palacesin thisvast square. For the first time Natac' swarrior’s mind perceived how the
Aztecs, by controlling dl the relms around intransigent Tlaxcala, had strangled his homeland, blocking
trade for the brilliant plumage of the Maya country, or the pure, vivid dyes from the coast.

The young guard blinked in surprise, but made no objection when Natac waked toward the Warstone
and, with measured paces, ascended to the raised platform. From here he could see over the heads of



the gathered throng of Mexicacommoners, and even above the feathered heraldry of the nobles. A
hundred paces away the great skull rack, with its many thousands of fleshless, bony heads, wasa
shadow-encased trophy of Aztec might. Other structures rose above the people, too—every one of them
grand and imperia, many with ornate fagades or columned porticos, pristine whitewash accented by
brightly colored paint.

He found himsdlf facing the Smoking Mirror, the temple of Tezcatlipocaatop its own angular, terraced
pyramid, of asize eclipsed only by the great pyramid itself. From this greet edifice the jaguar image of the
Enemy on Every Sidelooked from histemple over this corner of the world. Natac shivered, touched by
an uncanny sensethat he looked into that Smoking Mirror and saw his own degth reflected in dl of the
men he had killed.

Turning his gaze to the purpled dopes, he admired the distant borders of the valey. Closer, the ridges
surrounding the great idand city and its lake were green with forests, verdant woodlands now brightening
in spreading day. To the southeast, the warrior beheld the lofty magnificence of that greet volcano. North,
and 4l farther east of the conica summit lay Tlaxcaa

For amoment he let himself remember hiswife and sons. His devoted bride had, somehow and almost
unnoticed by him, become an old woman, but he knew that her comfort would be assured by his estate.
He was a so confident that his boys, young men now, would prosper, and he was content that his people
would be free of Aztec domination for along time.

And they would know that he died well.

Asto the gods, Natac suspected that they cared little whether the hearts were offered in Tlaxcala or here
in the city of the Mexica. Regardless, they should continue to favor the peoples of the world with good
fortune, plentiful sustenance, and benign climate.

Hismind summoned another memory, the image of apretty little girl. Her namewas Y dlow
Hummingbird, and she had been the only sister in ahouse of rambunctious boys. She was his daughter,
and she had been gone for many years now—she had been given to therain god asavirgind twelve-year
old. Now hewondered if he would see her in Mictlan. The thought gave him apang of anticipation, a
sense of hope for amysteriousfuture.

Therewas aripple of excitement and murmuring as black-clad priests—hair, garments and skin matted
with crusted blood and other filth—moved ostentatioudly through the crowd. People shrank back,
frightened by the fierce agpect and profound stench of these holy men, many of whom carried smoking
braziers, while otherstrilled upon flutes or brayed loud prayers. Some made their way with ddliberate
haste up the steps of the great pyramid, and soon colored smoke billowed into view from before those
lofty atars. Conch horns blared exultantly from al corners and heights of the plaza, while the music of the
flutes swelled into ashrill cacophony.

Huitzilopochtli, naturaly, would receive thefirgt sacrificia victimsin this place that was by itsvery
exigence atestament to the Aztec war god’smight. A file of men, dressed like Natac in plain, clean
loincloths, began ascending the steep steps of the great pyramid. Those who would die today, the
xochimilche, were mosily captives taken by the Aztecsin their battle with Tlaxcala. Additiond victims
were daves, purchased and then given for sacrifice by amaster who had reasons to seek the favor of this
god or that.

Natac knew that the xochimilche leading the serpentine queue were Aztec warriors who had been
crippled, maimed, blinded, or otherwiseinjured in the recent battle. Their days of combat ended, they
offered themsalves willingly to the ravenous god of war. The sight of their struggles moved Natec ashe



watched the first, a man whose left leg had been crudlly split by an obsidian-bladed maquahuitl. A priest
climbed to his side, but the warrior brusquely waved away any suggestion of assistance. Instead he bore
hisweight on the good leg, using his handsto lift himsdlf higher in aseries of careful hops.

Finally the crippled Aztec stood &t the top of the pyramid. Now more horns moaned, long and deep and
quavering, asaring of priests closed in. Though he couldn’'t seeinside the dcove of thetemple, Natac
knew that the fanged and bestia image of Huitzilopochtli, maw gaping hungrily, crouched beside the flat
dtar where the xochimilche would be stretched backward.

With startling brilliance, the rays of the rising sun struck the roof of the temple, and a patinaof gold
shimmered downward, creeping toward the sanctified atar. Suddenly the priests stepped back and the
crowd buzzed with excitement as ablaze of viridescent color flashed amid the dark clerics. The brilliant
plumage cloaked aman, aregd figurein arich mantle of aquamarine hummingbird festhers, heed
crowned by the emerad-green tail feathers of the quetzal bird. With sudden recognition and awe, Natac
knew thiswas Moctezumahimsdlf, the Eloquent One—ruler of the Aztec empire.

The noblefigure raised a hand and sunlight flickered momentarily off ablade of sharpened, fire-orange
jade. The knife dropped, and in another moment M octezuma s other hand came up. At the sametimethe
advancing sunlight engulfed the company before the temple, dazzlingly bright and magicd. In the clutching
fingers, tiny with distance but crimson and bright as aruby, a human heart pulsed in thefirgt rays of the
un.

The golden sheen continued down the face of the pyramid as, one by one, more xochimilche advanced
into the temple. Moctezuma himself performed several more sacrifices, then stepped back to alow the
prieststo assumetheritua butchery. Natac knew that each heart was placed into the maw of the god of
war, no doubt reverently at first, dthough inevitably the grotesque jaws would soon overflow. Additiona
heartswould ultimately fall in ahegp upon the floor while the gory work cast alayer of blood over the
priests, the temple, and the entire top of the pyramid.

Whilethe origind file of xochimilche still marched forward, a second column now ascended the pyramid
steps. Thisgroup was led by prieststo the dtar of Tlaoc, the other temple commanding asite on the
city’ smost sacrosanct vantage. The neighboring dtar, too, was soon drenched in blood as heart after
heart was ripped forth, here in the name of the goggle-eyed deity of rain.

For amoment, Natac' s eyes wandered to the farther pyramid, where the dtar of Tezcatlipocawas
currently unattended. His enemies would extend this ancient god atoken feast of hearts, he was certain,
but not in sufficiency deserved by the patron deity of Tlaxcaa He reminded himself that in hishomeand
many Aztec heartswould fill the jaguar-maw of the Enemy on Every Side, but he remained aggrieved by
the sight of this Mexican temple s neglect.

Before the war god' s temple on the great pyramid, the drained corpses were hauled away by burly
priests and unceremonioudy tumbled down the side of the blocky structure. A streak of bright red
appeared at the lip of the sacred platform, quickly centering in the gutter beside the wide Stairway.
Oozing thickly, blood began to trickle down the chute, drawing a murmured reaction from the gathered
throng. Natac watched the precious liquid intently, knowing thet its appearance sgnaed the
commencement of hisown part in the festivities.

Severd priests approached, magically parting the crowd that had closed around the Warstone, and
Natac was pleased to see afamiliar figure beside them. The Eagle Knight Takanatl was resplendent in his
ceremonia costume, wooden helmet forming the beek of agreat hunting bird—which wasin turn an
opening that framed the warrior’ s stern face. Takanatl’ s arms and calves were bare, but arich mantle of
white cotton and green parrot feathers framed the black and white of his eagle plumage and distinguished



him as aman of great status. Now he came to stand at the base of the Warstone, gray eyes meeting
those of the man he had captured.

“Gresetings, Natac,” said the Aztec, in the Nahuatl tongue that was a common link between their
intractable nations. “1 am pleased to anticipate your find battle.”

“Itismy honor to die before you—and to offer my heart to the gods,” Natac replied. Hefelt astrong
rush of affection for the proud Eagle Knight, hisfoe in countless battles over the last thirty years, and a
momentary regret that he could not have the honor of daying this man today, then journeying with him to
Mictlan.

“Doesyour hand cause you pain?’ asked Takanatl.

For amoment Natac was surprised. Then helooked down at the swollen purpled lump at the terminus of
his left arm, remembered the rockdide ambush, crushing boulders trapping him, leading to his capture.
Theinfection had become severe, swelling through hiswrigt and into hisforearm.

“No—I have given it no thought,” he replied truthfully.

“l anglad.” Takanatl smiled broadly, relishing hismemories. “I1t was my good fortune that you were
coming through the pass as my men released the rockdide. The Eloquent One himsdlf took notice!”

“Ah, but the pursuit that led meinto that passwas afinething!” Natac declared. “ To see tens of
thousands of Aztecsfleeing the battle, leaving hundreds behind as offerings for Tlaxcaan temples. It was
avictory worth dying for.”

“Indeed.” The Eagle Knight's expression became rueful. “Moctezuma was | ess than happy with the other
details of the battle.” Takanatl’ s eyesflickered to the great pyramid, and Natac was reminded that not all
xochimilche went willingly to the realm of deeth.

Only then did the Tlaxcdan note afile of other warriors behind Takanatl, less grandly dressed than the
Eagle Knight, but capable and sturdy-looking men nonetheless. There were adozen or more, waiting
impatiently for the ceremonies to be concluded, encircling the platform and congregating at the bases of
the four stairways leading to the Warstone. Natac wondered which of them would kill him—and he
hoped, for the honor of the Smoking Mirror and Tlaxcala, that it would not be thefirst manto try.

The closest, a hard-eyed young man of great size and scowling features, stared at Natac unblinkingly. He
bore a sharp-edged maguahuitl and wore padded quilting to protect his chest, belly, and shoulders.
Obvioudy thisyoung warrior would commence the battle with the Tlaxcalan xochimilche, and as Natac
admired the man’s sinewy limbs and the deadly weapon in his hand, he admitted to himsdf that the Aztec
had agood chance of winning.

Four priests climbed the stairways to the top of the Warstone. Three prayed loudly, wafting incense while
the fourth offered Natac his ritual wegpons: adender pole of wood, which was merely a spear without
the customary head of sharp stone; and a parody of alethal maguahuitl. Instead of the razor-edged
shards of obsidian characteristic of the bladed club, the edges of this weapon were marked only by
colorful tufts of feathers.

Once again Natac was reminded of his usdess|eft hand, knowing that theinjury rendered the pole an
ineffectivetoal.

“I choose only theritua sword,” he said, taking the blunt maguahuitl from the priest’ s outstretched hand.
Natac watched impassively asthe smdly, filth-encrusted cleric hagtily withdrew, apparently fearful even



of thisludicroudy armed enemy.

Thefour holy men raised their voicesin long, ululating cries, asummonsintended to draw the attention of
the god of war. Thefile of sacrificid victims on the great pyramid cameto atemporary hdt asthe eyes of
seemingly all the populace turned to the ceremony on the Warstone. Natac was awed by afresh
gppreciation of the crowd’ s size, which must have numbered a hundred times a thousand and more.

The hard-eyed young Aztec bounded up the seven steps on the east side of the platform, sharp-toothed
wespon held ready for adash to right or |eft. Natac waited in the middle of the circle, the feathered club
held casudly at his sde. The young man stood a hand-span taler than the Tlaxcdan, and he dl but
sneered at the wounded, underarmed xochimilche—a broken warrior who was apparently resigned to a
quick degth.

It wasin that arrogance that Natac foresaw the Mexican’s doom. Predictably, the man charged with a
sudden sprint, raising his maguahuitl high above his head. Those stony eyes never wavered from Natec's
face as the weagpon came down in aswooping rush, ablow deadly enough to cleave aman from crown
to sternum—if the attack could but strike such amortal target.

Camly mesting his attacker’ s cold glare, Natac feinted to the right with adrop of his shoulder. The move
turned the Aztec dightly in his onrush—and then the Tlaxcaan dodged left with whiplike quickness,
bringing his club through a bone-crushing smash into thewrist of his enemy’ swegpon-hand. Theletha
maquahuitl clattered to the stone as the man staggered to astop at the far edge of the platform. With a
quick rush Natac charged and kicked the Aztec in the chest, sending him toppling backward off the
Warstone.

The stunned Mexican clutched his broken wrist and groaned weekly on the ground below astwo priests
closed in, but Natac didn’t watch asthe clerics hoisted the vanquished warrior to hisfeet and started him
toward the great pyramid. Instead, the Tlaxcaan turned to the south stairway, where another determined
warrior—a scarred and stocky veteran armed with ajavelin aswell as amaquahuitl—ascended to do
glory for hisgod and hisnetion.

His predecessor’ s fate apparently gave thiswarrior little pause, for he, too, charged with headlong speed.
Natac started to retreat, but then sprang forward to stab his club, head forward, between the careless
guard of the Aztec’ sjavelin and sword. The blow smashed into the padded quilt with enough force to
crack the man’sribs, and he collgpsed soundlessly. Looking at hisenemy’ slips, which were aready
blue, Natac knew he had died from a bruise to his heart.

The Tlaxcalan crossed to the other side of the platform while more priests dragged the warrior and his
weapons away. Since the man was dready dead, they wasted no timein dicing open hischest and raising
that stilled heart toward the sun. The dick red muscle was then placed in awicker basket and borne
toward a nearby temple by a swiftly trotting apprentice.

Before the end of that brief ceremony, an Aztec warrior had climbed the west stairway to the Warstone.
This man bore only amaguahuitl, and he moved with feline grace, balancing on the balls of hisfeet and
weaving back and forth unpredictably. He might have the quickness to become a Jaguar Knight
someday, Natac suspected—if he had tenacity and strength, aswell.

It was at that moment that the Tlaxcalan was struck by an odd thought: His own degth at the hands of
one of these young Mexicanswould gresatly exat that aspiring warrior’ s status. The victor might be
granted command of a hundred warriors, or even that exated knighthood in the orders of the Jaguars or
Eagles. The notion gave riseto asrangely caming sense of tranquillity.

The graceful Aztec approached with caution, circling warily. Natac alowed him to hold arespectful



distance as the two combatants faced each other like dancers, dowly pivoting around the stage. They
sparred with quick dashes, the clash of their wegpons harsh in the ftill plaza until, asif by mutua plan,

they separated.

Over three sharp exchanges the young man reveded quick reflexesin defense, but dso displayed a
predilection for a high, dashing attack. The fourth time that catlike swipe whipped past hisface, Natac
was ready with his own counter. He ducked into afull squat and struck from his crouch, avicious
Sdeswipethat shattered the Aztec’ s knee. Sobbing in disbelief, the promising young warrior was borne
toward the temple of the war god as afourth fighter, this one climbing up the north stairway, took up the

chdlenge.
And hewasfollowed by afifth, and then asixth.

When the seventh man fell, knocked senseless by ablow to the head, severd heartbeats passed without
the next challenger appearing. A freshening breeze cooled the sheen of sweat that glistened on Natac's
nearly hairless skin. He was vaguely aware of astillness, asense of awe that had quieted the once
boisterous crowd.

When helooked around curioudy, he saw the reason: Sternly upright amid the framing plumage of
dave-borne fans, M octezuma himsalf had come to observe the dud.

The Elogquent One, most powerful ruler in the known world, was resplendent in his bright feathered
mantle and the brilliant headdress of long, emerad-colored plumes ofting haf again above hisown
height. A large plug of turquoise and gold graced hislower lip, which was now curled downward ina
pout of displeasure. In Moctezuma s wake crowded aretinue of nobles anxiousfor alook at the
Tlaxcdan xochimilche. Y et al left space around the Eloquent One, and hastened to back away from the
ruler’ severy gesture or move.

The next warrior climbed to the Warstone, no doubt deeply honored by the exalted observer, and
charged at the waiting Natac. A heartbest |ater, larynx crushed by the wooden club that had long since
lost its feathered totems, the Aztec tumbled away to adow degath by strangulation.

“Enough!”

The cry came from the Eagle Knight, Takanatl. The veteran stared at the purple-faced corpse, then
looked to Natac, his expression tortured. Finally the helmed warrior turned toward Moctezuma, knedling
and bending his face to the ground with agraceful sveep of plumage.

“My lord—I beg leave to battle this captive mysdlf! | offer hisblood, and my own, in the name of
Huitzilopochtli!”

“Thisisthe man Natac, captured by you in the recent battle?” Moctezuma, still scowling, regarded the
Tlaxcalan. As Natac returned the Aztec ruler’ s gaze, he redlized that he was the only person in the plaza
who was |ooking upon that face—the tens and tens of thousands of Mexicansin view all had their eyes
turned respectfully downward or away.

“Aye, lord.” Takanatl spoke from the depths of his bow, addressing the ground at hisfeet.
“And he has been your foe, and ours, for these last three tens of years?’

“Aye, lord. Always Natac was at the forefront of the attack. He has killed and captured many of our
warriors. In the battle of saven days padt, it was he who led the pursuit that turned our withdrawal into a
disgraceful rout.”



“A shameful outcome,” M octezuma declared, addressing Takanatl sternly. “This Tlaxcaan's capture was
the only moment of good newsin avaley full of disasters. | should hate to have it be the cause of your
own loss, aswell.”

“My lord—I beg you! Heisthe grestest foe | have ever known. Behold today: Even in capture, in
defeat, he decimates my company and days my best men!”

“Very well.” Moctezumaturned to Natac. “ Y ou have heard my Eagle Knight. | shall grant hisrequest, an
honor | bestow gracioudy. But know, Tlaxcalan, that he shall be your last opponent. If the gods so
decree, hewill give your heart to the gods—but should you defeat him, the honor of the Mexicawill
compel meto set you free.

“Now”—the Eloquent One turned to Takanatl again—" commence the fight.”

The Eagle Knight leapt up the steep stairway in three giant strides. His dark eyes, warm with relief, pride
and martia fervor, met Natac's, and the Tlaxcalan felt a profound wave of joy.

“I regret the rules of the ritual—it would be better if you had area weapon,” the Eagle Knight said.

“I know. But the club serves well enough.” Natac alowed himsdlf atight smile, seeing his dark humor
reflected as chagrin in the Aztec' s eyes.

Natac met Takanatl warily, deflecting a dazzling series of dashing blows—attacks that steadlily whittled
away at the battered stick that wasthe Tlaxcalan’ s only weapon. Y et despite the ondaught, hiswounds,
and the strain of the previous duels, he had no sensation of fatigue. Indeed, he felt asif he was only now
gaining true understanding of his deepest skills. He ducked and weaved and dodged, supple asagust of
wind swirling around agreat bird of prey in flight.

The Eagle Knight' s shidld deflected each smashing blow. Severd times the obsidian teeth of his
maquahuitl diced Natac's skin and flesh, and for thefirst time that day Tlaxcaan blood spattered onto
the Warstone. Quickly following each advantage, the Aztec veteran pressed his enemy hard, and now
Natac was forced to evade the whistling dashes with ever-increasing desperation.

He lunged right, desperately skipped |eft as the jagged sword dashed. Only then did he see that the
attack had been afeint—now Takanatl used his shied as aweapon, smashing the hardened wood
againg Natac' sinjured, swollen hand. Pain shrieked through the warrior’ s nerves, staggering him,
dropping him for a brief instant onto one knee. For the first time he saw defest, certain death, awaiting
him at the end of thisfight.

But not yet. Hismind still clouded by agony, Natac lunged to the side, dodging anearly fatal swipe.
Forcing histhoughtsinto focus, the Tlaxcaan groaned and dumped in gpparent weakness.

And then Takanatl made his mistake. A vicious blow curled past Natac, gouging the Tlaxcalan' s bicep,
but thistime the xochimilche dived past the shidld of hislifdong foe. Springing to hisfeet in alightning
attack, Natac sivung the wooden club past the bottom of the Aztec’ swooden helmet, smashing the Eagle
Knight where his neck merged with his shoulders.

Bone snapped as Takanatl grunted in surprise, then collgpsed onto hisface. He lay motionless, making a
strangled, choking sound.

Quickly Natac knelt and turned the Eagle Knight over. The Aztec's eyes were open and focused, shaded
by an intense fear that was very disturbing to seein this battle-hardened veteran. Hishead lolled to the
sde, droal trickling from his mouth until the Tlaxcalan wiped hislips and gently turned him to face toward



the ky.

“l amaready dying . .. my body isgonefromme...mylegs... my ams...likesmoke. . ..”
Takanatl’ swords were weak, forced out by lungsthat strained just to sustain hislife.

“I am grateful that we journey to Mictlan together, my enemy,” declared Natac sincerely. He took one of
the Aztec’ s hands, surprised at the utter flaccidity of the limp fingers.

“Yes, my life-enemy. It seemsthat the gods have conspired to keep us. . . together . . . even
beyond. .. .”

Takanatl coughed again, aviolent spasm that flecked his lipswith foam, and then the Eagle Knight was
dill. Hiseyes, sghtlessto viewsin thisworld, stared in the direction of that pure blue sky.

“Enough of killing my warriord” cried Moctezuma, hisrage a scythe that shivered through the Mexican
crowd. “ Go back to Tlaxcalaand be done with my city!”

For amoment Natac blinked, startled, even tempted, by the prospect of walking away from this place.
But then he remembered the peace he had made with his gods, the destiny that had stood before him
with this dawn, and he was disappointed in his own momentary weakness.

“My lord, you do me high honor . . . as| have intended high honor to the gods. Please dlow meto
bestow that honor with my heart and my life.” Only then did a pragmeatic and decisive thought occur to
Natac. He held up the swollen hand, and the black lines of blood poisoning were clearly visbleto the
ruler of the Aztecs.

“Andin any event, it seemsthat the wound inflicted by Takanatl’s ambush will seeto theend of my life.
My time asawarior isfinished.”

The Eloquent One, no doubt cons dering the recent toll upon his own fighting men, looked skeptica a
Natac’ swords. Y et he continued to listen as the Tlaxcaan pointed to a nearby temple, the lone edifice
atop its pyramid. The site was conspicuoudy silent, empty of activity amid the panoply of festivities.

“| ask that my heart be offered to the Smoking Mirror. Doubtless you know that Tezcatlipocaisthe
patron god of my people. It isin hishonor that | have waged alifetime of war, and to hishonor that |
would dedicate my degth.”

Moctezuma laughed a sharp, bitter bark of sound. “Y ou choose sacrifice on the dtar of the Enemy on
Every Side? Somehow, that seems afitting end to this ceremony.”

Priests flanked Natac as he descended from the Warstone to continue hisjourney toward the rem of
desth. The crowd parted, alowing the xochimilche and hisclerical escort to crossthe plaza, circling the
great pyramid close enough to see the blood pooling at the base of the sairs. Findly they approached the
pyramid of Tezcatlipoca. A surge of anticipation filled Natac as he thought of the black mountains of
Mictlan and the dangerous and exciting journey he would soon undertake. So it waswith firm steps that
he started up the steep stairway of stone.

Atop the pyramid, Natac could at last see the dazzling lakes that surrounded theidand city of the
Mexica. Sunlight sparkled in broad swaths, liquid silver shimmering to the verdant horizon. Closer, he
saw the vast plaza and surrounding streets, dl thronged by crowds, while the canals beyond were thick
with canoes. Banners floated and | ofty headdresses danced above the people like magicaly enchanted
snakes and birds. It was awondrous scene, a perfect vison of man's crowning achievement as allowed
by the benevolence of the gods.



Finally the priests closed in and Natac laid himself across the dtar without any assistance. Now his eyes
turned upward, to the sky of that perfect blue. He felt aflegting moment of sadness as he beheld the
surred hue, knowing that in the blackness of Mictlan he would miss such beauity.

He smelled shit on the nearest priest, and that made him sad, too.

Then the knife wasthere, blocking hisview of the sky, plunging, cutting his chest with ashocking rip of
pain. In abrief moment the agony was gone, and Natac felt only numbness as he stared into the
grime-smeared face of theleering holy man. A filthy hand came forward, and he was vaguely aware of

fingers penetrating, pushing into hisflesh.
He strained for breath, but therewas no air.

Blacknessfringed hisvision, acircle swiftly drawing tight. Then Natac saw his own heart, red and bright
and dripping, pulsing with the last vestiges of vitdlity.

Finally, the darkness was everywhere.

And in the black infinity he sensed awoman. Her musk surrounded him, atangible spoor that teased and
cgjoled, moving him with araw and sexua summons. The feding intoxicated Natac, drew him with a
promise of unprecedented delight.

Even s0, he wasrather startled to find himself utterly, tumescently, aroused.

PART ONE

1

A Sage-Ambassador

Know that it is carved in the Tablets of | nception:

The Seven Circlesremain, and in their balance stands the hope of all futures.
The First Circle, called Underworld, isthe realm of rock; it lies below.

The Second Circle, called Dissona, isthe realm of metal; it lies across the Worldsea, in the
direction of metal.

The Third Circle, called Lignia, isthe realm of wood; it lies across the Worldsea, in the direction
of wood.

The Fourth Circle is Nayve, sacred realm of flesh. It is the center of the Worldsea, the center of
all.

The Fifth Circleis Loamar, realm of dirt; it lies beyond the Worldsea, in the direction that is
neither metal nor wood.



The Sxth Circleis Overworld, and it istherealm of air; it lies above.

The Seventh Circleisthe universe called Earth, realm of water; it liesin the directions of
everywhere and nowhere.

Belynda read the words again. She knew them by heart, but there was dways comfort to be gained from
the cam repetition, the silent mouthing of text reciting the fundamenta order of the cosmos. Y &, for some
reason, today even the massive, gold-bound tome—her persona copy of the Tablets of Inception
—was hot enough to cam avague sense of disquiet. An edge of tension thrummed in the back of her
mind, asensation she was unable to banish.

She found her eyes drifting, seeking the cloudy globe that rested so snugly initsacove. Therewasno
glimmer of light in the milky glass, nothing to suggest the powerful magic she had worked only afew
minutes before. But the memory of her failure lingered like a sour taste, casting apal over therest of the

day.

Decisvey she rose and crossed to the magica sphere perched on amarble pedestd of classc smplicity.
Belynda placed her hands on the smooth surface, already coal.

“Caranor . . . hear me. Please heed my call,” she whispered, using the pressure of her hands to squeeze
the wordsinto the glass, vaulting her magica message into the distant wilds of Nayve. She placed extra
force behind the summons, anudge that should awaken the enchantressif she were degping—though it

was unthinkable that any dignified and proper ef would be adeep thislong after the Lighten Hour.

And the sage-enchantress Caranor was a particularly industrious ef. Shelived adone, asdid dl the most
powerful spell casters, but she was ever laboring to help the less fortunate members of her race. Y et even
at her busiest, Caranor should have heard, and replied to, the magical call of the sage-ambassador.

The knock on Belynda' s door was like a sudden crash of thunder and she gasped, sitting upright with a
dart that put acrick in her neck.

“What?’ she demanded crosdy, and then immediately regretted her harsh tone. “Please, comein,” she
sadinamoreinviting voice.

For amoment there was only silence beyond the solid oak door to her gpartments and meditation
chambers. Finally, she heard one soft word:

“No.”
She sighed, smiling in spite of hersalf as she recognized the speaker. She addressed the door politely.

“I’'m sorry, Nigtel. | promisethat I’'m not mad at you—or anybody, redlly. Now, won't you please come
in?

“Youwon't ydl?’ Thevoice wasinjured pride tempered by atremolo of worry.
“I promise”

The door opened to revea aperson who was reaching upward to turn the knob. His face was masked
by abush of white whiskers, abeard that hung straight down to a point just below hisbelly. He continued
to cling to the brass doorknob while he scrutinzed Belynda, clearly ready to flee at the first Sgn of
displeasure.

“See. I'm not ydling.” Belyndaforced hersdlf to smile, coaxing the gnome forward with agesture. “Now,



was there something you wanted to tell me?’

“What? Ohyes,” Nistdl admitted. “ The delegates. . . you know, the elvesfrom Argentian? They're here.
They’ ve cometo the College to see you. They said you knew they were coming.”

“Yes, | knew,” Belyndareplied, her sgh thistime reflecting deep exasperation. The elves were her own
people, but even so she had to admit that they spent overmuch time complaining. Of course, in her role
as sage-ambassador she was compelled to listen to those complaints, soothing worries as much as
possible. No doubt that was why she had begun to find them so irritating.

“Should | send them away?’ asked Nistel, concerned.

“No, no. Of course I'll seethem. Havethem wait for mein the Metd Garden, beside the Golden
Fountains.”

“Very wel, my lady.” The gnome bowed diffly, hisrigid formdity telling Belyndathat hewould just as
soon have sent the el ven delegation hastening back to their homeland.

He hesitated for amoment, and the efwoman sensed that something else concerned Nistdl. “What isiit,
my friend?’

“Jugt...wel...” Thegnomefidgeted in agreat display of reluctance, but Belynda knew that he wanted
to speak. Findly he could contain himsalf no longer. “ A giant came. To Thickwhigtle. | just heard.”

The newswas gartling. “What would agiant want in abig nest of gnomes?’ wondered the
sage-ambassador, thinking aoud.

“No one knows,” declared the gnome. “Buit it’ s pretty strange, and that’ sfor sure” Thelittle fellow
shivered nervoud y—strangeness was an unfamiliar occurrence in Nayve, and experience had shown him
that it generally presaged trouble and disruption.

Nevertheless, the ever-dutiful assistant withdrew to carry Belynda s message to the elven delegation.

Listlesdy shereturned to her reading table, but Ieft the massive volume of the Tablets open to the pages
of the Cosmic Order. It would be comforting, she hoped, to see those verses before her when she
returned at the end of what promised to be atrying day.

Shetook her time getting ready, for awhile merely wandering through the sumptuous chambers of her
ambassadoria residence, eventualy pausing long enough to drape a shawl of white silk over her dender
shoulders. A word of command whisked a door closed across the entry to the messaging globe sacove.
The panel matched the degp wood grain of thewall, and was virtudly undetectable. Sipping tiny feet into
diamond-studded dippers of Slver foil, she examined hersdf in one of the full-length crysta mirrorslining
thewall of her reception room. The shimmering gold of her ambassador’ s robe rippled over her skin,
outlining afigure that might have looked frail to one who did not know her: dender limbs, breasts small
and firmly pointed, abelly that wasflat and framed by narrow hips.

Her blond hair—the color maintained by amixture of herbal dyes—was swept back from ahigh, unlined
forehead. Belynda searsweretypicaly smdl, ddicately pointed at the lobe. It wasthe chin that
distinguished her elven face as one of unusua strength and character. Square and stern, it lacked the
narrowness common in her race, and many had remarked that it was this straightforward visage that had
allowed her to progressto a position of such high honor.

Examining the serene expresson, seeing her cool blue eyesreflected in the flawless glass, Beynda sighed
again. Shewished that she could actudly fed the calm dignity embodied by theimagein the mirror.



Her preparations were concluded as she donned acirclet of silver wire, acontrol for her long, golden
mane. Stll, shewasin no hurry; instead of taking the direct route through the College hdls she decided to
take the outer pathsto the garden. The glass doors opened soundlessly as she murmured the word of
command, and she stepped into the private refuge of her small, waled garden—another mark of the
status awarded to a sage-ambassador.

Trilling songbirds legpt into the air as she came outside. The canaries and bluebirds flew in cheery circles,
afluttering escort ready to herald her crossing of the grounds. Today, however, Belynda decided that she
didn’t want the ostentation, and curtly shooed the birds back to their perchesin her rose trees. Sulking,
they settled to the branches, and she felt even worse than she had before.

Passing under the arched gateway that gave egressfrom her garden, she faced the Center of Everything,
and here, at last, her mood lifted—at least dightly. The Silver Loom dominated the view, rising toward
the sky from the center of the circular, verdant valey. Mounted in abroad dome of crysta that was
surmounted by ahigher dome of gold, the argent spire lofted every bit astal asthe summit of agreet
mountain, and symbolized the unchanging purity of the Fourth Circle.

For afew moments Belynda was content to know that within those domes the Goddess Worldweaver
was busy at her weaving, and that her [abors would assure the continuity of halcyon Nayve. Hearing a
deep thrumming, asound of power that shefdt in the pit of her somach, the elven sage knew that she
had emerged just in time to witness the casting of the threads. She held her breath, as avestruck now as
she had been thefirgt time she beheld this daily ritudl.

The songbirds grew ill and it seemed that the very wind held its breath as abright glow cameinto view
a the base of the spire. Theillumination flared into aring of fiery intendty nearly equd to the brightness of
the sun. Then, dowly at first, the glow began to ascend the lofty spike of slver. Faster and faster it
climbed and, as dways, Belyndafound that she was holding her breath as the casting approached its
dimax.

Racing to the top of the spire, the bright glow reached the end and exploded into the air, sending balls of
sparking fire crackling and weaving upward. A hundred or more of these fiery globes hissed into the air,
each trailing smoke, spirding upward and gradudly vanishing into the corona of the sun. Only the smoky
trailsremained, and even those swiftly dissipated in the light breeze.

Bdlyndainevitably felt cleaner, knowing that afew more of the wild impulses, the untamed forces of the
chaotic world, had been spun away from Nayve by the casting of the Goddess Worldweaver. Those
threads would form the lives of adifferent place, affecting only an outer realm that held little importance
for the halcyon Fourth Circle.

Only with reluctance did the efwoman’ s eyes |ower from the mgestic spire to behold the worldly
manifestation of the Circle' s perfection: Three great ingtitutions formed a broad ring around the dome of
the Worldweaver’sLoom. The paatia edifices of the College, Senate, and Grove occupied the ridge of
hills surrounding the bowl-shaped valley at the Center of Everything. Each of the three great structures
was ateeming center of living, learning, and debate, and each, too, formed a portion of aring, between
them encircling the great Loom. Broad avenues, one oriented to each of the three directions, passed
between the edifices, cutting through atrio of notchesin the surrounding hills. The College, Senate, and
Grove, inturn, dl looked inward toward the shallow valley, in the center of which rosethe
Worldweaver’s Loom. The entire valey was more than amilein diameter, well-watered and beautifully
verdant. And with that spike of silvered stedl pointed straight toward the sun, the scene possessed a
magical symmetry that could soothe one' s spirit even when nothing dse availed.

But Belynda could only reflect on this grandeur for so long. Slowly she started aong the bark-paved



pathway meandering through stands of flowering trees, past gardens, and over arched bridges. She
paused on one of these—it seemed that she could never tire of watching the rippling streams flow toward
the myriad poolsin the valley. Starting off again, she wandered vaguely in the direction of metd,
comfortable in the knowledge that the del egation from Argentian would be awed and intrigued by the
wonders of Circle a Center. Surdly they wouldn’t mind waiting afew extraminutes.

All too soon, however, she passed beneath a bower of blooming dogwood to find eight of the sylvan
folk, her people, clustered in asmall knot in the Metal Garden. The delegates included amix of maleand
female, ranging in age from soft-skinned adultsto elders, hair dyed ametalic gold in the fashion of
Belynda's. The visitorswore silk ceremonia robes, and she was glad to see that they had taken timeto
bathe and ret after the long journey from Argentian—not because of any offense to her gented
senghilities, but snce thiswas an indication that their complaints lacked any red urgency. Probably just
the usud litany, Belyndareflected glumly.

Thevigting elves stared in awe at the fluted spires of the Golden Fountain, which pointed straight at the
sun and reflected the light in dazzling prisms. Asif in honor of Beynda sarriva, these gilded pipes
suddenly spumed with aspray of sparkling water. Soft noise washed over the onlookers asthe arcing
froth first outlined the image of a swan with wings soread wide, then gradually settled, furling the wings
into a steadily maintained smulacrum of astately bird resting upon the water. The sound of the splashing
fountain muted to a gentle shower in the background.

“It’ sthe sage-ambiassador!” cried one of the elves, suddenly catching sight of her. The delegation hurried
forward as one, reminding Belynda of chicks scurrying toward the shelter of amother hen.

“Greetings, Tamarwind,” she offered, recognizing an df, tdler than the others, who wore the green mantle
of scout. “It has been many years.”

“Indeed, my lady Sage-Ambassador.” The lean, wiry delegate from the forested uplands of Argentian
looked at Belynda closdly, and she was surprised to fed herself blushing. Her time with thismae had
been so long ago, and for such abrief interva in her centuries of life, that she' d assumed any such
frivolous responses would have been long out of her system.

He continued: “Y ou look very wdll. | trust your lifeisunchanging?’

“As unchanging as peace. And yours aswell, | hope?’

“Certainly, my lady Sage-Amb—"

“Please, you remember that my nameisBeynda Y ou should cal methat.”

“Of course, my—that is, Belynda.” Tamarwind smiled, and an eement of tension seemed to flow from
his body as he rlaxed. “Lady Belynda Wysterian, as| recall.”

Again she blushed, unconscioudy responding to ancient memories: After dl, thiswasthe ef who had
joined her in the conception of her two offspring. Of course, that fact was of little consequence to their
continuing lives—but ill shefdt uniqudy, surprisingly, awvkward.

“ThisisWiytstar Sharand,” Tamarwind said smoothly as amature male, head crowned by a gtiff mane of
metdlic hair, stepped forward. The ef wore the gold mantle of leadership. “Heis the spokesman for the
delegates”

“My lady Sage-Ambassador.” Wiytstar bowed gracefully. “I trust your lifeis unchanging?’

She replied with the ritua words, but as soon as the formalities of introduction were concluded the €l der



frowned. Belynda knew that the complaints were about to begin.

“We seek congtancy, the elven idedl, and the perfect stasis of the Circle—but in truth, there have been
some changes at Argentian—disturbing developments, to be sure.”

“Yes?' Even though Belyndawasfairly certain she knew what was coming, she added: “ Please
elaborate.”

“Mog sgnificant, the rains of the past three intervals have | eft us nearly an inch short of our quotal”

“Yes...therewasareport of thisin the Senate. Sage-Astrologer Domarkian spoke to the issue,
declaring that the reduction in water has occurred throughout Nayve. But he has learned that thereis no
danger.”

“But—will this continue through the next intervas? Will it dways be different?

“Domarkian could not say for sure, though he indicated that the chances are good. However, as| said,
the effect has been noticed in many parts of the Circle. The same reduction has apparently been
experienced everywhere.”

“It' sthe same? Everywhere?” Wiytdar seemed to find this news comforting.

“Yes. And thereis no perceived harm in the effect. Now, were there other matters that brought you here
aswdl?

“Thereis something of amystery we thought we should bring to your attention,” Tamarwind reported.
“Atlead, | did.”

“And?’ Belyndawas curious—mysteries were dtogether unusua in her serene, sedate world.

“Over the pagt years, ten or twenty or more, an increasing number of young elves have departed
Argentian. They are mostly mae—individua s who reportedly have been quite norma throughout their
upbringing. The pattern isthe same: The df makes no announcement to kin or companion; he merely
boards ariverboat in the city and rides to some point down the Sweetwater. They debark at any of a
hundred villages and towns along the water, and then smply disappear.”

“Of course, thefact that they make no announcement doesn’t mean much—uwe al know how private our
people can be. Still, to disappear, with no word, no sign?’ The sage-ambassador frowned. “How many
of them have gone?’

“Thereisreally noway totdll, of course. But it would seem to be upward of twaoscore, just in the last
year done.”

“I will take this up with the other ambassadors,” Belynda decided. “First we will try and determineif this
isamatter affecting just Argentian, or the other relmsaswell.”

“Has it happened here, in Circle at Center?” Tam wondered.

Belynda could only shrug. “It has not been reported. Of course, there are so many elves
here—something like twelve ten-thousands' worth—that it would be difficult to noticeasmall changein
numbers”

Tamarwind nodded, apparently satisfied. Belynda noticed that the other elves had been fidgeting
nervoudy, waiting for this seemingly trivia matter to be resolved before they continued with the litany.



“And what isthe next matter?” sheinquired politely.

“It'sthe children!” declared another delegate, awiry woman nearly as petite as Belynda. Her hair was
short, but spiked stiffly outward in aseries of golden spurs. “1 have joined this delegation, made this
arduous journey only after aseries of events so outrageous that | was left with no alternative but to seek
ambassadorid intervention.”

“| understand.” Belyndawas not surprised by the complaint, though she knew that the route between
Argentian and Circle at Center consisted of good roads and a placid river ride. “ Though of course you
realize that the sage-ambassador’ sroleisto provide wise counsdl, not action. But please, outline your
complants”

“These young elvestoday—they’re.. . . they’ ve gone beyond any reach of control. They lack dl
semblance of respect!” The efwoman shook her head in exasperation.

“It has been noted, without rebuttal, that they universally lack the discipline necessary for serious study!”
clamed Wiytdar. “Why, there’ sapainting classthat is supposed to meet in the village hdl every day a
the Lighten Hour—and they have never visted their classroom!”

“It' staught by that young firebrand, Deltan Columbine,” another ef maintained. “ He saysthat wallsaren’t
conduciveto art!”

“Hetakesthose youngsters adl over the place!” clucked the still-exasperated femae. “ Sometimesto the
shore, or to the aspen groves. Wherever it is, they can be counted on to be loud and disruptive.”

“I see” Belyndamurmured camly.

“And they have no manners.” Wiytstar resumed the litany, and Belynda assumed that he had expanded
the topic to include elven youth as awhole. “They tease and laugh, and can be counted on to make noise
even on the most solemn of occasions! Why, we had to have afunerd last year when Kime Falyerae
faded—and everyone there could hear children rustling the curtains behind the choir!”

“The offspring today are much worse-behaved than when we had our own children,” sniffed athird df, a
gout female with ahint of slver in the combed wave of her hair. “ They have no respect, no gppreciation
for the greatness of our race—and their parents have no notion of proper control!”

Belyndadid her best to look concerned as, inwardly, she sighed once again. Children, weather, or dogs.
It was almost dways one of these, and often two or al three, that brought complaintsto the
sage-ambassador of the Senate from the various elven homelands. It had been so ever since she had held
her post, and no doubt before, aswell.

Unfortunately, the topic of children made her rather squeamish. Of course, asadutiful €f, she had given
birth precisdly twicein her early life: once, when she had reached nine hundred years of age, and then
again fifty yearslater. Both of her offspring had matured and reached independence before her
thousandth birthday, freeing her to spend her time on more important and interesting duties.

Such aslistening to the complaints of these elves, she thought, forcing her mind to return to the present.
“—digging up the gardenswith impunity!” the slver-maned Wiytstar was saying.

“And—and they’ re breeding in the wooddl” declared the matronly df indignantly, speaking up for the
second time.

“The children?’ gasped Belynda, shocked into emotion by the unthinkable declaration.



“No! Thedogs” Tamarwind declared solemnly, though the twinkle in his eye betrayed his amusement.

“Oh. Of course.” Drawing a breeth, Belyndatried to restore her dignity; clearly her mind had wandered
astherecitation of complaints shifted topic. Y et she was shaken just the same, for she had alowed her
mind to wander in neglect of her duties. Sternly she resolved to pay careful attention.

“Hah-woof.” The polite, dignified bark came from another of the arched entriesinto the garden. A large
dog regarded the eves from there, brown eyes warm and moist over a sharp and pointed muzzle. The
dog was pure white, long-legged and dender of body, fluffy with acoat of cottony hair. That fur puffed
into acrown aop the creature s head, while the ends of itslong ears bore with regal dignity cascading
talls of purewhite. The anima stepped forward dowly, long tall wagging asthe eves of the delegation
looked askance.

“Hello, Ulfgang. Thank you for coming,” Belyndasaid, secretly relishing the congternation among the
delegates. She addressed the elves serendly. “I had an inkling about some of the problems we might be
addressing today, and | have asked my friend Ulfgang if hewould join us”

“A dog?’ Tamarwind looked skeptical. Wiytstar, meanwhile, seemed stunned into speechlessness.

“He svery well-schooled, | assure you. And it could be that he has some insight into the current
problem.”

Stll dubious, the eves of the delegation regarded the great canine. Ulfgang strolled up to them and sat on
his haunches, turning chocolate eyestoward Belynda

“Y ou heard some of the concerns, about digging . . . and uncontrolled, er, procreation,” the elven
ambassador began. “ Can you tell the del egation what you have learned?’

“Hmph . .. yes” The dog smacked hislips and passed along tongue back and forth around his narrow
snout. “It seemsthat therehasbeen a. . . well, adiscovery.”

“Y ou mean—something new?’ demanded Wiytdar, his pae face blanching even whiter.

“Hmph, hmph.. . . yes inasense.” Ulfgang shook hishead once, then looked at Belynda again. As gently
as possible, she encouraged him to continue—though she hersdlf was not keen on hearing him once more
articulate his shocking reveation.

“It seems that the discovery—there’ sno easy or delicate way to say this—Some of the dogs have
discerned an effect—my apologies, | hope you understand—of a certain ingredient found in the dung of
some of the larger herbivores.”

“Dung?’ Wiytdtar looked asif he was about to faint. Fortunately, the matronly ef took hisarm and
guided him to anearby bench.

“Precisdly. The effect seemsto be, er, that adog who rallsin the stuff becomes virtualy irresigtibleto a
prospective mate. At least, thisis the case among the uneducated hounds of the countryside.
Unfortunately, the discovery of such apowerful aphrodisiac, a discovery which has occurred in severa
parts of the Circle, has had an untoward effect on the population of my people.”

“But—but thisisawful!” the petite efwoman spluttered. “Nothing like this has happened beforel” The
others gasped in sympathetic furor, exchanging worried |ooks.

“Do you have asuggestion for what we can do about it?’



Bdyndagently prodded Ulfgang with the question. Unlike the other elves, she had been trained to search
for solutions. The delegates, so unaccustomed to anything resembling a problem, would most likely only
dither and cluck disapprovingly.

“I have asuggestion.” The white dog smacked hisjowls afew times, waiting until he had the attention of
the dves. “1 could go to Argentian, out to the pastures, and have aword with some of the shepherds.
They’ re not educated, of course, but they’ re usudly a pretty responsible sort of dog. With alittle
persuasion, they should be able to keep the riffraff out of the fields.”

“Could you?’ asked Wiytstar, momentarily enthused. As he recovered his dignity, his expression grew
bland. “That is, please do s0.”

“It would be apleasure,” the dog replied, with a polite dip of that white-tufted head.

Bdyndaknew that Ulfgang wouldn’t mind making the trip. For dl hisrefinement, he enjoyed the
company of the smple, uneducated dogs of Nayve—and there were very few of thoseto befound in
Circleat Center.

“And when will he cometo Argentian?’ asked the wire-thin efwoman, turning to the sage-ambassador.

“Hewill travel with your party, of course,” Belynda snapped, alowing ahint of her true power to glare
from her eyes. “Now, | assume you will stay for afew days before you commence the journey home?’

“Of course, Bynda—my lady Sage-Ambassador,” declared Tamarwind smoothly.
“Ahem.” Wiytgstar spoke hesitantly. “ Thereisthe other matter . . .”

“Certainly.” Bdyndawasterse now, tired of the complaining, seemingly helplesselves. “Asto the
problem of rambunctious children, | have counsdl for you: The recent census shows that we have an
unusualy large number of offspring in their development just now. The condition istemporary, but will
persst for severa more decades. The solution, of course, isto wait.”

“Wait. Yes, of course,” echoed the e der male from his seat on the bench. Thiswas atactic that he, and
every other df, could understand.

“We thank you for your response,” Tamarwind added. “It has been a pleasure to see you in the Center.”

“Andto have you vist, aswell,” Belyndareplied. She wondered flegtingly about the children that she and
Tamarwind had parented—he undoubtedly encountered them now and then in Argentian. Too, his
company had been pleasant. In fact, she had considered hersdlf fortunate to have mated with one she
could also befriend. The efwoman went to his Sde as the other elvesturned their attention back to the
fountain, which once more blossomed into awide-winged imitation of flight.

“Perhaps we could have achanceto vist moreinformaly,” he said politely.
“I"d like that. Why don’t we meet for the evening med ?’

“I'mat your disposal.” Tamarwind was clearly pleased by the suggestion, though his features remained
carefully cool.

“Meet me an hour before Darken at the Mercury Terrace—the one beside the lake.”

“Very good, my lady.” Tamarwind smiled and bowed. Belynda once more fdlt that flush cregping upward
from her throat.



Accompanied by the rega dog, who went along to make some travel arrangements, the elven delegates
withdrew from the garden. Finding that her irritation had only been increased by the meeting, Belynda
turned up the hill, climbing toward the Senate.

She thought momentarily of teleporting back to her chambers and was surprised at her own impatience.
Chiding hersdlf, she resolved to take the long way, walking the whole distance. The rays of the sun,
spilling from straight overhead, now seemed harsh and unrelenting. The white columns aong the fagade of
the grand structure sometimes reminded her of ghostly trees, yet now they seemed more like the bars of a
dungeon, or thewall formed by some kind of gigantic fence.

She hadn't taken a hundred steps when she saw Nistel coming down the path, and she forced herself to
take a seat and smile in welcome as the gnome approached. Y et as he drew closer she quickly perceived
that the friendly overtures passed unseen by her frowning, preoccupied assistant.

“Blinker—what’ swrong?’ she asked, using the gnome’ s nickname as he hated before her.

Stammering, he shifted his weight from one curl-toed boot to another. “My lady—it’ strouble! Redl
trouble!” he blurted.

Bdlynda s ssomach churned as she tried without success to imagine what could be causing his agitation.

“They’retaking about it in the Senate already, and | cameto find you assoon as| heard! It's
Caranor—she was found by a centaur!”

“Shel sfine, isn't she? What was her news?’ Belynda stammered the questions, dreading to hear what
Nistel would say next. She remembered her sense of unease when she had been unable to reach the
sage-enchantress earlier that day.

“She'snot fing,” the gnome said, with agrim shake of his head. “ She' snot even dive anymore! And the
centaur said shewaskilled by firel”

Natac was acutely conscious of hiserection, but only gradudly did he redlize that, somehow, hisloincloth
had been removed. Perhaps he wouldn't need the garment in Mictlan. But, except for the pervasive
darkness, thiswas nothing like the realm of desth he had awaysimagined—or that the priests had
invariably described.

Primarily, there was that femal e aura, a scent that seeped into his pores, that had brought him to this
profound arousdl. Hetried to reach out, sought the touch of womanly flesh, but hefelt no motionin his
arms or legs—Indeed, it was hard to recdl the redlity of limbs, of sight or sound or other sensation.

Therewas only the compelling smell and amassive, pulsing desire.
“Warrior Natec . . .”

The words were awhisper through the darkness, a sound of pure beauty in awomanly voice that drew a
groan of desirefrom hislips. And with the utterance he began to fed a measure of control over the
muscles of his mouth and throat.

At the sametime, he redlized that she had spoken to him in alanguage that he had never heard—yet the
words burned with clear meaning in hismind. To compound hiswonder, he replied in the same tongue:

“Woman . . .| hearyou. .. but where areyou? Wheream |7’

“Shhh. .. youmust listen, warrior.”



“Speak—tell me!” Natac demanded, struggling again to move, to feel hisarmsand legs.

Gradudly he perceived that he was stlanding, with hisfeet planted firmly on asmooth, hard floor. His
fingers clenched in answer to hiswill, and then he could fed hisarms. Immediately his hand went to his
chest, where it seemed that only a moment ago the priest had ripped out his heart.

But his skin waswhole. Too, he could fed the steedy pumping of that vital muscle through the intact
bones of hisrib cage.

Only then did he begin to discern afaint illumination, amuted wash of light from severd smdl clay lamps.
He was surprised to see that, unlike the pottery found in even the most backward mountain village, these
lamps were formed of Ssmple curves, unadorned by the images of gods. They burned from nichesin the
sonewalls, and the surfaces between the niches were lined with thick furs, the lush pets of animals huger
than any Natac had ever seen. He waslooking at one side of a cozy chamber, and guessed that the
woman must be behind him.

With that redization he tried to whirl around to seek her, but though hiswish was clear in hismind, his
flesh responded dowly. Almost as though mired in thick mud, hisfeet dragged across the floor, and even
when he had turned, the woman came into view only gradualy, animage emerging from ared, smoky
heze.

First he saw her eyes: huge, wide, and so deep a purple that they might have been black. They stared at
him with tenderness and affection—»but in their depths lurked a haunting sadness that threatened to break
the heart he had just rediscovered. Soft and liquid, her look drew him in until desire weakened hisknees
and brought another involuntary groan from histhroet.

Very gradudly heredized that those eyeswere set into aface of breathtaking beauty. The woman’s skin
of unblemished copper gleamed like gold in the soft lamplight, highlighted by asmdl, upturned nose, and
lipsthat werefull and wide, rouged to an exotic shade of bright crimson. That lush mouth smiled, softly,
and once again Natac had an impression of a distant sadness, a shadow reflected in those violet eyes
hinting at something regretful within thiswoman.

But he had no further thoughts about that.

Her hair wasthick and black, straight and long enough to spread in afan over her shoulders and torso. A
flower, abloodred poppy matching the shade of her lip rouge, was set above her ear, blooming in perfect
complement to the triple petas of her high cheekbones and delicate chin.

“Who areyou?’ asked the Tlaxcaan, hestantly giving voice to the words—asiif he feared that any
further sound might cause this exquisite apparition to disgppear. Once more that strange language came
from his mouth, as fluently as he had ever spoken Nahuatl.

“Cdl meMiradd, Warrior Natac.” Again he heard that deep, solid voice, and thistimeit seemed likea
steadying thing, apromise that shewasred, that she would not vanish in the blink of hiseye.

“Miradd?’ He had never heard aname like that, and it was music when it flowed from hislips. “By the
Smoking Mirror—you' re beautiful!”

“My beauty isagift for you, now, and here.”

He was stunned by her words, and desperate to have her. But he forced amoment’ s hesitation with
another question.

“IsthisMictlan . . . or what place?’



“Therewill betime, later, for thet . . . for al of your questions.” She stood, and only then did Natac
redlize that she had been knedling on afur-lined pallet that was itself supported a short distance off the
floor. A white mantle of soft cotton was draped over her shoulders, and her unbound breasts bounced
dightly as she rose. When the garment swirled to the sde, he saw the bare skin of her hip, and ached
with the knowledge that she was naked undernegth the filmy gauze of cloth.

Somehow he had forgotten his own uncovered state, but even with sudden recollection he felt no
discomfort, none of the modesty that should have inhibited him in the presence of this unknown woman.

“Thetimenow isfor us” Mirade concluded, coming to him, taking his hardnessin her hand. *'Y ou need
me, warrior—and you must make love to me with al your heart, dl your being.”

“Yes, my lady—I will!"” hewhispered, once again fearful that astrong breath of hisvoice might whisk her
away.

Natac had enjoyed many women during hislife. His beloved wife had been asplendid lover until age had
dimmed her interest. And he had not infrequently availed himsdf of the young concubineswho were
aways ready to serve the pleasure of honored warriors. But he had never felt desire, aconsuming lust,
such as now pounded in his chest.

Sowly, reverently, he reached to embrace her, then chilled as his arms moved through her with ghostly
ease. Heleaned into her, fedling the warmth of her flesh—Dbut no other sensations, nothing in hisown
in.

“You must let metouch you,” she whispered. “At least inthe beginning . . .”

Seeing thefirein her dark eyes, Natac guessed that Miradd’ s passion was as profound as his own. Her
hand squeezed, and his lust surged benesth the pressure of her fingers. Then hefdlt her lipsagaingt his
bare shoulder, smelled the cool fullness of her hair sweetened by the blossom.

They moved toward the pallet, she backward and he following like a shadow. Miradel sank down,
curling her knees onto the soft fur. And then her mouth took him in, surrounding him with bliss. For
timeless moments he knew only pleasure, and abuilding sense of imminent explosion. Her hands reached
around him, pulling him againgt her face, and he erupted with shuddering force. Natac ill stood, swaying
amost drunkenly asthe pure ondaught of sensation melted into soft satisfaction.

But, surprisingly, hewas il hard, still consumed with desire. His senses returned to the room and he
watched as Miradd, once more raising that wistful smile, leaned backward across the soft bed of fur.

“Themagicisstrong . . . you can touch me, now,” she said softly, invitingly.

He reached before shefully reclined, tugged away her mantlewith asingle pull. Findly shelay utterly
naked before him, reaching upward, arching her back in sublime invitation. Hands dive with tingling
feding, Natac touched her dender foot, stroked the soft skin of her lower leg as he kndlt.

Thetiny tuft of black was amagnet, drawing hisfull attention. Reverently he kndlt at the pallet, laid his
smooth cheek against the silken skin of her leg. Her musk, that sensation that had been hisfirst awareness
of this strange existence, was like a powerful drug, drawing him inexorably. He kissed, and he relished
the inhaation of her thick scent.

Findly he lifted his head and moved dowly upward, reluctant to break contact with any part of that
glorious skin. Hisown flesh tingled as he stroked across her flat belly to the twin, coppery domes of her
breasts. Miradd shivered as he nuzzled first one, then the other; finaly she pulled him higher, so that their



lips met, tonguesintertwining like frantic serpents.

All thewhile he relished the new fedling in his skin. He touched the thick strands of her hair as he stroked
downward from her neck, along her back, ultimately fegling the firm curve of her buttocks, cheeks
clenching as hisfingers dipped into the fleshy cleft. She sghed softly, pulling him against her as he stroked
one of her breasts and felt the nipple harden in his gentle fingers.

Noticing new, soft sensationsin hisskin, he saw that the calluses that had hardened hisfingertips and
pamssince his earliest days as awarrior were gone.

They gasped in unison. Engulfed by heet, he pressed as she strained againgt him. Her legs clamped his
waist and for amoment hetried to tease her, to pull away. But inevitably he sank downward again and
she shivered, moaned, clenched him with renewed desperation. Then for along timethey roseand fell in
mutua rhythm, dowly & firdt, then fagter, ultimately crying aloud in shared release.

It was with asense of fulfillment that Natac drew long, ragged breeths, alowed Mirade to wriggleto the
sde. A languid contentment washed through him, though, surprisingly, hefelt no inclination to deep.
Instead, he relished the tenderness and amomentary satiation, watching as she lifted her head to shake
out the cascade of hair.

Her smilewas coy, and thefire, barely banked, till smoldered in her eyes. “Once more, my warrior . . .
you must take me again. It isthe law of the goddess and the spell: three times before the Lighten Hour.”

Natac had no desire to argue, and when around breast poked out from the curtain of black hair he was
once more awed by her dlure. By Teztcatlipoca, he wanted her again—now!

She looked at him, and he saw an amost desperate hunger in those dark eyes. He reached, moaning in
protest when she dipped farther away from him, but it was only to roll onto her belly. Hewas till erect
as hewatched her rise to her knees, that glossy black hair agleaming shroud over her back, fanning
outward across the pallt.

He pounced on her like ajaguar taking adeer. Again shetook him, crying out her own delight as ecstasy
overwhelmed him. They mated like wild animas, she squirming and bucking, he clenching, thrusting,
entering her so deeply that he felt he must be reaching dl the way to her heart. The intengty of their
lovemaking expanded to gather in his entire consciousness, building toward utter, complete release.
Miradd matched his passion, lifting hersdf wildly, crying out with inarticul ate expressions of need, of joy.

Finaly he seized her hips, squeezed her againgt him, and once again hisworld focused into ashuddering
convulsion. For long moments they remained clenched, muscles|locked asthey strained together,
covered with swest, shivering with tremors of remembered passion.

And only then did he deep, drained and sated by hiswelcome into the afterlife.
2

M aster s of the Underworld

Dwarves of the First Circle: birthed in schism.

Delvers, blind in lightless warren;

Ever did they hate, poison tainting unmirrored soul.



Seers, dwarves of light;

Fleeing darkness and claws of steel, seeking hope, finding life under a canopy of coolfyre.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Lore of the Underworld

It was Karkald' sjob to see that the watchlights kept burning. Ten times each cycle he ingpected the
wicks of coolfyre, measured the flamestone, ensuring that the six beacons of his station blazed through
the sunless Underworld in proud, bright testament of the Seer Dwarvesrealm.

And now he was ready, even eager to start on that routine. . . but first he would savor one more look.
He struck a spark to the wick of alamp and held the soft flame above the bed. The sight of Darann’ s soft
curls, o light in color they seemed almost golden asthey framed her deep-gentled face, moved him
amogt to tears. He leaned over, touched her lips with ablunt finger, and then dowly kissed the soft down
on the cheek so close beside her ear, glad that she would deep.

Asto himsdlf, hewas vibrant, eager to move, ready to work out the boisterous delight singing within him.
Stll holding the lamp, he clumped through the living chamber of their den, down the long, curving entry
tunnel leading to the portico. Near the entrance, he stopped to strap on the tools stored negtly on awall
rack, murmuring softly as he dropped each of the eight itemsinto its strap, belt loop, or shegth.

“Hammer, chisdl, hatchet, file. Knife, pick, rope, spear.”

Content and whole, he blew out the wick on the lamp and strode onto the portico, coming into the cool
wash of illumination from the nearest of the watch-station beacons. That greet lantern was posted a
hundred feet over his head, whileto the right and left he could see the swaths of light from the nearest of
the additiona lamps. He trusted that the three beacons on the other side of the idand were burning as
well, but hewouldn't take that for granted until he walked over there and saw for himsdif.

Looking across the inky waters of the Undersea, Karkald clearly saw the coronaof light that marked
Axid, the great center of dwarven culture. Some fifty miles away acrossthe deep, eterndly still waters,
there were the smithies and forges, the alchemists and scholars, who had gathered dl the knowledge of
the last tens of thousands of intervals. There, too, were the inns and taverns, the schools and arenas of
the greatest city in dl the First Circle. In Axid, gold was jangling through countless transactions, while
Seer Dwarf drums pulsed a steady cadence of vitdity.

And Karkad couldn’t help but chuckle as he redized that he didn’'t missthe place at dll.

Indeed, there was no place in the Underworld that he would rather be than here—and it had been so
snce Darann had cometo stay with him. The watch station was a pillar of rock that rose from the black,
unplumbed depths of the sea. Above, far out of Karkad' s sight, the stony column merged with the
cavernous ceiling of the Underworld to form the lightless, solid sky of the First Circle. Far below the
portico, extending like arickety spur from the base of the pillar, alone wharf jutted into the sea, nearly
invishblein the thick shadows benegth the glare of the great lanterns. Two hundred steeply pitched stone
stairs connected that dock to the portico and the den.

With an easy cadence of footsteps, Karkad marched steadily up the steep trail to the first beacon. At the
lamp he climbed up the ladder from the trail, peering into the top of the greet fyre-lens. He checked the
leve of powdered flamestonein the steel hopper, making sure that the autometic feeder would keep the



beacon burning. Asaways, the coolfyre within the great globe of glass was fascinating, though too bright
tolook at directly. Y et he placed his hands againgt that lens, inevitably wondering that the surface was
barely warm to histouch.

From the platform above the beacon he aso looked out to sea, seeking any sign of movement on the il
watersthat lay within the broad cone of illumination. Not surprisingly, he saw nothing but darkness. Y et
he never forgot that, far beyond the reach of hislight, the Underworld teemed with savage Delvers, blind
and utterly wicked killers who sought to capture, torture, and day their seeing cousins.

The Blind Ones were the reason for this watch station, the threst that made life for the Seer Dwarves an
ever-perilous undertaking in the First Circle. Crud and ingenious, always eager to take prisonersfor their
viciousrites, the Delvers had waged mercilesswarfare against Seer Dwarves for thousands of cycles. It
was only a dozen generations ago, after the Seers were trapped in asmall corner of the First Circleand
threatened with utter annihilation, that a Seer dchemist had made the discovery that changed the
Underworld. He had mixed flamestone, water, and gold to make afue that burned for along time, cast a
pure white light, and didn’t generate the searing heet that was the ligbility of most brilliant fires. With the
development of coolfyre, Karkald' s ancestors had been able to hold the Delvers at bay and, eventualy,

to prosper.

Even s, the threat remained, requiring constant vigilance on the part of the Seers. Karkald remembered
adwarven corpse that had floated up the dock three or four intervals ago. Half the hapless Seer’ s skin
had been flayed away, and both eyes had been gouged out by Delver torture. Y et when Karkald pulled
the body onto the shore, water ran out of the lungs. Even after dl that punishment, the victim had lived
long enough to suffer death by drowning!

For amoment he felt awistful sadness, amelancholy awareness of the violent dangersthat formed a
threat to hisworld. He knew that far above them, through miles of solid bedrock—the foundation of
worlds—was aland reputed to be a place of beauty and eterna peace. Elves and other peopleslived
there, in the Fourth Circle called Nayve. Supposedly, they frolicked like happy children, unaware of
danger, ignorant of violence. Dwarven explorers had visited that place, generations and generations ago.
They had reported that Nayve wasilluminated by agreat “sun,” and that all the peoples of that world had
aplenitude of food and bountiful lands, free of deadly threats, on which to make their homes. The elves
themsalves had been described as capricious and trite people, with little grasp of the serious redlities of
life

Hewondered if that kind of place might not be aterrible land in which to live. Of course, inthe
Underworld there was never enough food. And even beyond Delvers, there were terrible beasts—fish
and serpentsin the Underses, fierce and carnivorous wyd ets that stalked the remote caves and even
crawled about on the ceiling of theworld. But the Firgt Circle was aworld that made its people strong,
and strength was the attribute Karkald valued above dl others.

Sauntering aong the narrow trail, with the steep plunge to the sea.on hisright sde, Karkald tried to
banish memory of the gruesome corpse. He said the words again as his hands went to the toolsfixed to
different parts of his person.

“Hammer, chisd, hatchet, file. Knife, pick, rope, spear. Hammer chisel hatchet file. Knife pick rope
spear.” He matched the cadence of hiswordsto the beat of hisfootsteps. Asaways, the litany brought a
sense of comfort, reminded him that he was prepared to face any eventuality. With those eight toals, any
one of which could be in his hand afraction of a heartbesat after he wanted it, he knew there was no task,
no challenge, that could possibly daunt him.

The high trail followed the curve around the steep dliffs of the precipitous outpost, the stone pillar that



roseinto the great, natural buttress so far overhead and eventudly swept outward to mergeinto the
cavern roof. The path was rugged, broken by many stretches of stairs and ladders, but Karkald didn’t
mind the steepness. And because of the beacons posted at six equa intervas around the pillar's
circumference the whole route was well-lighted.

Onthe side of the pillar opposite the den he stopped for avery long time, looking out to sea, listening for
some sound from that infinite darkness. Hetried to picture the threat of Delver attack, which he had
heard described but never seen. Their boats were fast and silent, he had been told, and they could be out
there anywhere. He pictured the foe, imagined the terrifying thrill of imminent attack, and strained to
observe any sign of danger. Only after he was certain that there was nothing to see did he move on.

Three-quarters of the way around the idand Karkald reached his favorite vantage. From here he could
again clearly see Axid glowing acrosstheinky waters. Also, thiswasthe battery platform, and he never
ceased to admire the great weapon, to cherish this part of hisinspection and maintenance chores.

A little sense of guilt tugged at him, for he was acutely conscious of the fact that his enthusiasm for the
weapon was the one aspect of hislife he didn’t share with Darann. Discussion or even sight of the battery
never failed to make her uneasy, and after severa startlingly angry responses he had learned not to
mention the thing. Of course, there had been anumber of arguments over other mattersin the last few
intervals—sometimes it seemed as though Darann wasfiercely resisting his best effortsto make her
happy. Y et none of those spats had been asintense as the onesrelating to his admiration for this great

weapon.

Now he enthusiastically turned his attention toward the mass of gray stone and black metal. In time of
war the battery would be manned by afull crew of dwarves, sixty sturdy gunnersfilling the breech and
cranking back the mighty spring. The arc of fire crossed the gpproach to the distant city, and from herea
letha spray of shot could be cast over this part of the sea. Now, of course, the crew was absent, but the
weapon was loaded and Karkad knew that should the Delvers appear, he would have the honor of
taking thefirg shot.

The battery rested on awide, flat platform, ashoulder of rock jutting from the side of the stone pillar
from which the wegpon had traverse over nearly half of theidand’ s circumference. Squatting above the
highest beacon of the watch station, the gun consisted of avast chute of meta extending from a powerful
granite frame. The spring that powered the weapon was bolted to that block of stone, and overhead
stretched aframework of piping and storage binsthat, under the guidance of many skilled hands, could
be manipulated to reload the weapon. There was even agovernor of Karkald' s own design, acontrol to
ensure that the letha shot wasn't overly shaken during the loading process.

First he checked to see that the massive spring, asingle leaf nearly thirty feet long, wasfully distended,
poised to swiftly release its force following one precise hammer blow to the trigger. A smal chock of
stone held the powerful strip of metal in check, and the gunner had to strike that chip just perfectly to
knock it instantaneoudly free. If hefailed, the weapon would misfire, dumping the expensive shot onto the
shore of theidand—and the Stuttering soring might catch his hammer, or even his hand, with crushing
force.

AsKarkad looked out to sea, he suddenly stiffened with excitement, knowing that the cycles of waiting
and watching had findly yielded results: A silver-hulled longboat diced through the water near the
periphery of the beacons’ ring of brightness. Twenty oars propelled the low hull with impressive speed,
and while the Delver crew wasinvigble at thisrange, Karkald knew that severa dozen of the Unmirrored
Dwarves no doubt crouched in the hull, probably hoping to raid Axia or attack one of the lumbering

Seer bargesthat traversed the sea. Glimmering in the beacon’ slight was awhite wake frothing behind the
swiftly gliding boat.



It took amoment for his mind to process the truth: The Delverswere herel A tremor of nervousness
shivered in Karkad' sfingers, but he forced himself to bresthe deeply and, in amoment, was calm.

“How many boats?’

He asked the question aloud, then sprinted to the edge of the battery platform. His eyes probed the
darkness, sweeping the sea around the Delver craft, but he saw no indication of another meta hull or
white, foaming wake.

Returning to the battery, he peered through the Sght and followed the path of the longboat, which at its
current speed and course would shortly be out of range. With quick, sure movements he turned the crank
that raised the eevation of thelong stedl barrel. Next, he pushed hard on a stout capstan, dowly grinding
the battery through agradual traverse. He dashed back to the sight, made a minute adjustment to
elevation—taking into congderation the Delver vessal’ s movement—and then took up his hammer.

Instantly he tapped a sharp blow that sent the chockstone pinging across the platform. With ashuddering
whine the spring whipped free, hurling the breech and its cargo of shot up the dightly inclined barrel. The
breech dammed into the stop bar, but the shiny casingsflew far out over the black water, reflecting and
sparkling for amoment asthey danced eerily in thelight of the beacon. With stately majesty the spheres
findly tumbled downward, faling away from the light to scatter with a series of plashesinto the
sea—though Karkald was satisfied to hear aloud clang as at least one of the metallic globesfound the
target.

He rushed to the edge of the battery platform, anxious to see what would happen next. He knew that
within each ball aglassvid had shattered, mingling caustic acid with apowder of phosphorus. Severa of
the metal spheres became visible asthey dowly bobbed to the surface. First they glowed red, then white,
findly burgting into clouds of froth and steam as the casings cracked and melted from the pressure of
contained fire.

More significantly, Karkald saw a crimson glow rising from within the hull of the Delver boat, near the
bow. In that steedily brightening illumination he saw the frantic Blind Ones scrambling about asthey heard
and felt and smelled the sensations of doom. The hissing spherefindly mdted, spilling hot, liquid fireinto
the midst of the vessdl. The hull, unable to withstand such hesat, was quickly holed.

After that, the ship and its Delver crew vanished in the space of afew heartbegts, leaving the white glow
of burning phosphorusto linger on the eerily still sea Karkad alowed himsaf amoment of satisfaction,
though he remained watchful. Squinting, he stared across the expanse of water, and saw no sign of
another Delver craft. Asfar asthe light extended, the vast sweep of seawas utterly black, till, and
lifdess

Until helooked toward his own shore in the shadows below. Then his scomach lurched to the sight of
boats, more than he could count, clustering in the darkness at the base of the watch station pillar. The
closest of the vessals teemed with metal-clad Delvers and wasjust drawing up to the dock. Another craft
was aready beached beside the smal wharf.

That slver hull was empty, and Karkald nearly sobbed aoud as he saw movement on the steeply pitched
stairway above the dock.

There were the Unmirrored, a column of deadly warriors moving stedthily upward. They climbed toward
the portico, toward theden . . .

Toward Darann.



Shelay with her eyes closed, too tired—or too bored—to move. She knew what awaited when she
findly crawled out of bed: the dark, empty den. Karkald would be busy on hisroundsfor hours, and until
his return there would be nothing, absolutely nothing, for her to do.

So ingtead she stayed in bed, longing for Axia, remembering the life she had |eft behind in order to come
to thisforlorn outpost. Her family wastherein the city, her parents and her sisters, and her elder brother
and al his stawart companions of the Roya Guard. She thought fondly of the great balls, the pounding of
ritual drums, the frantic dancing that would last for the duration of afull interval or longer.

It was not that she didn’t love Karkald—she did, very much. Hadn’t she loved him enough to come here,
to leave dl that she knew to spend her cycleswith this sturdy, quiet watchman? He was strong and wise,
and tender in waysthat she had never known. Of course sheloved him.

But even 0, it was quiet here, and so dark, and there were times like this, when boredom and loneliness
seemed to form amorass from which she could never escape. In the city she could have broken this
mood in one of the huge libraries, reading the histories of the First Circle. Or perhaps shewould have lost
hersdf in some of the fantastic tales of the early dwarven explorers, those who had visited Nayveto
return with tales of exotic elves, abright “sun,” and the Worldweaver’ sLoom rising at the Center of

Everything.

It had been along time since dwarves ventured so far from home, of course—since the discovery of
coolfyre, Axid had offered anything that the Seers could desire. Now Darann wondered if perhapsit was
thelights of the city that she missed the most. It wasironic to think of it, but here, on awatch station with
Sx massive beacons of coolfyre, her life was spent in shadow and solitude. The greet lamps cast their
beams over the Darksea, but spilled little of their cheery illumination onto the shores of theidand. In
Axid, conversely, there were smdl lamps every twoscore paces dong the city streets, and more light
would spill from the windows of inns and shops. Rivers of brightness marked the paths up the steep
pillarsthat rose here and there in the city, the great columnsthat supported the roof of the Underworld.
From those cliffs one could view great stretches of the fyre-brightened city. Dens carved into the walls of
these pillars were considered primered estatein Axid, and indeed, Darann’ sfamily lived in such a
multi-room penthouse more than a quarter-mile above the city floor.

Thismust bewhat lifewaslike for the eves of the Fourth Circle, she thought. No purpose, nothing to
compel one out of bed on awakening. She felt aflash of sympathy for those smple people, but by the
time she had drawn another sighing breath her attentions had become more locaized. She wasfeding
sorrow only for herself.

She drew adeeper sigh and pulled the blanket up to her chin. Opening her eyes, she blinked against the
utter darkness of the deeping chamber. She thought about firing the lamp, but didn’t have the energy for
that much work. Instead, she decided that she would get up and go out to the portico to wait for
Karkad. While shewas out there, she could at least ook across the water at the lights of Axia—though
she knew that might only make her more homesick.

Before she could kick her legs over the side of the bed she heard a sound from & sewhere in the den. She
frowned, knowing it was too soon for Karkald to be returning. Or had she dept longer than she thought?

Again the sound was repeated, along, snuffling inhaation of breath. Whoever breasthed was trying to be
quiet, Darann sensed. Still, there was an dertness, an urgency to that sniffing noise that suggested
someone was trying to study his surroundings by smell.

Delver! The notion brought with it asick sense of fear. Her eyes were wide open now, and she cursed
hersdf for not lighting the lamp afew minutes earlier. As quietly as possible shelifted the covers off and



dipped her feet onto the cold, stone floor. Soundlesdy she sniffed the air, trying to smel anything
different . . . Perhaps she waswrong, and it was only Karkad she' d heard, coming back. Maybe he had
caught acold, and his bresthing was congested. . . .

Y et her hopes were dashed againgt the redlity of astrange odor, a bitter scent of metal and swest. She
gulped and tried to till her trembling, certain now that a Delver Dwarf had somehow found hisway into
her home. And where there was one of the Unmirrored, there were bound to be others—the creatures
could only reach thisidand by boat, and that meant at least a score of the wretched killers.

Her next thought was of Karkald, and it spiked her awareness with sheer terror. If Karkald had been
surprised by the Blind Ones, then he was dready dead. If not, he would be coming for her—but could he
know of the menace that had aready penetrated their very home?

Finally she moved to practical questions: What could she use as aweapon? Where should she go? She
thought of the lantern and in the next instant the ail-filled jar wasin her hand. She found amatch and
struck thetip, wincing as the harsh sound jarred the darkness. At the same time the smell of burning
sulphur permeated the den—and there was a sharp intake of breath from the next room. She had been
heard.

With the lantern aglow she looked across the chamber, to the main doorway. Dark shapes moved there,
severd Delvers charging toward the sound and smell of the lamp. To the Sde was the narrow passage
that connected with the water room and, beyond, the corridor leading back to the kitchen. In that
instant—she had no more time—Darann made her plan.

Two hideous figures rushed through the door into the bedchamber. In asingle glance shetook in the
blank, eyeless face masks, the triple-bladed daggers clutched in each hand. Locating her by sound, one
of the Delvers dashed hisway toward her, crossing hisletha wegpons with lightning quickness back and
forthin front of hisarmored chest.

The Seer woman threw the lamp, hard, against the floor between the two attackers. Instantly the ceramic
shattered and a splash of oil swept around the burning wick. Flames|egpt onto the legs and bellies of the
two Delvers, who screamed and dropped their blades as they desperately swiped at their fiery armor.

Darann was aready running, into the water room with its stout door of sheet stedl. She dammed the door
shut and dapped the lock into place before running out the other side, to find hersdf in the kitchen.
Immediately she stopped, listening, smelling, trying to see through the murky air of the den.

Some light spilled from thefire that had spread to engulf the bedchamber. The brightness was enhanced
by the gppearance of aburning Delver who stumbled from that chamber to sprawl, flailing and crying out,
acrossthefloor of the main room. Another Blind One, cursing the noise and hysteria, dashed hisdaggers
into the burning form of his cohort. Theinjured dwarf cried out, then groaned as the attacker, locating the
neck, drovethe bladein athrugt that instantly silenced his shrieking companion.

Darann’sariva in the kitchen hadn’t been heard or smelled yet. She counted five or Sx Delvers poking
through the main room, grasping at her belongings, jabbing at the walls, finding and breaking down the
doorsto the storage room and the pantry.

“Slence!”
The command hissed through the room and immediately the Delvers ceased dl activity.

For thefirgt time Darann’ s attention turned to the speaker, an Unmirrored Dwarf who stood in shadowy
darknessin the acove |leading from the portico. She heard a gurgling breath, and knew thiswasthe



intruder she had sensed initidly. He came forward and in the dim illumination she saw that he did not
wear the full-face masks of hisunderlings. This Delver’ smoist red nostrils were exposed, and hisjaws,
while shiny and metallic, moved flexibly when he spoke.

“Thereisone Seer here. . . afemde,” said the snuffling Delver. “Therel”

She knew that he had found her, was somehow indicating her location to the other Delvers—though she
didn’t know how. Two of the armored dwarves advanced toward the wide arch leading into the kitchen.
Her fear thrummed between her ears, and Darann knew that she was gasping for breath, making more
noise that she should. Y et even if she could have willed herself completely slent, in these close quarters
the Blind Ones would be able to find her by scent alone.

Not daring to take her eyes from the archway, but knowing the cooking surface well, she reached back
and snatched up acleaver and along-bladed knife. One of the blades clinked against the metal oven,
however, and a Delver, weapons whirling, charged toward the sound. Darann screamed as she brought
down the cleaver, gouging deep into the Blind One’ swrist. The attacker grunted, but ignored the pain to
dash the dagger in his other hand toward her face.

Someingtinct of preservation had compelled her to raise her own knife, and the two blades clinked
together. The strength of the Delver astonished her—the force of his blow knocked Darann backward
two or three steps. The wounded dwarf charged after as she swung the cleaver again. Thistime the blade
bit into the gap between the Delver’ s hdmet and his shoulder plate. With a gasp he collapsed, dragging
the weapon from Darann’s hand.

The second attacker came on more dowly, feding with hisfeet to avoid tripping over the body of his
companion. All the while histriple-bladed daggers whirled before him, effectively blocking any attempt
Darann could have made at stabbing him. Instead, she backed up another step, casting around for some

avenue of escape.

She found hersdlf staring into aface of ungpeakable horror. Wide red nogtrils flared wetly asthe Delver
reached out to pin her armsto her sdes. Jaws of fleshless meta gaped into agrin, and he chortled
between teeth that were sharpened steel points growing right out of the bloody bone of hisgums.

Darann couldn’t help herself—she screamed, afull-throated yell that exploded from her lungs and
pierced the air of the den. Panic gave her strength, and she kicked and spat, trying to force herself out of
that crushing grasp.

The grotesque Delver only threw back his head and laughed, awet sound of cruel amusement. Likethe
others, he had a smooth face-plate over hisforehead and the place where his eyes should be, but there
the smilarity ended. This Blind One reveded hiswide nostrils, which flared obscenely as though seeking
Darann’ s essence. And then there was that horrid mouth, asif ametdlic coating had been melted over
the creature steeth and jaws, then forged into razor-edged fangs. The dwarfwoman sobbed and
thrashed, knowing that those teeth could snap forward and tear out her throat at amomentary whim.

“Cease the attack—I, Zystyl, have claimed the prisoner!” cried the Delver captain.

Vagudy Darann was aware that she was il clutching the long-bladed knife. She squirmed, trying to
raise her hand. Asif he sensed the weapon, the Blind One reached down and twisted her wrist. With a
gasp of pain she dropped the blade, then dumped againgt the counter as he pressed her back.

“Find the male—kill him, however you want!” hissed Zystyl. “Thisoneismine!”

A bright red tongue snaked from his mouth, licking dong Darann’ s cheek, probing roughly againgt her



eye. “Cry, wench!” he demanded. “| would taste your tears!”

Darann moaned and tried to turn away, but those hands were too strong. She was sobbing, and felt a
fleeting impulse to hurl herself onto awegpon, to end her life before this monster could work his
ungpeskabl e tortures. But even if she' d made this choice, Zystyl’ s grasp wastoo firm.

And then coolfyre blazed through the den, sending al the roomsinto brilliant relief. Karkad wasthere,
charging in from the portico path. He had thrown a globe of the light onto the floor, and the glass had
shattered with alight pop.

“Themae!” shrieked Zystyl. “He haslighted usl”

Delversrushed from the other rooms, but Karkald didn’t wait for them to come to him. He lunged,
holding his spear by the shaft and deftly plunging the weapon between the whirling daggers of aBlind
One. That dwarf went down, but the Seer was dready spinning away, bringing his hammer down on a
black-armored skull, then throwing his hatchet through the air. The sharp-bladed weapon punctured the
face-plate of another Delver, burying itself in the exposed flesh of hiswide nose.

Darann’ s captor sniffed at the air, relaxing his grip on Darann as hetried to locate Karkad. She saw her
chance and kicked him hard, in the knee. With an oath he sscumbled away, and she snatched up the
cleaver she had dropped and dashed across the room, hacking the blade into the neck of aDelver who
was gpproaching Karkald from behind. That enemy fell and she stumbled over the body to lean against
her husband' s strong arm.

“Areyou dl right?” he gasped, his eyes wide with fear—for her, she realized. Even as he spoke he used
his weapons with deft skill, chopping away another Delver, then sidling forward to stand before hiswife.

But now more Delvers spilled through the passage Karkald himself had used—a dozen or more who had
pursued him from the portico. Across the den Zystyl limped out of the kitchen. His nogtrils sought,
opening and closing, tasting the air until that gruesome face fixed itsdlf upon Darann.

“Sheisthere” the Blind One said quietly. “Bring her to me, and make sure that you spare her eyes until
she haswatched her mate die.”

Karkald raised hisweapons, but now hefaced afull circle of Delvers. Grimly, with snorts of triumph,
they closedin.

3

A Knight of the Temple

Proud Jerusalem!

Philistine, Roman,
Musdlim Christian Jew;

All bleed red beneath thy holy walls.

From the Tapesiry of the Worldweaver



Chronicles of a Circle Called Earth

The witch lived at the top of the steepest crag in the Lodespikes, but Sir Christopher would go willingly,
gladly, up the precipitoustrail. Dismounting at the foot of astegp dope of boulders, he leaned his
shield—upon which could still be seen thered cross of a Knight Templar—against anearby stone. The
symbol would ward againgt evil and the horse wait patiently, Christopher knew, while the man went
about the work of God.

He started upward with his sword sheathed at his Side, using a stout staff as support on the jagged, rocky
mountainside. The rod was smooth and dark, higher than himsdf by afoot, and showed the gleam of
meticulous ailing and no little polish.

In his other hand the knight carried aleather sack, holding the bag away from direct contact with his
body. The serpent confined in the leathery prison twisted and writhed, hissing angrily, occasonaly poking
outward with alethd fang. Sir Christopher was well satisfied with the vitdity of the agp he had captured.

Surdly the witch would do the rest.

Finaly he came upon atrail that led him out of the boulders, then twisted up to aknifecrest of lofty ridge.
A single step to ether side would have sent him tumbling to his doom, but he marched forward resol utely.

Now hisgoa wasin sight, atiny hut of stone and thatch standing at the crest of the domed summit. It was
smple and rude, but from what Sir Christopher knew of witches, the interior would be well-furnished and

spacious.
She was waiting in the doorway, watching as he strode onto the broad cap of the mountaintop. Though
he was winded, the knight betrayed no sign of fatigue as he walked up to the witch and stopped.

Hisfirst thought wasthat she looked old for an €f. Her gray hair wasincongruous on one of thesefolk
who so rardly showed any sign of age. In his experience, even even witches were vain enough to dick
their hair with gold asthey grew older.

“Y ou are human, but no druid,” she said.

“l amaknight in service to Our Lord Jesus Christ,” he declared. “And | come seeking aboon from a
witch.”

“I am the sage-enchantress Allevia. . .1 amnota. . .”

The woman'svoicetrailed off as she stared, wide-eyed, at the white pearl that Sir Christopher drew into
his hand. He extended his clenched figt, dlowing the stone to swing on its chain of gold. A crimson shape,
amark in the shape of an X, blazed from the face of the stone.

“Y ou bear the Stone of Command,” she said, awestruck. “ The talisman of Caranor, my sister—how
cameyouto hold it?’

“She bestowed it upon me,” Christopher replied. “ And now you must perform the task | request,
correct?’

“I will perform your task,” the witch said without hesitation.

Sir Christopher seized the bottom of the sack, inverting it to dump the thrashing viper onto the ground.
Instantly it coiled, then struck at the narrow shin of the efwoman’ sleg. The witch snapped asingle word,
asound unlike anything Christopher could have duplicated, and the snake hdted in mid-sirike. Jaws



wide, fangs extended, it was frozen like an image carved in wood.

The knight tossed his staff to the ground beside the immobile reptile. “1 want the snake to becomethe
saff—and the staff, the snake. | desire arod of righteousness, and you will giveit tome.”

“Of righteousness?’ the witch said in wonder. “I do not know that word.”

“It isnot necessary that you do,” Sir Christopher replied. “ Righteousnessis the Immutable Law of God,
and that law is carried in my heart and my immortal soul.”

The witch turned to her preparations as Sir Christopher followed her into the hut. As he had suspected, it
wasvery largeindgde, a least as spacious as the knightly manor he had owned in England—before the
cdling of the Templars had carried him to Jeruslem so long, long ago.

He watched intently as the elfwoman prepared for her spell. She spoke aword of incantation and ablaze
crackled into life, radiating fiercely from the hearth. Though Sir Christopher looked closdly, he could see
no sign of fuel within the fireplace. The witch then lifted a bucket of water above a sturdy table, pouring
the liquid onto the tabletop as she croaked more guttural, arcane words. The knight was careful to
conced his astonishment as he watched the water turntoice.

With deft movements the woman called Allevia used her handsto curl the ice, which was somehow
pligble, into along trough. She set the staff in that trough, then took up the snake. Thistime her
spdll-casting was like areptile s hiss, and abruptly the serpent stretched, till rigid and now straight asthe
shaft. She placed the creature into the trough of ice, beside the rod of wood.

Finally shetook up the long container, which had not yet begun to melt. She called aharsh sound and
Christopher skipped backward with undignified haste as the fire advanced out of the fireplace to snap
merrily in the middle of an ornate rug. He was not surprised to see that the carpet suffered not at al from
the flames—even though he could fed the heet clearly warming the skin of hisface.

The witch fed the trough of ice dowly into the fire, and theice hissed into steam, obscuring the heart of
the yellow brightness.

Christopher went to the far side of the blaze to take the object that came out of the flames. The wood
was cool to histouch, and he could clearly fed the ripples of thin scaes on the surface. It had an
admirable heft, with ahead that was wooden, but carved into the perfect visage of astriking snake, jaws

gang.

“You haveyour taff,” Alleviasaid, staring at him with adirectness that made him uneasy. “Now, are you
righteous?’

“Aye,” hereplied without hegitation. “ Aye, witch, | am righteous.

He smashed her in the left shoulder with the blunt end of his staff, hard enough to bresk the
bone—though he was careful not to kill her. Sheflew againgt thewall and dumped to the floor, gasping,
her good hand pressed to the awkwardly twisted shoulder.

Sir Christopher crossed to her and stepped down, hard, on her dender shin. Once again he heard a
sharp snap, and—as dways—he was startled by the brittleness of elder elven bone.

But, strangely, this efwoman wasn't crying. Usuadly the folk of this corrupt and hedonitic race, so
unused to pain or violence, would bresk down pathetically under the severity of their punishment. Angrily
he tapped her broken shoulder, hard, with the end of the staff.



“Why do you attack me?’ she asked, and those clear eyes pinned him with afire that seared toward his
soul.

“Y ou are an abomination—atool of Satan, cursed to eternd Hell.” He spoke the words mostly for
himsdlf, knowing that she wouldn't understand. They never did, these witches that he punished.

“The stonel” sheingsted, her voice surprisingly strong. “Giveit to me!”

Helaughed. “Y ou are wise in the ways of witches, but overall afool. The Stone of Command ismine,

“No!” For thefirst time he saw red fear in her green eyes. “Y ou cannot—"

His next blow smashed her jaw so hard that, for amoment, he was afraid he had killed her. But
no—once more those emerad eyes were watching him, albeit with alook that grew ever more dull and
clouded. Still, she followed his movements as he pulled wooden shelves onto the floor, smashed furniture
to kindling, and tore many of her booksinto shredded tinder. He was fortunate enough to find severa
jarsof ail, and these he poured over the gathered wood, forming aring around the witch.

A single spark from histinderbox started the blaze, and he quickly retreated from the hut, backing away
even farther asflames swiftly engulfed the structure. Soon the fire was high, and so hot that even the
encircling cornice was hissing, lending acloud of white vapor that swirled about the pyre of smoke.

“Good. . . snow bailing into steam. It is perfect.”
Sir Christopher smiled as he tarted down the mountain, certain that God would enjoy theirony.

Natac was aware only of aconsuming laziness. Even though he knew vaguely that it waslight outsde, he
dept for long hours, luxurioudy buried in the plush furs, sated by lingering memories of anight of
impossible passion. There were screens across several windows, muting the bright daylight, and he
alowed himsdlf to languish in comfort, drowsy enough to avoid the questions that otherwise would have
gnawed him to agitation.

Eventudly it was the need to empty his bladder that compelled him to move. When he sat up in the bed
he a s0 became aware of fierce thirst, and hunger growled insgstently in his belly. He stood at the side of
the deeping pallet, for the first time wondering where the woman had gone. He remembered her beauity,
wondered for afearful moment if it had al been adream. But he touched his chest, found no wound
there. Hisflesh was hedled. And the pallet wasthe same. . . he saw the lampsin the niches on the wall.
All the details of this place were the same.

Except for his companion.

He noticed acircle of golden dust upon the floor and redlized that he had first appeared in the center of
that ring. The dust had been scuffed away in one place, where he had walked toward the pallet. Next he
recognized the exit from the room, which was apanel of wood not unlike adoor that might befoundina
splendid house of Tlaxcala. The hinges and latch were of ahard, cold materid that was not familiar to
him. Still, he had no difficulty lifting the latch and pushing open the door.

He found a short corridor extending away from hisroom, with asunlit courtyard visible through an open
archway a the opposite end. The faint smell of sweet pollen tickled his nostrils and he advanced with a
quick, anticipatory step. He passed open, airy roomsto either side, but his eyes were fixed on the bright
outdoors. From somewhere atantalizing waft of grilling meat reached him, and his scomach rumbled at
the prospect of hearty food.



Only then did he remember his nakedness. Quickly he returned to the room, where he found awhite
robe with deeves and hem of perfect length for his sturdy, powerful body. The cloth was smooth and
supple, dmost liquid in its shimmering texture, gentle as the softest fawn’ s hide againgt his skin.

Returning to the hallway, he hastened to the courtyard beyond, and found himsalf standing before awide,
bowl-shaped pool of water. Plants, including familiar ferns, palms, and blossoms, aswell as other, more
exotic foliage, grew from numerous clay pots. The sky overhead was arich blue, but as he waked
through the garden and the view expanded his steps dowed. Findly he stopped, gawking at avistathat
was like nothing in the world—at least, nothing in the world Natac had known al hislife.

He stood on the paved veranda of alarge, white-walled villa. The garden was forgotten as he looked
across asunlit expanse of blue water. Steep bluffs, such as the dope right before him, plunged to the
shore of the lake, or perhapsit was a sea. From here the body of water looked fully asbig asthe entire
valey of Mexico. In the center of the sparkling expanse was alarge, hilly idand, a place dotted with
many tall buildings of white, gray, red, and black stone. From the center of that idand asilver spirerose
skyward, astructure astal as ahigh mountain and, when viewed from here at least, asthin asapole.

“The priestswerewrong,” he said aloud, remembering the tales of black Mictlan, with its sunless skies
and midnight horizons. “Theland of death isawondrous place!”

He was stunned, elated, and confused. By rights, he should aready be embarked upon an arduous and
chdlenging journey, with only the comfort of hisloyd friends, those who had died with him. But instead,
he had found this paradise, with a beautiful woman to meet him, asplendid view of asunlit horizon,
and—judging by the aromathat wafted outside to him—at least one medl that promised to be very tasty.

And it was a place where his body seemed to work much asit had during life. His broken hand was
whole, and free of pain, healed as thoroughly as his chest. After he urinated off the edge of the veranda,
he turned back to the house, determined to find the source of that wonderful aroma.

He was startled to see, amid the trees and flowering bushesin the garden, the figure of ayouth or asmall
man—he couldn’t be certain which. The fellow was dender, and his head was surrounded by avell of
hair the color of ripe straw.

“Hello. I'm Falon,” said the stranger, speaking in that same singsong language that Natac now
comprehended so well.

“Hdlo, Fdlon. | am caled Natac.” Thewarrior wondered if this might be a son or abrother to the
woman called Miraddl, but he quickly decided there could be no blood relation between them. Fallon
was so fair in hair and skin, where she was coppery dark, and there was afullnessto Miradd’ s body that
seemed utterly lacking in this young fellow—who wasin fact so thin that he looked frail. He wore agreen
shirt with red leggings, and his ears were weirdly pointed and seemed too large for his narrow face. He
carried ashiny pitcher in one hand.

“Isthisyour house?’ Natac asked.

Falon chuckled with easy humor. “It isMiradd’shouse. . . | hep herewith some of her tasks. That's
al.” With that explanation, the blond man reached into his pitcher and cupped some water in his hand.
While Natac watched, he raised his hand, then breathed a puff of air acrossthe drops of liquid.

Thewarrior blinked in astonishment as a cloud of mist billowed out of Falon’s hand. The fog swirled into
the midst of the foliage, settling around the tops of the leaves and blossoms. And then it began to rain!
For aminute or more the vaporous shape remained in place, and Natac heard the patter of drops, saw
the moisture, asif aminiature rain cloud had been summoned upon Fallon’s command. Despite his



surprise, the warrior suddenly realized that was exactly what had happened.
“Forgiveme. . . | haveto finish thewatering . . . No doubt you will find something to et insde.”

Since that suggestion was utterly in keeping with Natac’ s desire, the warrior nodded, trying to concedl his
astonishment as he went back into the large white house. He entered aroom that was unmistakably a
kitchen, and here he found a person. She was an elderly woman, her gray hair bound into abun. She
smiled shyly as he entered, and he saw that she wore awhite robe smilar to hisown.

“WhereisMiradd?’ he asked, coming to look into the pot on the stove. That cooking vessel was of a
hard black substance—samilar to the hinges and latch on the door of hisroom. When he reached into the
pot, he felt the heat radiating from the sizzling food, but snatched a piece of meat anyway. He was
gtartled by the searing temperature, but too famished to stop himsalf from popping the tender morsdl into
hismouth.

“You'll haveto be careful,” chided thewoman. “Thisisiron. . . it can be heated much hotter than the
stone bowls of your own land.”

“A miracle of Mictlan?’ Natac asked, amused, but willing to be patient.
The old woman shook her head. “Thisisnot Mictlan. You arein aplace caled Nayve.”

That brought him up short. “Do not play mefor afool, Grandmother . . . | know al about the land of
death.” Heredlized with aglimmer of unease that they were speaking that language he had come to know
lagt night. That gave him another idea. “Or is Nayve smply your namefor Mictlan?’

“Mictlanisahuman fiction,” replied the woman, with ahint of sternnessin her tone. “Y ou have been
brought to Nayve.”

“Whereis Takanatl?” demanded Natac, unhappy with her answer. “He died moments beforeme.. . . |
would find him, share food and astory with him.”

“Takanatl isnot here. . . there are very few humans of Earth here. Y ou have been brought by magic.”
She hesitated, then looked at him frankly. “Mirade’smagic.”

“What is Earth? Do you speak of theworld of Tlaxcaa, of Mexico?’

The matron set down her spoon and pulled the iron pot off the heat. Then she crossed her arms over her
chest and turned to face him. Y ou have much to learn, Warrior Natac.”

He blinked, surprised as she addressed him in the same words Miradd had used the night before. She
continued:

“Mexico and your homeland are avery smal part of Earth. Intruth, it isadoomed part of that world . . .
The place you know, the existence of your people and your tribe, will be brought to aviolent end only a
few years after your own desth.”

“But theworldisthriving!” he declared scornfully. “1 myself have sanctified perhaps ahundred heartsto
al thegods. And in the city of the Mexicaon the day of my desath | saw athousand and more lives
offered to ensure that the seasons bring rain, that the sun continuesto riseinto the sky.”

“And those liveswere claimed by fools!” snapped the woman harshly. “Not just fools—evil fools, who
invented preposterous gods, who wallowed in their endless cruelties as ameans of ensuring that their
own class retains power and prestige!”



Natac was stunned by this accusation. He had never during hislife heard anyone speak so criticaly of the
priesthood. Surely this person was asking for some brutal retdiation from the gods she' d insulted through
their priests. Half expectant, haf curious, he waited and watched. The woman’ sangry gaze never |eft his
face, and hefound his convictionswilting in the glare of her furiousviolet eyes.

“Our priestsarewise!” he retorted. “They know much, share their wisdom with the world! It isthrough
them that we learn of the needs of the gods, that we may assure plentiful rain and good harvests each
year!”

“Certainly they werewise.” Thewoman’sreedy voice was scornful. “They held you and your peoplein
thral. They did what they wanted, assured of food and treasure—and lives—through the |abor of the
peoplethey fooled!”

It occurred to him, for thefirst time, that she might know alittle more about the gods than he did—or
than he thought he did. After dl, judging from the evidence dl around him, the priests had been more than
alittle misguided about Mictlan.

Only then did another idea.occur to him, a horrifying thought that forced him to deny everything this
femdewastdling him.

“You lie, old woman! My daughter . . . Yelow Hummingbird. She was a precious child, and beautiful.
We gave her to therain god while she was still avirgin! And for years afterward Tlaxcalawas blessed
with a plenitude of water from the heavens. Y ou cannot tell me that her sacrifice was wasted.”

“I cantdl you that, and I will.” Thistime the woman’ s face softened, and he sensed sadnessin thelines
around her eyes and mouth. There was something familiar about that melancholy, though he didn’t make
aconnection. “It istragic when ahuman life ends too soon—especidly so when achild dies. But you will
understand, Warrior Natac—I will make you understand—that the tragedy is only compounded when
thelifeistaken capricioudy, to satisfy the will of acrud priest who refuses to acknowledge hisown
ignorance! Y our land would have had the same rains had you alowed your child to grow into awoman,
to bear you grandchildren and to brighten the world through her natura days.”

“Hummingbird . . .” Natac' svoicetrailed into awhisper and he staggered out of the kitchen, pushing
open doorsto carry him onto another wide veranda. There were lofty mountainsin the distance, but his
eyesonly vaguely registered the sight. Ingtead, his vision was focused inward, on memoriesof a
black-haired innocent who had laughed upon his knee, who had garlanded her hair with flowers, who
had, with heartbreaking solemnity that graduadly grew into shrieking terror, been offered to the priests so
that her family, her people, might be assured of steedy rains.

Helifted hiseyesfinaly, looking across averdant valley, into aregion of mountains higher than any inhis
experience. Great cornices of snow curled aong the lofty ridges, and even the swales were bright with
white snowfidds. Of course, the great volcanoes of Mexico were massive summits, and had frequently
been crowned by snow, but never had he seen sharp peaks, jagged and stony summits such as marked
thisskyline.

The mountains were dominated by amassif that must have challenged the very clouds. A huge block of
gray-black stone, it wasflat on the top and actually thinned to a narrow neck just below the peak.
Farther down, the mountain broadened again, tumbling along steep dopes patched with snow, outcrops
of rock, and verdant groves of pinetrees.

He heard footsteps behind and whirled to face the gray-haired woman, knowing that rage was twisting
hisfaceinto asnarl, wanting to lash out violently against the new knowledge that seemed destined only to
torment him. “Every man | killed in battle—and there were a hundred or more—I killed to the greater



glory of the gods. | took countless prisoners, and their hearts were torn forth, and offered to the gods!
And my nation was strong—it prospered, even in the face of the mighty Aztecs!”

“Y our nation was built on foolish cruelty and beliefs that were founded upon vilerot! Tlaxcaasurvived
because the Aztec nation was just as foolish, and perhaps even morerotten at its core.”

“No!” he shouted. Rage blurred hisvision, flushed his mind with hatred and denid. Natac had never
struck awoman, but now he came very close to attacking this aged femae. His hands curled into
trembling fists, and he forced himself to draw deep, caming breaths.

“Whereis Miradd?’ he demanded.

“There are more things you must learn before you find the answer to that question,” the old woman said.
Somehow, hefound her tone soothing, and his anger dowly diss pated into aconsuming wave of despair.

Hisfocus gradually turned back to his surroundings. Again he noticed the blue lake, though now the
valleys around the shore were cloaked in shadows. Indeed, the sky had paled, and twilight was creeping
inward from thefar horizon. Night wasfdling.. . . but it was adifferent night than he knew.

For one thing, his shadow, though pale, was till directly below him! Awestruck, helooked up, a asun
that was straight overhead, but seemed to be moving farther and farther away.

4

TheHour of Darken

Sadness spirals.

Lands unbal anced.

Seas flee, in tangled sheets of storm.
The ocean floor isdry.

Swarm from Dissona, from Lignia, from Loamar, creatures of magic and fire creatures of fang
and claw.

Weeping, dying Nayve; there came a darkness drew a circle round the world.

From the First Tapestry
Tales of the Time Before

Even though it meant leaving the College an hour early, Belynda decided to make her way to the
Mercury Terrace on foot rather than float through the air in her ambassador’ s chair. She hadn’t gotten
any work done al day—not since yesterday afternoon, as a matter of fact, when she had learned that
Caranor was dead. Since then the sage-ambassador had been dazed and listless, numb even to any
sensation of grief.

How long had it been since she had known anyone who died? A hundred years, perhaps. . . that had
been Waynekar, an elder teacher. He had taught her the ways of elvenkind as a child—and had taught
her parents nine centuries before! At the time of his passing, and gtill now, the memory of Waynekar



brought only asense of fulfillment, asthe cycle of hislife had been rich and, ultimately, complete.

But Caranor had died untimely, and by fire. Belynda could not imagine amore horrible circumstance.
Why, then, was she not distraught by sorrow, tormented by grief and confuson?

Or perhaps she was. Certainly shewas not herself, she realized, as she found herself walking amlesdy
through asmall market. How had she wandered off the Avenue of Meta, which would have taken her
directly to her destination? Shaking her head, she consulted her small compass. The needle pointed
unerringly in the direction of metal, and thus she knew she had not drifted far from her course. Therewas
the great Gdlery of Light, with itsmyriad crystals and prisms whirling gently under the brightness of the
sun. And just beyond was the Museum of Black Rock, where the ubiquitous group of goblins douched
about on thelong, shiny porch.

The road from the market curved around until it rgjoined the main avenue, and she hurried dong that
wide street until she reached a hilltop from which she could see the Mercury Terrace and the dazzling
waters of the lake beyond. A quick glance showed her that the sun had not yet begun to recede, so she
paused for amoment to catch her breath.

It amazed her that after living in thiscity for centuries, she till found it possibleto get logt. Y et when she
looked across Circle at Center she understood how. Walking through this great metropolis, the sprawling
city that surrounded the Center of Everything, was more like walking through aforest than acommunity
of buildings. Mogt of the homes belonged to ves, and every df surrounded his dwdling—be it mansion
or cottage—with a surfeit of greenery and blossoms. Treeslined streets which, with the exception of the
Avenues of Metd and Wood, tended to wind and curve. Furthermore, thiswas a hilly idand, and
clustered in many groves and vales were neighborhoods of faeries and gnomes that no self-respecting ef
would ever vigt.

The two causeways, of course, gave solid bearings. Too, the center of theidand, aring of hills higher
than any others, was visble from any good vantage in the city. From here she could see the columned
fagade of the Senate, ringing nearly athird of the Center of Everything. And from beyond the great
edifice jutted the long, slver spire of the Worldweaver’ s Loom. She had been too distracted to notice the
cagting of the threads today, but she took comfort as awaysin the lofty tower and its symbolic
protection.

Conscious now of time passing, she made her way to the terrace. The streets were crowded, asthey
awayswere just before the Hour of Darken, but the crowds gave way readily at the sight of her sage’s
robe. She found Tamarwind waiting before the terrace, leaning on arailing above the lake with his back
to her. Touching hisarm as shejoined him, Belynda suddenly felt comfort in the physica contact with
another person. Her fingerslingered for amoment as he turned around and smiled broadly.

“No prettier aght in Nayve than twilight acrossthe lake,” he proclaimed, putting his own hand over hers.

“Indeed.” Belyndatried to relish the beauty, saw the fringe of darkness cresting the mountainous horizon
asthe sun began to recede. Highest of al the summitswas the Anvil, withitsflat, gray-black top and the
narrowed neck of cliff below the broad summit. Now the fading of daylight had rimmed that massif in
purple and vermillion, acombination that should have been breathtaking.

Instead, shefelt only that pervasive numbness.
“Shall we get atable?’ the sage-ambassador asked, trying to sound bright.

“I’ve reserved one—though | think it was your namethat got usthelocation,” Tamarwind said with a
amile



She kept her hand on hisarm, and he seemed to welcome the contact as the black-robed host—atall f
with an expression of utmost serenity—glided acrossthe plazato give them asmall table at the very edge
of theterrace. Thelake, now abrilliant lavender, sparkled and lapped below them.

Severd officious gnomes brought glasses of iced water and presented each of them with aloaf of warm
bread and dish of sweet butter. Tamarwind gawked at the splendor of the surroundings, permitting
himself asmile of pleasure as he inhded the aroma of the fresh bread. He took great pridein ordering an
Argentian wine from an elven seward, and informed Belynda that it was a vintage regarded as one of the
finest in Nayve. “ Though of course each vineyard in the Fourth Circle has different strengths and
weaknesses,” he dlowed.

“Hmm. .. I'msorry.” Belyndawas embarrassed. “Wheat did you say?’

“It'snot important,” Tam replied serioudy. “But something is, | can see. What isit that’ s bothering
you?’

She drew abresath, collecting her thoughts even as she tried to answer the question. “1 learned that
Caranor died . . . by fire”

“Caranor the sage-enchantress?’ Tamarwind' s eyes widened. “How could that happen?’

“Nooneknows. . . shewas mistress of fire, of all the dements. And yet she and her house were burned
to ashes” Even as she described the news, Belynda couldn’t bring hersdlf to believe that it wasredl.

Tamarwind thoughtfully chewed on apiece of bread. He turned to look at a nearby table as aripple of
laughter wafted through the soft air on the terrace. Belyndalooked too. The eight dinersthere were
dressed as dves, in robes of green and white, but there were digtinctive differences: These people were
dightly larger than elves, and had as many different hues of hair color astherewereindividuas at the
table. A woman at the end had tresses of flowing red, while near her sat a stout maid with short brown
hair. Two men and another woman had hair with various shades of lightness, but none approached the
gilded blondness of dven locks. Another man and two women had hair that ranged from chocolate
brown to the purest black but wastightly kinked, complemented by arich dark skin color.

“Druids, aren’'t they?” Tamarwind said, politely averting his eyes from the strangers even as he asked the
question.

“Yes...they livein the Grove, that great network of trees beyond the Senate.”
“They’re beatiful, in arough sort of way.”

“Most of them are,” Belynda agreed. “ Somehow humans seem more solid than do we elves. . . and
many of our people, especidly the maes, find them gppeding.”

“A dght you won't seeelsewherein Nayve,” Tam noted. “ Eight humanstogether. It must be ten years
gnce even asingledruid visted Argentian.”

“They rarely leave Circle at Center, or at least these lands around the |akeshore. They have everything
they need here.”

“Do you know any druids?’

Belyndanodded. “1 have become friends with severa—one, in particular, called Miradd. The Goddess
brought her here perhaps two hundred years ago.”



“From the Seventh Circle?” Tamarwind seemed very interested, and Belyndawas relieved to have
something to talk about, to take her mind off Caranor.

“Yes...theplacethey cdl Earth, where dl humans come from.”
“Arethey dl s0 beautiful, so tall and proud?’

Belynda shook her head ruefully. “Hardly. The druids are only the most splendid examples of the
race. . . they are brought here by the Goddess only after they have lived many livesin their world, and
through them demonstrate goodness and virtue. They are very tame and wise examples of humankind.”

“Why do you say ‘tame’ 7’

“Humans are adangerous breed, for the most part,” explained the sage-ambassador. “In many ways
violent—not to mention proneto disease, and to incredibly rapid aging. Of course, herein Nayve they
are not faced with those curses.”

“It sounds like a good thing that the Goddessis selective. . . and that other humans stay on their own
circlel” Tam declared with feding.

Belyndafelt she had to explain further. “ There is another way that a human can cometo Nayve. . .
without the will of the Goddess. Fortunately, it isacostly procedure. . . very rardly used.” Already she
regretted opening this avenue of conversation. Though she herself had learned of the mgjor druid spells
during her centuries at the College, it was clearly not the sort of thing that ordinary elves needed to know,
or should be encouraged to talk about.

“How?

Shefdt herself blushing. She knew the particulars of the magic involved, but it was not anything she cared
to discuss. “A druid can use her own power to summon adifferent kind of human . . . one who has made
himsdlf into a supremewarrior over the course of many lifetimes. These can be men of violence and
impulse. .. If thedruidsare‘tame humans, you might say that warriors are the opposite.”

“ Sounds frightening—but rare, you said?’

“Yes” Belyndafet uneasy. “The spdl involvediscogdlly . . . in asense, it means doom for the druid who
castsit.” She hoped that Tamarwind wouldn’t ask any more questions about that particular kind of

meagic.
Fortunately, at that moment the server gpproached with the dinners they had ordered—a roasted lake

trout for Tamarwind, and a pepper stuffed with cheese for Belynda. She was relieved at the good timing,
and amused by the smile of frank anticipation that curled her companion’slips.

Abruptly Belyndafet alurch that roiled her somach and rocked her on her bench. The server sumbled,
fish and stuffed pepper cascading across the table. Glasses shattered—not just here, but acrossthe
terrace. The sage-ambassador seized the edge of the table, wanting to hold onto something, and was
shocked asthe heavy dab twitched and tilted in her grasp. Tam’ sface had gone white, and she heard
screams and sobs coming from across the plaza, cries of darm from throughout the city. As shelooked
into the night, she saw pitching wavesroil the surface of thelake. Still Belynda could not accept the truth,
not until Tamarwind shouted the unthinkable words:

“Theworldismoving!”

The tremor rocked the floor benegth hisfeet, but Natac merely flexed his knees and waited for the



earthquake to pass. It was not a violent temblor, though he knew that it might presage more significant
jolts—perhapsin the very near future. He looked around the terrace, saw water splashing out of the
bowl of the fountain, the leafy treetops swaying back and forth through the night air. In asensethe
movement was dmost areief—it distracted him from the solitary brooding that had occupied him since
twilight.

He heard a scream indde the villa. The sound was followed by aloud crash, and then the warrior was

racing into the hal without further thought. The old woman screamed again, the sound coming from the
kitchen, and heran in to find her grasping the heavy wooden cooking bench, her eyeswide with horror.

Natac lifted her up in hisarms and she clung to him, sobbing. Mindful of the chance of a subsequent
tremor, he carried her carefully through the hall and under the open sky of the garden. There he found
Fdlon, who stared at them wide-eyed, trembling. “What’ s happening?’ demanded the gardener.

“It was asmdl earthquake. Don't be frightened,” Natac replied, wondering again at this childish display
of fear.

He looked acrossthe valley to see wavesrippling and churning the lake, while from nearby ravines
landdides tumbled down the steep dopes. He watched until the debris rattled and rumbled to rest at the
bottom of the incline, much of it spilling into the lake.

Only then did he notice that the old woman was sill crying, clinging to hisarms and shoulders with her
head buried againgt his chest.

“Weresafe here” hesaid. “You only haveto get out of the building—the redl danger is having the roof
fdl onyour head.”

She drew adeep breath, and though her sobs softened, she still clutched him, obvioudy terrified.

“See” hesad, trying to calm her—and mystified asto why she was acting like such achild. “It' sgone
now—and anyway, that wasn’t even abad one.” He remembered at |east a dozen earthquakes notably
more violent, severd of which had brought houses and temples crashing down in ruins.

“Nayve—the world moved!” said the woman with amoan.
“It hasn't happened before?’

She pulled her face back to stare into his eyes, still holding him by the shoulders. “ Circle a Center isthe
foundation of everything. It cannot become unba anced!”

“Thefoundation of everything—even Mexico and Mictlan?’ Natac was still mystified, but her terror at
the quake had served to restore much of his confidence. Oddly, hefdlt as though he now stood upon
firmer ground, while her own beliefs had been shown to be somewhat tentative.

She looked at him sharply. “Of Mexico and al Earth, yes—in away that you will come to understand.
Asto Mictlan, | told you—thereis no such place!”

“And the world of Nayve cannot be shaken!” he retorted, with asense of triumph that suddenly flashed
into guilt when he saw the fear in her dark eyes—eyesthat were aive, and so beautiful—such adeep and
perfect violet.

The truth hit him like ablow, so much that he staggered back, gaping like afool and then shaking his
head, angry and disbelieving. But those eyes moistened, glistening with sadness, and he understood.



“Miradel?” Theword came out like a croak, and that sound lingered doneintheair, for the old woman
just nodded mutely in reply.

They sat in the garden while Nayve' s night drew a curtain around them. In some back quarter of his
mind, Natac remained aert for a subsequent earthquake, though the land had remained stable since that
abrupt shock. Aside from this cautious awareness, his thoughts were chaotic, ajumble of questions,
connections, and utter dishelief.

He looked at the old woman again—of course she was Miraddl. How could it have taken him so long to
recognize her? Her face had the same shape, a perfect ova with the three-petaled flower of cheeksand
chin. Furthermore, those violet eyes were unique, hefelt certain, in al the cosmos. True, the bronzed skin
had darkened, and patterns of wrinkles webbed across her temples and her cheeks—and the musical
voice had aharder edgeto it, a sound that had been lacking in her soft, welcoming tones of the night
before. Or had it been so recently, after all”?

“How long was | adeep?’ he asked, breaking thelong silence. “Y ears? That you became an old woman
inthat time?’

“No—one night. Just one night.”

“A night—" He leaned back, bracing himsdf with arms propped on the stone bench. Overhead wasthe
night sky of Nayve—and the Sight jarred him every time he' d looked up since sunsst—that is, since the
Hour of Darken.

The sun had receded to abright point at the zenith of the heavens. Brighter than any star he had ever
seen, even than the comet that had wandered across the skies of Mexico just before his degth, it was till
just astar, surrounded by the blackness of the beyond. On Nayve, as on Earth, the vault of the night was
speckled with tars. But here the stars shifted position before his eyes, dowly evolving through adance
aschillingly unnaturd asit was beatiful.

“How long isanight in Nayve?Will | be old with tomorrow’ s davn?’

Miradel smiled wistfully and gently shook her heed. “The Lighten Hour, we cdl it. And no, you will not.
Our nights are much the same as nightsin your own world. Just long enough for athorough rest—though
| sense, Warrior Natac, that you are not ready for deep.”

He stood up, feding his confusion push as anguish into hislimbs, hisvoice. “Y ou said you brought me
here with magic? What kind of magic—and which isthe red Miradel? The maiden last night, or—you?’

She straightened, lifted her chin with pride as she glared a him again. “Both are redly me—or the other
was me, in precisetruth. It isthe cost of the spdll . . . | aged from the casting.” Her eyesflashed
something—anger, or pride, hecouldn’t tell. “Intheend, 1 will die”

Natac kndlt before her, staring into her eyes. “We all dig!”

Now Miradd smiled again, the sad smile that had changed not at al from the young woman to the old.
“Not in Nayve. . . in the Fourth Circle humans—those lucky few who are called here—live forever. You
will have centuries of youthful vigor before you—freedom from disease, or any infirmity.”

“Y ou—you would have had such alife, if not for the casting of this spell?’
“Ya”

“Why?” He stood and walked away from her, then whirled back. He wasfilled with awe, and aterrible



sense of guilt. “Why did you do it?’ he asked in ahoarse whisper.
“Because Nayve needs you—and because your world, your part of Earth, has so little time left.”

“What' s going to happen to my world?’ he asked. He was surprised to find that, despite his resentment
and suspicion, he believed her.

“Y our warriors will meet warriors from a different land—invaderswho, in afew short years, will destroy
the nations, the places you have known.”

“My sons—their children, their wives—killed?” Natac asked.

“| cannot say yet . . . the threads have not yet been woven into the Worldweaver’ s Tapestry. Still, the
pattern is set—the result isinescapable, asit agppliesto nations. When you ask about individuas, we
cannot say until the pictures are before us.”

“Who will invade Tlaxcaa? Even the Aztecs have falled, every timethey tried.”

“These new enemieswill destroy the Aztecs even more thoroughly than they will your own redlm—again,
itisinevitable”

“Arethey gods?”’

“No—they are humans from another part of Earth. People of white skin and hairy faces—larger than
your own people, and bearers of deadly tools.”

“Humans—of Earth. But where do they come from?’
“Perhapsit will help you to meet some of them—here, in Nayve.”
“Other warriors—like me?’

Miradel nodded. “ There are two of them near here, both brought years, in fact centuries, ago. They, like
you, were summoned by druid magic, aspell cast by one who sacrificed her youth to weave the spell. |
will take you to meet them some time after the Lighten Hour—they have devel oped the habit of deegping
vey late”

Natac found that he didn’'t have that trait, at least not yet. He dept done on the fur-lined bed, and
awakened refreshed to feast on a breakfast of eggs, rice, and the beverage called “milk.” The druid
promised to describe to him the source of that nectar, but the explanation had been put off by other
matters. Fallon was there, too. After the meal he took the dishes, cast afew droplets of water across
them, and made the same puffing gesture with which he had watered the garden. Thistime water sprayed
vigoroudy acrossthe dirty plates, and moments later they were clean.

Miradd taught him more about Nayve during the morning, showing him the beautiful lake with its verdant
idand. Shetold him that the vadley in the middle of theidand, and specificaly the slver spirerising high
into the sky and visible even from the villa, was the exact center of al existence. Thiswas a concept that
remained unclear to him, but he nodded and let her keep speaking.

Latein the morning he had a chance to view a spectacle she cdled “the casting of the threads.” Miradel
directed Natac's attention to the distant silver tower. He watched in awe as a sparkling ring of brightness
rose into view, gpparently starting from the base of the tower—though that foundation was concealed
from hisview. Thelight rose higher and faster until it reached the summit of the spire. From thereit
crackled into the air in bolts of white brilliance, flashing like lightning upward into the sky until the bursts



dissipated in the distance.

He had many questions, but the druid informed him that he would have to wait for those explanations.
For now, Miradd prepared amidday med that they enjoyed in the garden, dining on succulent meeat and
beans spiced with familiar peppers and other exctic flavors unlike any Natac had ever tasted. Only then
did they start out from the villa, walking dong amountain trail that gradualy curved around atal summit
and then descended toward aforested valley that sheltered a string of sparkling lakes.

“Our timing is chosen on purpose,” she explained. “Thisway you' |l be able to meet Fionn and Owen
after they’ re awake—but, if we' re lucky, they won't be drunk, yet.”

“Drunk?’ Natac knew the word, at least in the context of his native tongue, but he couldn’t understand
why it would be relevant here. Then he had athought: “Isthis someritua day of celebration? A festival
that they begin with the noon, perhaps?’

Miradel smiled sadly and shook her head. “ For the most part, Owen and Fionn get drunk every
day—they keep Six or eight druids busy, just making wine for them.”

“These warriors have druids serve them—are they daves, like Fdlonisfor you?’

“No. . .they do soout of choice.” Shelooked a him frankly. “And you should know that Fallon isno
dave—he, too, does the work that he choosesto do. Y ou will find no davesin Nayve. Somedruids, it
seams, enjoy the. . . company of warriors. And these men have persuaded them to do their work.”

By then they had come around the shoulder of the mountain. The pathway overlooked a green meadow,
and in the center of the clearing was the strangest house Natac had ever seen. It was made of wooden
timbers—he could see that much by the ends of logs jutting from the corners. But the walls had been
overlaid with large anima peltsto make alarge, gpparently weetherproof enclosure. Smoke billowed
from awide stone chimney, and the yard nearby had been divided into sections by pole fences. Severa
bizarre animas grazed or lolled within these separate sections.

Natac was about to ask about those creatures, when he was startled by abooming voice emerging from
the woods at the clearing’ s edge.

“Fonn! Y ou sheep-buggering Irishman! Come out and defend yoursdlf!”

“That's Owen—and it seemsthat we' retoo late.” Miradd sighed. “ Or elsethey’ re still drunk from the
night before.”

“That'sa human?’ asked Natac. The man who swaggered into view was huge, easily head and
shoulderstaller than the Tlaxcalan. His face was obscured by athick, shaggy pelt of yellow hair, which
darkened to brown as it extended across historso and well down onto hislegs. Some kind of armored
shell covered thetop of hishead, an inverted bowl that was the same dark color astheiron Natac had
seen inthevilla. Owen bore a staff that was taller than himsdlf, and as stout around asaman’ swrist.

“| said come out, Fionn—you cow-loving son of amare!”

“Owen?’ The one cdled an Irishman emerged from the house. He was as big as the other warrior, and
amilarly shaggy—though his hair waslike the red of tarnished copper. Hewore acap of leather, and
carried athick cudgd. “Y ou fagrie Viking! Why are you back—did you run out of little boys down at the
fiord?

Fonn wastrailed by apair of females who wore digphanous gowns and clung to the big man’sarms asiif
to hold him back. Natac saw that Owen, too, had brought women with him, atrio of maidens who now



ran out to follow him acrossthefidd.
“Those aredruids?’ asked the Tlaxcalan.

“Yes—as| said, some of my Order enjoy warriors.” Miradel looked at him through narrowed eyes. “No
doubt you, too, will eventually have your pick.”

He looked away, unwilling even to consider her words.
“We d better wait herefor awhile,” Miradd said. “ But watch—you might find it interesting.”
“Those are both men?’ Natac pressed.

She nodded. “They are humans from adifferent part of Earth than Mexico—but yes, they are of apeople
who are cousins to you and your own.”

He shook hishead in disbelief, half expecting to fed the ground shake as the two warriors approached
each other. Owen had his gtaff raised, while Fionn swung his club back and forth, holding the narrow end
in both hands.

1] Lia.! ”
“Bagtard!”

“Feggot!”
“Blackguard!”

Theinsultsflew thick and loud, and Natac lost track of who was hurling the epithets. And in another
moment it didn’'t matter asthe pair flew at each other, wooden weapons whistling through the air. Fionn's
club smashed Owen'siron hat with aloud clang, while the staff landed with stunning force on the
Irishman’sknee. A fist flew, bloodying anose, and then came the loud crack of wood landing against a
skulll.

It was Fionn who went down, and Owen straddled him, ready to drive the Saff into hisfoe' sbelly. But
somehow the supine warrior found the leverage to flip the Viking over, and by the time Owen landed,
Fionn was on top of him, twigting the Viking' s massive leg around. Natac winced as he imagined the
pressure, the pain—and then there came aloud snap of bone. He gasped, knowing that such a bresk,
evenif it did not result in afata infection, must crippleaman for life.

TheViking, hislegjutting a an unnatura angle, shrieked as Fionn rolled off him and stood. “Do you
yied?’ he asked, snatching up hisclub and raisingiit.

“Yes, by Thor—I yidd!” snarled Owen through clenched teeth.

Immediately the druidesses gathered around the injured man. One woman stood with her arms spread,
spilling something like water over the wounded man. Two more kndlt at each side, stroking the mangled
limb. By the time Natac and Miradd had reached the bottom of the dope, the Viking'sleg had been
straightened. The astonished Tlaxca an watched as Owen lurched to his feet and stood on the limb with
no apparent limp. “ That was agood twigt, there, at theend,” he admitted grudgingly to Fionn, who
beamed in triumph.

“What? Who' sthis?’ asked the Irishman at the Sight of thetwo new arrivals.

The druidesses gasped in unison, and one of them advanced hesitantly. She was staring at the old



woman, and findly asked: “Miradd?’
“Yes, Nachal, itisl.”

Immediately the woman called Nachol, who was atdl femae with long hair the color of spun gold,
blanched, then came forward and wrapped the older druid in atearful embrace. Natac stood by
awkwardly, conscious of the two warriorslooking him over and a the same time wanting to ask Miradel
athousand questions.

“Y ou went againgt the will of the council,” Nachol was saying. “Why?’
“I had no choice,” Miradd answered. “The threads of the Tapestry showed methat.”

“When?’ The golden-haired druidess relaxed her embrace and wasjoined by severa other women who
looked at Miradel with expressions mingling awe, pity, and sadness. A few cast gppraising, accusing, or
suspicious glances at Natac.

“Two nights past.”

“And the spell worked,” said adark-haired, diminutive druidess, ingpecting Natac archly. “Y ou have
brought Nayve another warrior?’

“Warrior?” Theword was a hoot of amusement, uttered by Fionn. “More like aboy, | should say.
Owen, maybe she brought him herefor you!”

“Watch your tongue, you Cdtic fool!”

Fionn threw his head back and laughed heartily. Owen’ s burly fist flew, smashing the open mouth. Natac
saw teeth fly and watched the druidesses scamper out of the way asthe two men were at it again,
crashing to the ground, rolling back and forth with abarrage of smashing fists and jabbing knees. Miradel
sghed, the younger women stood around wringing their hands, and blood spilled from both men.

“Druids brought them here, aswell?” Natac asked. Miradd nodded. “For this?’ he pressed.

“No—you will learn soon enough that we have no control over these men, once they are brought here.
We tried to reason with them, but they have learned to do asthey wish to.” Shelooked at him strangdly,
and he knew she was wondering if hewould prove to be asintractable as the two burly men ill rolling
around on the ground.

In that instant he was embarrassed for hisrace, for hiswhole world. He would not give her cause for
regret.

He picked up the staff that Owen had dropped in thefirst bout. “Warriors of Earth!” he cried out asthe
two rolled close. Plunging the end of the shaft between them, he used his knee as afulcrum and pulled,
eadly levering the men gpart. “Why are you fighting?’ he asked.

“Why?’ Owen blinked, speaking through puffed and bleeding lips. “ Because—because it swhat we do!
Aswell ask why we breathe, why we eat!”

“Wefigh' ’cause hisances ors s ole the women of my 'ribe,” growled Fionn, hiswords mushing through
the mouthful of broken teeth.

“Stole your women—and your land, too!” Owen retorted with alaugh. “Not that you Irish would know
what to do with good land if you had it!”



‘Women and land—my people have fought for those things, aswell,” Natac said conversationdly. “But
here—this place they call Nayve—it would seem that there are women and land enough for al warriors.”

Owen scowled, and squinted a Miradel. “ Shetold you that ‘Nayve poppycock, en? Don't listen,
boy—thisisthe warrior’ s paradise, called Vahdla, and I’ ve been here long enough to know that!” He
turned to the short, dark-haired druidess. “ Fetch us some wine, Fernie—I’ m working up athirst here.”

The woman quickly ran into the house as Natac settled himself on the ground, squatting sociably with the
two hairy men.

“I know it'sVahalla” Owen continued, “ because it'swhat the priests told me to expect. | went straight
from the battlefield, my blood and my guts running across the dirt, and into the arms of a beautiful
woman. If that’ s not awarrior’ sreward, then I’m a Frenchman!”

“My priests had it wrong,” Fionn said. “They spoke of ajourney to a place of darkness, eternd chill.”

“As| learned of Mictlan,” Natac agreed. He looked at Owen. “ So you must have had very wise
priests?’

“Lucky, morethanwise, I'd say,” snorted the Viking. “ They were wrong about plenty—my comrades
and my enemies should have been here, but there was only me. And thisred-haired Celt.”

“I was herefor two hundred years before Owen showed up,” Fionn explained. Natac redlized that one
of the druids had done something to the Irishman’ s mouth—he no longer bled, and in fact had afull set of
clean, whole teeth. “How long ago, now?’

“Last count we were five hundred years together,” Owen said proudly. “ And the sheep-buggering fool
has dtill never learned to fight!”

“Why, you—"

“The pretty girlswho greeted you here,” Natac said quickly, interrupting the budding contest. “Where are
they now?’

Both men shrugged and looked at each other, somewhat sheepishly.

“I don't know,” the Viking admitted.

“The druid who was there to welcome me—I never saw her again,” Fionn said.
“Do you know why?’

“Never asked,” shrugged Owen. “There were plenty of othersto take her place.”

Natac sat back, thinking. His mind fixed on apicture of Y ellow Hummingbird, of ayoung girl going to her
death at the hands of false priegts, to feed the will of nonexistent gods. Then he thought of another
sacrifice, that made by Miradel when she had brought him here,

The two bearded warriors were busy sucking on the wineskinsthat Fernie had brought. Natac caught
Miradel’ s eye, and asked her the question again.

“Why?" he wondered, trying to see the answer in her eyes.

“Because | think there are things you can teach us,” she said, taking hisyoung hand in her old fingers.
“And these will be thingsthat the people of Nayve haveto learn.”



5

A Crumbling Cornerstone

Firs Circle:

Foundation’ s footing, bedrock to worlds.

Anchors present, future’ s bastion.

From the Tapesiry of the Worl dweaver
Lore of the Underworld

Karkad' slungs strained for air and he could fedl the weakness seeping into hislegsand arms. Thelong,
terrified run from the battery, the sight of Darann clutched by that hideous, sllver-mawed Delver, now
propelled him into amonstrous rage. Four of the Unmirrored already lay dead and bleeding on thefloor.

But now he was nearly finished, and as more of the Dark Ones spilled into the den, he staggered
backward, pulling Darann and himself againgt the wall. They faced atight circle of attackers, and the
sghtless dwarves now stood shoulder to shoulder, presenting asolid front of whirling blades.

“I loveyou,” Darann said, touching Karkad on the arm.

Helooked at her miserably, saw scratches and smudges on her face, fear and despair in her eyes. He
knew that she was here on the watch station because of him—and he saw how that devotion would, in
mere moments, get her killed.

“I'm sorry!” he cried. Thewall of the den was behind them now, blocking further retrest, and the Delvers
continued to closein.

“No!” sheretorted furioudy. “Don’t say that!” She picked up acod poker from beside the burner and
flailed the sted shaft at the nearest Delvers. “We re going to fight!” The blackened spike clattered against
dagger blades while Karkald stabbed with his spear, once more driving the tip through enemy armor,
then twisting and pulling back to wrench the weapon free.

“Kill him! Bring the wench to mel” Theleader, the one called Zystyl, shrieked his orders, and thering of
Unmirrored pressed closer.

Franticaly Karkald looked around the den. Flames smoldered in the direction of the bedchamber, and in
any event he knew there was no escape that way. The sted-jawed captain till shouted from the kitchen,
while the main room was full of Delvers blocking the passage out to the portico.

Stll, the latter ssemed like the only chance.

Momentarily he missed his hatchet, which was till buried in the skull of adead Delver. But he till had his
knife and his spear. He tapped Darann on the shoulder, nodded his head once toward the door, and then
hurled himsdlf againg the front line of Delvers.

Leading with his spear, he stabbed one of the attackers through the throat. That Delver fell and Karkald
rushed into the gap in the line, thrusting with hislong knife, driving the blade into the next of the



Unmirrored. At the sametime he felt aburning pain in his back as another of the Blind Onesturned to
dash at the space that had been created. Hearing the clash, the rest of the Delversclosed in.

Karkad gasped as another whirling knife ripped through histhigh. He flailed and stabbed at the enemy Al
around, until hefdt afirm push againgt his back. Darann was there, shoving hard, and then the two of
them were through the ring of Delvers. Limping, clenching histeeth againgt the pain, the Seer now
followed hiswifeinto the entry passageway. He remembered the dozens of boats at the base of the pillar,
knew that the idand must be swarming with the Unmirrored—yet al he wanted now wasto get out of the
den.

Abruptly he smashed, facefirt, onto the floor. Hisinitid thought was that his wounded leg had
collgpsed—but then the ground jolted under hisfeet with aviolencethat lifted himinto the air. Darann
screamed and tumbled beside him, and vaguely he understood that somehow the bedrock itself was
moving, shaking and rolling in supernatura convulsion.

A shrill cry emanated from the den, followed by athunderous crash and a cloud of dust that billowed and
rolled across the two Seerslying on the floor of the tunnel. Darann was crying, and Karkad felt numbed
by shock. He could see and fed the trembling of the ground, but hismind, al his experience and his
learning, told him that such an occurrence wasimpossible.

Y et there was no denying the redlity of the violence, the thunder of collapsing stone asrock spilled into
the den, choking and crushing. A rock thudded onto the floor beside him, and a clatter of gravel spilled
down the nearby wall. Terror clutched Karkad' s heart as he pictured them trapped in this narrow
passage, buried beneath a thousand tons of rubble.

“Comeon!” he urged, dropping hisknife into the sheath at his hip, reaching for Darann. Together they
scrambled toward the portico over the pitching, heaving floor. Twice, large rocks smashed onto Karkad,
one banging his skull hard enough to stun him. But finaly they tumbled from the den’ sfront door to
sprawl on theflat portico jutting out from the Sde of theidand s cliff.

Even here rubble was scattered across the stones, and Karkald was stunned to see great wavesrising
and surging across the surface of the dark sea. Landdides spilled down the sides of the watch Station,
and severd of the great beacons had been destroyed. At least two of the beams still swept acrossthe
dark water, highlighting the tortured expanse.

Karkad heard a crash from within the den. The sound was followed by a groan, and then avery
foul—and lively—curse, proving that Delverswere dtill dive and active insgde. Silently the Seer tugged at
Darann’shand, placing afinger on hislipsto caution her asthey made their way across the portico to the
steep wall of the pillar. Fortunately the stairway to the nearest beacon remained intact, and only afew
steps were obstructed by rubble that had fallen from above. He took care to step only upon solid rock
S0 as not to make asound as he led hiswife upward, climbing toward the lantern that still blazed through
the darkness.

Findly they reached a perch nearly a hundred feet above the portico. Here the two of them huddied on a
narrow ledge beside the beacon of coolfyre, still too numbed and horrified to speak. Below them severa
Deverswerevisble, crawling from the collgpse within the den or gathering on the portico from other
parts of the idand. More and more emerged from various niches and ledges, until ahundred or more had
gathered before the ruins of the Seers' den.

The two Seers pressed back againgt the cliff, sllent and afraid. Karkald knew they could not be seen by
the Blind Ones, but even so he was reluctant to expose himself any more than necessary. Beside him,
Darann was watching the lights of Axid, abright swath across the sea. They could even make out some



of the great pillars, outlined by coolfyre, that rose from the city to merge with the stone sky of the
Underworld.

Neither of them was prepared for the next pulse of the earthquake, ajolt that rocked the pillar of the
watch gtation harder than any of the previous shocks. They shouted in darm and clung to each other,
pitching periloudy closeto the precipice. Karkald snatched out his pick and curled the hook over the bar
of the beacon’ s frame. Once more the bedrock shivered, and they tumbled and twisted over the
hundred-foot drop. Only his grip on the tool, and the half-circle of metal curled over therod, kept them
fromafata plummet.

Below, the Delvers were shrieking in terror, and Karkad hoped the sounds of their panic had drowned
out the sharp cries he and his wife had made. He had good reason to believe this, for it seemed as though
the whole of the First Circle reverberated with sound. Waves crashed on stony shores, or pitched against
each other in chaotic surges. Massive pieces of the celling plunged downward, and great chunks of the
watch station broke away to tumble into the sea.

“Look!” moaned Darann, rising to her knees and pointing through the vast dark of the First Circle. He
looked to where she pointed and saw the lights of Axid pitching and lurching in the distance. A great
swath of the city abruptly disappeared, asif ten thousand lights had been extinguished at once. The rest
of Axid flared with a supernatural brightness, until another part was blinked out in the space of afew
seconds. Still more of the city vanished next, blotted out in an ingtant.

More convulsionsfollowed, and Karkald held hiswoman with al his strength, waiting for the boulder that
at any instant would crush them or sweep them to their deaths. But instead, they somehow survived.
Gradudly this quake settled, and the rock beneath them ceased to move. Waves il pitched acrossthe
lake, and they could see many new idands, masses of rubble that jutted upward from the waves. The
base of their own watch station had expanded because of faling debris, in places becoming awide fan of
loose rock that extended far out across the water.

Already there were Delvers making their way down thissope. It seemed to Karkald, in the light of the
one beacon remaining, that quite afew of the Blind Ones had survived the quake. He heard words of
harsh command, and recognized Zystyl’ svoice.

Darann uttered astrangled sob and at first Karkald thought she was reacting to that horrific dwarf’s
surviva. But when heraised his eyes, he followed the direction of her horrified Sare.

“No!” he whispered, as hiswife clung to hisarm and stared wordlesdy through the darkness.

Acrossthe sea, ong the great swath where Axia had once brightened the First Circle, they saw only
darkness.

Zystyl’ snogtrils were clogged by dust, hisflesh bruised by the rocks that had dropped from overhead.
Stll, hewasdive, and finaly these unnatural quakes seemed to be over. Furthermore, he could tell by the
clicks and shouts made by hiswarriorsthat many of them had survived, and were now fanning out to
discern the layout of the new shordline. He absorbed their senses asthey moved, drawing amapin his
mind as he heard the echoes return from Delver cries, sensed the presence of water and dust in the midst
of new formations of ground.

He, meanwhile, stood on the dope high above the water, which had now settled to lap placidly against
the multiple shores. Already he had discerned, by sound and echo, that there were many more obstacles
on the water than there had been before. Rock jutted here and there, large idands pushed violently up
from the sea. Furthermore, he had deduced that this was not necessarily abad thing. After al, most if not
al of hisboats had undoubtedly been destroyed or sunk by falling debris, and it would be very useful to



find away that hiswarriors could get off thisidand by foot.

Or, even more tempting, what if they could get dl the way to Axia by foot? Like al Delver arcanes, he
knew that the Seer city had survived through the yearsfor two reasons. One, the light of coolfyre gave
the Seers a sgnificant advantage over the Blind Ones, and second, their homeland was anidand,
reachable to the Unmirrored only by boat. Asaresult, the two great invasions his people had launched
during Zystyl’ slifetime had both been defeated in furious battle as soon as the Delverstried to come
ashore.

Thislast time, it should have been different. He, himself, had planned the attack, and it wasto begin with
the destruction of each of these watch stations posted on Axial’ s approaches. The greatest army ever
assembled had departed Nightrock in more than athousand boats, with the advance elements quickly,
slently, landing on the isolated watch stations. That part of the operation, in fact, had been proceeding
gppropriatdy, until the utterly unprecedented rocking of their world had changed everything.

The Delver didn’t know whether or not the Seer watchman and his woman had escaped the earthquake.
Hewould have liked to take time to search for them—something about the woman, in particular, had
touched him on adeep and viscerd level. Not just her scent and her sound, but that taste of her cheek
he had stolen, the tartness of swest and fear, now tingled in hismemory likealiving thing.

“I seek you, lord.” The words came from a dozen paces away, and he recognized the voice of his chief
lieutenant.

“Porutt—what have you found?’

The other Delver made hisway over the rough ground to Zystyl, where he could speak in apale whisper,
and only hislistener could discern the sound.

“We have identified aridge of rock extending along way from the idand, negotiable by foot. My
dwarves advanced more than amile, and echoed another smilar distance.”

“Very wdl. How many of our regiment survived?’
“More than two hundred here. There has been no word from any of the other regiments.”

“Of course not—but we shall not assume they have perished. Use the horns, and we will commence the
march.”

“Yes, lord”
“And Porutt, one more thing.”
“Lord?

“Let the men know I’'m in the mood to toy with acaptive. . . female, preferably. Therewill beareward
for anyone who can provide me with alittle entertainment.”

“Of course, my lord.”

Zysyl heard the dy smilein Porutt’ sreply, and knew that hislieutenant would claim aportion of that
reward. No matter . . . agood commander knew how to see to the morae of all histroops.

He started after Porutt, anxious to explore the dry route that would lead them away from here, and
perhaps bring them closer to a successful attack against the Seers. At the sametime, apart of his



memory lingered above, remembering the taste and the terror of avictim who had escaped.

Karkald watched the Delvers march away, along file snaking into the darkness of the Underworld. They
followed the crest of anewly formed ridge that rose like a serpent’ s spine from the swirling water. The
Seer had pivoted the lone surviving beacon, and now used the illumination to observe the column moving
inthe generd direction of Axidl.

Except that, to dl appearances, that city no longer existed.

Numerous cuts and bruises wrapped his body in acocoon of pain, but Karkad forced himself to move.
He climbed down from the lens of the beacon to find Darann still aring into the distance, asif shewilled
some glimmer of light to sparkle on the dark horizon. But, asit had been since they observed the city’s
destruction, there was not asingle glint of illumination, or hope.

Thewatchman turned away, fearing that the heaviness of his heart would reflect in his eyes. Someingtinct
told him that he had to be very strong now, that he and Darann would need dl of his ahilities, every
ounce of his confidence, in order to have any chance at surviva. Despite the agony that ripped his back,
that burned in hislegs, he could not yield to hisweskness.

Even with the departure of o many invaders, Zystyl had left severd dozen of hiswarriors on theidand of
the watch gtation, including many waiting on the portico or hiding in the nooks and crannies nearby.
Clearly, whatever part of the den hadn’t been destroyed remained unattainable to the two Seers.

Agan Karkald found himself looking at the departing Delvers, amazed that so many of them had survived
such rampant destruction. Severa of the Blind Ones bore long, golden trumpets, and periodically raised
them to broadcast a blast of sound through the First Circle. Thistime, afew seconds after they brayed
another cdl, an answering blast rang through from the distant darkness. Momentslater still another
sounded, making it clear that the Delverswere dl around them.

“Isthere something strange about the water?” Darann asked softly. She had turned her attention to the
Darksea below them. *“ Should it be so far away?’

Karkald was about to answer that the idand’ s shoreline had expanded, but when he looked again he saw
that she was right—the water level was very low. It seemed that a patch of the surface farther out
gpiraed likeawhirlpool. Helimped up to redign the beacon, and there was the proof, clear in the light of
coolfyre.

“The Darksea,” he whispered, awe and caution combining to mute hisvoice. “It’ sdraining avay!”

Over the next half hour more and more of the sea bottom came into view. He passed the beam back and
forth, and though the light reflected from many pools and lakes, it was obvious that most of what had
once been the Darksea was now dry land. Even more darming, his beacon had picked up numerous
companies of Delvers, dl using the trumpets to coordinate a gathering on alow rise afew miles away.

“Itsanarmy,” he bresthed softly. “ Thiswasthe start of afull-scaleinvasion!”

“What are we going to do?’ Darann asked. The dwarfwoman' s voice was cam, but he supposed that
shewas gill numb from the shock. At least she remembered to speak in awhisper, snce many Delvers
remained only ahundred feet below them.

“We can't go down there.” Karkald stated the obvious.

“Thenwego up, right?’ shereplied.



He nodded. It was, of course, the only option, but at the same time it made for a daunting prospect.

“WEe I haveto climb for amile or more,” hewarned. “But with luck, we'll find some caves overheed,
some means of getting”’—he redized with astab of grief that he didn’t even know where they were
going—"away from here,” he concluded, knowing from the pain in her eyesthat Darann had experienced
the sameredization.

“How far?’ she asked, her voice even more hushed than her usua whisper.

“I don't know,” he admitted, panicked at thisfailure of knowledge. Hetried to think quickly. “The
beacons have arange of afew miles, and when they'retilted upward they canilluminate the ceiling . . .
That putsit two miles away, perhaps.”

“Canyou dimb that high?’
“It’ sbeen done before,” Karkad replied, knowing that he was avoiding her question.
“And then what?’ Darann asked, her bright eyes shining in the nearly pitch darkness.

He felt rising exagperation and worked hard to stay calm. “There are lots of caves up there, cracksin the
ceiling leading up, into the midrock. There' |l be fungusthere, and bats.. . . maybe even poals of fish!”
Karkad' s mind veered away from the dangers, the savage wydetsthat prowled in the darkness and
preyed on isolated dwarves, the vast stretches of bare rock with no food or water. Or the most horrible
prospect of al: that they would be blocked by athousand feet of bare, seamlessrock. Such abarrier
would end their hopes as certainly as any Delver blade or wydet fang.

“Themidrock.” Darann blinked, whispering dowly. “How thick isit?’
Karkald amost snorted hisirritation. “How should | know?’

By the sight of her eyes he knew she was shaking her head. “Y ou don’'t understand . . . to Nayve. How
far isit to the Fourth Circle?’

“I don't think anyone' sever measured it,” he replied, amazed at the audacity implied by her question.
“Dwarves have madeit that far in the past—though not, perhaps, since we got the coolfyre.”

“Wél, maybeit’ stime some dwarvestried to go there again!”
“All the way to Nayve? What makes you think we could do it?’

“What choice do we have?’ Darann spat back at him. “ Stay here, and starve? Go down there, and get
killed by Delvers?’

“We—wewon't sarve, at least not right away,” Karkald said, even as hismind, unwillingly, started to
grapple with her suggestion. He gestured along anarrow ledge leading away from their perch, apath
toward abardy visble crack in the rocky face. “I stored some suppliesin thereahaf dozenintervas
ago, in case | got involved in aproject up on the cliff and had to spend afew cycles up here.”

“Supplies?’ Hiswifelooked hopeful. “ Like what?”

In afew minutes he had retrieved the cache, asmall backpack that he dropped to the ground between
them. “ Spare boots—they should fit you,” he announced, remembering Darann’ s bare feet. “ A few sacks
filled with water, an empty pouch or two. Not much.” Karkald felt apologetic as he looked at the meager
dash.



“That'sgood!” The dwarfwoman was aready pulling on the boots. “ At least enough for usto get Sarted.
| can carry this, and you can carry your tools.” She stood, lifting the backpack, nodding in satisfaction as
shetested the fed of the supple boots.

Karkad, meanwhile, had stopped thinking of objections. He was heartened by hiswife's enthusiasm,
determined to do what he could to maintain her risng spirits. “Let’ sgo to Nayve, then,” he declared.
“Areyou ready to climb?’

With aresolute motion, she nodded, cinched the straps of the backpack, and looked up the steep cliff
overhead. “ Can you brighten thefirst stretch for aminute, so that we can see the best way to go?’ she
wondered.

“Yes. .. and we can take some flamestone dong with us, enough to light our immediate surroundings for
afew intervas.”

“Good. Thenlet’sgo.”

Karkald too looked up, running his hands over histools out of long-trained ingtinct. “Hammer, chisd . . .
| don't have ahatchet!” He dmost raised his voice when he encountered the empty loop on his belt.

“It' splanted in aDelver' sforehead, remember?’ Darann said wryly. She pulled something from her own
waistline, and he saw that she had one of the cleavers from the kitchen. “Will this do instead?’

“I... 1 guessit will haveto,” he replied. The cooking implement was neither as heavy nor as
well-balanced as his own hatchet, but it had asmilar shape and, in the back of his mind, he admitted that
it would perform many of the samefunctions.

“Hammer, chisdl, hatchet, file.” These were now in order, arrayed in leather loops around his belt.
“Knife, pick, rope, spear.” And hisfinal toolswere dso in place, knife and pick in chest pouches, rope
around his shoulders, and spear in itstube on his back.

“Onemorething,” Karkald said, as he led Darann up the ladder besi de the beacon. He scooped up
some of the flamestone in his hands, then trickled as much of it as he could into the loose pouches of his
tunic. Hiswife held out awatertight sack, and hefilled that aswell. Then he turned the gauge on the
feeder down to itstightest setting. The beacon faded to to a pale spark, barely brighter than acandle
flame.

“It will last for years at this setting,” Karkad informed her. “It might let some other Seers know,
sometime, that we were here.”

She nodded mutely, and he knew she was remembering her family. Could they be dive? Given the utter
extinction of Axid’ slights, he knew there was very little hope.

But then Darann put her hand on hisarm. “ Shouldn’t we leave amessage . . . somekind of note, to let
people know what happened—to us, and with the Delvers?’

“You'reright,” he agreed immediately. “I know whereto writeit.”

He reached into the door of the feeder and pulled out the upper hatch, which was athin sheet of pure
gold. Removing hisfile, he poised it over the surface. “What should | say?’

“Givethedae”

“Y ear Sx hundred and seventy of the Tenth Millennium, interval three, cyclethirty-two, right?’



She nodded—Darann had aways been better than Karkald at keeping track of dates.

“Attacked by Delvers. . . World rocked by tremors. . . saw Axial darken . ..” He murmured as he
wrote, painstakingly engraving each letter into the soft gold.

“We are climbing away from here. Sgned, Karkad and Darann, Clan Watcher.”
“And Clan Slkmaker,” added Darann, stating her family’ s clan. * Put that there, too.”

Karkald stifled his urge to object. She had joined his clan with the marriage.. . . but till, it was only
practica to put as much information here asthey could.

“Very well . .. Clan Silkmaker.”

He placed the sheaf of gold againgt the hopper, and stood. “ There are stairsleading partway up from
here—they’ Il take us some way toward the roof,” he said, indicating the narrow stone steps.

Darann started up, while Karkad' s hands moved through the routine.
“Hammer, chisdl, hatchet, file. Knife pick rope spear.”

And then he, too, started toward the highest reaches of the only world he had ever known.

6

The Tapestry

Threads of life and lovers, colors bright or gray, a picture made of human life,

And warriors born to say.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Chronicles of a Circle Called Earth

Tamarwind and Ulfgang came to her rooms as Belynda prepared to attend a meeting in the Senate
forum.

“Just to say goodbye,” Tam explained. Once more he was dressed in his green traveling clothes and
boots of soft leather. Ulfgang pranced around, white coat groomed to a cottony fluff. The dog was
clearly anxiousto go, but the elven scout seemed inclined to linger. “ And | wanted to tell you that it was
niceto seeyou again.”

“Yes...” Again Belyndafdt that unusual flush spreading up her neck. “I . . . me, too. May the Goddess
watch over your journey.” Shefdt jumpy, unusudly worried—which she took to be alingering reaction
to the quake of several daysearlier. “Do you know if the road to Argentian suffered any damage?’

“A few rockdidesin the hills—that’ swhat the enchantress saw. Even if they’re not cleared out, we'll
have no trouble getting over them. The elves of the del egation are gathered and waiting for us on the
Avenue of Metd. They're anxiousto get back home—I think the city has overawed them abit. In any
event, we should get across the causeway by midday.



Ulfang, who had been quivering, tail wagging while hetried to stand still, suddenly uttered ashort bark,
then hung his head in embarrassment. “ Excuse me,” hesaid. “It’'sjust that | haven't traveled inalong
time. . . | guessthe excitement of departure got to me.”

“Wall, you have agood trip too,” Belynda said, touching the dog’ s tufted white topknot. “And hurry
back.”

Tamarwind took her armsin his hands, startling Belynda with the embrace as he stared into her eyes. “I
would liketo seeyou again . . . | hopethat | can.”

“Yed” shereplied, holding absolutely il until he turned and, with an easy wave, ambled away. Ulfgang,
tall still wagging, trotted ahead, then waited impatiently for the ef. In both of them she perceived—and
envied—the eagerness to be starting on the journey that would carry them hafway across Nayve.

Belyndafdt asadly contrasting emotion as shejoined severa other ambassadorsin the dow, dignified
procession to the white-columned building that rose in stately majesty beside the College. Here the
Senate convened in Grand Forum once every interva of forty days. The sessonswere held in the great
chamber, and were attended by elven sage-ambassadors as well as at |east one spokesperson from the
druids Grove. Normaly Belyndafound the sessions tedious and time-wasting. She had long ago
determined that the more peopleinvolved in a process, the dower and more frustrating that process
became, and there would be very many peopleindeed in the Grand Forum.

The senators themselves numbered nearly threescore, as every race of Nayve was represented by
anywhere from two to twenty senatorsin that august body. Of course, it was the elves who had the
twenty—the next most numerous group were the elght gnomish ambassadors. Some groups, such asthe
dryads and goblins, were limited to only apair of senators. In theory, however, the Senate gave voiceto
every one of the culturesinhabiting Nayve.

Asto the sage-ambassadors, there were more than a hundred in attendance. Each represented an elven
community in the Fourth Circle—or at least apart of such an entity. Indeed, twelve of the ambassadors
represented neighborhoodsin Circle at Center, while the others, such as Belynda, weretherein the
interests of more rural relimslike Argentian. The eldest of theloca representatives was Rallaphan, a
slver-haired patriarch who had held his seat for nine centuries. Belynda dipped her head as he marched
past, honoring her with a cool nod. The sage-ambassador, like everyone else, stepped back to allow the
regal senator to go by.

On her way toward the great doors she saw Zolaryn, the sage-ambassador of Barantha.

“My lady Sage-Ambassador? Do you havetime for aword?’ asked her fellow representative. Zolaryn
was only afew centuries past the millennium mark, and bowed politely in deference to her elder.

“Of course,” Belynda agreed.

Zolaryn' s smooth brow creased in concern. “I have recently learned of many eves moving away from
Barantha, particularly young males who have not yet bred. And there are smilar reports from Kol’ sos,
too. | was curiousto seeif the same tendency has been reported in Argentian?’

“That iscurious. . . | have heard of the same occurrencein my own land.” Belynda couldn’t help but be
atrifledarmed at this news. Clan and community were important attributes of even life, and
movement—except for purposes such as studying herein Circle at Center—was quite unusud. “ They’re
not Wayfarers, arethey?’ she asked, thinking of the small clansthat dwelled here and therein Nayve,
The Wayfarers maintained smal villages, but were not inclined to belong to any of the mgor realms.



“If only it was as Smple asthat. But no, these are elves from good, long-standing families. And even their
own clans can't report on why, or where, they’re going.”

“Perhapsit will be addressed in forum,” Belynda suggested. In fact, she would welcome the chance to
discuss something meaningful in the upcoming sesson.

Fortunately for abody that was duggish amost to the point of utter inaction, the Senate of Nayve had
very little work to do. While the elven ambassadors of the College saw to most matters of education, and
the druids of the Grove made splendid caretakers for the natura world, the Senators could ponder
guestions of philosophy and ceremony. Belynda knew that, long ago, the great council had spent the
better part of a century debating whether or not to honor the architect who had designed the grand
structure housing the Senate offices. In the end, the commendation had passed—though the builder had
been deceased for more than a thousand years!

Today, however, as she found her chair in the middletier of the circular amphitheater, she sensed that
there might be some purpose, even some urgency, to the meeting. All the sests were taken, and the two
co-speakers on their stools at the center of the ring looked, if not concerned, at least like they were
paying attention.

Praxian sat to the left. Short of hair and pinched of features, Spesker Praxian wastal and lanky, perching
on the stool like some eccentric construct of sticks covered by arobe of purple and gold. Opposite the
lean speaker sat Cannystrius, whose rounded face was capped with alush head of curling yellow hair.
Speaker Cannystrius was as rotund and short as Praxian wastall. Both had held their chairsfor centuries,
sincelong before Belynda had arrived in Circle at Center.

Now the two speakers exchanged glances and then stood, smultaneoudy. Cannystrius uttered a high,
nervous cough, and the arriving senators and ambassadors quickly fell silent. It was Praxian who began,
gpesking in stentorian tones that resonated through the marble-walled chamber.

“We are honored by the presence of the sage-enchantress Quilene, who has brought herself here from
the Lodespikes. Sadly, her newsis not causefor rgoicing.” Praxian indicated an €lf, who rose from the
front row to join the two speakers on the rostrum.

Belynda knew Quilene, though not aswell as she had known Caranor. She was an elven matron with
iffly gilded hair and a stern voice. More significantly, she was arenowned mistress of sorcery, and
widely acknowledged as the leader of Nayve' s enchantresses. Now she looked acrossthetiers of the
Senate with agrave expression.

“Many of you have learned that one of the enchantress sisterhood, Caranor, hasdied . . . died by fire.”
Belynda saw grim nods around the chamber—nearly everyone had dready heard the news. Quilene went
on to describe the destruction of Caranor’ s house and belongings, as well as the isolated nature of her
abode, and the fact that no one knew who her last visitor had been. She drew a deep breath, allowing
the audience to do the same.

“Itismy distressing duty to inform you that a second sage-enchantress has aso met thisawful fate.
Alleviaof the Lodespikeswas dain just in the past tenday, aso dying by firein the midst of her burned
abode.”

Now the Senate rang with gasps of horror, shouts of consternation. “Who did this?” “Why would she be
killed?” The cries camefrom afew dves, while the rest of the senators fumbled for words.

“These are questions we have not been able to solve. Thereisathing that we do know, however . . . and
| fed it isinformation that should be shared with the Senate, with dl Nayve. Nearly one hundred years



ago, another sage-enchantress, an elf named Paronnid, was found dain under smilar circumstances.” The
statement drew more gasps from severd of the senators, including asnort of displeasure from the senior
giat.

“Thisistrue?’ Praxian declared, standing on spindly legs and glaring down at Quilene.

“Of courseit’strue!” snapped Cannystrius, rising to confront the co-speaker, then turning to the
sage-enchantress. “ But, dear, why didn’t you spesk of thisthen?’

“At thetimeit wasfdt that the newswould only be upsetting to al of Nayve,” Quilene responded coally.
“We couldn’t discount the chance that some accident had occurred, and in any event Paronnia was
young, known to few outside our ranks.”

“Whereas some of us knew Caranor very well,” declared Belynda, risng and drawing many startled eyes
with her interjection. “And we grieve for the loss of our friend.”

“May the Goddess Worldweaver hear you,” Quilene said solemnly.

“But we must find out how thisis happening!” Praxian blurted. “ And take stepsto seethat it never
happens again!”

“Aswdl asthe sharing of information, it isto that end that | have cometo the Center of Everything,”
continued the sage-enchantress. “If the deeth of Caranor wasthe intent of another, it isan action of brute
violence, athreat to adl Nayve. Assuch, it smacks of humankind.” She turned to the lone human in the
chamber, adruid who sat upon astool near the rear of the rostrum. “Cillia, we would ask that you
consult the Tapestry of the Goddess, to see what information can be divined.”

“Isthat wise?” Praxian countered, while Cannystrius Smply snorted in exasperation. “Wouldn't it be
better not to disturb—?

“Quileneisright,” Cilliadeclared.

The druid rose and strode to the center of the rostrum, where she stood above even the tall Praxian.
Beyndaknew that Cilliawas among the oldest of the druids—she had come to Nayve nearly two
thousand years ago. Y et such wasthe druidic blessing that she remained fit and youthful, her body
unstooped and her skin unlined. She had long dark hair that swayed in a cascade down her back and a
strong, rounded body, big-bosomed with broad, sturdy hips. She was a commanding presence
physicaly, but was accorded even greater honor because of her long, responsible serviceto the
Goddess.

“Indeed, we shdll study the Tapestry and learn what threads are involved. If there isa connection to the
Seventh Circle, the pattern will be shown.”

“Thereismore bad news!” cried a high-pitched voice from across the gallery. Belynda saw thet the
gnomish spokesman, astout fellow al but concedled by histhick gray beard, had risen to spesk. “A giant
cameto Thickwhigtle!”

“Bah!” It wasthe giant leader, a black-bearded ruffian named Gaewn. He stood and shook afist at the
gnome, who jammed histhumbsin his ears and wiggled hisfingers back. “ The border between
Thickwhistle and Granitehome varies with each interva, so far as these gnomes are concerned. More
likely it wasthe town of gnomes cometo Granitehome!”

“It wasnot!” shrieked the gnome. Severd of hisfellows held him back as he tried to make an impulsive
dash toward the giant, who was two tiers below and halfway around the chamber.



“Before we tend to thisweighty matter, thereis another piece of news| am forced to share,” declared
Cillia. Belyndawondered if she had used magic to propel her voice—it fairly boomed through the
chamber. In any event, the giant and gnome were quickly seated and silent.

“Thereisadruid who lives beyond the lake, one of the wisest of our number. Her nameis Miradd, and
she has mastered much magic, and been trusted to read at the Worldweaver’ sside. | must report,
however, that she has gone against the will of the council, and performed the forbidden spell.”

Now therewere real gaspsin the chamber. Rallaphan stood, hisface locked in an expression of fury.
“ Scanda—blasphemy!” he shouted.

“Miradd!” whispered Belynda a the sametime, horrified for her friend.
“Why would she do that?’ asked Praxian, in avoice like a squeaking donkey.

“Sheclamsthat it was her last chance. . . that thishumanisawarrior of adoomed culture, aredm that
facesimminent destruction.”

“These. . . these arethings that require dutiful discussion!” declared Praxian, with a shake of that
gray-cropped head. “I hereby table the matter until we have had time to meditate, to think. . . .”

“And to think some more!” Cannystrius added. “Not tomorrow, certainly!”
“No,” agreed the co-speaker. “Nor the day after.”

“And | don't think wecan . . .” Cannystrius was suggesting reasons for further delay, but by that time
Belynda had dready run out through the giant marble doors.

“You will start by learning about Earth,” Miradel announced after Fallon had whisked away the dishes
from Natac's next breskfast.

Thewarrior merely nodded, his mind still darkened by the lessons of the past few days. Hefdt an
unnatura chill, asif the shadows of the men he had killed were drawing across the sun. The mindless
brawling of Owen and Fionn was afresh memory, aswell as Miradel’ s satement that those two were
human warriors, like him. Futtering around the fringeswas the image of Y dlow Hummingbird, the
knowledge of adaughter’ slife offered—and horribly claimed—in the name of agod who didn’t exit.

And when the burden of this guilt seemed like a crushing weight, he would see Miraddl, and be reminded
again of the sacrifice she had madein bringing him here. Why did she think him worthy of that gift, the
loss of her eternd life? Whatever he did, he knew there was no way he could live up to her
expectations—herswould be just another meaningless sacrifice, alife wasted for fruitless purpose.

But so far she had brusgquely ignored his brooding, chiding him that salf-pity was only awaste of time.
Now sheled himinto asmall room, and closed the door behind them both. They wereimmediately
plunged into utter darkness, and Natac knew that extra care must have gone into chocking up every
crack and cranny around this chamber. Though it was midday and cloudless, it seemed that absolutely no
light could reach them from outside,

Heblinked in the light of aflaring match, saw Miradd touch the flameto the wick of afat candle.
[llumination surged into the room, brighter than any candle Natac had ever seen. Miradd held asmall
glass crystd inone of her hands, and in thefingers of the other she pinched asmall tuft of somekind of
soft materid.

“Thisisthe Wool of Time,” she said, following his glance. “ Trace threads drawn from the Tapestry of the



Worldweaver, and used for the casting of the spell of seeing.”
“That spdll iswhat you are doing now?’
“Yes. You should ook a thewadll, there.”

Natac saw that one wadll of the room was smooth and whitewashed to a bright finish. It was not marred
by any shelves or other features. Abruptly the light flared and then waned, and he saw from the corner of
his eye that the druid had dropped the threads into the flame of the candle. Now she held up the crystd,
between the candle and the wdll, and again Natac’ s attention turned to that unmarred surface.

He saw abrown swath there, with an gppearance of bumps and other irregularities acrossits surface. In
places there were patches of white or large stretches of green, and snaking lines of blue crossed here and
there.

“You arelooking at the land you called Mexico,” Miradel sad. “Imaginethat you are abird flying very
high . . . Now, picture these places: The bumps here arethe hills of Tlaxcaa, and thisdirection iswest.
The white splotch is the snowy cap of the great volcano, and these are the lakes in the valey of Mexico.”

Awestruck, Natac tried to follow her words, and quickly grasped the truth of what she was saying. He
pointed to a shadowy notch on the border of his homeland. “ There is the pass where we met the Aztecs
in ambush, chased them back toward their city.”

“And where you were captured.”
“Y ou know about that?" he asked, amazed.

“The Tapestry shows dl to one who knows how to look,” Miradd replied. “I have been following your
thread for along time, o, yes, | took note of your capture, and your place in the ceremony honoring the
Aztec gods.”

“I...yes | see” Hefound it disturbing that this woman, and perhaps many others, could have watched
al aspectsof hislife. Y et he shook off that discomfort amid agrowing sense of curiosity. “You can seedl
of Earth through thiscrysta?’

“Of past and present . . . we can only guess asto the future. Watch.” Abruptly the image on the wall
began to shrink, asif the watcher were rising upward with dizzying speed. “Y ou see the northern and
southern oceans, now?’

“Yes.” Natac had heard of these great bodies of water, though he had never set eyes on ether of them.
Now they were blue splotches on thewall, growing larger asthe vast redm of land was shrinking to a
small piece of land between great seas. Indeed, he was soon stunned to see that two grest continents
existed, one north and the other south of his homeland. The place that he had once thought encompassed
the whole world was no more than alink in achain of lands connecting these two land masses.

“One of those lands is the place you called Europe?’ he asked.
She shook her head. “Watch.”

And then even those continents were reduced, and so much of theimage before him was blue water. To
the right was agreat stretch of ocean, and then more continents, irregular masses of green, brown, and
white.

“Thisis Europe, here” Miradd explained, pointing. “Thisistheland that will send the warriors who will



destroy Tlaxcdans, the Aztecs. . . Intime, it seemslikely that &l the peoples of these two continents will
fdl under the sway of the men from Europe.”

“Have they conquered dl the rest of the world?’
“No. ..l will show you.”

For an hour Natac gawked at astonishing sights. He saw men like Owen and Fionn, and otherswho
were clad in metal and rode great beasts into battle. He saw huge nations of black-skinned men, and
teeming lands farther to the east in aplace Miradel cdled the Orient. Particularly impressvewasa
massive wal, a battlement running across mountains, valeys, and plains, astructure that Miradd informed
him could have wrapped dl the realm of the Aztecswithin its serpentine length. There were palacesin the
Orient too, and sparkling arrows that trailed flame into the sky and then exploded in bursts of bright
color. Gresat boats plied the rivers and coastal waters, and the sheer number of people he saw was
overwhelming. Some of these were warriors, and they formed armies that darkened the ground with their
numbers.

“They are 0 many—surely they will conquer al of Earth!” Natac exclamed.

“There are many reasons why they will not. Here, see.” The druid narrowed the picture until he saw two
great boats, each draped with white swaths of cloth. Smoke spewed from the flanks of the vessdls,
inflicting horrible damage upon each craft. He saw men scrambling about the decks, redlized that these
‘boats werein fact the size of small palaces, with multiple floors. Quickly he understood that they were
propelled by the wind, that the great sheets of cloth werein fact arrayed like vertical wingsto catch the
force of the blowing gusts.

“These are sea-ships of the Europeans. And seethis”

Miradel showed him aplace she called Flanders. A hundred men were mounted on arank of the pawing,
prancing animals Natac had learned were caled horses. The great beasts |ooked terribly fierce, with
flaring nostrils and wide, flashing eyes. The men wore shirts of meta, and bore long spears, weapons that
were dropped to point forward as the company, in unison, charged. Standing againgt the riders were
hundreds of metal-wearing footmen, and these turned to run as the horses bore down. Natac was
gppalled by the daughter as the lancers rode through the broken ranks of the fleeing enemy.

And then there was aline of patheticaly feeble-looking men, standing in arow and bearing long, narrow
sticks that lacked even the pointed tip of a spear. Neverthel ess, these men pointed their weapons & the
riders—and then the weapons, in unison, spat along billow of dark smoke. The attack reached farther
than the smoke, dropping ahaf dozen riders from their saddles, and then the cavary broke away.

“How . . . how can an army stand up to warriorslike that?’ Natac asked. “ To those riders, and to sticks
that spew fire and death?’

“No army on Earth iscgpable,” Miradd said. “Though you should know that the different tribes of
Europeans expend most of their energy battling each other. Still, they have good ships now, and thriving
populations. . . Already, just twenty years ago, one of their boldest sailors returned from a crossing of
the ocean to report the existence of hitherto unknown lands—including the place of your own homeland.
Thefind tiein doom’sknot isthis: Europeans have a passion for gold above dl things, and nowhere dse
intheworld isgold concentrated asit isin the city of the Aztecs.”

Next Miradd showed him other facets of life on Earth. He saw small churches and greet cathedras, a
multitude of temples, minarets that were narrow spiresjutting as high asa great pyramid, and shrines
decorated with the rounded image of a plump, boyish god. There were other pyramidstoo, massive



structures of stone that the druid stated were tombs for dead leaders, beings now exated to godhood.
And everywhere Natac saw people of different shapes and sizes, with skin colors ranging from paleto
charcoal-black. He found himsdlf looking at Miraddl, at the high cheekbones and deep lines of her face
outlined in the glow of the magica candldight.

“Areyou ahuman, too . . . from Earth?’ he asked.
1] Ya”
“From which pat?’

She moved the picture back across the great ocean, but instead of the mountainous country of Mexico
and Tlaxcala, she turned the picture south, toward aregion of dense forests and flat, endless ground.

“Thelands of the Maya,” Natac grasped. “| have heard of that place, those people. . . your people?’
She nodded, her violet eyes alight with remembrance—of pain or pleasure, Natac could not discern.
“How did you come here?’

Miradd drew abreath, those dender shouldersrising. “I, too, was givento false gods. . . Still avirgin, |
was thrown into awell and drowned, in an effort to keep the water from draining away.” She laughed
sharply, bitterly. “I failed.”

“But | know of the magic you used to bring me here. How did . . .7’

Now sheamiled. “I came asdl druids came, brought before the Worldweaver in the Center of
Everything. | was birthed before her whole and adult, and granted alife on Nayvein returnfor . . . things
that had happened, that | had done, on Earth.”

“What could you have donein such ashort life?” he asked, not accusingly, but very curious.

“It was not just one life. Humans live amultitude of times, and each time they are given the chanceto be
proved worthy of the Goddess s gift. Those she rewards she bringsto Nayve as druids.”

And some druids bring warriors here, he remembered, completing the cycle in his own thoughts. Y et that
gl Ieft the gnawing question: Why had she made such a sacrifice, thrown away eternd life, to bring him
here?

The candle abruptly sputtered and began to fade. Miradel put the crystal down and once again Natac
was looking at aplain whitewall, a surface marred by shifting shadow asthe wick fizzled away. When
the druid pushed the door open, he was startled by the strength of the light, and was forced to squint as
he followed her through the kitchen and out onto the terrace. All the while hewasthinking, analyzing
what he had seen.

“Themenriding thehorses. . . it'snot just the speed of movement that give them agreat advantage, but
the combined weight of the anima and man in the charge. It must be terrifying to stand in the path of such
an atack—and if you did stand, you' d probably die.”

1] YSH
“Tdl me about the weapons that spew smoke. They must hurl solid objects aswell, do they not?’

“You are very perceptive,” Miradd said, with asmile of self-satisfaction. “Yes. Thelarge onesare cdled
cannons, and the small ones are arquebuses. Each hurls a projectile, the cannon shooting alarge stone or



ball of metal that can crush wood and sink ships. The arquebus shoots a small stone, or a pellet made of
meta—and that missile is enough to pierce flesh, break bones, and puncture hearts.”

“Can cannons be moved without aship?’

“Itisdifficult,” Miradd alowed, “though—and thisisthe way of humans—the wegpons are getting
smaller and more powerful astime goes on. Sometimes acannon will be loaded with awhole bucketful
of small pebbles and bits of metal. When it isfired into amass of peopleit can wreak horrible
destruction.”

“And our warriors, Tlaxcalan, Aztec, all of us, fight in tight ranks.” Natac felt agrowing sense of shock.
“Truly, Tlaxcalais doomed—Y ou areright, even the Aztecs are doomed.” He looked at her in despair,
sef-pity tearing a him. He choked out the words, biting back the strength of his own anguish. “It will be
the end of my people—and | am condemned to watch it!”

The druid merely shrugged. “It may not be the end of the peoplein your world—but without a doubt the
gods of the Aztecswill be thrown down, and perhapsthat is not such abad thing. The priestswho will
come with the Europeans have their own foibles, and they, too, will wage war justified by the commands
of their god. But they will not rip the hearts out of their captives just to ensure that the sun comes up.”

“But those priests, too, worship false gods?’

“All godsarefdse. . . they are creations of people, stories and beliefsinvented because of some human
need to claim understanding.”

“Y ou yoursdlf talk about a Goddess—the Worldweaver!” Natac chalenged. “Y ou said that it was her
tapestry we saw! And now you claim that dl gods are falsel”

Miradd shook her head, undaunted by his accusation. “1 meant al gods of Earth. The Worldweaver
dwells at the Center of Everything, and sheaoneisred.”

Natac would have argued longer but they were interrupted by the sound of footsteps coming through the
villa. “Miradd?” Theword was caled out in awoman’svoice.

“Belynda?’ The druid turned away from Natac.

The newcomer, Natac saw, was awoman with hair so blond it was dmost white. Her eyes widened at
the sight of Miradel, but the rest of her expression remained bland. If she was shocked by the aged
appearance of the druid, she did agood job of covering it up.

“I... 1 wasgoing to send you word, after alittle moretime passed,” Miradel said softly.
“Cilliaannounced the newsin the Senate forum,” Belynda said bluntly. “I came as soon as| heard.”

Natac was conscious of the other woman's eyes on him, cool and appraising. He flushed with shame,
sensing that thiswas afriend of Miradd’ s—surely she must be blaming him for the doom that had falen
upon the druid. Y et he could discern little emotion in those wide, dmond-shaped eyes. Despite his
embarrassment, he stared back, redlizing that there were other things that were unusua about this
woman.

Her earswere pointed in the lobe, he saw, like Fallon’s. That cascading array of white-gold hair was
bound by acirclet of slver wire, and her face seemed unusually narrow—though she was unquestionably
beautiful to behold. Y et, despite the fact that he had now seen humans with faces of fur, and with skin of
darkest black or pale white, there was something different about this person.



Hewondered if it was her lack of emotion, and decided that wasit. Miradel’ s breath had caught in her
throat a the Sght of Belynda, and Natac saw the trembling of her shoulders, knew the druid wasfighting
to suppress an expresson of her feding. Belyndawas making no such effort—in the frank examination of
Miradel’ slined face, or her cool appraisal of the warrior whose summoning had thus aged her, she
looked as though she might have been examining something of utterly no import.

“Warrior Natac,” Miradel said, stepping back to look at him. He saw the emotion in her eyes, was
dartled to recognize it as pride. Shewas proud of him! Again hefdt that staggering weight of guilt,
unworthiness—why?

“Thisismy friend Belyndaof Argentian . . . Sheisasage-ambassador of the elves.”

“I greet you, Belynda of Argentian,” Natac said with abow, even as hismind digested the news. So she
wasn't human after dl—shewas an ef! And Fallon wastoo, of course. Theword had someintrinsic
meaning to him, merely because of hisfamiliarity with his new language, but he resolved to ask Miraddl
many more questions when he had a chance.

“And you, Warrior Natac,” Belyndareplied, still in that cool, distant tone. “1 can only hope my friend has
chosenwisdy.”

“I hopethe samething, lady,” hereplied sincerdly.

“Natac has encountered Fionn and Owen,” Miradel said. “In fact, he got them to stop brawling long
enough to have aconversation.”

“A brief conversation,” Natac amended.

“I think thiswarrior may be different from the others,” the druid said, again with that sense of pride that
made him squirm.

“I see.” Belyndalooked into Miradd’ s eyes. “Why did you do it, my friend? When you knew the costs,
and therisks. . . and you know the spell has been forbidden by your own council?’ It was asif Natac
weren't there as she sought for an answer. Y et helistened intently, at least as anxious for the answer as
was the elfwoman who asked the question.

“I will tdl you,” thedruid said. “Tel you both . . . but before | do, thereis something that | would like to
discusswith you.”

“What isit?’

“Wedl felt the world shake afew days ago. | an convinced that was just a symptom of much greater
disturbances. And so | ask you, my friend: What have you heard of unusud trouble in the Fourth Circle?’

It seemed to Natac asif Belynda' s pale skin got atouch whiter. “ The sage-enchantress Caranor . . . she
died by firein her home. And then an interva later the sage-enchantress Alleviawaskilled the same

way!”

Miradd gasped. “ Alleviadwelled in the Lodespikes, did she not?’

“On thefringe of the mountains, yes. . . in ahigh valey overlooking the Greens.”

“The Greens,” the druid repeated serioudy. “It isthere | fed the danger lies.”

“Therearealot of peoplethere,” Belynda countered, though she didn’t speak with agreat dedl of



conviction. “ Surely we would have heard something in Circle at Center about trouble? Or you druids. . .
Can't you look there with your viewing glass?’

“That' s part of the problem,” Miradel said. “For along time, now, the Greens have been masked to our
magic. Druids have gone there, talked to centaurs and giants and faeries.. . . and though they haven't
learned anything suspicious, it is not uncommon for them to encounter unusua secrecy. And that was
before Debyra svist, just last year.”

“What did shelearn?’ Belynda asked.
“Nobody knows. . . she was never heard from again.”
“That is bad enough—~but can you be certain?’

“Not yet . . . not about everything. But Cillia has been watching, and she hastold mewhat she's
learned.” Miradel looked a Belynda curioudy. “Did you know that there are now many evesliving inthe
Greens?’

“No!” The sage-ambassador blinked, for her adramatic expression of surprise. “I always knew of afew
renegades, restless soulswho never seemed to fit in. But there are no realms there!”

Thedruid shrugged. “ There are more than afew, and perhapsit isright to cal them renegades. They
seem to be content to livein the wilderness, away from the sanctity of borders and councils.”

“Perhgpsthat’ swhere they’re going,” Belynda mused softly.
“Who?’ probed Miradd.

“It'sjust . . . for some years now, an unusua number of elves have been leaving Argentian. And no one
seemsto know where they go. Just thismorning | learned that the same thing is happening in Barantha
and Kd’sos”

“All relmswithin ahundred miles of the Greens,” the druid obsarved.

“And such migration is unquestionably achange. . . an unusud one, in the annas of Nayve. But even
0. .. what harm isdone? Where is the trouble?’

“I believe that there is something dangerousthere,” Miradd informed her friend, and took in Natac's
eyeswith abrief glance.

“Dangerous elves?’

“Elves. .. and others. Centaurs and giants, I’'m certain. But there is something holding them together,
driving them . . . and it isaforce that resists even detection by druid magic.”

“But stay—I admit that you are making methink,” declared the efwoman, her hand trembling dightly as
sheraised it before Miradd’ s aged face. “Now explain something: Y ou were going to tell me why you
brought thiswarrior here.”

The druid took adeep breath and exhaled dowly. “1 did it for your people,” she said to Belynda.
“For the dves? Why in the name of the Goddess would you do that?’

“Because,” Miradd said, and now her dark eyesturned to Natac, “you are needed to train the elvesin
theways of battle. . . to teach them how to fight awar.”



Flames rose high around him and he saw Satan writhing against a desperate ondaught. The demon
twisted and shrieked, helplesdy suffering the torture of his righteous punishment. Sowly, inexorably, the
valiant knight pressed forward with sword and staff . . . victory wastherel And then that triumph dlipped
away from himin agust of wind and awaft of smoke. The fiend had made his escape, and the knight was
left done, facing the enemy horde. . . .

The dream had its own form, and it followed the pattern each time it tormented his deep. Constructed
from the events of Sir Christopher’ s past, centuries distant, it wove atale of temptation and failure, and it
|eft dive the hope of redemption and triumph.

It dways began with the same disaster: The Saracens attacked from ambush, striking from both ridges
above aparched, arid valey. They caught twelve Knights Templar by surprise, daughtering many of Sir
Christopher’ s companions with their short, lethal arrows. Only three of the twelve reached the great
portds, the gates to sacred Jerusalem hersdlf.

But the Saracens cut them off before they could enter the safety of the grest fortress-city. Findly Sir
Christopher stood done, hacking to right and left, daughtering his enemiesfor the glory of God. He
prayed doud, caling the names of hisdain comrades, praising the bravery of hisloyd, perished horse.
Thirst wasaclaw at hisswollen tongue, talons of fire ripping at his parched throat. His shield,
emblazoned with the red cross of the Templars, was torn and broken under the ondaught of a hundred

weapons,

His red blade was knocked from hishands. A Syrian lance pierced hisflesh, dicing into hisheart and
lungs. In that ingtant he knew he was dying, and he commended his soul and his being to Heavenly
Paradise. Hislife flowed away, spattered in crimson blood across the rocks of the Holy Land. In the last
glimmer of awareness, he reached upward, sought and anticipated the welcoming embrace of God.

Instead, he found himself in the arms of Hell’ sHarlot, a beautiful temptress who touched him shamelesdly,
bringing arousd from histraitorous flesh. At first he fought against her obscene advances, twisting and
kicking fruitlesdy in an attempt to escape her tender fingers, her soft lips. But his blows passed through
her without effect, while her own gentle touch produced a pronounced reaction in the knight. His soul
weakened, hisflesh yielded, and the witch used him for her obscene pleasure.

And he, in that foggy weakness, he enjoyed the same carnd gratification. He ravished her asif shewere
the whore of Babylon, and he relished each sdacious convulson of hisloins. Only when at last helay
exhausted, and she fell sound adeep, did he redize that he had been tested by God.

It was atest he had failed.

In hissurging grief he strangled the harlot, but he knew that his vengeance was too late to cleanse his soul
of sin. He staggered from her lair and found himsdlf in aworld of blasphemy . . . aworld in which he had
struggled and labored for more than three centuries.

And once again he awakened, and God' swork lay before him.

But now he had atool, atalisman that would make that work so much more effective. Ashe did every
morning, he reached to his breast, found the stone there, still suspended on its golden chain. He looked at
the pearl, at its crimson cross, and understood again that he had been chosen for an important task. The
red sigil on the stone was not a perfect cross, sncedl four of the lineswere the same length. Even so, his
discovery of the talisman in the possession of the heretical witch Caranor had convinced him anew that
hiswork was here.



And s0 he emerged from histent, ignored the stirring of hissmall army, and raised the stone toward the
dready bright sun.

“Cometo me, Children of God,” he whispered, hisfingers clenched around the pearl. “Cometo me, and
join my new crusade.”

v

The Road to Argentian

Coast of metal,

Slver crest,

Sweetwater stream and glade eternal.
Towerstall gardens blessed—
Argentian!

A home, a source a nest.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Atlas of Elvenkind

Despite the planned early departure, the homebound Argentian del egates needed most of the afternoon
to crossthe long causaway from Circle at Center to the lakeshore. Tamarwind wasn't surprised that the
homesick eves of his pastord realm were ultimately reluctant to take leave of the city’s splendors.
Indeed, the scout surprised himsdf with his own regrets, wistful thoughts centered on the woman with the
delicate frame and the strong face. He had known her for centuries, had given her the seed that had
created offspring, and yet during the last tenday she had made him fed like agiddy youth. The emotions
were strong and unusud, but he liked them.

After thelong causaway ended at the shore of the lake, the Avenue of Meta became the Metal Highway.
Here Wiytdtar, the chief delegate, suggested that the party find roomsin the splendid lakeshoreinn.
Though along time remained until the Hour of Darken, the other Argentians quickly agreed. Ulfang,
smilarly being in no particular hurry, was content to swim in the pond among the birds that had given the
hogtdry itsname.

The Blue Swan Inn rose above its own harbor. The place was a sprawling building of rough-hewn wood,
with many lofty towers and beautiful gardens of blossoms and sculpted trees. Though of courseit wasrun
by dlves, it was popular with druids, many of whom maintained boatsin the anchorage. Just before the
Hour of Darken Tamarwind enjoyed the sight of a dozen of these craft, each propelled by magical wind
gusts, racing toward the lighthouse at the mouth of the harbor.

The next day they had aleisurely breakfast and started out by midmorning. The road quickly entered a
large, straight tunnel, and the lake—with itsidand of green trees, marble buildings, and the
Worldweaver'sLoom—dowly vanished into asmdl circle of daylight behind them.

Not that the tunnel was dark, of course. Globes of white light, enchanted balls created by



sage-enchantresses a thousand years ago, floated just below the peak of the tunndl’ s arched roof. These
balls were spaced about once every hundred paces, but afull dozen of them seemed to attach themselves
to the even party and float overhead asthey walked aong.

“Thistunnel was carved by goblins, two millenniaago or longer,” Tam explained to UIf, who had
commented on the generaly smooth walls and straight pathway.

“Goblins?’ Wiytstar overheard. “ Aren't they terribly dangerous when you get alarge group of them
together?”’

“Not redly,” Tamarwind replied. “They're clannish, of course, but they can be very hard workers. Give
them enough to eat and drink, and goblins have done some of the best building in al of Nayve.”

“| seethey have drainsin many places,” Ulfgang noted, sniffing at ameta gratein the ground. “They
could carry off alot of water.”

Tamarwind smiled. “In fact, there are tales that some of those drains connect to huge tunnels undernesth
Nayve. Who knows—maybe the water would drain dl the way to the Underworld!”

“Wadl, | know I'm grateful for thelights,” sniffed another of the delegates, shivering and looking Sdeways
as she stepped past the drain set in the roadway’ s gutter.

“How did one get to Circle at Center before the tunnel was built?” asked UIf.

“Wdll, there’ saways been the Highway of Wood,” Tam replied. “ And before this route was opened that
was redlly the only way to get from the city to the rest of Nayve.”

Thetravelers proceeded at ameasured pace, meeting severa groups of eveswho invariably wished the
Argentians an unchanging life and then waked on past. There was no way to tell how rapidly timewas
passing, but even Tam was beginning to fed tired when they noticed an unusudly bright glow suffusing the
tunnel before them. At the sametimethe air became tinged with amingled flavor of spice, smoke, and
grease.

A hadf hour later they reached Garlack’s Underground Inn. The proprietor was an obese goblin, and if he
was surly he was dso fair. He offered food, drink, and lodgings in exchange for afew smpletasks.
Wiytstar Sharand was no master enchanter, but he easily wove smple spellsto clean the bedrooms,
wash dishes, and refill the water cistern. In return the goblin and his workers produced hegps of fried fish,
strangely spiced but quite savory to the elven palates. The floating globes dimmed enough to let them
deep, then brightened as they started out again. Tamarwind, as dwayswhen he traveled here, felt the
darkness of the tunnel pressing heavily around them, and he set as brisk a pace asthe elders could

manage.

Even so, it was|ate in the day when they spotted sunlight before them, and finaly hastened out of the
tunnel to stand beneath an open sky. Thelofty crests around them were hidden behind rugged shoulders
of lower ground. As the enchantress had predicted, patches of rubble tumbled by the earthquake
blocked the road here and there, but the druids had aready done agood job of moving much of the
detritus back onto the dopes and crests of the hills where it belonged.

Tam and UIf found that they naturdly waked alittle faster than the other seven ddlegates. With alaugh
the scout abruptly redlized that he preferred the dog' s company to that of his countrymen.

“I'm glad to have you gtrolling along the road with me,” he declared. “ Doesn't it seem asif we're
embarking on an adventure of sorts?’



“Anytime| can get out of the city it'san adventure. And asto me gtrolling dong theroad . . . wdll, it's
age,” the dog admitted. “A century ago | would have bounded up each of these hills—just for the view!”

“I can't say I’ ve ever had that kind of ambition,” Tam acknowledged, eyeing the steep heights bordering
the broad highway.

The range of rugged e evation surrounded Circle at Center. Barren of trees, with hunched brows of gray
date and here and there a glowering, wind-swept peak jutting far above the surrounding summits, they
formed abarrier around the greet |ake and its preciousidand city. The route climbed and curved gently
asit followed avaley that became the only easy pass through the rough terrain.

“These dry hills seem so barren—it’ s not until we' ve passed the Snakeseathat | redlly fed likewe reon
the way home,” Wiytstar confessed when they stopped at asmadl inn for their next night’ srest.

“But there sno hurry, isthere?’ Tam asked, still enjoying the sensation of freedom and adventure. “The
hillsare niceto look at—and asto the sea crossing, I’ ve dwaysfelt the trip wasits own reward.”

The elder delegate shook his head. “ Persondly, | like to stand on ground that’ s not moving—I should
think that tremor in Circle at Center would have been enough to convince anyone of that!”

Nevertheless, it was only afew days later that the party reached the shore of the Snakeseaand had a
chance to observe firsthand the magic that made a secure crossing possible. The eves gathered in
respectful slence. There were afew others who would make the crossing with the Argentian
delegates—a hdf dozen evestraveling in pairs, and agiant with alarge, ox-drawn cart.

The druid ferrytender strode to the edge of the sea. The human was atall man, broad-shouldered and
long of hair and beard. His body was corded with sinew. He was naked, and carried only a stout staff of
wood.

The shore here was afringe of smooth rocks, scuffed by the steady drive of waves. These were not
thundering boomers such as were hurled by the Worldsea against the shores of Nayve, but even so they
crashed with some force, occasionally sending showers of spray cascading across the rocks and onto the
grassy soil beyond. The elveswere arrayed beyond the reach of these showers, but the druid stood atop
aseashore rock and spread hisarmswide, as if welcoming the salty splashes. He held the staff, gripped
in both hands, horizontally before his chest, and then dowly raised hisarms, bringing the shaft of wood to
aposition high above his head.

A surging wave exploded againg the rocks and for amoment the human figure was lost in the cascading
mist. In moments Tam could seethat he till stood there, as firm asthe stone upon which hisfeet were
planted. And then the éf’ s eyes were drawn to the surface of the water itself, as the bedrock of the
Fourth Circle answered the pull of druid magic. No matter how many times he saw it, he was il
entranced by the sght:

More waves pounded the shore, and a greet shelf of seawater, rising above the level of the observerson
shore, flowed to the right and left. Here and there a smooth rock jutted through the flowing seawater, and
moments later the expanse was more solid than water. Blue-green brine spilled from a broad rocky raft,
asurface that was mostly smooth, though marred by enough irregularitiesto proveits naturd origin. The
druid remained rigid for more minutes, and water continued to drain off the sides of the raft.

It was some time before the surface was dry, with the exception of afew standing puddies. Then the
human dammed the butt of the staff to the ground, and the rock raft advanced, diding smoothly through
the short distance between itsdf and the shore. Findly it nestled againgt the rocks of the coast, and the
druid gestured to the elves, sgnding that they should advance. The Argentian del egates came forward



hesitantly, but Ulfgang showed no reluctance. Indeed, the dog bounded onto one of the shore rocks, then
gprang through the air to land on the raft. Asthe eves stepped cautioudy aboard, the dog was dready
racing back and forth, sniffing at the puddles, splashing through, then shaking himsdlf inthe midst of a
shimmering cascade of spray.

The druid made no acknowledgment of his passengers as he stalked regdly from the shore across the
surface of hisraft. Tam knew thiswas not because of rudeness. Rather, the human needed to maintain his
full concentration on the magic—afocusthat he would maintain throughout the twenty hours required to
crossthe drait.

The other elves maintained a proper separation, each party finding avantage somewhere around the edge
of the grest raft. The giant, however, didn’'t seemed to understand the propriety of this, for as soon as he
had tended and hobbled his ox, he strode around the flat surface of rock, his bearded head thrown back,
his great bucket of amouth wide open asif to gulp down the sea breeze. He spoke to one of the silent df
couples, but neither dender, yelow-haired figure made any response. Apparently undaunted, he ambled
toward Tamarwind and Ulfgang, who were watching the seajust afew steps away from the huddle
Argentian elves,

“"Tisagreat day for travelin’, or my name s not Rawknuckle Barefist!” the giant declared, hisbooming
voice thundering in sengtive even ears.

Stll, after the refined and dignified company of the eves, Tamarwind was surprised to find that he
welcomed the garrulous approach of thisfellow traveler. He looked up at the giant, smiling as he saw that
he—atdl ef—came only to the middle of the big fellow’ s chest.

“Yes, itis, gooddr,” the df replied, as Wiytstar pointedly looked away. “ Do you, too, follow the Metal
Highway from Circle at Center?”’

“Aye, but only for afew daysfrom thefar landing.” Hetilted his chinin the direction of metdl, toward the
dately raft’' s destination. “My lodge, 'tisin the Greens.”

“A good road through there,” Tam remarked, remembering the smooth highway flanked for unending
miles by tall trees. In places, great leafy branches arched over the broad road.

The giant scowled, apparently at some private memory. “ Y know, 'tis not the same asit used to be,” he
suggested, with the gravity that flavored any talk of changein Nayve.

“How s0?7” inquired Tamarwind. He thought back to his own recent trip, on the way to Circle at Center
from Argentian. The only unusud feature had been an inn that was closed down, which forced them to
walk an extrafew miles one day.

“Wadll, this” the giant replied. “On my outbound leg | found mesalf anice clearing for my bed. Wouldn't
you know but that alot of elves—fdlowslikeyou, only scruffier . . . likethey lived outs de—came out
from the trees and told me to move on. Said the clearing was theirs—in the Greens, it was!”

“And so you left?” Tam asked, Startled by news of the confrontation.

The big traveler shrugged. “ There were twelve of them—and | wasn't inamood for afight.”
“I'mglad,” answered the éf, with an gppraising ook at the brawny shoulders and tree-trunk legs.
“But it was avexation, for al that. And who ever said anyone could own apart o' the Greens?’

“I never imagined,” UIf put in.



“Whoops, there—did ye speak, dog?’ Rawknuckle scowled suspicioudly.

“Wdll, yes,” replied Ulfgang.
The giant nodded. “Wdll, and yer right, too. Who ever imagined such athing?’

The giant appeared to have worked out hisirritation, and for the next few hours engaged in pleasant
conversation with Tam and Ulfgang. He even offered the dog a swig from the firebrew that hefinaly dug
out of his pack. Ulfgang declined—wisdly, it turned out, as Tamarwind ingtantly regretted the friendly
impulse that caused him to take adrink of the burning, ssomach-churning draught.

Rawknuckle showed no discomfort, and finished the bottle himsalf. He spent the rest of the crossing
snoring prodigioudly, arumblethat at its peak drowned out the sounds of the wind and the water spilling
away from the mgjedtic raft. Mogt of the elves, accustomed to silk sheets and fine inns, spent an
uncomfortable night on the wet rock of the raft—though Tam, for his part, found that he enjoyed this
night spent under the stars. For hours he watched the shifting patterns of the dazzling lights, and findly,
with hisknapsack for apillow, drifted off to afew hours deep.

By the Lighten Hour the far shore was afringe of green on the watery horizon. A few hours later the raft
lodged itself againgt abank that was dense with forest. Birds and monkeys chattered in the treetops, and
afringe of undergrowth choked the ground aong the shore. A traveler’ sinn called the Hooting Squirrel
gtood at the landing, and from herethe Metal Highway scored astraight line into the woods.

Given the early hour, most of the Argentian elvesfet like continuing on, and the party immediately
resumed the trek aong the road. Rawknuckle, too, announced that he would be off immediately, and
Tam hoped to enjoy the giant’ s company for afew days. However, the big fellow set arigorous pace for
himself and his oxcart, and soon disappeared down the tree-shaded road.

The dves maintained their more deliberate progression, and Tam found himsalf increasingly irritated with
their lack of speed. It wasn't that he was particularly anxiousto get to Argentian. Moreto the point, it
was the company of these ultifying traveling mates that was grating on his nerves. Once he understood
that, he made it a point to swallow hisimpatience, and face the routine of the trip with at least the
outward appearance of serenity.

Ulfgang waslittle help. Now that they had reached the Greens, he seemed to come dive. He dashed
through the brush, occasiondly returning to the road so that Tam could remove burrs and bramblesfrom
hisfluffy codt.

“Y ou know, the woods are redly much more open once you get past the fringe dong theroad,” UIf said.
“Y ou could come with me—we Il explore!”

Tam only laughed at the preposterous notion. Though his feet were tough and his muscles hardened by
the recent weeks of travel, he had no inclinations to make himsdlf extratired. And the journey through the
Greens passed without further incident, except that the elves were somewhat flustered to discover three
innsthat had closed, instead of the one that had been shut down the previous cycle. Each of these was
boarded up, and the party hurried past the vaguely forbidding facades.

Theinnkeepersthey met at other establishments were as mystified by the closures as were the travelers.
“They just closed up one day and vanished into the woods—no word on where they went,” wasthe
routine comment, before the host invariably steered the conversation around to more mundane matters.

Thislack of information didn’t surprise Tamarwind. He knew that all these wayside inns, aswell asthe
occasiona smithies, farms, and orchards they passed, were the holdings of Wayfarer elves, and they



naturally tended to be somewhat clannish. These were people who claimed none of the elven relmsasa
homeland, but instead drew their heritage from the long lineage of aparticular, and large, family. Each
displayed itsfamily tree, adetailed chart going back ten or twelve generations—all the way to the
Dawning, in most cases—on thewall of their inn’ s great-room.

At lagt, atenday after the ferry landing, the road broke from the canopy of the trees, and the elves
cheered up at the sight of the L odespikes rising snow-capped and jagged on the horizon. A few days
later the lower ridge known asthe Silver Crest came into view, and they knew they had amost reached

Argentian.

“Ah—you can smell the Svegtwater intheair,” Ulfgang said with adelighted sniff.
Tamarwind, too, noticed the fresh air that was the harbinger of Argentian’sgrest river.
“About time,” Wiytstar sniffed. “1 was beginning to think thisjourney would never end!”

Tamarwind was no longer irritated by hiscompanions complaining. Instead, he cheerfully led theway in
booking them passage on the Balloon Fender . They boarded the riverboat, relieved that the arduous
part of the journey was over.

Thiswasavessd of wood, though, like the druid raft, it was powered by magic. Severd elvestook turns
at thehdm, apair dways playing flute and harp. The music flowed into the single sail, and eased the craft
down the cool, clear water. After the Darken Hour magica lanterns sparkled into light ong therail, and
Tam found himsdlf relaxing into amood of serene contentment. Ulfgang curled up near the flautist, and
barely moved for the three days of the voyage. Trees, somehow softer and brighter than the looming
trunks of the Greens, flanked each bank, and the river swept through many curves, dways providing a
new visa

The city of Silvercove, Argentian’ s greet capita, came upon them suddenly, towers of marble and silver
rising among the trees to form anetwork of balconies and houses swaying above the top of the forest.
Songsfrom avariety of gardens and plazas wafted over the water, somehow mingling with the music of
the flute and harp into amellow symphony. Massive arkwood trees rose far above the oaks and pines
that carpeted most of the verdant city. Vines drooped from the numerous arching branches, some of the
tendrils extending nearly to the water along one bank or the other. Flowers of many colors brightened the
vines, and lined the boughs of many smdller trees.

Theriverboat passed under an arched span of colored glass draped in ferns, one of the two bridges
spanning the Sweetwater. Shortly theresfter, the Balloon Fender nudged into asmal harbor, poking
between severd other blunt-prowed craft to nestle in adock formed of gnarled roots. The twisting
branches perfectly matched the gunwale of the ship, and like the missing piece of a puzzle the riverboat
cameto rest againgt the shore of Silvercove.

Beyond the dock stretched a broad, sunlit garden of hedges, fountains, and flower beds. Nearby, fish
were arrayed on alinen cloth. Taken by the fishers, the catches were placed here for any hungry df
desiring to take one. All around there were cafes and inns, each with its own musicians, each playing its
own song. Tamarwind was struck by a sense of familiarity, knowing he’ d been hearing the same songs
from the same places for hundreds of years.

At ground leve the city was a maze of tree trunks and the bases of the high towers, so, after debarking
from theriverboat, Tam’s companions disappeared from view in amatter of moments. UIf wastrotting
back and forth dong the docks, and the scout wasin no particular hurry to start for his own solitary
residence. Instead, he ambled along with the dog, taking in some of the sights.



A dozen boats were anchored here, and an equal number of dipswere empty. Elves puttered here and
there, some mending sails and scrubbing decks with mundane means, others patching hulls or weaving
rope with the use of smple craft spells. Such magic, Tam knew, was the specid province of elves, the
reason his people could make the greatest creations, the most beautiful artworks, in al the Seven Circles.
It was an ability in stark contrast to the crude natura power of druid magic, the kind of incantation that
could raise araft from the sea bottom, control thewind, or repair the damage wrought by alanddide.

“Back from the Big City, | see.”” Thefriendly voice drew Tam’s attention to the door of acozy inn, a
single-room tavern that occupied the base of one of the city’ slofty towers.

“Ddtan Columbine. . . good to see you, my friend. | trust your lifeisunchanging?’ Tam couldn’'t resst a
laugh as he said the words, for if there was any ef likely to explore new avenues, to experiment, to
cregte, it wasthisone.

“I have enough to keep me busy,” the poet and teacher replied. “ Come have a cup with me, and share
the story of your journey,” Deltan continued, inviting Tam into theinn. “1 need some diverson.”

Tamarwind remembered with aflash of guilt the way severd of the delegates had complained about this
young teacher. Even if his methods were atrifle unorthodox, the scout could find no fault with
him—Dédtan was agenid and tdented df, and his students were undoubtedly the better for having
studied under him.

“I didn’t redlize you traveled with adog,” Ddltan said as Ulfgang followed Tamarwind toward the light,
ary tavern.

“Thisis Ulfgang. Lady Belyndahas asked him to help out with aloca problem.”

“That name!” Deltan’ s eyes sparkled. “Y ou saw her, then?’

Tamarwind nodded, blushing, and thrilling to his own memories.

“Wadll, greetingsto you, Ulfgang—and comein, both of you,” offered Ddltan. “1 must hear more.”

Ulfgang was willing enough to experience another inn. They settled at asmal table outsde with agood
view of the water, the elves ordering mugs of wine and the dog adish of fresh milk.

“So what’ sthisdedrefor distraction?” Tamarwind asked curioudy. “Are you getting tired of the
monotony of Silvercovelife?’

“Actudly, I'mat work onanew epic. . . and it’ snot going very well.”
“Did you finish your last project, about the adventure to Loamar across the Worldsea?’

Ddtan shook hishead. “No.. . . | started afresh work. It's an adventure about a crossing of the
Worldsea—to Lignia, thistime. But | got ahundred linesinto it and fed asthough I’ m writing the same
thing | wrotelast year.”

“Maybe you need abit of travel,” Tam suggested.

Dédtan shrugged. “Perhaps. . . It sbeen too long since I’ ve spent time out of the city. | envy you, my
friend—journeysto the Center, and back.”

“And we re off again tomorrow, & least | am,” Ulfgang said, turning to Tam. “Though I" d rather hoped
you would comeaong.”



“Certainly,” Tamarwind said. “Thefields of the hill country are some of the prettiest lands I’ ve ever

seen.” Noting the curiosity on Deltan’ sface, he explained. “We re going to see about the shepherds—the
dogs that are supposed to be watching the cattle and sheep. It seems that they’ ve been negligent about
doing their jobslady.”

“It' smore than myself and some dogsthat are getting restless, | must say,” Deltan observed. “If you'll
note, there are more boats starting up theriver . . . dl of them carrying young dves, and some of them
never intending to return.” He used his chin to point out the window.

Tam saw that two riverboats were even now departing, and each was crowded with
passengers—iperhaps thrice the number that his own boat had carried on the return trip to Argentian.
“Where arethey going?’

The teacher shook hishead. “1 don't know . . . toward the Greens, for the most part. But | can’'t imagine
that so many are joining the clans of the Wayfarers. In truth, it'satrend that’ s become pronounced over
thelast saverd years.”

“I haven't noticed,” Tam admitted. “ Though perhaps because | spend most of my timein the
countryside.”

“None of Argentian has—at least, so far as anyone wants to admit,” Deltan countered. “Y ou know how
itis We want thingsto stay the same asthey’ ve always been. Perhapsit’sjust because I’ ve worked with
so many of these youngstersthat it’s come to my attention. But they’ re leaving even before they reach the
breeding age.”

“They don't say why?’
“I don't think they even know themsdlves. It would makefor atale, | imagine.”

For some reason the news caused Tamarwind an unseemly agitation. He and Ulfgang departed theinn
after their sngle drink, and helooked &t the elves he saw meandering aong the streets or tending their
hedges and gardens. There seemed to be as many people here as ever, but he couldn’t dismiss the bright
teacher’ ssuspicions so lightly.

Ulfgang seemed to take agreat interest in the even city, prancing dong with ears perked and head held
high. Severd of the fox-faced wolfish dogs favored by the eves barked or sniffed at him, but UIf
remained aoof, the long white plume of histail waving proudly intheair.

They reached the massive arkwood tree which included Tam'’ shouse in its many gpartments, and rather
than using the centra lift, climbed the long outer stairway toward his rooms. The wooden steps were
comfortingly solid, and circled the tree trunk in an ascending spird. Asthe ground fell away, they were
dazzled by the hanging gardens of the middie terrace, and finally climbed out of the foliage to the ba cony
of the upper trunk. Here they were higher than most of the trees and buildings of Silvercove—only afew
dozen arkwood trees and several ivory and glass towers jutted above the forest canopy. Long bridges of
rope, beribboned with flowers and frequently supported by small balloons, connected some of the lofty
redmsinto agiant spiderweb of wakways.

Tamarwind maintained his gpartment just above treetop height, and soon they had reached the door.
They found the rooms musty, since they had been closed up for severa cycles, but otherwise clean

and. .. lifdess. The scout was surprised by the redlization. He had his artworks, numerous paintings and
sculpture, hiscrysta and slver and soft furniture, with little gardens beside the windows and asmall
fountain in the water room. Y et somehow, after the splendor of Circle a Center and the changing
scenery of theroad, he found hiswals stifling, his possessions gaudy and irrdlevant. As he waked from



room to room, or gazed listlessy at the magnificent vistafrom his balcony, hismind kept returning to
Belynda Odd how that recent visit had reawakened long dormant emotions. Their time of coupling
together waslong past, hundreds of years away now . . . yet he found himself wishing that she was here
with him. Her presence would have brightened the view of towers and trees, added luster to the
burnished gold decorating hiswadls.

Perhaps she would even have quickened the beating of hisold, old heart.

Every day Natac learned more about Earth, and about Nayve. He was frequently surprised to realize that
facts about his own world seemed far more amazing than details he absorbed about this place to which
Miradd had brought him. The Seventh Circle was awild and untamed place, and he remained horribly
fascinated by the inexorable energy of great nations. He knew from Miradel’ s displays of the tapestry
that these powerful states were on courses of inevitable collison, and he spent fascinating hours watching
theintriguesin the courts of England, France, and especialy Spain. He followed the ships of the
exploration, the surging outward that was carrying the influence of Europeinto al corners of the globe.

Hewas a so impressed and awed by the variety of combat techniques that had been devel oped on his
world. Diligently he studied these every chance he got, observing wrestling and boxing, watching other
men fight with whirling hands and lashing feet. The sted swords of the Europeans struck him asthe
deadliest of al weapons, though the booming arquebuses showed the potentia for greet |ethality aswell.

But despite the onsin the darkened room, with the candle flaring and the Wool of Time transformed
into magical pictures, Natac spent most of histime learning about the place that was his new home. There
were timeswhen, amid the activity and new experiences, he amost forgot about the life of blood and
sacrifice that had been his previous existence.

Then hewould liein bed at night, well after the Hour of Darken, and he remembered the hearts, the
captives. Herelived the sensation, an awarenessin snew and nerve and perception, of driving his
obsidian blade through soft flesh and brittle bone. And aways, when at last he dept, his dreams were
haunted by theimage of Y elow Hummingbird.

All he could do was apply even more energy to the next day’ s activities, and it wasin thisfashion that he
drove through the tendays and amassed an increasing body of knowledge about this place called Nayve.

Much of histime was spent in exploration, starting with the view from Miradd’ s hilltop villa. He learned
that the city and idand in the middle of the great |ake was caled Circle at Center, and that the metd spire
risng from theidand was a the Center of Everything. There were two great causeways connecting the
city to the lakeshore—onein the direction of meta, the other running in the direction of wood. He saw
many splendid structuresin Circle at Center, but when he specul ated that these must be temples and
palaces, Miradd informed him that they were smply the houses and halls of the city’ selves, aswdll as
museums and gdleries displaying ahost of wonders. The place seemed vibrant and compelling, but for
the time being he resisted the urge to go there.

Ontheinland sde of the villarose arange of rugged highlands. Thisring of hillsencircled the greet lake
and itsteeming idand. Many trails coursed through the hills, and he hiked and trotted aong numerous
different paths, aternately skirting the lofty, snowcapped peaks that formed the spine of the range, or
winding hisway down to the innumerable little coves and fjords aong the shore of thelake.

Though the heights were rocky, covered only with sparse brush and scrawny trees, many of the valeys
were well-watered, home to lush groves and fertile meadows. He encountered animals that he knew,
such as desr, turtles, and birds, and othersthat he had never imagined. There were herds of massive,
shaggy beasts that grazed upon the grass, and tall, spotted creatures that stretched long necks far upward



to munch on the leavesin the treetops. He saw monkeysin more varieties than he had ever imagined, and
once caught aglimpse of alumbering, sharp-toothed anima dashing fish out of a stream with blows from
ahuge, taloned paw. The latter beast was a bear, Miradel said, as she gave him the nameto add to his
list of buffaloes, giraffes, and other exctica.

He was especially fascinated by the small herds of horsesthat seemed ubiquitousin the nicest pastures.
The animals were wild, and quick to spook, but he was reminded of the visonshe' d seenin the
Tapestry, the spectacle of these anima s trained by humans, ridden with aspeed like the wind. Miradel
told him that severd druids had learned how to tame horses, and he resolved to eventually seek them out,
to learn the secret of that wonderful skill.

Severd timesthe two of them walked down into the valey for an evening with Fionn, Owen, and the
band of druidesses who dwelled with them. These young women, al of whom were sunning beauties,
cured the two warriors of thelr many wounds, shared in their bouts of drinking, and—to Natac’ s surprise
and embarrassment—coupled delightedly with either of the big men.

Asto the pair of burly warriors, Natac observed that Owen and Fionn seemed ready to fight for virtudly
any cause except over the women. It was at their third dinner together, while two druidesses worked
healing magic on Owen’ s badly burned back, that Natac finaly broached the question to Fionn.

“Why should we fight over women . . . there are plenty for each of us!” declared the Cdlt, though he
cleared histhroat and looked awkwardly at the floor.

Owen shrieked in pain as Juliay gently lifted off asheet of blistered skin. “You'll pay for this, you lout!”
he growled as Fionn chuckled merrily.

“Y ou deserved to get knocked into thefirel” retorted the Irishman. “Takin' that piece of cowstesk | had
my own eye on—Imaginel”

The Viking clenched histeeth and drew in ahiss of breath asthe druid finished the spdll. “Thanks, lover,”
he said, patting her on the cheek before returning to the dining table.

Natac pointed to the plaiter, which was till piled high with grilled megt. “ That' swhat | mean—there's
plenty of cowsteak for both of you, and yet you brawled over who would get the choicest morsdl. But
you never do that with women. | admit, that surprises me. In my world, it would seem that thereisno
more touchy subject between two men than who was to receive the favors of amutualy cherished
femde”

He was surprised to see both warriors look at each other with expressions that were decidedly sheepish.
Whilethe pair studied the floor, he turned to Miradd for help. “What’ sgoing on?’

She merely nodded to the men, who drew deep breaths and raised their heads.

“They won't let usfight over them,” Owen admitted. “Every timewe did, they went away . . . and
wouldn’t come back.”

“Not for years” Fionn said lugubrioudy.

“And we missed them,” Owen continued, placing an affectionate, if bearlike, arm around Juliay’s
shoulders. “ So we made to stop brawlin” over them, and now they stay heredl thetime.”

Natac was a so curious as to the attraction that the women found in these two rough men, but he decided
thiswas not the time to broach that topic. The night proceeded toward the consumption of afresh keg of
wine, but, having learned that afew glasses made his head spin unpleasantly, Natac quietly substituted



water in hisown mug.

When the five women and the two men labored their way toward blissful deep, Natac and Miradel
climbed back to the villa. Over the steepest parts of the hill the warrior hoisted the frail body of his
teacher into hisarms, and as she dept againgt his chest he felt a sweeping sense of wonder, sill awed by
the sacrifice she had made to bring him here. Why had she chosen him? And what made her believe that
he could prepare the elves of Nayveto fight awar? So far, he knew very little of eves. Asde from the
quiet, unobtrusive presence of the servant Fallon, there had been just that single, brief visit from the
ambassador called Belynda, who had regarded him so strangely. But with each breath Miradd took, he
was careful not to jostle her awake, and he vowed that he would make her proud.

“I need to makeabow . . . I would liketo hunt,” hetold her the next day.
Shenodded. “ There are trees of ash and yew in the valley. Either will give you splendid wood.”

Thewarrior nodded. He had dready harvested severa suitablelimbs. “But in dl my walks, even highin
the mountains, | have seen no sign of obsidian. Of course, | can take birds and monkeys with
arrowheads of hardened wood, but | have amind to seek out larger game. For that | need an edge of
sharp stone.”

“Or ged,” Miradd suggested quietly.

“Yes” Natac' s eyes narrowed. “I have seen your pans and knivesin the kitchen. Can you make things of
metd, of thissted?”

“No,” the old woman replied. “But thereisadruid who is very sKkilled at the working of metd. He has
studied through the Tapestry, and mastered the art asit is practiced by mankind. | will take you to him
tomorrow.”

Darryn Forgemaster was the man’ s name, and he had built asmithy on the fjord beyond Owen’ s house.
Miradel and Natac followed the same steep trail that led to the valey of the two warriors, but sSince they
traveled in the morning there was no sign of activity at either man’slodge. Thus, the teacher and student
ambled past, and took the last sharp incline down toward the shore.

Natac saw that the waters of the lake, trapped here between two steep, forested ridges, were as pure a
blue as any turquoise stone. There were several houses arrayed around asmall clearing beside the water,
and awooden dock provided anchorage for awatercraft that was much larger even than a great canoe.

“That' sthework of Roland Boatwright,” Miradd explained, when Natac remarked about the vessdl.
“He sanother druid who has studied the ways of humankind. But, where Darryn has mastered
metaworking, Roland haslearned to make the watercraft that have been developed by the men of
Eath.”

The druids may have been skilled craftsmen, but they were aso gpparently men of sublimeleisure. At
least, thiswas Natac' sfirst impression as he and Miradel made their way through agateinto thelittle
compound of houses.

“That's Roland,” she said, pointing to alanky man who was apparently dumbering on abench at the
dock. He had afloppy hat pulled over hisface, and held afishing polein hishands. A line, connected to
asodden cork, trailed in the water. “He' Il spend most of the day there, though I’ m sure he' Il meet you
later. And this, in here, iswhere we |l find Darryn Forgemaster.”

She pointed toward a sturdy wooden building with an open, arched doorway. Her white hair was pulled



tightly against her scalp, and he noticed the way wrinkles radiated outward from her eyes and mouth.
Following her point, Natac immediately noted the acrid smdll, like soot and ashes but somehow sweeter
and more bitter at the sametime.

“Darryn?’ she called, leading Natac past agrest iron box. The warrior saw the door on the front, and the
pipe leading upward from the box, and deduced that thiswas afireplace or oven. Beside it was a pile of
something black like charcod, but hard and shiny like smooth rock.

They heard asnort of surprise from across the room, and then athin, wiry man twisted out of the
hammock where he had been napping. He stood and tried to dust himself off, though he remained pretty
thoroughly layered in black soot.

“Miradd?” Hisvoice was hushed. “1 got your message, but | never expected . . . | mean, it' sapleasure
to seeyou again, old friend.” Darryn shook his head. “Not old, | mean—except that we' ve known each
other for solong—"

“Yes, old,” Miradel said, stepping forward to hug the smith. “Y ou needn’t be afraid to say it, or to see
it

“Yes...of course” said Darryn. “And it isgood to see you again,” he added with true sincerity. The
smith blinked at Natac, who was afew steps behind Miradel. When Darryn squinted, the warrior
redlized that the other man could barely see him, and so he took afew steps forward.

The metalworking druid stared at the newcomer in frank, and somewhat hostile, appraisal. Hisrheumy
eyeswere bright, and didn’t seem to blink.

“ThisisNatac. | am teaching him the ways of Nayve, and of hisownworld.”
“Oh?Hewas of thefolksdidn’t have iron yet, wasn't he? | believe you told me about him.”

Natac was struck by a sudden knowledge: These two had been loversin the past. He was startled by the
jedlousy that flashed through his veins. Suddenly he was ready to fight thisfellow, to provethat he,
Natac, was the better man.

And then, dmost as quickly asit had arisen, hisanger faded. He found himsdlf imagining Darryn’ sanguish
if, indeed, he loved Miradel. Now she was gone to him, sentenced to afate that was utterly horrid in this
land of eterna youth, immorta beauty.

Gone because of Natac.

“| am pleased to meet you, Darryn Forgemaster,” he said politely. “Miradel hastold me of your
surpassing skill in the working of metal. That seemsto me to be amost wondrous, even magica, ability.”

Darryn snorted, but was obvioudy pleased by the praise. “Well, it has taken me centuries of sudy . . .
long hours sifting the Wool of Time, examining the practices of humankind. But | believethat | have
mastered the trade, yes.”

“Natac expressed adesireto go hunting,” Miradd said. “I was hoping you could help him with his
arows.”

“I candothat,” agreed the blacksmith.
“And asword,” Miradd declared suddenly. “I would like for you to make him asword.”



“Why?" Natac asked. “| don’t want asword.”
“Y ou should have ong,” sheindsted.

Darryn narrowed his eyes again and peered at Natac. Miradd reached out athin hand to touch the smith
onthearm.“Yes. .. hewill need asword. Can you do that?’

With agrudging nod, the smith assented. “I have adozen arrowheads | can give you now, but it will take
time—atenday at least—for me to make the sword.”

“Thank you. | will pay, of course,” Natac replied.

“Pay me?’ Now the smith seemed angry. “I do thiswork because | am the one who doesthiswork. Do
not insult me with talk of reward!”

“Heislearning fast, but Natac does not know all the ways of Nayve, yet,” Miradd explained. “Where he
comes from, the offer of payment isaway to honor the work of a skilled craftsman.”

Stffly careful, the two men made their farewells. Miradel gave the amith awistful hug, then followed the
warrior into the bright daylight of the courtyard.

“Hey, friends,” called avoice from the docks. Natac saw that the boatwright-fisherman, Roland, was
now kneding over the water, and gesturing them over. “Have you ever seen amore beautiful whitefish?’

He held up asparkling shape, afish aslong as hisarm. The creature wriggled, sunlight gleaming off wet
scaesthat were pae and silvery. “Aye, he' samaster of the bay, that’ swhat.”

Smiling broadly, the man turned and dipped the big fish back into the lake. With an angry dash of itstail
the creature flashed away, vanishing into the indigo depths.

“Welcome back, Lady Miradel,” Roland said, standing so that he could bow and take the druid’ s hand.
“And welcometo your young friend, aswell.”

Once again Natac was introduced to a human denizen of Nayve. Roland turned out to be adruid who,
for the past thousand years, had studied al manner of human ships and boats. Natac learned that he had
built many of the sailboats plying the waters of the great |ake—and that he had taught a dozen or so elven
boat builders who had constructed the rest of the watercraft.

“Thisismy persond favorite, the Osprey,” he said, indicating the deek vessal now lashed to the dock.

Natac saw that the boat was long and dender, like a canoe. The prow and stern rose higher into the air,
and asingletal mast—adevice, with its corresponding sall, as yet unknown in his homeand—Ilofted
from the center of the hull. The sail wasfurled dong atop rail far overhead.

“I canrigtwo moresails,” the boat builder explained as he saw Natac studying the mast. “ She'll curl
about through just about any kind of wind, shewill.”

“I'd like to see that someday,” replied the warrior.

“When theinterva of winds comes around, you will,” promised the boatman with an easy laugh.
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Pillar s of the Underworld




Stone forest, trunks of cosmic girth, honeycomb maze.

Carved by water, web of air in rock mere stairway to the dauntless dwarf

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Lore of the Underworld
“Ready?’ Karkad called.

“Yes!” Darann hissed, her voicetight with tension. In the outline of coolglow he saw that she was
well-braced, rope around her waist and feet propped againgt asolid rock.

Karkad reached for the handhold, conscious of hisribs aching where the rope had just tightened about
his chest. He had dready fdlen twice on this attempt, with only the rope and hiswife s strong belay
saving hislife. But he had to try again, for if they couldn’t passthis smdl overhang, their long climb faced
agrim conclusion here, high above the shdlow sea of the First Circle.

For twenty or thirty cyclesthe two dwarves had lived in avertical world. Each cycle was measured by
the distance climbed, every respite caculated by the size of the flat space they found to make a
precarious camp. Rare indeed was the deep where Karkald and Darann lay side by side. More often
than not, he found a narrow ledge a dozen feet over her head and secured himself in place with hisrope,
while she curled into anarrow niche where surrounding walls gave some security againg afdl. Of course,
the same wallsinevitably cramped her torso and limbs, or forced her to rest in an uncomfortable sitting

position.

Sometimes they climbed only fifty feet in asingle cycle. Each upward inch came a acost in fear and pain,
in loneliness and the smothering presence of the vast, surrounding dark. Karkald used every ounce of his
srength, every scrap of hisskill. Histools were dwaysin his hands, pick and hammer shaping the rock,
the rope that was, so often, lifeitself. Occasiondly he wedged his spear crosswaysinto anarrow crack

and used that as a support, and there were other times when his chisel cameinto play, either to chip
away at asurface of rock or to serve as a makeshift piton.

Infact, it was only histoolsthat gave him the confidence even to attempt thisinsane escape. Those eight
itemswere solid, strong, trustworthy . . . he knew their capabilities, understood that he could count on
them, and on his knowledge of their use.

But beyond that, he had so many questions about his strength and his skill. Did heredlly have achanceto
makeit al theway to the roof of the Underworld? Of not just reaching that lofty goal, but of bringing
Darann with him? And even if he did attain the solid barrier at the top of their world, would he ever be
ableto find one of the legendary caverns penetrating that rocky dome? Or would he and Darann smply
be trapped at the summit of the First Circle, too exhausted and hungry even to try and climb down?

Sustenance during the ascent was crude, but at least they were able to find the necessities of life. Water
trickled in many places through the column, and every interva or two they found aclear pool deep
enough that they could fill up the two waterskins they had brought along. By using only tiny pinches of
flamestone, they were able to maintain adim presence of coolglow—not bright like the beacons' light,
but sufficient illumination for them to perceive each other and the route before them.

Food was more problematic. They were able to harvest bits of fungus and lichen here and there, but they
were beyond reach of any fishing. Furthermore, the bats dwelling throughout the First Circle—afavored



delicacy of Seer dwarves—seemed disinclined to vist the region of thelofty pillar.

And even when they could fill the gnawing emptiness of their bellies, and when a negotiable chimney rose
above to promise another hundred feet of ascent, Karkald wondered if his strength was equal to the task.
Every musclein hisbody ached constantly. Hisfingers and toes, even his back and shoulders, were raw
with blisters where he had repeatedly scraped his skin againgt unforgiving rock. His knees and buttocks
were bruised from severa short fals. Fortunately, none of these tumbles had broken any bones, but each
added another measure of sorenessto the pain that was his constant companion.

There were times when he felt that he could barely lift hisarms. . . and till he forced himsdlf upward,
carrying not just himself but histools and supplies, and then he fashioned abelay so that Darann could
follow in relative safety. More than once they were forced to turn from a sheer risng face, a seamless cliff
that was beyond Karkald' s skill. Y et perhaps the Goddess was favoring them, for each timethis
happened they were able to find an dternate route, a place where he could jam hispick or hisfingersinto
sometiny crack and, once more, haul himself upward.

Until this shelf of overhang, adab of rock jutting two feet into space, threatened to bring the long ascent
to an end. Twice he had tried to climb past, but hisarms hadn’t been long enough. Leaning outward to
reach the next handhold, he' d lost his grip and falen—until the rope snapped taut and agasping, grunting
Darann arrested his plunge even as she was pulled hard againgt the pick that anchored her. Y et there was
no dternative except to try the difficult move again.

Thistime he'd madeit just abit higher in the crack benesth the overhang. Anchoring himself by afist
jammed in that gap, he leaned outward and reached. Karkald clenched histeeth, stretching hislong arms
to their maximum span. Thefingers of hisleft hand curled around the bottom of the overhang, and he, just
bardly, touched the lip of ahandhold. He winced, anticipating the dip, the plunge, the sharp arrest asthe
rope would tighten around him. But he had no choice.

Helet go with hisright hand and started to topple outward. Clenching hisleft hand, he clung periloudy by
hisfingertips as his body swung sickeningly outward. But thistime he was able to get thefingers of his
other hand onto the ledge. He hear Darann gasp as he hung suspended, thousands of feet over the
lightlesswater.

Then, with a concentration of effort that ruled out every other thought, he dowly began to lift himself up.
By the time his chin had reached the level of the handhold, he had spotted another niche, afoot higher up,
with a deeper, much more solid edge. He lunged, teetered again at the brink of faling, and then his hand
clutched asolid ledge. He swung hisfeet up, thankful as Darann continued to pay out just enough ropeto
alow him to climb. With his boot lodged in a precarious toehold, he pressed higher, and in afew more
minutes reached areasonably wide ledge.

Now it was histurn to belay, as Darann swung free below. He held the line tightly, with a coil wrapped
around hiswaist as she dowly, painstakingly, climbed the narrow line. Only after along, frightening hour
did shejoin him on hislofty perch. But here, at last, they had reached a broad ledge that angled gently
upward across the face of the column. They could actualy walk, and at the end of an interva asfatigue
dragged them down, they dept on aflat shelf big enough for them to curl up side by side.

When they awakened they continued up, pleased to find that the ledge followed around the curve of the
column’sface, but still maintained its steady, ascending angle.

“How much farther to the top?’ Darann asked, leaning back to stare into the lightless vault overhead.

“I haveto figure we re getting close,” Karkad replied. “ Do you think it' s safe to try for an echo?’



“Why not?" hiswife answered with ashrug. “The only thing we could attract are bats—and I’ d welcome
achancefor anibble of meat. Unless—" Daran suddenly shuddered. “Y ou don't think there’ d be any
wydets around here, do you?’

“No—they like narrow caves, rat holesto sneak around in,” Karkald declared with certainty. Hetilted
back and cupped his hands to his mouth to funnel the sound of his voice as much as possible. Uttering a
short “Hey!” he was gratified when, two seconds later, the echo came back loud and clear.

“Five hundred feet, maybe alittlemore,” he said encouragingly. “And if thisledge continues. . .” He
didn’t finish the statement, not wanting to jinx their chances.

He a =0 |eft unspoken the question on both of their minds: Would they find a cave when they reached the
summit? Or would they be faced with an impermeable expanse of rock, abarrier that would end their
quest as effectively, if not as quickly, as death on the points of Delver weapons? The query remained in
the back of hismind asthey continued upward, now moving with long strides, following the natura
footpath in aclimbing spiral around the face of the massive pillar.

And then that question became irrelevant as they came around a curve to see the doping ledge abruptly
narrow to athin lip. Adding alittle flamestone to the coolglow in his pdm, Karkald saw that afew feet
beyond, the shelf of rock vanished dtogether. He touched off more flamestone, and saw that the cliff
overhead veered into asteep overhang, aleaning shelf continuing outward and up to merge with the
horizontal dab that formed the upper reach of the Underworld. Even as helistlesdy looked for cracks or
imperfectionsin the surface, he knew that he was beaten. There was no way he could support himself
from the flaring face, much lessfind aroute to continue the climb.

He dumped to the ground, fegling the weight of his defeat on his shoulders. A soft rustle and the radiance
of her warmth told him that Darann had settled beside him. Fatigue and despair overwhel med, choked
him. For along time they dept there, blissfully unaware of the crud end to their road.

When Karkald awakened, the full measure of hopelessnessimmediately resurfaced, but that was
followed asecond later by the redlization that hiswife was not at hisside.

“Darann!” he whispered, suddenly, irrationally panicked.
“Here” shereplied. “I think I’ ve found something!”

Blinking his eyes clear, he saw the spark of fire adozen paces down the ledge, redlized that she was
examining the face of the pillar. Quickly hetrotted down to her Sde, and she dropped alittle more
flamestoneinto her pam.

“Look!”

She cupped the brightness, shading the light from Karkad’ s eyes, using her fingersto reflect it onto the
dark stone. He discerned acrack there, avertical line that was considerably longer than his own height.
Y et it was no more than afinger’ sthicknessin width.

He snorted in exasperation and she glared at him sternly. “L ook again—ingde the crack.”

Thistime he leaned closer and saw what she meant. The gap scored athin shell of rock. Barely afew
inches beyond, it widened into amuch larger space. How large wasimpossible to tell, for within the gap
the thin rays of light dissipated into a swath of darkness. Still, it looked like there was space for adwarf,
and he couldn’'t see afar end to the cave.

He examined the narrow gperture with acritica eye. “1 could knock it into awide hole. . . might take me



aninterval or two.” He chuckled sourly. “It’' s not like we' ve got anything elseto do.”

S0 he st to work with his hammer and chisel. He tapped the stone, listening for the hollow sound that
marked the thinnest part of the shell. When he had located this, he started by chopping at the edges,
knocking chips of rock free. The sound of each blow resonated into the Underworld, and he winced at
the knowledge that he was broadcasting their position far and wide. Still, it was hard to envision any kind
of threat that could reach them here. And besides, they redlly had no other choice.

After afull cycle of pounding, thousands of blowsthet |eft his shoulder flaming, hisarm numb, and his
fingers cramped into a seemingly permanent curl, he had chiseled only afew inches of rock out of the
way. The next cycle he shifted the work, swinging with hisleft arm and poising the chisdl in hisright hand.
He accomplished less, but by the third cycle he could use his strongest arm for swinging again.

While Karkald worked, Darann explored the nearby ledges. She quickly located a steady stream
trickling down alittle rivulet, and subsequently she began each cyde by bringing them fresh drinking
water. Searching farther, she found bits of fungus and the occasional mushroom, enough food to hold the
pangs of hunger at bay and to keep Karkad' s strength up. He suspected that she was giving him most of
the food, and though the thought caused him chagrin he accepted her generosity as necessary to their
survivd.

They dept on the wide ledge near the Site of the excavation, and as the cycles passed, the entry into the
rock grew wider and wider. When they burned asmal pile of precious flamestone, they were heartened
to seethat the cavern beyond the notch continued to the limits of their vision.

As soon astheillumination faded Karkald stood, stretched the kinks out of his muscles, and knocked
another knob of rock out of the way. Asusual, he worked in darkness, since they didn’t use their
flamestone for routine activity. Finaly he stood back to gauge the distance with his hands.

“I think it might be wide enough for you to fit,” he suggested to hiswife. “It needs afew moreinches
before my shoulders are passing.”

“I'll seewhat | can find, then,” Darann agreed nervoudy. Neither of them wanted to acknowledge that
this could easily prove to be ashort, dark, dead end.

She leaned sideways and did, head first, through the widened crack. Quickly she stood up and touched
off apinch of flamestone.

“Thefloor's good—fairly smooth,” shesaid. “A lot of staactites overhead and some water, till flowing.”
Her voice and the light grew softer as she moved farther away. Karkald heard her shout, and listened to
avolley of echoesreturning. Then, for long moments, there was no sound. The dwarf’s heart was
pounding anxioudy by the time she came back, explaining that her flamestone had expired. He had to il
the shaking in hishands as he pulled her back through the opening.

“Wh-what did you see?’ he demanded.

“It goesfor along way. The water seemsto be coming from pretty high overhead. There are some rocks
intheway, and | couldn’t get over them with one hand holding the light. Still, | could see that the cavern
went on far after that, and when | shouted, the echoeslasted along time.”

More hopeful than he had beenin along time, Karkald set to his chisdling with renewed vigor. In another
two cycles he had a gap wide enough for even his broad frame. He passed through and found that there
was plenty of room beyond the crack. Holding hands, hearts pounding, they departed the ledge that had
served asthelr [ofty camp. It waswith a sense of impending adventure that Darann used alittle



flamestone to give them a picture of the route before them, while Karkald checked histools.

“Hammer, chisdl, hatchet, file. Knife, pick, rope, spear. I'm al s&t,” he declared, and they started into the
cave.

The great mountain of rubble completely blocked their path. Echoes sounded from high and wide,
marking the barrier as dmaost incomprehensibly vast. Zystyl sensed, through the location of his many
scouts, that the Delver army would not be advancing any closer toward Axid. Either the city had been
buried by the quake, crushed beneath amass of stone, or it was masked by this new and apparently
impenetrable barrier.

Aswas 50 much of hisown realm. The Delver commander had recently received word from Nightrock,
his own homeland. Many of the food warrens had been destroyed by the temblor. He knew that if he had
taken hisarmy home, there would have been a critica shortage of provisions. It wasnot in hisintereststo
have Delvers egting other Delvers, and so he had continued on with the campaign, striving to find away
to strike at their hated enemies.

But where could they go from here?

My master . The words came into his mind, the message from Kerriastyn, the army’ s other arcane.
Though she was second in command of this mighty horde, he was pleased that she knew to show proper
respect to her leader.

What isit? Where are you?
| am here, high on the mountain. | have made a discovery that might prove promising.
Wait. | will reach you shortly.

Zysyl began to climb, following the rope lines that his scouts had laid earlier. He made hisway steadily
upward, knowing that Kerriastyn would not have reached out to him if she did not have something truly
interesting to report. She was a capable leader in her own right, and would have handled any minor
discovery by hersdlf.

It was fully an hour later that the first sensationstold him that he was drawing closeto her. Froma
hundred paces away he could smell fresh blood, Delver blood. But the spoor was tainted with another
stench, an animal-like odor that seemed to seep from the very rocks themsalves. He heard Kerriastyn
hiss, the sound a beacon drawing him through the darkness.

When he was within ten paces of Kerriastyn he could sense her excitement in his own mind, and then he
could hear the rapid pounding of her heart, the giddiness of her breathing. She was standing between the
corpses of two Delvers. From the probing of hismind Zystyl could see that both had been killed
violently, and one was partidly devoured.

“That amdl .. .itiswydet, isit not?’ he asked, findly recognizing the anima stench.

“Yes, magter,” Kerriastyn replied. “They dayed one of these Delvers and were eating him. They killed
the second when he came upon thefirst, then fled when more of your warriors arrived on the scene.” She
waited expectantly. Hisfirst reaction was to demand further explanation, but hisintuition told him that he
should know why thiswas important.

And then he did.
“Which way did thewydetsgo?’ Zystyl started to see the possihility.



“They ran up the hill, and vanished.”

“Indeed.” They had disappeared upward. Wydets couldn’t fly, heknew . . . so they must have had a
path of escape, aroute into the celling of the First Circle.

Where could that have taken them? Wydets needed food, and they probably had arouteinto and
through the swath of midrock. Could those cavernstake them dl the way to the Fourth Circle, to anew
world awaiting the cold kiss of Delver stedl?

Zystyl remembered another thing that had happened in the last few cycles. He had heard hammering,
sted againgt stone, coming from high up in the world. His best guess had placed that sound near the top
of the pillar of the nearest watch station, the place he had been when the quake had rocked the world.

And he remembered the sweet taste of Seer tears, the dlure of awoman he had touched, smelled,
tasted, and heard. That memory still burned within him, rising into acompulsion, aneed that he
desperately wanted to dake. Could it be that she had escaped, that she had found away into the vast
canopy overlying their world?

It was enough to fuel hisdecision.

“Gather to mel” he shouted, acommand that would carry for more than amile through the vast
Underworld. Hewould collect hisarmy, and he would follow the path of the wydets, knowing that there
would be new routes before him, new opportunitiesfor plunder, violence, and war.

Now their progress was encouraging, and Karkad and Darann even felt afew moments of excitement as
they were able to stride dong, climbing only gradualy, making their way through what proved to be an
extensive network of rock-walled caverns. After some hours they found a comfortable grotto in which to
deep, and even enjoyed the luxury of abed of dry sand.

They awakened refreshed, and continued their trek with renewed hope, finding the route steedily
advancing before them. Unfortunately, by late the next cycle they had found no sign of animal nor even
fungus, and they began to wonder how long they could survive here.

Abruptly they halted, both of them groping for the memory of a sound that had just barked through the
darkness, barely risng in volume above the scuffing of their feet.

“What wasthat?’ Darann whispered.

“It sounded like ashout, didn’t it?” Karkald' sreply was as soft. For atime both dwarves remained
immobile and silent, straining to hear. Soon the noise was repested, a distant cry or howl that bespoke of
frugtration, despair, and anger. There was something exceptionaly plaintive in the sound, a sense of
longing that contrasted oddly with the piercing nature of the vocalization.

“Do you think it heard us?’ Darann asked.

“It must have,” Karkald replied. “We weren't trying to be quiet.” Not that they could do much to silence
their march, he groused to himself, when they were forced to pick their way over loose rubble, feding
thair way.

Hewas startled out of his private griping by the sound of his mate' s shout.
“Hey . ..whereareyou? Who areyou?’

“Areyou craz—!" He hissed in outrage, but was startled into silence by the sound of areply.



“Help! | caught! Help! Help!”

The voice echoed through the cavern, but they could discern adirection. Immediately Darann started out,
until Karkald stopped her long enough to get her to touch off alight. She held the coolfyre high over her
head and followed along while Karkald took his spear in hand and pointed the weapon aggressively
before him.

He quickly redlized that they were walking down a smooth, natura pathway. Barely two or three paces
wide, it was a seamless surface of rock that twisted through serpentine curves dong the floor of alarge,
natura cavern. Suddenly he cameto astop, asthelight revealed adark hole gaping in the floor before
him.

“Who dere? Help! Help, help!” yelped the stranger, in avoice that somehow managed to sound savage
and childish a the sametime.

And the voice was coming from the hole in the floor. When Darann extended the light over thelip of the

pit, they found themselves staring down into a bright-eyed, but exceptionaly homely face. The huge eyes
blinked against the sudden illumination, and before the figure clapped hands over hisface Karkald got an
impression of big ears, puffy lips, and large, jutting, teeth. Squinting, the prisoner looked through hislong
fingers, that mouth spreading into a pathetically hopeful grin.

“Gottarope?’ The question was a chirping squesk.

“Wedo!” Darann replied, turning to Karkald expectantly.

He shook his head, and stepped back from the edge of the pit.
“That’sagoblin!” he hissed quietly.

“| don't care!” sheretorted, more loudly, then raised her voice even further. “We' Il help you!” shecadled
out, giving Karkald a scornful look and folding her arms across her bosom.

“Tanks! Tankslotsamuch!” cackled the goblin. “Oh, me belly and me feets so sorel”
“How long have you been in there?’ asked the dwarfwoman, pointedly turning away from Karkald.
“Lotsalong time. All lonetoo. Only seed a couple wyd ets come by—I howl fierce at " em, dey go way.”

“Wydets?’” Darann’s eyeswidened in alarm, and Karkald couldn’t resist taking aquick glance over his
shoulder. Those dimy predators of the Underground were rare, but ravenous and dangerous when
encountered. He had never seen one, savein captivity in Axid, but the thought of the fang-toothed killer
dinking through these caves was chilling in the extreme.

“Get therope,” Darann directed, and Karkald scowled as he undung the line from his shoulder.

“Canyou climb?’ he asked gruffly, curiosity getting the best of him as he threw the end into the pit and
automatically wrapped the end around hiswaist in asturdy belay.

“Wit' somehdp. .. Canyou pull metoo?’

Both dwarves pitched in to lift while the goblin seized the rope in histwo hands. Using hisflat feet to push
off thewadll, the creature dowly made hisway up the Sde of the pit. A few momentslater he crawled
over the edge of the hole and lay gasping on the cavern floor.

Karkald had never seen agoblin, but he was surprised by the wave of revulsion that amost urged him to



kick the scrawny creature right back into the pit. Instead, he scowled and took a step back asthe goblin
climbed to his broad, incongruoudy large fe<t.

Thefellow stood there, big head bobbing atop athin neck. His posture was stooped, and hislegs were
spindly and knock-kneed. The big ears drooped to either side of around face, a visage dominated by
that broad mouth with itsarray of chaotically arranged teeth, and those bright, watery eyes.

“What' s your name?’ Darann asked, after extending introductions for the two dwarves.
“Hiyramisme,” said thegoblin. “And | oweyou big tanks.”

“That'sdl right—" the dwarfwoman began, before the goblin cut her off with adisdainful snort.
“But your dwarfy kind iswhat made distrap! Y ou two dwarfses big doofuses! | go 'way!”

“Why, you ungrateful cur!” snapped Karkald, snatching up his spear. “Y ou’ Il change your tone, or I'll
pitch you back in that hole—forever!”

Before he could jab the weapon the goblin bounded away, moving in aspeedy scuttle that carried it
completely around the pit. Hiyram’s jaws gaped, baring teeth that suddenly looked dangerous. With a
jeering snarl, heraised hishead, sniffed loudly and insultingly, then turned to amble into the darkness.

“What arunt!” growled Karkald, who nevertheless restrained his rash impulse to hurl the spear. He had
no doubt but that the nimble creature could easly evade the clumsy wegpon, and he reminded himsalf
that he would just be giving away one of histools. Even more, he was surprised to realize that, despite his
anger, heredly didn’t want to kill the wretch.

Stll, the encounter had put him in afoul temper, and he glowered a hiswife.
“That was awaste of effort and coolfyre. We relucky he didn’t cut the rope.”
“Wdl, I'm glad we helped him!” she spat, then drew aragged gasp of breath.

Hewas startled to see that she wasredly upset. Her irritation only soured his own mood and aggravated
his hunger. He somped around the pit and continued through the cave without looking back, though he
listened to make sure that Darann was coming behind.

For the rest of that cycle they continued on without speaking. Though they started along the path taken
by the goblin, they saw no sign of the creature. Darann periodicaly touched off abit of flamestone, and
Karkad picked aroute through the network of caves and caverns. After making adozen such choices,
he figured that they had safely departed from Hiyram’ s route, but even so he held his spear at the ready
and continued to listen for any sound.

The going was rdlatively easy, with smooth floors and wide passages that didn’t require any steep
climbing. They were making good progress, but more and more the question occurred to him: progress
toward what?

By thetime wearinesswastdlling Karkald that it was time for another deep, his mind had returned to
more immediate concerns. Thusfar they’ d encountered none of the patches of fungus that had provided
them with sustenance on the dliffs below, and the emptinessin his belly was agrowling, relentless pain. In
the deepest reaches of his awareness he admitted to a stark fear, the harsh redlization that he had failed
hiswifein every way possible. Yet it was not afear he could articulate, for he needed to maintain a
facade of hopefulness, to provide some reason for them to keep on trying.



But now, finaly, he had no more energy, no more hope, to offer.

With asullen grunt he sat on arounded boulder, stretching hisweary legs, fighting to keep hisfear, his
despair, from showing on hisface. Darann touched off another pinch of flamestone and they looked
around to see the same interminable, winding cavern. They had been following a patch of dry riverbed
that boasted afew patches of sand and many jagged rocks.

“Y ou’re not planning to deep here, are you?’ she asked.

“Seems as good as any other place,” he declared sourly.

“If you don’t mind rocks poking your back! No thank you—I"m going on.”

“What' sthe point?’ Karkald demanded. “ Just to keep on walking till your boots wear out?’

“Maybe the point isto find something to et . . . or abetter place to deep. Or maybe we'll find away
back to—" Her voice choked off and she turned away from him, standing straight and proud.

“To Axid?’ he sngpped. He saw her flinch and immediately regretted histone, and hisanger. Still, he
was unprepared for the fury in her eyeswhen sheturned to face him.

“Maybeto Axid!” Darann proclamed. “ All we know isthat we couldn’t see the city’ slights anymore.
Maybeit' s till there—maybe our people are alive, wondering about usl Maybe we can give them
warning of the Delverd”

“And maybe mushroomswill grow around our feet while we' re standing herel” shouted Karkad, hisown
temper dipping away. “ Try to understand, we re the only Seer dwarves herel We have no one elseto
turn to, no city to go back to, nothing!”

“I don't believeyou!” she cried.

“Fine. Believe what you want!” he retorted, risng and ssomping through acircle in the cave, his body
trembling with anger. Theforce of that rage was afrightening ondaught, atidal wave of emotion hefelt
unable to contain.

Rather than unleash that torrent, he clumped away from Darann, marching resolutely along the cavern
pathway, backtracking over the route they had taken an hour earlier. He listened, half hoping that she
would call out to him, gpologize, plead with himto return . . . but she remained grimly, stubbornly silent.

And so he marched out of her sight, and kept going. Hisfeet followed the cavern floor by memory, and
his sturdy legs stretched through long strides. Despite his earlier fatigue it now felt good to move, to give
release to his contained energy. He drew deep breeths, dternately feding self-pity, anger, and guilt. Each
emotion came with itsown level of pain, and the cycle repeated over and over in hismind until he had
walked avery long way.

Finaly heleaned againgt awall, feding the support in the darkness, redlizing that he wasin fact incredibly
weary. He dumped downward onto a makeshift seat and sighed. The storm of feelings had abated, and
in itswake hefet emptiness, ahollow sensation that seemed to have the same effect on hisemotions as
hunger had upon his gnawing belly. Nothing remained to drive him, to bring him to hisfeet and to move

him toward anything resembling a purpose.
Until the acrid scent wafted past his nostrils and he sat up, rigid with sudden, gripping fear.
Wydet!



The odor wasingantly familiar, astench every dwarf learned to recognize a an early age. This spoor
was faint, but unmistakable—a mixture of urine and carrion that lay acrossthe air, like corpses staining a
battlefield. The savage predators had for the most part been driven from the surface of the Underworld,
but they were known to lurk in trackless tunnels. They lived in small packs, stalking such prey asthey
encountered. Primarily this meant that they ate bats, fish . . . and unlucky dwarves.

Terror galvanized Karkad and he sprang to hisfeet, spear held in his hands. He was afraid not for
himsdf, but for Darann, and he started along the path at arun, searching the air with hisnose, hoping that
the scent would fade, that the wydets were far away.

Instead, his fright expanded into panic asthe stench only grew stronger. Hisfeet pounded the cavern
floor asthe odor grew piercing and pervasive. The truth was inescapable—not only were the wydets
between himsdf and hiswife, but they were moving closer to her, at a speed faster than he could hope to
run.

Why did he have to be so damned stubborn? Darann shook her head and paced afew steps acrossthe
cavern floor. Hewas an ill-tempered fool, and she redlly was better off without him! What in the First
Circle had ever compelled her to go to that Goddess-forsaken watch station anyway?

And inthe next intake of breath she was fighting back tears, feding the bitter moisture sting her eyesand,
againg her best efforts, trickle onto her cheeks! Damn her foolishness anyway—she already missed him!

Still, she decided with asnort of determination, it would do him good to spend an interva aoneinthe
darkness. He could smmer and stew dl he wanted, and in the end he would see that she wasright. They
had to keep going, had to believe in something at the end of their journey. To give up would beto die,
and she was not yet ready to yield that fight. Her face hardened—Karkald had to trust her, to seethe
wisdom of her position.

And hewould.

With at least that much resolution she went back to the small bundle of her knapsack, the satchel
illuminated softly by coolglow, and alowed hersdf afew sps of cool water. She wasjust tucking the
waterskin under the flap of lesther when the stench wafted past. Immediately she stiffened, then spun to
dareinto the surrounding darkness.

Of course she knew the smell of awydet, but now that odor had avery different character than it had
when she' d vidgted theanima cagesin Axid. Thethought of the rangy hunters prowling through these
caves prickled at the hair on the back of her neck. She wished Karkald was here, and felt adeep pang
of regret over the harsh wordsthat had sent him away.

Clenching her teeth, Darann made asmdll pile of flamestone atop anearby boulder, arock with aflat top
that rose alittle higher than her head. Touching off the coolfyre, she crouched in the shadow at the base
of the large block of stone and stared into the cavern that was now brightly lit.

At least four pairs of red eyes glared back at her for amoment until, with snorts of surprise, thewydets
ducked back into the darkness. But in that flashing instant she gained an impression of desperate,
unfeding hunger, and the sensation filled her with utter terror. They were soulless, those eyes, and on a
viscerd leve shefdt vulnerability reduce her to aliving, breathing morsd of food.

Aninginctive fury rosein opposition to that revolting fact and she groped around the cavern floor,
clawing for loose stones. She pulled up arock as big as her fist and hurled it in the direction of the
nearest wydet. The missile clattered into the darkness and she heard astartled hiss. A long, lean shape
skipped through the swath of her light and vanished into another shadow. Her breaths rushing through



short gasps, she snatched up another stone and then whirled at the sound of arattle behind her.

A dinking shape flickered through the edge of her vision to disgppear behind another of the rocks that
rose like knobby teeth from the cavern floor. She sensed that the creatures were toying with her—and
with that realization she soun back to find one of the wydets creeping closer. The beast froze, those red
eyes bright and unblinking as she ddliberately raised the rock to throw.

For thefirgt time she got agood look at one of her tormentors, and it was asight every hit asrevolting as
the beast’ s carrion stench. Theratlike nose waslong and pointed, bristling with whiskers. The lower jaw
gaped, revedling ablack tongue and aring of jagged teeth. The horrid eyes were set wide apart, far back
on a head that terminated with apair of small, upraised ears. Mangy fur covered the lean, supple body,
which was at least aslong as shewastal. The wyd et scooted backward with a stuttering of its four short
legs, then spat awet snarl. A naked tail dashed, whiplike, over the creature’ s arched back.

The only movement was the rhythmic lashing of that tail. The red eyeswere bright and hungry, never
blinking, never shifting their focus from Darann’ sface. She sensed that the wyd et was trembling, ready to
leap out of the way if shethrew the rock. For now it seemed rapt, utterly focused on her, holding her
attention. . . .

She pivoted, suddenly remembering that there were more of these things. A wydet crouched two strides
behind her, legs and body coiled to spring. Darann shouted furioudy and threw the rock straight into the
pointed nose. With an angry yelp the beast tumbled back, then rose to shake its head groggily.

But there were more wydets, and now her hands were empty. Darann spun again, saw the beast that had
been staring at her. It was much closer, racing like an arrow. The last thing she saw before she lifted her
arm across her face was the mouth spread wide, obscenely red and bracketed by drooling fangs.

9

A Distant Storm

Purpled high horizon, yonder rising ground; tongues of fire flicker, leaden thunder pounds.

Rocky peaks bedizened, icy daunting wall; cliffs of menace Ilinger *neath the roaring fall.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Atlas of Elvenkind

Ulfgang was anxious to look into the matter of the rambunctious dogs, so he and Tamarwind decided to
head into the country the morning after their arriva in Argentian. The Lighten Hour found them aready
descending from the lofty arkwood tree to Sart through the twisting streets of the elven city. Before

they’ d taken a hundred steps they were hailed by afamiliar voice and they saw Detan Columbine
hastening to join them. The poet was dressed in traveling clothes, leather tunic and breeches, with a pack
dung over hisshoulder. A small harp and acurved silver trumpet were strapped to his back.

“The city’ s been wearing on me,” he admitted. “ And, hearing you talk yesterday, | got to thinking about
the hill country. Do you mindif | come dong?’

Tam welcomed hisfriend’s company, and Deltan fell comfortably into step with thetrio asthey passed a



pair of towers marking the place where Argentian merged into the vast, surrounding forest. A minute |ater
they were in the thick woods, and dog and elves relished the renewed freedom of the traveler.

“It' sbeen years since I’ ve been outside of Silvercove, at least for more than afew hours,” Deltan
remarked, drawing a deep breath. “I had forgotten how refreshing the forest can be.”

“Our homeand isawonder,” Tam noted, “but | myself am certainly glad to get away now and then.”

They swung easily dong, and Tam found the faster pace Strangely exhilarating after the measured march
of the even ddlegation. By noon they had reached thefirst of the pastures, broad, rolling fieldswhere the
trees had been shorn away. It was here that the inherently hilly nature of Argentian became visible, with
each successve meadow rising higher in the distance. Here and there walls of piled stone crossed the
heath, making oddly geometrical patterns. The nearest cows were on a hillside beyond anarrow,
gparkling stream.

“But it’ snot the cows we relooking for—it’ sfield rabble,” declared Ulfgang sternly. Tam got the feding
that the dog was reminding himsdf of histask. Ulf’ sluminous brown eyeslingered lovingly over the cattle,
and when the small herd wandered over the horizon and out of sight he uttered an audible sigh.

“No shepherdswith the herd,” Deltan observed.

“That' sthe problem, | imagine,” suggested UIf. “ The rabble hounds are always going to look for chances
to run in the fid ds—but the shepherds should be keeping them out!”

“How are you going to solve the problem?’ Tam wondered.

“WEe |l have to find some dogs—shepherds or rabble, it doesn't matte—and then we' Il learn what's
going on,” Ulfgang declared grimly.

They decided that the best way to look for unruly dogs, or anything else, wasto get agood vantage, so
thetrio set out through the meadows, climbing from one pasture to the next. Tam and Deltan scrambled
up arock wal while Ulfgang sprang right over the barrier. The grassy loam on the other sdeformed a
soft cushion, gentle on their feet even as they made their way steadily uphill. Here and there they worked
through agrove of aspen or pines, and once they circled asmall grotto where atiny waterfall spumed
through the cleer air.

Detan was puffing and red-faced, but sternly ingsted that he could keep up. “Don’'t wait for me,” he said
between breaths. “It’ sjust city lungs.”

Findly breaking onto arounded hilltop that domed above the surrounding pastures, dog and elves
spotted several smal herds of cows and horses, some so distant that they were mere brown spots on the
terrain. But they saw no sign of any other dogs. After catching his breath, Deltan took some paper and
charcod from his pack, and sat with his back against a boulder, sketching the rural landscape. Later he
played hishorn, which he called afliigel, and from which he coaxed some pleasant and mel odious tunes.

Tam took a short nap on the soft grass, then reached for the cheese and sausage he had brought, which
he shared with histwo companions. Finally the Hour of Darken was upon them, and the sun dowly
began to recede into the heights. Twilight fringed the woods and fields beyond the hills, and here and
therelights sparkled into being, each aglow marking avillage or hamlet of Argentian.

And they heard the sound of frantic barking, a harsh echo rising from the valey behind their rounded
summit. They crossed the hilltop at atrot, and even in the shadows that darkened the vale Tamarwind
could see agray shape writhing ddirioudy on the ground. Ulf inhaled, then shook his head violently, asif



to clear an odor from his nogtrils.
“Horse dung and asilly bitch,” he sniffed contemptuoudy. “I don’t know what they smdl init.”

Tam couldn’t detect any odor, but he trusted the dog’ s superior nose. “ Can you ask her about the
shepherds?’

“Hey, you down therel” Ulfgang barked. His voice was sharp and piercing, and the other dog
immediately ceased her wiggling dance. After amoment sherolled onto her belly and gazed fearfully up
thehill.

“Youfloozy!” shouted the white dog sternly. “Now, | want you to clean yourself off and get up here. I'm
going to talk to you.”

In afew minutes the bitch, who was a short-haired hound with long, droopy ears, came hesitantly up the
hill. As she cameinto sght of the pair, she dropped to the ground and crawled toward Ulfgang. Her jaws
gaped, and she uttered severd sharp, plaintive barks.

“No. .. | understand,” UIf replied in adeep woof. “But tell me, where are the shepherds who should be
keeping you out of thefidds?’

The hound whined something that caused UIf to Sit up straight, ears pricked as helooked a Tam with
concern. “That is darming—they’ ve been gone for along time, and they’ re chasing deer, shesays.” The
white dog turned back to the bitch. “Where? Where are the shepherds?’

Again she barked, and Ulfgang followed her gaze. “In the direction that is neither metal nor wood,” he
sad dowly. “And far away.”

Tam followed the direction of the dog’ slook, then turned to meet UIf’ s eyes. Left unspoken wasthe
understanding that tickled each of them with atremor of alarm.

For that was the direction of the Greens.

Natac studied the image on the wall, and moved his body through the exact maneuvers performed by the
man he was watching. The subject of his study was alightly dressed warrior, aman from the place caled
the Orient who used hisfeet and his hands as wegpons. Now he was training, dancing alone through
dashing kicks, lightning punches, and avariety of legpsand spins.

Mirroring every move, Natac kicked hisfoot into the air, higher than his head. Next he spun on the ball
of hisother foot. With hisback to the moving picture, Natac worked from memory of the precise form,
executing asharp forward kick, switching feet to repeat the thrust with his other foot, then spinning once
more with aroundhouse kick that brought him again into view of the man from Earth. As he expected, he
matched precisaly the cadence and routine of the other warrior.

The man in theimage turned, and Natac had the uncanny fedling that the fellow could somehow sense his
presence. When the fighter bowed formally, Natac returned the gesture.

Only then did Miradd puff out the candle and gather the scraps of wool into abasket, saved for the next
viewing.

Natac's heart was pumping, and a sheen of swesat covered his skin, plastering histhick hair to hisscap.
Hefdt wonderfully vibrant.



“Y ou are learning much from the people of the Seventh Circle,” the druid remarked, throwing open the
door to ashimmering blast of daylight.

“Yes. .. thereismuch learning there, on Earth.”

And | have come to see myself as a man from somewhere else. The redization was a constant part of
hisnew life, growing stronger every time he viewed images of hisbirth world.

They heard a shout from the courtyard, and emerged to find Darryn Forgemaster and Fallon. The smith
nodded in familiar greeting to Natac, his expresson unreadable. “ Studying with the Wool, eh?’ he asked.
Thewiry druid’' s expression turned wistful. “Many’ sthe hour I’ ve spent in that same room, learning the
tricksof metd.”

“Yes” Natac was nonplused, once again pierced by the thought that he had claimed this man’ simmortal
lover, had sentenced her to alimited life of agedness and degth. Though he had never asked if thiswas
the case, the suspicion raised amixture of guilt and jealousy within him. And yet, if his guesswas correct,
why was Darryn not more overtly hostile to him?

“Here,” the smith was saying, laying out a bundle on the big table. Natac' s heart quickened at the Sght of
the long, leather-wrapped shape. Despite his protestations about not wanting asword, he found himsalf
keenly interested in the prospect of picking up the weapon.

When the smith pulled the leather away, he gasped at the shimmering beauty of the stedl blade. It wasa
dender piece of shiny, supple meta, no wider than two of hisfingerswhere it emerged from its sheeth,
tapering to apoint as sharp as the fang of aviper. Edges sharper than any razor of obsidian rang the
length of the blade top and bottom. The hilt, too, was awork of art, carved from some kind of very hard
wood to form a protective shield for his sword hand.

“It isastunning wegpon,” thewarrior said quietly. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart, and only
hopethat | can prove mysdf worthy of bearing it.”

Darryn’s chest puffed out and he dlowed himsdlf the hint of asmile. “It' sthe finest piece |’ ve ever made,
if | say so mysdlf. And that should makeit the finest sword in Nayve.” Somehow he said the words with
such honest affection for hiswork that they carried no hint of arrogance.

“And thehilt isathing of beauty,” Natac continued. “What wood did you carvein such amanner?’
“Ask thelady druid,” said Darryn, nodding toward Mirade!.

“I made the hilt from the tree called the arkwood,” she said. “1t grows only in Argentian, and the elves
alow only onetreeto be harvested every one hundred years—so the wood is quite precious, as you can
imagine. And the Goddess Worldweaver hersaf was kind enough to bestow some of her goodnessinto
the hilt. So long asyou hold the sword in your hand and besr it justly, no weapon will be ableto
penetrate your skin.”

Natac had been in Nayve long enough that he didn’t marvel at the suggestion of powerful magic. Still, he
was awed by the thought that such protection in battle might be offered to him. Again he made the vow,
thistimeto himsdf and to his Y élow Hummingbird—he would be aworthy bearer of thisweapon.

He picked the sword up, amazed at its lightness—it had far |ess mass than any wood-and-obsidian
maquahuitl. The blade was like an extension of his hand as he whipped hisarm around. When he looked
at Miradd he saw that her eyeswere shining, aight with that reflection of pride that disturbed him so
much. Once more he wondered . . . Why, in aplace where therewasno war . . . why did she want him



to have asword?
“Ligten. .. | hear them baying. I’ ll bet they’ re after adeer right now!” Ulfgang woofed in excitement.

“Can we catch them?” Tam asked. Hefelt akeen buzz of excitement—after aweek of arduoustrekking,
at last they had caught the spoor of the trouble that had drawn them to the Greens. Thiswas different,
unknown—and that very mystery seemed to cause apeculiar thrill. The song of the hounds was distant,
yet piercingly eerie. Asthe chorus of wailsrose and ululated he fdt aditinct shiver run down his spine.

Detan Columbine, too, looked flushed and excited. His eyes were bright, and there was no sign of the
fatigue that had dowed him down on thefirst few days of their trek.

“I think they’ re coming this way—Come on!” urged the dog, bresking into atrot.

Tam loped adong behind. His body moving with natural grace, and it seemed that hismind was as clear,
as keen and ready, asit had ever been in hislife. In one hand he hoisted a stout stick, a shaft asbig
around as hiswrist and dightly longer than his own height. He had carved it acouple of daysearlier,
when the pair had first entered the lofty forest and Ulfgang had casually mentioned that a pack of
deer-mad dogs might not respond immediately to cool logic. Since then the staff had seemed to become
apart of him, and now he set it on his shoulder as comfortably asif it were another limb.

Ddtan, following just behind, carried ahomemade bow and a cluster of arrowstipped with fire-hardened
points of wood. Already he had shown akeen eye, enhancing their evening camps with dinners of rabbit,
squirrel, and even a plump pheasant. Privately, however, Tamarwind doubted that the light missleswould
prove much of adeterrent againgt anything larger.

Now they ran between huge tree trunks over aforest floor that was for the most part free of brush. They
legped along, mossy log, then skirted asmall pond, and now the sounds of the baying pack rang dl
around them like a bizarre, demented chorus. The music of the chase soared and swelled with the dogs

frenzy.

Abruptly Ulfgang skidded to ahdt. Tam and Deltan cameto rest beside him, leaning against the trunk of
ahugetree. They heard crashing footsteps, and then awide-eyed stag leapt by, tongue flopping loosdaly
asit hurled itself through desperate, lunging bounds.

“Now!” cried Ulf, leaping out from behind the tree. The white dog crouched, facing the deer’ s pursuers,
upper lip curled into avery forbidding snarl. Tam, his broad staff upraised, stepped to hiscompanion’s
sde—and immediatdly felt asearing jab of fear.

At least adozen large, snarling dogs came to an outraged halt. They bristled and snapped, infuriated at
theinterruption of their chase. The éf raised his saff asthree of the dogs impetuoudy rushed forward.
Deltan Columbine, next to the tree, shot an arrow that grazed ahairy flank, sending one of the animals
darting back to the pack. Another veered away as Tamarwind swung the stout weapon, and the third, a
large mae, yelped in surprise as UIf feinted alunge to the left and then drove against the dog' sright. Tam
saw aflash of whitefangs, and then Ulfgang had buried histeeth in the loose wattle of the big dog's
throat.

The snarl turned to ayep and the big dog twisted and fell while UIf maintained hisferocious grip. Tam
swung the staff and Deltan nocked another arrow as severd other canineslunged. The animal's backed
off, and again the mae yed ped through the pressure of UIf’ steeth.

Spitting in contempt, UIf released the dog to dink back to its mates.



“Shame—shame on you dl! Y ou are shepherdd” Ulfgang bellowed, hisvoice aformidable roar.
Aggressivetailslowered across the group, and Tam noticed several dogs of the pack exchanging clearly
sheepish glances. But one of the other animals blustered, hair bristling on its neck asit growled and
snapped. Thiswas another big male, larger than Ulf by two or three hands, and it swaggered forward
belligerently. Both eyes were bright, dmost bloodshot with the intengity of the creature' s agitation.

“Don’'t beafool,” scolded thewhite dog. “Evenif you bite, my friend will smash your brainsin with his

polel

Tam brandished the staff asthe big dog eyed him gppraisingly. Deltan Columbine drew back his bow and
many of the other dogs gaped and huffed, nervoudy backing away. The leader barked severd times,
hackles raised, but then Tam detected a note of reluctant compliance asthe creature lowered its head
and bared itsfangsin adrooling grin.

“What brings you here? Why have you abandoned the fields, |eft your responsbilities to chase deer?’
demanded the white dog, clearly in command now.

The dogs started barking, al of them contributing to the din, and Ulfgang shouted for silence. Even so,
the baying, howling, and yipping continued, until Tam was getting a heedache from the noise. Findly the
pack settled down, and the white dog turned to the big male. “Y ou tell me, done.”

The shepherd, voice dready hoarse from the hunt, barked roughly for several minutes. When he
concluded, panting, Ulfgang nodded his head grimly and turned to his elven companions.

“I couldn’t understand much,” he admitted. “But they claim there is something that drew them hereto the
Greens. . . that they were pulled to the chase by aforce strange and compelling.”

“Wheat thing isthat? Tam demanded, still trembling with the excitement of the confrontation.

“Magic, | fear,” UIf replied. “Of what type, | don’'t know. But more significantly, that big one—Red
Eye—saysthat he can show uswhere we can find this power in the flesh.”

Two days later Ulfgang, Deltan, and Tamarwind crouched on the lip of aravine overlooking asmdl
valley, agorge twigting through the trackless depths of the Greens. Thetravelerslay in afringe of brush,
slent and unmoving. Their position commanded aclear view of the ground below. In aclearing on the
valey floor hundreds of people—mostly dves, but with afew giants, goblins, and centaurs among
them—had gathered.

The shepherd caled Red Eye had led them close to this place, though an hour earlier the big dog had
dunk away without explanation. Nor had UIf asked for one—hetold Tam that he, too, could sense the
wrongnessin this place, an invisible corruption that marred the trees, the ground, the very air itself.

Tamarwind gtill carried his staff, and he was disturbed to realize that he was very much afraid. Deltan
Columbine was silent, clutching his bow and looking wide-eyed at the mob bel ow them. Ulfgang seemed
purposeful and grim. As he searched for this place, the white dog had trotted along with head and nose
low, sniffing congtantly, seeking some improper spoor, some signd of the magic that had so disrupted life
in unchanging Argentian. Thewarning of the pack had stricken the white dog with visible force, and the
changein UIf’smood had provided a sobering warning to Tam and Deltan.

And now they had come upon this bizarre gathering. Significantly, many of those gathered in thelittle

clearing bore wegpons—spears and staffs, afew with the bows and arrows such as an elven hunter might
carry. Inthe center of the gathering atdl, bare stake jutted upward from apile of kindling. Nearby wasa
canvastent, and before that shelter dangled awhite banner emblazoned with ared cross. The crowd was



mostly silent and attentive, though they were joined by more and more people coming from thetrails
leading up and down the valey. Abruptly an audible gasp sounded from the assemblage, and dl eyes
went to the canvas shelter.

A human came out of thetent. His chest was covered by a gtiff, slvery shirt. He was bearded, with long
brown hair, and he carried a stout staff that was capped with the head of a hooded snake. When he
rased hisarms and the final murmuringsin the assemblage stilled, it seemed to Tamarwind that even the
birds and monkeys grew quiet, waiting, tense, afraid.

A scream echoed, startling and eerie. Tam saw awoman, ahuman druid to judge from her long black
hair, dragged forward by two giants. She screamed again, and one of the brutes cuffed her acrossthe
face. The crowd murmured and shifted like ahungry being, awakened and thrilled by the prisoner’s
uffering.

Stunned by the violence, Tamarwind watched in horror asthe druid wastied to the post. She struggled in
van, moaning and sobbing asropeswere pulled tight against her flesh. A pair of goblins, cackling
excitedly, carried torchesforward and thrust the flaming brandsinto the kindling around the stake.
Quickly the firetook hold, snapping hungrily through the wood, spewing upward in yellow and orange
tongues. The druidess shrieked loudly as her gown caught fire, as black smoke swirled around her and
the blaze grew fierce.

Appalled, Tam, Deltan, and Ulfgang watched the flames spark. The scout tried to imagine the pain the
woman must be suffering, but hismind couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Fire consumed her garment
and blackened her skin. Her shouts and cries climbed beyond the scale of anguish, adolorous wail of
pure agony as her flesh was consumed by the blaze. The unforgettable stench, like charred meat and
offd, reached even to the nodirils of the three watchers above the valley. Tamarwind clenched histeeth,
fighting againgt a surging wave of nausea.

And then the woman was no longer screaming. Her cries were muted moans, swiftly overwhelmed by the
crackling fury of the conflagration.

The crowd remained rapt, eyes alight. The fire roared eagerly around the writhing body. Her limbs
thrashed, and it took along time before her criesfaded into croaks. At last the only sounds came from
the flames, crackling, hungry and exultant.

When the druid had been reduced to a blackened shell amid amound of glowing coals the bearded man
spoke.

“Again we have claimed awitch, my vaiant Crusaders. . . and again God is pleased with our efforts!”
Cheers and whoops rang out from the crowd, aresponse that chilled Tam nearly as much as had the
gruesome death. “ See!” The speaker, hisvoice sharp, raised ahand in aviolent, triumphant gesture. A
gold chain dangled from hiswrigt, and the df caught aglimpse of asmall white sone held intheman’s
fingers. He swung his hand back and forth, and the eyes and heads of the crowd followed the talisman in
rapt attention.

Something flared redly in that stone, an X-shaped vibration of crimson light that sent ajolt of pleasure
through Tamarwind. Stunned, he looked to the side, saw that Deltan had dropped his bow, that he gazed
longingly toward the object in the man’ s hand. When the hand came down, the stone disappeared from
view, and the people in the valley—and the two e ves watching from above—sighed in unison.

“But it istime that we did more, |abored harder in the name of our Holy Savior. And s0 | tell you: There
isatempleof evil in thiswretched swath of purgatory. The placeisamonument to heresy. It risesupon
anidand, formsaminaret of meta that is an abomination, an affront to God. And so | will lead you there,



my crusaders. . . and we will seethistemple, and wewill tear it down!”

“The Loom of the Worldweaver!” Tamarwind gasped. Deltan Columbine smply shook his heed, pulling
back from his vantage to sit, sunned, on the forest floor.

The frightening message was il ringing in the clearing when UIf legpt up on al fourswith agtartled snort.
The dog and the elves spun in unison, Tam legping to hisfeet and then freezing in shock.

A giant with abristling black beard held a stone-tipped spear leveled straight at Tam's chest. The fellow
loomed high overhead, and his body seemed as broad asawall. Thick cords of muscle knotted histhighs
and calves, and each of hisarmswas as big around as ahuman man’sleg.

“Come, witch.. . . you can tak to Sir Christopher.” The giant’ s voice was agrowl like thunder. Tam felt
the rumblein the pit of hisstomach. “There' s enough kindling left for adouble burning.”

Tamarwind' s blood ran cold. The staff was ill on his shoulder, but seemed like an impotent twig in the
face of that deadly spearhead. Hetried to think of something, anything, to say.

Turning his head, he saw that Deltan hadn’t even picked up his bow. Instead, the poet |ooked back at
Tam, adesperate appeal for help written in histerrified expression, hiswildly staring eyes. The scout
clenched his hand around the staff, but when the giant lifted his spear toward histhroat he took a short
step backward, unable to make himself attack.

UIf, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate. He pranced forward, tail wagging as he gazed fawnishly up &t the
gan.

“Somewatchdog,” snorted the lf’ s captor.

UIf suddenly lunged upward, snapping hisjaws hard benegth the giant’ s shaggy tunic. Thefdlow left out
apinched scream and doubled over. Somehow Tam' singtinctstook over, and he swung the heavy staff.
The polewhistled through the air, landing with aresounding crack against the giant’s skull. The shaft of
wood shattered but the giant fell on hisface with athud. Groaning once, he kicked, then lay till.

“Comeon!” panted Ulf, dready starting through the woods.

Animpulse penetrated Tam'’ s fear and he reached down to snatch up the giant’ s heavy spear. Then he
was off, racing after Ulfgang and Deltan, the wind of his speed drawing tears from his still-horrified eyes.

10

A Girding of Elves

Poem, painting, sculpture; song and prose and play.

Girders of serenity, frame of night and day

Violent shadows shiver, pain and bloodshed wax warfare, plunder, murder are the artwork of the
axe.

From The Ballad of the First Warrior
Ddtan Columbine



Bdlyndalay awake, fidgeting restlessy. The Lighten Hour was till along time away, but shefelt no need
to deep. Shedidn’'t know what subconscious anxiety triggered her unease, but shefindly, reluctantly,
gave up the attempt at repose. She whispered on the light and found that she didn’t even blink againsgt the
Soft illumination.

Swinging her feet to the floor, she stood, and then paced across her degping chamber for the smple
reason that she needed to move. She walked past the reading table without pause. The door to her
garden glided open as she murmured the word of command, and then she was under the night sky with
itsfulgent, gracefully shifting patterns of stars. Sitting on amarble bench, she leaned back to watch the
stately whed of the night overhead. The stars spiraled around the axis of the distant sun—the celestial
body that was now no more than the brightest star in the twinkling vista of the sky. Each speck of light
seemed to move at its own speed. At times thousands of them formed tendrils of blurry illumination, while
shortly theresfter those twisting limbs broke apart, dissolving into their individud, lonely components.

And thus they wandered until the pattern brought them again into concentration.

All but hypnotized, Belynda stared into the vastness overhead. As she had done countlesstimes before,
shetried to Sft some kind of design from the cosmic quilt . . . but just when she began to percelve aface,
ahorizon, an animd or leaf, the twinkling display would distort and redlign. Inevitably she wasleft witha
sense of randomnessthat she found troubling, resonant of avague sense of insecurity.

But tonight even the spectacle of the skies could not distract her from the agitation that ruined her deep
and lifted her from her bed. She still could not identify a precise source of unease. Rather it was asif too
many little changes were occurring in theworld, niggling things that combined to portend something
different, some direinterruption in the stately pace of Nayve.

For, of course, change was bad. In any kind of ateration there was a potentia for violence, and perhaps
it wasthis awarenessthat caused her to think about pain, and killing, and war. Not that she had seen any
examplesduring her lifetime. . . rather she had learned from tales of the Seventh Circle, storiestold by
druids who had witnessed the Worldweaver’s Tapedtry. In her lifetime there had been many advancesin
the way humans made war, and she tried to imagine where they could go in the future. Such afrentic,
furious race they were—even, truth be told, the druids, who were supposed to represent the wisest and
most serene of thelot.

But in this past year Caranor and Alleviahad died violently. She had just learned from Nigtel that more
giants had come to Thickwhistle, thistime rousting awhole clan of gnomes out of a cherished cavern. She
missed having Ulfgang to talk to . . . and even more, she wished Tamarwind was here.

She stood up and stretched, and it was then that she heard the rustling in the shrubbery surrounding her
garden. In another moment a canine body, white against the darkness, trotted into view. Ulfgang was
followed by Tamarwind Trak, who was breathing hard from exertion, and another, smilarly exhausted
elf. Both wore clothes that were in tatters, and Belynda gasped at the sight of the scout’ sface, haggard
and thin, streaked with sweat and dirt.

“Areyou hurt?’ she asked, rushing to embrace Tam by his shoulders. She stared into eyesthat were
hooded and dark, and contained the gleam of burning anger.

“No...justtired,” he said. Despite the emotion that seethed almost visibly beneath his skin, hisvoice
was soft and calm.

“We came here without rest,” Ulf explained. “From the Greens, running nearly al the way. Tam even
mounted a horsefor thelast leg of thetrip.”

“What' swrong?’ asked the sage-ambassador, shaken by the explanation, by the implication of bad



news. “Andwho . . . Deltan Columbine!” She recognized the other df then.

“My lady Sage-Ambassador,” he said with abow. “I regret that | see you again on an occasion of such
dire portent.”

“Tel mel” shesad, Stting on the bench and forcing hersdf to be calm. The two men joined her,
apparently soothed somewhat by her example. “What isthis dire portent?’

“It is desth—murder and war cometo Nayve!” Tam blurted.

“In the person of awarrior, ahuman,” added Ddtan. “One who dwellsin the Greens, and gathers others
to hiscause”

“It ishewho has lured the shepherds from their duties,” Ulfgang put in.

Bdylndalistened in growing shock as the dog and el ves continued to describe the band they had
observed, and the burning of the druid who had been called a“witch.”

“Elves, giants. . . centaurs? And they aredl armed?’ she echoed in growing fear. “ That’ senough for a
whole army, right herein the Fourth Circlel”

“And there smore,” Tam said. Hetold her about the human warrior with his great staff and his shirt of
dlver. “Hewas urging hisarmy into afrenzy. He held doft asmal white talisman on achain and charged
them to come here, to Circle at Center. They intend to tear down the Worldweaver’s Loom!”

Belyndafelt asthough she had been punched in the stomach. It was hard to draw a breath, or to wrap
her mind around the idea of an attack againgt this sacred place.

“How ...” Shelet the question trail off, not even knowing what to ask. “We can't let them!”

Tamarwind drew a deep breath. “I know . . . we need to gather against them—to—to fight!” He looked
stunned, even sickened, by his own words.

“I have sent word to Argentian,” Deltan Columbine said. “ There are many of my students there who will
joinus, I'm certain. | asked them to travel here, to Circle at Center. From them we can form a

company.”

“A company . ..” With ajolt Belynda suddenly remembered Miraddl, and the warrior the druid had
summoned at such cogt. “To train the elvesfor war,” she murmured wonderingly.

“What?' asked the scout.

“It's. . . there' s someone who saw the danger before | did,” the sage-ambassador said quietly. “She
gave up her future, her whole life, because she perceived this menace and sacrificed hersaf so that the
rest of usmight be prepared.”

“What do you mean?’

“Thereisahuman warrior cdled Natac. Helivesin avillain the hills, not far from the end of the
causaway. He will take Deltan Columbine' s company of elves and teach them to be warriors. And we
will get more eves, from herein the city, and from Barantha, and dl the other relms.”

Now Bdyndafet afocus, adirection for the energy and agitation that had disrupted her deegp and
brought her, awake and dert, into the garden. Shelooked fondly at Tam, gently caressed UIf’ s head and
ears. She amiled at Deltan Columbine, saw that he stood taller, looked sturdier, than she remembered



him. “You arevery brave. . . dl three of you. Y ou must have been in terrible danger.”

“Actudly, wedid face down agiant,” Tam admitted, huffing dightly in embarrassment. With ashy grin he
reached behind a bush to bring forth a stout spear, the wegpon agood ded longer than Belynda' s height.
“UIf bit him, and | bopped him over the head—and then | took this away from him.”

The sage-ambassador was appdled at the tale, and she squeezed her hand tightly around Tamarwind's
arm. “Please—you must try to be careful!” she declared.

“I will. In any event, therewon't be any giants around thiswarrior’ svilla”

“Actudly, it smy friend’ shouse. Miradd is her name, and she will know where your company can make
camp.”

“Can you show ustheway to Miradd’s?’ Tam asked, again smiling bashfully.

Belyndawas strangely touched. “1 will take you there in two days—there' s something | haveto do, first.”

Natac and Miradd sat on the veranda, watching the lake turn purple as the sun receded overhead. They
had eaten a splendid medl of cowsteak and beans, which Miradel had cooked together in amixture of
spicesthat till tickled about the warrior’ s paate. With afew whispered words of magic, Falon had
cleaned up after the meal and retired to his own gpartment. Now the elf srummed hislute there, and the
gentle chords swirled and soothed through the growing night.

The druid and Natac had just spent long hours in the dark room, where she had displayed for him many
pictures of humans using swords—for contests and combat dike. As he had been doing for many days,
Natac practiced the moves he had seen, whipping his own blade around with speed and grace. Their
session had closed with an hour spent watching the unarmed warrior who had unknowingly taught Natac
S0 much. This man of the Orient was adept at the use of his hands and feet, and by now the Tlaxcalan
hed learned to exactly mimic hisremote teacher’ s movements.

Tired from the exercise, with hisfull belly seeming like an anchor as he sat in acomfortable wicker chair,
Natac felt his eyelids start to droop. He sighed, and leaned back, watching as more and more stars came
into view.

“Thetimeiscoming, very soon,” Miradel said suddenly.
Histiredness vanished in that ingtant, for he knew exactly what she meant.

“I will beready,” he promised. He looked across the sarlit vista, the sparkling lights of the city acrossthe
lake, the placid evening lying still and comforting about them. The promise welled up, and he thought of a
ydlow hummingbird. Unbidden, the vow came again to hislips.

“I will beready.”

Belynda strode to the rostrum with every appearance of confidence, though inwardly she suddenly
quailed at the prospect before her. The redity suddenly struck her like ablow: How could she expect to
get this hidebound body to accept her warnings and, even more difficult, to actudly take action inthe
face of danger?



For better or worse, the Grand Forum of the Senate was half empty. Belynda was not surprised, for
despite an announcement of this specia session having been sent to al the delegates, any break in

Nayve sroutine was not likely to stir up agreet ded of interest. She saw one friendly face and smiled at
Nistel, who had done agood job of gathering the most influentia gnomes. It had been her faithful
assistant, too, who had helped her spread word among the other delegationsin Nayve' sruling body. She
looked for Cillia, but the statuesgque druid was nowhere to be seen.

At the last minute Quilene, mistress of the enchantresses, arrived in a soft twinkle of light. The eves
accepted her tel eportation with typical aplomb, but the gnomes on the nearby benches stared,
goggle-eyed, at this evidence of powerful magic.

Only one giant, therangy Galewn, had bothered to attend. And she saw that the goblins and faeries had
not sent even asingle delegate. Mot distressing, however, was the sparse attendance of her own people.
Barely haf the memberswere here, and of these only one—the venerable Rallaphan, who dl but dozed
on his stool—came from the districtswithin Circle at Center.

Tal Praxian and rotund Cannystrius had taken their sations, and now both of the speakers of the Senate
looked at Belynda. Each had a nervous expression, despite valiant—and obvious—attempts to appear
aoof and unconcerned.

“Peoples of Nayve,” began the sage-ambassador, allowing her eyesto scan the entire chamber. Curiosity
about the impromptu session, if nothing else, drew al eyesto her. She knew that she would have to
gartle them in order to make any headway toward persuasion, so she forced herself to spesk very
loudly.

“The Fourth Circleis entering aperiod of dramatic change. We face unprecedented dangers, threats of
violence and destruction such as our world has not known in ten thousand years. | come to you now with
apleafor action—we must organize, and prepare to defend ourselves againgt a horrible foe!”

Audible gasps and murmurs of disbelief punctuated her statement. Elves exchanged nervouslookswhile
the gnomes chattered excitedly. Belynda saw that Blinker was holding forth among his comrades, that his
companions were looking at him with expressions bordering on awe. Also interesting was the reaction of
Gdewn, who leaned forward on his stool to scrutinize Belynda skepticaly. Quilene surprised her too, as
sheroseto her feet and raised her hand to her chinin theindication of one who wished to addressthe
Senate.

But she saw more as the e ven faces hardened to regard her with frank suspicion, even distrust. Old
Rallagphan was glaring in open hostility. Perhaps she had miscaculated . . . perhaps she should have taken
moretimein describing the threat, before making her pleafor action.

Praxian and Cannystrius exchanged nervous glances. After amoment it was the latter who rose, waddled
forward, and curtly gestured for Quilene to proceed.

“I am glad my sster sage has brought this matter into the light,” the enchantress said. “ For she statesthe
conclusion of al among my Order. We have been striving to cometo gripswith an array of very dire
portents, each seemingly more grim than the lagt. It istime that we take action.”

“Portents, dangers, threatsl” mocked Gaewn, standing and planting his hamlike hands on hiships. “Tell
me, old woman . . . what are the portents? Where are the dangers?’

“Inthe Greens” Belyndaretorted sharply.
She was surprised when the giant bit back the outburst he' d been about to make. “Explain,” he



demanded.

“A wild human livesthere. He has corrupted elves and centaurs, even giants. He bears a powerful
talisman that | believe to be the Stone of Command. This stone was held by the sage-enchantress
Caranor, one of those who waskilled by fire. It is powerful magic, for it can influence and weaken the
will of al who behold it, or even senseits presence. | have spoken with witnesses who saw these outlaws
burn adruid who wastied to astake in the ground.” The blunt description of violence brought the
chamber to astunned slence. “Her desth was painful, and horrifying,” Belynda concluded sternly. “ And
the wild human has declared hisintent to bring the same fate right here, into Circle at Center!”

“Who are these witnesses?” demanded Praxian, standing tall and glaring down at Belynda.

She had dready decided that she would not mention Ulfgang' sinvolvement—the haughty el veswould
immediately disdain the report of even the most educated dog. “ Tamarwind Trak, a scout from
Argentian. And one Deltan Columbine, ateacher and poet, dso of my home ream.

“I don't believeit!” Cannydtrius huffed. “They must be making it up—such an occurenceis utterly
unthinkablel”

“Outlander lies!” cried Rallaphan, who had presided over his quarter of Circle at Center for nearly a
thousand years. “| have heard of this Columbine—ayoung radical, looking to stir up trouble!”

“Itisthetruth!” ingsted Beynda.

For some reason she looked first to the giant for support, but was chagrined to see Galewn aready
making hisway out of the chamber. Quilene stood in the midst of shouting elves, looking at the
sage-ambassador with an expression of mild exasperation. Belynda could only continue, trying to shout
over the commotion. “It' s not only true—but we have to do something about it!”

“What?" Praxian bleated plaintively.

“We must organize ourselves, prepare to resst any attack. It will require training and discipline, lead to
hard and unpleasant work. But it must be done, or we are doomed!”

“No!” shouted someone from among the elves.

“We need more proof—we cannot disrupt our world based on the word of some rura scout,”
Cannystrius declared, the stout speaker addressing the Senate with rare severity. “I, for one, will not hear
of it!”

“Nor shdl I!" huffed Praxian.

“Ligtento her! Listen to Belyndal” shrieked anew voice, and the sage-ambassador was touched to see
Nistel standing on hisstool, waving hisfist at the eves. But hisloyal advocacy had no discernible effect.
Instead, the elves milled about, chattering and whispering. Severd were crying, or casting cold and
hostile |ooks at the sage-ambassador.

“Youtried. . . but what could you expect?’ said Quilene, who had somehow whisked hersdlf to
Bdynda ssde.

“I thought they might listen, might understand the urgency . . .”

The enchantress shook her head. “They will need the word of more than one witness before they change
the way they think . . . and even then, | don’t think half of these eveswould acknowledge troubleif it



was coming through the front door.”

Quilene made her farewels, then vanished as quickly as she had arrived. The other delegatestrailed out,
some pensve and adone, othersin tight groups, hunched in quiet, agitated conversation. Findly only
Blinker remained. Thelittle gnome was il indignant, hisbeard bristling angrily as he glared a the empty
stool s throughout the chamber.

“Foolsandidiotd” he snorted. “I’ ve seen fagrieswith more sense!”
“Shewasright,” Bdyndareflected, still thinking about the words of the enchantress.
“What?’

“We need more witnesses, more testimony before the Senate will admit that anything can be wrong. And
| intend to get that proof!”

“Who are you going to send?’ asked the gnome suspicioudy.

“No one. | intend to go and see for mysalf. When | bring word back, | can stand before them and tell
them what I’ ve seen—and they will have to believe me!”

“No!” gasped Nigtel. “It’ |l be too dangerous—you should send someone else!” The gnome gulped and
drew adeep breath. “Why, I'll go. .. .”

“That’ svery brave, my friend. But it hasto be me. It’snot fair to send another in my place. And besides,
the Senate needs to hear from medirectly.”

“But. ..youcan't goaone” thegnomeingsted. He drew adeep, heavy sigh. “1 haveto go with you.”
Belyndasmiled. “1 appreciate your loydty . . . | redly do. But your placeis here.”
“Nonsensel” Blinker sounded very firm. “Y ou need protection, and I’m just the person to protect you!”

The sage-ambassador finally had to laugh, and then touched the gnome’ s shoulder in gratitude. “Then
together we'll go have alook at the Greens,” she said. “But | must ask you to say nothing of thisto
Tamarwind or Miradel . . . | fear that their objectionswould be as vociferous as yours.”

“I can keep a secret!” Nistel pledged, and the matter was decided.

“These are dves of Argentian, cometo Circle at Center in response to asummons for help. Will you train
them, make them into acompany of warriors?’

Bdlynda asked Natac the question frankly. She had come to the villathis morning, accompanied by a
gnome—thefirg of these Natac had met—and perhaps a hundred young elves. The pair of leaders,
Tamarwind and Deltan, had joined them in the villawhile the rest of the group had settled into a shady
grotto just below the white-walled house.

“Yes” Natac replied without hesitation. “At least, | will teach them what | knew, and what | have learned
since coming here, about the making of war.”

“Tamarwind and Ddtan can tdll you about the enemy—they have seen him, and hisforce. Hiswarriors
include giants, centaurs, and many hundred eves”

“Arethere more dveswilling to fight against him?’ Natac wondered.



“I hope there will be, soon . . . thereis aneed among some of my people for further proof, which we
hope will be forthcoming shortly.” The dfwoman glanced quickly at the gnome, who whistled and looked

away.
“Very wdll. | think we should get Started right away.”

“Will you stay herefor awhile and observethetraining?’ Miradel asked Belynda, then smiled shyly.
“Also, | would enjoy the pleasure of your company, old friend.”

The dfwoman looked strangely uncomfortable. “1 would like that but, no. | am afraid thereare. . . other
meatters demanding my attention.”

“Of course,” Miradd said. “ These are becoming busy timesin Circle at Center, and acrossall of Nayve.”

The sage-ambassador and gnome departed on foot, and Natac set about getting his recruits organized.
He appointed Tamarwind Trak as captain, and Deltan as his lieutenant. The rest of the day was spent
getting the eves—who, to Natac' s surprise, included perhaps twenty-five fema es among their
number—into a comfortable camp.

Three days later, the Tlaxcaan was surprised and impressed by how much progress the whole
assemblage had made. Deltan had organized a group who had made many bows and arrows. For now
these missiles were tipped with only wooden heads for practice, but Darryn Forgemaster had pledged to
provide many sted arrowheads within the next tenday. Meanwhile, Tam had taken another party in
search of stout, straight branches. These had been whittled into sturdy staffs. Thus crudely armed, the
elves had begun ther drilling.

Natac had designated an archery range on aflat swath of ground beside the lake. Now he and Deltan
were there with the archers, while the young df barked commands, and the bowmen practiced shooting
involleys

“Now!” cried Deltan, and two dozen strings twanged.

The clugter of arrows soared in tight formation, dmost asif the shafts were linked by invisible threads.
Sowly that thread drew taut asal the missiles converged on the target. Even ahundred paces away
Natac heard the thud made by the smultaneous impact of two dozen wooden arrowheads. Thetarget, a
rotten stump, bristled like a porcupine—not a single shaft had flown wide of the mark.

“Good shooting,” thewarrior said to Deltan Columbine, who scrutinized the array of arrows and then
shook his head.

“| told them to hit the top of the ssump!” complained the ef. He turned with afrown to address the rank
of even archers. “Y ou archers—pull and shoot again. Take that next ssump to the left, and | want to see
some precison thistime!”

Without amurmur of complaint or exasperation, the bowmen did as they had been told—and once more
Natac marveled at this aspect of the even troops. Although the whole concept of military practice, and
especidly the discipline needed for volley fire and marching, was foreign to the experience of these raw
warriors, they put themselvesto every task with a sense of purpose that still caused Natac to look onin
awe.

Thistimethe top of the sump bristled with arrows, and Deltan alowed himself agrunt of
acknowledgment.

“You' redoing well, al of you,” Natac declared, pleased at the pride evident on the elven faces. He



turned to watch the larger group of Tam’ sfighters, who were clashing and bashing with their staves,
when he was distracted by aloud shout.

“Hey ... you rewadting time on those slly gamesl” The booming taunt came from the hillside over the
training field. Fionn was striding down the steep incline, with Owen lumbering dong behind.

“That’sno way to get ready for war!” the Viking chimed in. The two men, cloaked in their furs, bearing
stout staffs and full packs, swaggered closer. A haf-dozen druidesses came behind them.

“Why don’t you show ushow to do it?” Natac called back, pleased that the pair had come by.
“Show you? Me own lesson would kill you!” snorted Fionn, while Owen merely guffawed.

“Try me, then?’ Natac said casudly. He stood firmly and planted his hands on his hips as the two burly
warriors pulled up short.

“Not to offend, littleman . . . but | meant what | said,” the Irishman growled. He raised one of hisown
hamlike fists and faced Natac with agrin that was not at al humorous.

“Sodidl.” The Tlaxcaan took a step forward with unmistakable challenge, though his hands remained at
hissides. “But before we grapple, perhaps you' d do me the honor of making alittle wager?’

Fonn's bearded face split into abroad grin. “Nameyer terms,” he said jovialy.

“My wager isthis: If | can throw you on the ground before you do the same to me, then you'll agreeto
join my company—and to abide by my orders.”

The big man frowned and paused. “Y er serious, aren't ya? Thinking you can actudly throw me?’
“Perfectly serious, yes.”
“And what about when | throw you? A wager goes two ways, doesit not?’

“What are your stakes?’ Natac, having watched Fionn and Owen grapple on countless occasions, was
fairly confident of hisvictory. Still, he couldn’t suppress his gpprehension when, after amoment’s
thought, the Cdlt replied:

“Y€ Il do my washing for afull cycle, and clean out my lodgeto boot. The placeisgtartin’ to smell likea
pigsty, anyway.”

“I accept.” The Tlaxcdan gave hisword sincerdly, privately vowing to win the fight, and quickly.

Abruptly Fionn charged, arushing bull. He swept his arms around Natac—but before the Celt closed his
grip, the smaler man seized a burly forearm and tossed, using the fulcrum of hisown shoulder. The
[rishman crashed to the turf with an impact that shook the ground. For amoment he flailled weskly,
before drawing in ahuge gasp of bresth.

Even before Fionn regained hisfeet, Owen doubled over, howling with glee. “Lookslike you ve found a
new recruit!”

“Wouldye...likeatry ... a thedippery devil?” Hands on his knees, the Cdt ill strained to breathe.
“That wasnofair fight!” hefinally gasped, Standing upright.

“A fair wager, though,” Natac suggested. “ And welcome to my company.”



“Y€ Il not be havin’ mework with those faerie bows, will ye?’ growled the Irishman.

Natac shook his head and laughed. | daresay you' re not cut out to be an archer. No—perhaps you
could go and get your staff—I"m of amind that you can help with training.”

Without aword, Fionn turned to trudge back to hiskit. He didn’'t even acknowledge the sympathetic
cooing of Julyiaand severa other druidesses who gathered around.

“Would you take the same wager?’ Natac asked, turning to Owen.
“Surely!” Owen accepted with immense good humor. “And I’ [l do me best not to hurt you!”

“| appreciate that,” Natac replied as the Viking swaggered forward. The Tlaxcaan waswary, certain that
the Norseman would not repeat Fionn's mistakes of overconfidence and haste.

And clearly, Owen had learned alot from Fionn’s misstep. The big man skirted through atight circle,
forcing Natac to do the same. The two studied each other, feinting with a swipe of ahand, the dip of a
shoulder. When the Viking advanced, he still moved with caution, reaching without lunging, keeping his
weight evenly balanced between hisfeet. Despite Natac' s own best efforts, he could not draw hisfoe
into a careless attack—all the while Owen’ sfull concentration remained on Natac’ s hands and arms.

So the Tlaxcaan decided to change tactics. He feinted an attack with hisfists, and Owen spread his
arms, ready to embrace Natac' s carel ess advance. Instead, Natac snapped a sharp kick with hisright
foot, smashing hard into the Viking' sleft knee. Owen bellowed and stepped back, favoring theinjured
limb.

“How’ d you do thet?’ the Viking growled ominoudy. “I’ m thinking that magic is disdlowed in thisdudl!”

“No magic,” Natac replied, dropping into a crouch. He spun through afull circle, putting dl of his
strength into a spinning roundhouse kick that smashed, hard, into Owen'’ sright ankle. Owen’sleg was
swept out from beneath him, and with aroar of frustration and pain he crashed to the ground, landing
hard on theflat of his back.

Natac rose and extended his foe ahand, but Owen growled fiercely and kicked at the Tlaxcaan. “No
far—I cry foul!” declared the Viking, pushing himsdlf to hisfeet. He went over to the bundle of his
belongings and pulled forth hislarge saff. “1 meant to wager on afight with weapons.”

“Thisiswhat you Norsemen call honor?” demanded Natac. Still, he was not surprised—nor unprepared.
He retreated to his own cloak and pulled out the shining sword. “I warn you, Owen.. . . you'velost the
fight and the wager. If you come after me now, it will not go well for you!”

But the Viking was beyond reason. He let out a bloodcurdling roar and charged, swinging the stout shaft
before him. His aim was good—Natac could neither duck below nor leap over the weapon.

Instead, the warrior extended his sword in adirect parry, knowing that the weapon' sfirst test would be a
red chalenge. Holding the hilt with both hands, he winced against the impact—and indeed, the blow sent
him staggering to the Sde, his padms stinging from the vibrations of the attack.

But Owen didn’t pursue. Instead, he gaped stupidly at the deep gouge that had scored his oaken staff.
When he flexed the weapon sharply, the small piece of wood connecting the pieces creaked ominoudly.
With aflick of hissword, Natac struck the top of the staff, and the weapon snapped in two at the cut.

Ingtantly the big Viking legped forward. Ingtincts from alifetime of fighting with amaguahuital dmost
forced Natac to hack with the blade, but he recalled the lessons he' d learned from his studies of Earth.



Instead, he brought the point sharply against Owen' sleather vest. He pushed hard enough to dice
through the cowskin and dightly puncture the skin beyond.

The Viking hdted, eyes narrowed. “Y ou could kill me, just likethat,” he said, shaking hishead in
wonder.

“But | won't do that. Y ou made awager, and you lost. Now, go find yourself another staff, and report
back here, ready to go to work.”

11

Journeysinto aDark Place

Narrowed forest pathway, oaken gates ajar,
Shadows lurking halfway danger near and far.
Lullaby of the Hunted

“The Meta Highway isover there. . . are you surethisisthe way to the Greens?’ Nistel asked, looking
up the dauntingly steep trail. They were only afew milesfrom Miradd’svilla, but the gnome had
obvioudy noticed that the sage-ambassador followed atrail leading farther into the hills.

“Not exactly,” Belynda said with alaugh. “Though in our case, it will help usto get there. You didn’t
think we were going to wak dl theway, did you?’

“Oh, well, no. Oh!” Blinker said with agulp. “We re going with m-magic?’
“Don’'t worry—it won't hurt, and will save plenty of blisters on our feet.”

The gnome looked unconvinced, but nevertheless followed her up the rugged path. The route was much
as Quilene had described it when she gave Beynda directions. an overgrown pathway with afoundation
of solid stone, including stepsthat had been carved into the hillside during some long-forgotten century.

By thetime they neared the summit, both of them were huffing for breath. Nistel fell adozen steps behind
by the time the sage-ambassador stepped between two pillars of gray stone to emerge atop the hill. She
found the ruin of an old stone wall, and aflagstone surface that was till smooth and flat. Belyndaknew
thiswasthe right place—the pattern of monalithsrisng around the edge of the circular surface, surely
diginct in al Nayve, matched exactly the description Quilene had provided.

In the center of the hilltop plazawas araised stone basin containing clear water. While Blinker nervoudy
checked behind the monoaliths, Belynda touched the water with her fingers, then moved her hand through
itinagentle, swirling motion. In seconds the water in the sone bowl was spirding lazily, circling in the
direction of her movement. Satisfied, Belyndaremoved her hand. The water continued to whirl asshe
looked around the open space.

“There!” gasped Nigtd.

A hdo of lights suddenly sparkled, only afew steps awvay. More and more spots blinked into view,
colors of gold and cream and crimson. Moments later those pieces of brightness had coalesced into the
form of a serene dfwoman with hair of gold and agown of bright red silk.

“Héllo, Quilene,” Belynda said. She had been confident that the spell would work, but even so, the other



woman's gppearance was arelief.

“Greetings, Belynda, Nistdl,” replied the sage-enchantress with agraceful dip of her head. “ Are you sure
you want to go ahead with this?’

“Yes. | must see these Crusaders for myself—the Senate will not dare to doubt my own word.”
“I agree,” Quilenesaid. “And | admire your courage. Very well—Are you ready for the journey?’

“Right now?’ Nistdl said with agulp. “ Can’'t we have alittle bite of something to est, first . . . maybe wait
for the Hour of Darken?’

The two sages laughed sympatheticaly. “ Actudly, the teleportation spell is easier when your somach’s
empty,” Quilene suggested. “At least, when you' re not used to it.”

“It hasbeen long since I’ ve traveled thisfar,” Belynda admitted. *Y ou’ ve found a place to send us?’

“Yes. . .theré sasmall pool in agrotto near the shore of the Snakesea. It will work quitewell asafocus
for thetwo of you.”

“Good.” Unlike the powerful enchantress—who could teleport either from or to afoca point of
water—Belynda and her companion would require aswirl of water to anchor each end of the spell.
Quilene had agreed to go ahead and |ocate such aterminus while Belynda had escorted the company to
Natec.

“Youwill arriveinavery smal, sheltered vadley,” the enchantresswas explaining. “ Thereisasmadl trail,
quite steep, leading up the sde—you' |l have to climb about a hundred feet up to the forest floor. From

there the path is obvious, running to theleft and right. Take the right fork, and within afew hoursyou'll

ariveat thefirst village, aplace cdled Talowglen.”

“Tdlowglen. .. well start our search there,” said Belyndawith asense of findlity.

Quilene pointed to the water in the stone bowl. “ Start stirring, both of you. Be very gentle and steady in
your movements.”

Blinker'ssmadl, chubby hands splashed in the water across the bowl from Belynda s graceful fingers. The
gnome and the sage-ambassador began to trace movement through the water, and dowly the liquid
commenced agraceful whirling. Quilene paced through a series of measured steps, walking around the
basin, and past the two travelers, opposite the direction of the water’ s swirl. The enchantress made three
circuits around them while Belynda pushed the water into afaster and faster spin.

Abruptly Quilene stopped pacing, raising her ams asif shewould encircle Belynda, Nistel, and the basin.
She closed her eyes and tilted her head skyward, while from her throat came a deep, thrumming noise.
The sound built in volume and pitch until it seemed to Belyndathat awind was howling through the
nearby trees.

The ground seemed to tilt underfoot and, unconscioudly, the sage-ambassador grasped the edge of the
basin for support. She saw Blinker’ s goggle-eyed face staring wildly as he, too, clutched therim of the
stone bowl. Colors brightened around them, a brilliance greater than sunlight, aglowing rainbow
wrgpping them in an embrace of slky hues.

The humming grew louder, a supernatural sound that went far beyond any noise emerging from Quilene's
throat. The ground lurched again, but Belynda was confident now that she wouldn't lose her balance.
Nistel’ s eyes were squeezed shut and his mouth was shaping soundless cries of fear.



Bdyndafdt asensation of weightlessness, but had no fear of faling. Instead, she might have been
floating, soaring and gliding through time and space. She laughed, adight and girlish gigglethat startled
her and caused Blinker to moan in dire fear. Her next sensation was of water that suddenly felt cooler
againg her skin. The whirling rainbow dowly faded, and she saw that they werein anew place—a
grotto, as Quiline had described. The sage-enchantress was nowhere to be seen. Instead, steep, rocky
walls draped with trailing greenery rose on three sides. A gap in the surrounding cliff wallsreveded a
gretch of sunlit seain the other direction.

The basin of water was here anatural depression atop arock. Belynda and Nistel now had their handsin
this cool liquid, which seemed to bubble up from some sort of spring. Belynda exhaed and stepped
back, feding wide-awake, her body tingling with energy.

“Th-that wasn't so bad,” Nistel said, after opening one eye and looking cautiously around. “1 guess we
came quiteaway, didn't we?’

“Through the Ringhills and across the Snakesea,” Belynda confirmed. Looking around, she spotted a
precipitous route up the steep side of the grotto. Overhead, the limbs of greet trees reached into view,
indicating that dense forest lay beyond. “ And there sthetrail up the hill.”

Atop the cliff they found the two paths, and started down the right fork. The village of Tallowglen, and all
the Greens, lay beyond.

For many days the company of elves practiced drills with the bows and staves. Darryn Forgemaster
brought hundreds of arrowheads, and—though the archers still used wooden tipsfor practice—many
missileswere outfitted with the lethd stedl blades. Owen and Fionn, meanwhile, took turns demonstrating
the uses of the quarterstaff in battle, until most of the elves had become very proficient in the use of that
weapon. The Cdt and the Viking treated Natac with grudging respect, and had thus far accepted his
leadership of the makeshift force. He, on the other hand, had been unfailingly polite to hisfellow warriors,
showing awareness of their knowledge, alowing them to decide how best to teach their skillsto the
eves

Natac wished for ameansto outfit hiswarriors with better weapons, but for now no ready opportunities
presented themsdlves. Darryn was working on severa swords, but that work took time—and in any
event, even given severd intervasor afull year he wouldn't be able to make enough blades to ouitfit even
half of the company.

During the same period the el ves built many straw housesto serve astheir quarters. These were placed
around the large, flat fidld that served asadrilling and parade ground. Juliay, Nachol, and severa other
druids aso joined the band, though not to serve aswarriors. Instead, they contributed their magical
talentsto the healing of wounds and the management of the weather during the long days of drill.

Another druid, one Baystril, arrived one day on horseback. He brought a dozen of the nimble poniesthat
Natac had observed in the valleys around Miradd’ svilla Within afew hours, Natac, Tam, Deltan,
severd other eves, and acouple of druids had learned the basics of riding. The Tlaxcalan ddlighted in the
speed and power of the horse, and on subsequent days he rode about the camp as much as he walked.
Owen and Fionn, however, preferred to work on foot—which was agood thing, sSince none of the
ponies of Nayve could have easly born the weight of either brawvny human.

After afull tenday of working, Natac decided to commence the next part of the elves preparation.

“The best way to condition yoursalves for war isto march, to rapidly cover long distances at good
gpeeds,” he announced when the eves gathered for their morning instructions. “ Today we begin such a
march. It will be severd tendays before we return to our valley.”



“Tendays?’ yelped Owen mournfully. Helooked longingly at the keg of de he had just rolled up to his
lodge. “Maybe | should stay back here and guard the camp?’

Nateac only laughed. “I havein mind that you' |l be leading the way. Didn’t you tell methat you Vikings
arefamousraiders? | don't see how you can do much raiding if you don’t know how to march at agood
dip”

“Weliked to travel in our longships,” the Norseman countered. “Never did have much usefor alot of
waking.”

“Wdll, it' stime you learned to gppreciateit,” replied the Tlaxcalan. “Because that’ s how we' re going to
be getting around.”

Although he, too, looked glum at the prospect of along hike, Fionn didn’t make any objection. Nor, of
course, did any of the eves—as with everything el se, they seemed to accept the wisdom of whatever
Natac asked them to do.

Tamarwind Trak led theway. His own staff was marked with a plume of red cloth emblazoned with
yedllow feathers, and he held it upright at the start of the column. Natac thought it added a splendidly
martia touch to their procession.

The Tlaxca an strode dong beside the e ven scout for awhile, directing the company dong the path he
had salected for the start of this march. In subsequent days, of course, they would venture into parts of
Nayve that he had never before seen—indeed, Natac was looking forward to the chance to explore
some more of hisnew world.

For most of the morning they followed a shalow valey, moving away from the lake and gradually
climbing toward the heights of the Ringhills. The higher eevations|oomed before them, some of the hills
looking like mountain peaks. Snowfields dotted the upper dopes, and lofty crags rose into massive
gaeposts framing either sde of ther route.

Ddtan Columbine played hisfligd, dancing in step while the elves shouted, chanted, and sangin
accompaniment. Asthey crossed alow pass Natac stopped marching, stepping off to the sidein order to
watch the column march past. The eveswereinvariably cheerful and happy, waving to their human
ingtructor, or exclaiming to each other over the scenes unfolding around them. To judge from their mood,
they might have been on apicnic, but Natac was pleased with this evidence of high morde.

Owen and Fionn trudged at the rear of thefile, saff and club, respectively, dung listlesdy over brawny
shoulders.

“Cheer up, men—Iet the eves set you an example!” Natac encouraged them. He got only sour gruntsin
reply, but was content enough with that. Almost whistling himself, hefell into step behind them, and
looked around at the new wonders of Nayve unfolding before him.

“Ferngarden seems like anice enough place,” Belynda admitted as she and Nistel stood on the porch of
acomfortableinn, preparing to make their morning departure. Around them the little village was coming
to life, ovens hedting at the baker’ s, afew cows lowing asthey waited for their Lighten Hour milking.
Daylight filtered through the trees, though even the clearings were still obscured by mist and fog.

The two travelers had spent the night in comfortable beds, after adinner of good meet, fresh bread,
and—for Nistel—the innkeeper’ s salf-brewed brown de.

“That it does,” the gnome agreed. “It’ s hard to believe that anything’ swrong in this part of the Greens.”



“But we' ve got alot more looking to do,” the sage-ambassador noted.

“How much of it do we haveto see?” asked the gnome glumly. Belyndadidn’t exactly stride along, but
thelittle fellow was forced nearly into ajog just to keep up with the efwoman’ s sedate pace. He had
aready gone through two pairs of dipperson thejourney.

“I don't know,” Belynda admitted. “But | know what Tam and UIf said, and I’ m certain they were tdlling
the truth. We just have to keep looking until we find some proof, something | can take back to the
Senate, tell them I’ ve observed with my own eyes. No one would dare challenge such testimony, &t least
not to my face.”

“I hope we see something, soon!”

“Here, my lady.” Wesathervall, the innkeeper, joined them on the porch and offered a package wrapped
inwhite cloth. “Here' s some bread and cheese, dso abit of chicken and some apples. But are you sure
you want to go that way?’ He gestured aong the narrow pathway extending behind theinn. “You'll find
plenty of comfortablelodgings, if you were only to go dong the main road.”

“Thank you, but no,” Belynda said. “We ve aready visited many of those places. | fear our search calls
for usto go farther into the woods.”

“Wadll, you have acarethen. . . and come back thisway, if you want anice clean bed again.”

Once more Belynda conveyed her gratitude, and then she and Nistel set out on the narrow path and
waked aways before crossing arickety bridge over Ferngarden’s small stream. There were afew barns
and houses on this side of the water, and then the trees of the forest rose ahead.

“Psst—lady!”

The cdl came from the door of asmall barn at the edge of the village. Nistel hopped aong behind
Belynda as she stepped up to the little building. “Who' sthere?’

“It'sme, like” A stooped figure, afellow with big ears and wide, watery eyes, gestured from the
darkness.

“A goblin!” gasped the gnome, clutching Belynda s kirt.

“That'syour namefor us,” retorted thefellow. “Weliketo cal oursdves nightcrawlers.”
“What do you want?’ asked the sage-ambassador, gently pushing the gnome away.
“To warn you—don't be going about with your eyes shut, now. Hear me?’

“Eyesshut . . . of course not. But what do you mean?’

“Just beware, en?” With that last warning the fellow disappeared, scooting through the barn and vanishing
through a crack in the rear wall.

The pair of travelers were left to wonder about the mysterious warning as they made their way along the
forest track. The road was barely wide enough for asingle cart, though judging from the grass growing
under their feet it rarely received even that much traffic. Ditches flanked the track, but these were mostly
filled with brush and brambles. From what they had learned in Ferngarden, they would have to go some
distance dong this route before they came to another village.

“I had no ideathat the Greenswere o big,” Beynda admitted many hourslater. Nistel, plodding down



the road beside her, was too tired to reply, so he only nodded in mute agreement.
“Perhaps we can find another inn, before too many nights have passed.” she added hopefully.

The gnome shook his head. “If we can even find any placein the next tenday, I’ d be surprised,” he
grumbled. “Theroad looks so ill-traveled—Ilike maybe it isn’'t even aroad, just some track into the
woods.”

Bdyndasighed. “At lead,, it seems mogtly straight. | don’t think an animd trail would runinalinelike
this”

Nistel looked sideways at the sage-ambassador. “What if we just turned back here? We could . . . that
is, you could, tell everyonein Circle a Center that you saw what Tamarwind and Ulfgang saw. Likeyou
sad, they’ d haveto believe you.”

Belyndasmiled wryly. “They’ d have to believe me because I’ d be tdling the truth, old friend. Y ou know
that. So | can’'t make up astory about something | didn’t reglly see”

Nistel sghed. Before he could come up with a suitable reply, they were startled by arustle in the woods.

“Boo!” The voicewas youthful, more enthusiastic than forceful . Judging from the sounds of bresking
branches, someone with avery large body pushed forward, but Belyndawas startled to look up into a
boyish face, currently locked in apetulant frown.

“| said ‘Bool’” Aren't you frightened?’ The mystery of thetall youth was solved when he stepped dl the
way out, his equine body emerging from the bushes that had concealed his hooves and broad chest. The
young centaur pawed the ground and snorted, then crossed hisarms over his human torso. “Y ou should
be frightened.”

“But why?" Belynda asked. “ Surely you don't intend us any harm!”
The young centaur sniffed. “Maybe | do. What if | did?’

“Why, then, of course we' d be frightened,” Belyndasaid. “ After dl, you're quitelarge. . . and, | should
say, there' sarather fearsome aspect to you.”

“Thereis?’ The centaur smiled broadly. “Waéll, that’ s better.”

“| am BelyndaWydterian, and my companionis Nistel, called Blinker.”
“Hello Beynda, and Nigtelblinker. | am Gallupper, of Clan Blacktail.”
“Doesyour clan dwell inthis part of the Greens?’ Belynda asked.

Gallupper looked sad. “They did,” the centaur said, and he seemed to be on the verge of tears. “But
they’ ve gone, now . . . they went with the Crusaders.”

“The Crusaders?’ Belyndawasimmediatdly dert. “ Tell me about them.”

“They'renct a dl friendly . . .they know how to frighten you, for sure. It wasthemthat | tried to learn
from . . .but they wouldn’t teach me how. They—" Abruptly Galupper was crying, and Belynda reached
out to pat his shoulder.

“Youdon't haveto talk about it,” she said. “Not unless you want to. But would you like to come aong
with us?’



uYa”

They garted dong thetrail, the young centaur sniffling, then brightening as he fell into step between his
new companions. Belynda noticed that the sun had begun its Darken Hour ascent, and she looked with
apprehension at the shadows thickening in the woods.

“I have heard of these Crusaders,” Belyndanoted after afew miles had passed under their feet. “Do you
know where they live? Where they can be found?’

“They live everywhere!” Galupper said grimly. “But you can’'t find’em.”
“Why not?’

“They hide! They’ll find you, soon enough. But when they want to. Like they came and found my
Blacktalls”

“Wadl,” Nigte said hopefully, “maybe we should just find aniceinn—let them find usthere! It would be
more comfortable than marching up—"

The gnome never finished, astwo large figures burst from the woods to either side of the road. They
swaggered forward brandishing large clubs, completely blocking the path.

“Giantsl” squeaked Nigtel.

“Crusadersl” gasped Gallupper. The centaur whirled on his rear hooves and dashed back along the
track, so fast that his black tail streamed straight behind him.

“Who daresto enter the realm of the Holy Cross?” demanded one of the giants, raising his club.

Belynda was stunned into speechlessness. Nistel, meanwhile, turned and sprinted away after the young
centaur, and the sage-ambassador belatedly decided to join them. She, too, whirled about, but before
she could take a step, another great figure burst from the woods, blocking the gnome' sretreat. Thiswas
afull-grown centaur, the great horse-body bashing aside small trees as one of his human handswidlded a
large club. That weapon came down sharply on Nistel’ sforehead.

Belynda gasped as her companion tumbled to the ground, blood spurting from adeep gash in hisscalp.

“Here, now, witch.” The centaur’ s face was screwed into a ferocious grin that was somehow more
frightening for dl its gpparent good humor. “Let’ ssay you' re going to comewi’ me, al quiet.”

Before Belynda could reply, shefelt strong arms wrap around her, knew she had been seized by agiant.
Without ceremony, the big creature threw her across the centaur’ s broad back. Ropes quickly lashed her
wrigts and ankles, and then they were on the move, pushing into the underbush, leaving the still and
pathetic form of the gnomelying in aspreading pool of blood.

“Morewitches, lord,” declared the centaur Sir Christopher had named Sir Gawain. The messenger
paused in the doorway of the tent to bow respectfully to Sir Christopher.

“Thishdlish placeis crawling with them—they'relikelicel” declared the knight, rising out of hiscamp
chair with agroan. For aweek now his army had been on the march, and he was forced to make do with
rudimentary comforts such as hisfolding chair and smal campaign tent. “How many thistime?’

“Two of the humans, onesthat call themselves druids, captured together. And an efwoman, lord, caught
on the Ferngarden trail,” replied the centaur. “ She' sgot that gold hair, that tiff ook, of area witch, she



does, lord.”
“Prepare them for burning. | shall inspect them, and they will be consumed.”

The two druids were, not surprisingly, young and handsome humans who had come to dwell together in
the Greens. The knight took little note of the third captive, the df held off to the Side, as he allowed
Gawain to fill him in about the humans. They were mae and femae, each forced to stland upright,
suspended by hair held in the firm grasp of agiant. Blood streaked down the chins and chests of
each—standard procedure required that their tongues be cut out to prevent the casting of magic.

“They was taken from a house over that last stream we crossed,” the centaur explained. “ After they
came out to find us when wekilled their cow in the pasture.”

The two humans, battered and barely conscious, gaped a Sir Christopher with haunted eyes and those
bloody, crudly gashed mouths.

“Y our cow will be the feast tonight—and your deaths the entertainment,” the knight informed them.

The man tried to flail againgt the grip of the giant, but Sir Christopher merely laughed and cuffed the
insolent wretch.

At that, the female screeched at him, opening the gory well of her mouth, and the knight’ seyes crinkled in
disgust. He dropped his staff at her feet. Gawain stepped back as the shaft of wood suddenly twisted
and coailed. It became a serpent, hood spread wide as the head lifted from the ground. The snake struck,
burying sharp fangs deep into the thigh of the femae prisoner.

She screamed and thrashed futilely at the serpent. Sir Christopher watched impassively as she gasped for
breath. The man’ s eyes blazed with unspeakabl e pain as the woman twisted and moaned, kicking
reflexively with her visbly swdling leg.

“Throw her on afire,” Christopher decided. “ Right now, before the venom has a chanceto kill her.”

In many respects adead witch was a dead witch, but insofar as possible the knight preferred to have
them dain by fire. It was his strong belief that even the black magic of this satanic cult could be broken by
the crackling purity of flame.

“Make him watch her end,” he added.

The male druid watched in numb horror as hiswife was dragged out of the tent and he was pushed
roughly after. Nodding contentedly, Sir Christopher touched the snake, which again hardened into a
sraight shaft of wood.

“And the df?’ he asked, only then noticing Belynda standing near the tent flap.
“Sheisover here, lord,” said Gawain. “We | eft her tongue in, in case you wished to interrogete her.”

“Yes, perhaps,” the knight said. He wasn't worried about alittle ef magic—save for the enchantresses,
they knew only feeble and showy spells. It wasthe druids, with their raising of earth, their command of
wind and waves, whose powers frightened him.

Now he didn't have the heart for along conversation with one of these ignorant elves. The routine was
becoming predictable: No matter how patiently he explained the nature of Purgatory to them, they
persstently refused to understand. The myth of Nayve was nothing if not pervasive.



But, as he narrowed his eyes and studied her, something about this f caused him to hesitate, made him
think of her as more than just an enemy, atool of Satan deserving only destruction. Her eyes, green and
deep and wide-set, stared at him with an expression he allowed himself to believe was awe. They
followed him as he walked dowly closer. He was certain that hisfirst impression was correct.

Thiswoman, this elf, was different. Her beauty choked his breath in histhroat, sent the blood pulsing
through histemples. Her eyeswere dmost hypnotic, and the gold of her hair waslike an angel’ shalo.

Caution whispered awarning: Was she merely another temptation? Or had God at last sent him atrue
angd? Hewould find out, and quickly.

“Your gown,” he said, mesmerized by those eyes. “Itislikeawitch’s. . . yet you are no witch.”

“No, | am not,” she agreed, her voice level and those eyes asintent asever. “1 am a sage-ambassador of

Argentian.”

“But you are not like the others, “ Sir Christopher said fervently. “For you know of the glory of God, do
you not?’

Her expression was puzzled. She paused, then spoke carefully. “1 know of many glories. . . and | know
of the Goddess Worldweaver, who dwells a the Center of Everything.”

“Y ou must know that is blagphemy!” Christopher growled, shaking his head, clearing away the fog that
had been settling over him. Maybe she was evil, aswicked and vile as any of the others. Or even worse!
He saw it now: The witch had been spellbinding him even as he talked to her. It wasthe only explanation
that made sense. But her eyes. . . they drew himin so.

Abruptly he reached under the throat of histunic, clasped the stone on its golden chain. He pulled it
forward and saw her gasp, an expression of fear that confirmed his suspicion. Thiswoman was not here
to test him—she was an angel of purity, avessd of hisreward.

“Y ou know the power of the Holy Cross,” he said. “Do you yield to me?’
“What isit you wish of me?’ she asked, her eyes never leaving the stone.

“I wish your help in bringing the true word to this pagan place . . . Help me share the joyous news of our
Savior’sreign! And scour the stain of Satan from every tree, every cursed house of thisforsaken land!”

With obvious effort she tore her eyes from the talisman, and when they fixed upon hisface they were full
of anger and scorn.

“You arethe stain on theland!” she retorted with surprising vehemence. “Y ou are the evil that should be
scoured!”

Heraised the gtaff, ready to drop the wood to the floor, when something, that glimmer of vitdity in her
eyes, once more sayed his hand. She was teasing him, taunting him with the illusion of wisdom—asif she
were the one who understood him.

“Y ou think to tempt me. . . to be granted arapid death. But | tell you now, witch. . . you will
suffe—you will suffer as only the chosen few of my captives suffer!” He turned to Gawain, who il
loomed just insde the entrance. “Leave us—I will be done with this captive.”

With aflick of hisblack tail, the big centaur quickly ducked out.



Theroaring in Christopher’ s ears was athunder as he seized Belynda' s small body in both his strong
hands. Her beauty taunted him, another magic trick, he knew, as he tore away her gown to reved the
revolting contours of her body.

“Y ou could have been an angel!” he croaked. “Instead you are the serpent, disguised with lips of
seduction, eyes of decat!”

Hethrew her down. Death wastoo merciful, ardief from the suffering that arighteous God desired, nay,
demanded. She would pay dearly for her deception.

And then his own tunic was off, and hefell on top of her. She screamed and struggled, but shewaslike a
child and he was a powerful man—aman blessed by the strength of aHoly God, given the tasks of an
Immortal Avenger. Shetwisted frantically, but he tore the rest of her garment away, roughly parted her

flailing, kicking legs

He used hisweight to hold her down as he penetrated her. His own body was aweapon, asword and a
spear and aknife. He pushed and cut at her, relishing the sounds of her pain, laughing as she shrieked,
wailed, and sobbed, cherishing the agony heinflicted upon her. By the time shelost consciousness, he
was nearly finished with his punishment, and when the moment of release came he saw the full glory of his
righteousness, and he knew that vengeance was his, and would be compl ete.

The small figure pushed through the underbrush, making a careless racket, moving like athing thet feared
nothing—or else was so intensaly panicked that al rational caution was overwhemed by the press of
unspeakable dread.

Nistd was dive, though he couldn’t quite believeit himsalf. His head remained sticky with blood—blood!
—and one eye had swollen shut. The other stared wildly straight ahead, and the terrified gnome gave no
thought to anything other than a path to escape the danger certainly lurking behind.

He had been running for only aminute or two, the time since he had awakened in the forest to find
himsalf lying in apool of hisown gore. The shock had spurred him to hisfeet, and then set those feet into
motion. But now, as hislungs strained for air and his bloodshot eye reveded only atangled expanse of
bramble and woods, he sumbled into awalk, then findly halted, Stting on astump while he very dowly
caught hisbreeth.

And only then did he remember Belynda.

“Oh!” he cried. He popped to hisfeet, and then began to cry. Soon he was sobbing uncontrollably, even
hisswollen eyelesking big tears.

Wheat could have happened to her? He tried to remember . . . he was pretty sure that she hadn’t been
anywherein sight when he woke up. Of course, he remembered with apang of guilt, it’ s not like he had
thought to look around very much.

He knew then that he had to go back to that awful place, to seeif Belyndawasthere. If shewasnot, he
had to . . . to do what? How could he decide? There was no one to ask, and nothing like this had ever
happened before. What could he do?

The gnome decided to worry about that part |ater.

It was pretty easy to see the path he had taken through the woods. Broken branches, trampled fernsand
smashed flowersal left an indication of agnome-sized tunnd bored through the entangling growth. Nistel
retraced his steps, tripping over vines and roots, pushing branches and thorns out of hisway, wondering



how he had ever been able to run through such athicket.

Many minutes passed before he saw the glimmer of daylight ahead, and then stepped out of the brush
onto the forest road. He shuddered as, once again, he saw the dark pool that was his own blood.
Searching up and down the road, he peered into the underbrush, kicked through thetall grassin the
ditchesflanking the track. He returned again to the place where he had awakened, having seen no sign of
Belynda. Despairingly he looked down, saw the black patch of gore on the ground, and shook his head.

“I must look amessl” he redlized, with agasp of dismay. He quickly pulled out his handkerchief, but
now, the blood coagulated and caked with grime, he couldn’t really do much to clean off hisface.

Squinting upward, he decided that he could see alittle bit with his swollen eye, but only if he waslooking
directly at the sun. It was then that he redlized that full daylight blazed around him.

“How long did | lie here?’ he wondered, asking the silent shrubbery. “1t was getting dark, but just,
when...”

And findly histhoughts came hard againg the redlity of the previous evening. Belynda and he had been
attacked, violently, in the Greens of Nayve! He, Nistel, had been nearly killed by a centaur’ sclub. Asto
the sage-ambassador, he couldn’t think what had happened to her. He knew that she wouldn’t have run
away and left him there—though he remembered with amoan of despair that, in hisinitia panic, he had
certainly been ready to run off and do just that to her. That memory triggered fresh sobs, and raised
horrible questionsin hismind. Where was Belynda? Was she hurt? The possibile fates of hisfriend were
terrible to contemplate, but they dl involved her being taken away by the centaur and those two giants.

“I'll rescue her,” thelittle gnome said—or Started to say. It seemed that the whole sentence just wouldn't
work itsway out of his mouth. Probably because he knew it was afoolish fancy. What could he, apitiful,
half-blinded gnome, do againgt centaurs and giants and who knew what else?

“Then I'll haveto go get help!” he declared, and this time there was force behind hiswords. He looked
up and down the road. He was pretty sure that he and Belynda had been going that way, so heturned in
the opposite direction. Ferngarden with its comfortable inn was aday’ swalk away. At least he could tell
someone there what had happened.

Nistdl started off at arun, but quickly dowed to abouncing jog. A minute later he was walking, but till
following the road back to the village. He remembered that inn . . . it was anice one. He would certainly
cool off with an dewhen he got there. Of course, that didn’t make what happened to Beyndaany easier
to stomach, but still, the innkeeper had known how to brew anice barrdl. . . .

“Nigeblinker?’
The gnome nearly jumped out of his boots at the whisper coming from the underbrush.

“Ga-Galupper?Isthat you?’ he asked, trembling. “Where did you go?’ he demanded more sharply
when he saw the young centaur between the branches of the shrubbery.

Gadlupper cameforward. “I'm sorry | ran away,” he said. “It’ s just—those Crusaders are so frightening!”

“I know,” Nigtdl replied. He sniffled at the fresh memories. “And | think they took Belyndal Do you
know where they live, where they might have taken her?’

“No,” Gdlupper said, shaking hishead. “Their lord came and caled to my clan . . . and they went awvay
with him. But they wouldn't take me, and | don’t know where they went. Are you looking for them?’



Nistel looked down. “No,” he admitted. “I didn’t think | could rescue her by myelf. So instead I’'m going
for help.”

“I'll come with you—you can ride on my back, and we'll travel much faster.”
“That’sagood idea,” the gnome said. “Can you help me up?’

He stepped toward the centaur’ s side, but before he could mount, a big shadow moved beside the road.
Nistel turned around with a startled yelp, but he wastoo dow to run. By the time he saw what was
happening, apair of hard-eyed eves had him by the scruff of the neck.
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The EyelessHorde

Scent of sweetness, flavors thrilling;

Hark the warming touch of killing.

From the Delver Chants
Sensations of Death

Karkad raced through the darkness, stumbling over unseen rocks, scraping againgt the pillarsthat rose
throughout the vast cavern. Before him he saw faint light, illumination filtered around severa bends of the
Subterranean passage, but unquestionably emanating from a bright source.

He heard Darann’ s shout, then asound like arock clattering across the floor. Brandishing his spear, he
sprinted faster, turning acorner, squinting in the brightness of hiswife' s coolfyre. He saw her throw
another rock, gtriking atarget out of hissight.

But there was another beast legping through the air, striking like a snake toward that face Karkald loved
more than any other in al the Seven Circles. Thiswas awydet—he saw the bristling whiskers, the
narrowed snout and body, the gaping maw with itsarray of razor-sharp teeth. Darann raised her arm and
Kakad, ill thirty paces away, could only shout in horror and fury. The proximity of hiswifeto the
target ruled out any casting of his spear, and he could never crossthat distancein timeto help. Even so,
he charged in blind fury and then, in amoment, saw the wyd et thrashing acrossthe floor. Miraculoudy,
hiswife was sitting with her back against the rock. Karkald saw no sign of awound on her face.

“Gotya, rock rat!” Thejeering voice came from behind the wydet, and for thefirst time Karkald noticed
the wiry figure with arms and legs wrapped around the predator’ s body. Hiyram’s hands were locked
behind the beast’ s head, and though the pair thrashed and rolled across the floor, the goblin pressed with
impressive strength until the snapping of the wydet’ s spine cracked through the cave.

“Kark!” Darann screamed.

Heturned to see awydet dinking around the rock, red eyes greedily fixed upon the dwarfwoman.
Karkad hurled the spear with every fiber of his strength, and the steel head and stout shaft tore right
through the skinny body. The beast thrashed and hissed, pinned to the soft rock by the force of the
throw.



Two morewydets rushed in. Karkad met those with the hammer in hisright hand, hatchet—or rather,
Darann’ skitchen cleaver—in hisleft. One collgpsed, dain ingantly with a crushed skull, and the other
disappeared into the darkness, yowling loudly, bleeding from agash over itseye.

Helooked in mute horror at Darann, but saw that she was unscratched. Drawing afew ragged breaths,
she reached for him, and he tumbled into her embrace.

“I’'m sorry,” he whispered, as she was saying the same words. Finally she cried, and pulled him close,
and he held her tightly and bresthed the scent of her hair, her neck, herself. His own long arms wrapped
his dwarfmaid, and he Sghed along exhdation of relief.

“Hiyram—you came back,” he said, after his breathing had steadied enough for him to speak.
“Yup,” chortled the goblin contentedly.

“Why?" asked Darann. “I thought you blamed us for the trap that caught you.”

Hiyram laughed louder. “Lotsatraps. . . lotsadwarves. But I'm hungry, so | come here.”

“Hungry . . . but—" Darann’ s voice choked off, and she looked at the bloody, wretched wydl et corpses
around them.

“Happy news, that!” smirked Hiyram, swaggering up to the couple and puffing out his scrawny chest. He
chucked athumb at the three dain wydets. “ Good etin’, if yadon't mind stink!”

Karkald woke up with a sensation that he was still dreaming. Darann dept, curled againgt hislap, her
back against his chest. They were both naked, covered by the smooth cloth of their blanket. He smelled
her hair, let it mingle with his beard as he gently reached for her breast and dlowed himself to Sgh
contentedly.

For thefirst time in many intervas, his memories were pleasant. Before deeping, the two dwarves and
the goblin had filled their somachs with fresh meet. Hiyram had stuffed himsdlf until hisbelly bulged, then
announced that he was going to deep for ayear. The dwarves had practiced more moderation, even
though the wyd et flesh had proven surprisingly pa atable—after they learned not to breathe through their
noses. Then the couple found asmdl grotto some distance away from the snoring goblin, and here they
tenderly reeffirmed their love, each soothing away the other’ s guilt with kisses, touches, reassuring
affection.

These memories were especidly vivid and sweet, and he pulled Darann close with a powerful burst of
longing. Cupping the fullness of her flesh in hishand, he pressed againgt her, fet her shift and turn dightly
as she dowly came awake. He squeezed, found her nipple with his blunt finger. Kissing the back of her
neck through the mane of hair, he pushed hisloins againg her with strong, suggestive force.

When she reached her hand between them, her fingers grazed his flesh with an eectric, rousing touch.
Soon they were turning, sherolling to her back while he did on top of her. Shetook himin, andina
breathtaking, gasping moment they became one. For long minutesthey lay nearly till, murmuring sounds
of love, moving hands and lips. Gradudly the pace of their motion increased, though till they were nearly
slent. They shared the moment of release with adeep kiss, clinging desperately to each other, love
courang as hot asthe blood running through their veins.

As his breathing returned to norma, Karkad thought what agrand thing it wasto bedive.

They took along time getting up, and by the time they had ambled back to the main cavern they found
Hiyram gitting, belching and sniffing the air. His eyes were luminousin the darkness and when Darann



touched off abit of coolfyre he scowled inirritation.

“Why’sfor dat? he demanded. “ Spose d be dark round here.”

The dwarfwoman just laughed.

“Wheregoin?’ asked the goblin, quickly shifting conversationd tacks. “Way from wysdts, yup?’
“Why—are there more of them around here?’ Karkald asked worriedly.

The toothy face bounced up and down in an enthusiastic nod. “More and more comin’, runnin’ from
Devers, yup?’

“Delvers?” Now Karkad felt ared chill of darm. “They can’t be around here, can they? Remember,
we'rein the midrock, miles above the First Circle now!”

“Deversclimb up, too . . . likeyou two, too.” Hiyram hooted gleefully at hiswordplay. “Lotsarocksfal
down. .. Delversfind away up.”

“How many Ddvers?’ Karkad was remembering the size of the force he had seen below hiswatch
dation.

“Morethan | could count . . . or you too, either. Fingers and toes on mysdlf, and onyouandyou. . .
makes not even the sart of 'em.”

“An army—climbing up here?’ Darann asked, staring wide-eyed a Karkad. “But why?’

“Go to Fourth Circle,” Hiyram exclaimed with a hearty chuckle. “ Elves up there—Delverseat 'em like
maggots!”

Karkad looked at hiswife, saw the memory of horror in her eyes. He, too, recaled the visage of that
stedl-jawed monster, Zystyl, and his eyeless horde. Could the scourge of the First Circle be released
agangt awhole new world?

“The elves know nothing of war, of hatred and killing. They’ll be helplessl” Darann whispered, and
Karkad knew shewasright. Nayve' sinnocents would be massacred in droves. He could only nod in
mute agreement.

“Then we have no choice but to keep climbing,” she declared, and he had no argument with her decision.
“We haveto get dl the way to Nayve, to carry to the eves the warning of the Delver invasion.”

Belynda awakened to aworld that had changed in a profound and unmistakable way. She sensed the
dteration in the core of her being, in her ragged memories of the nightmare that had been visited upon her
in the darkness. Numbly she groped for her gown, pulled the tattered garment over hersdlf like a blanket.
Her body was sore, bruised and scraped where she had been used. But that was not even the worst of
it—the violation went deeper, touched at the very heart of her being, and then went further ill until it had
warped the place that was the Fourth Circle.

The sage-ambassador knew that her life, her world, would never again be the same. Shetried to
remember who she had been, why she had come to the Greens. But those memories meant nothing, had
no relevance to this painful thing that existence had become.

Nigtd . . . surely he was deed, killed by that awful blow to his head. Perhapsit was only yesterday that
his life had been taken, but even that seemed, from her current vantage, like avery long time ago. It had



happened before she was changed into this person she didn’t know, couldn’t even begin to recogni ze.

A fire burned within her, araging conflagration that seemed to destroy her peace, her soul, everything
that was good about her. Her hands curled into claws as she remembered the man, remembered what he
had done to her. Shewould havekilled himin an instant if he had been standing before her.

But when shetried to move, she realized that vengeance was, for now, an unattainable dream. The
injuriesto her flesh werered, and crippling. It was only with great difficulty that she could push hersdf to
adgtting postion and dip the gown over her shoulders. She ached in her limbsand joints, felt astinging
sorenessin her neck. And these hurts were as nothing compared to the ripping firein her loins, the
burning, the sense of pervasive poison that, she feared, must quickly consume her body.

Perhapsit was already too late . . . she had a sense that she was aready doomed, fatally wounded,
crippled in away that could never be made whole. The despair was so powerful that, for amoment, she
amost yielded to adarkness that would have dragged her back down onto the straw mattress, never to
riseagan.

But it was the memory of that mattress, the place where he—the man who was a monster—had worked
hisevil, that gave her the strength to stand. She moved away from the bed with a shudder of revulsion,
and then, once again, her hopel essness began to give way to astronger emotion.

“| hatehim.”

She said the words quietly, and they brought her some smal comfort. Until this moment, hate had been
an abstract concept to her, athing that had no place in Nayve. Now sheféet it in her guts, in the fury that
tightened her jaw and brought a narrow sguint to her eyes. She raised her hands and saw that they were
fists, smal but rocklike, and for an instant she fixed on the idea of striking the man who had attacked her.
She swung her arm, awkwardly she knew, but even that flailing gesture brought a sense of satisfaction.

Then the flap of the tent was pulled aside and Belyndawhirled. All of her anger turned to panic as she
ingtinctively took abackward step. By the time she had recovered her resolve, she recognized the
intruder not as her attacker, but as the massive centaur called Gawain.

“Comewith me,” said her captor, somping his greet forehoof for emphasis,
“Why?" she snapped. “Where are you taking me?’

Her objectionswere ignored as Gawain reached for her with ameaty hand, snatching her arm before she
could pull away. She kicked and squirmed but he had no difficulty manhandling her around, clasping her
back to his chest and lifting her off the ground. Belynda kicked again, but she couldn’t reach the centaur,
and each movement sent ajolt of pain through her bruised body. Such was the power of her hatred that
she kicked and thrashed with renewed violence, ignoring the agony in her own flesh.

The great centaur pulled her out of the tent and she saw the encampment of her enemiesin daylight for
thefirst time. They werein awide clearing amid the high trees of the Greens. Hundreds of unkempt
people, nearly all male, stared at her. There were afew dozen centaurs, mostly at the perimeter of the
camp. Closer by, in casua clumps of like kind, she saw numerous goblins and elves, and smaller groups
of looming giants. All of them, even the few women present in the army, looked at her with apeculiar,
disturbing sense of hunger. She saw burly giantslick their lips, goblins nod their round heads eagerly as
shewas carried past. Even the elves, her own people, watched with akind of bemused fascination,
though they displayed little emotion at her predicament.

Her destination, she soon perceived, was alarge tent of white canvas. Before it stood a pole, and atop



that staff was a pennant of white and red. It drooped in the il air, but she remembered Tam's
description of the crimson cross. Vaguely sherecaled that the man’ stunic, hellish in the candldight the
night before, had borne that same image on its breast.

Then shelooked beyond the great tent and she saw that another post had been planted in the ground.
Thisonewas stout, like asturdy tree trunk, and around its base was piled a mass of brush and kindling.

She remembered the story of the burning, the tale she had heard from Tamarwind and Deltan, and for the
first time consdered the possibility that shewould die here. The irony was staggering and infuriating: She
had gained the concrete evidence that she needed, and in doing so ensured that she would not get to bear
witnessin the Senate. An insane urge to laugh flickered through her mind. But the tent loomed large now,
and her hatred immediately swelled. Thistime it wastinged with any icy fury that, she vowed, would help
her to think, to plan.

“In here.” Gawain unceremonioudy put her down and then pushed her through the open flap of the tent.

Blinking againgt the darkness, she saw only alittle movement. In amoment she recognized the man
coming toward her, saw the black beard and the even darker eyes. Helooked at her with an expression
of scorn. His hands were planted on his hips. His viper-headed staff was propped against a chest on the
other sde of the tent.

Belynda attacked. She sprang forward with fingers outstretched, reaching like claws for those wicked
eyes. At the last second he threw up an arm, and she raked across hiswrist to draw pardld lines of
blood. Her foot lashed out, but the folds of her gown prevented the blow from having any force.

“Witch!” cried Christopher. “Aye, thou art Satan’ s deceiver!”

He punched her in the face and she tumbled backward. He strode forward to stand over her. “1 had a
mind to offer you God’ s sdvatation, but you have chosen the pits of Hell instead!”

“| spit on your salvation!” Belyndatried to twist away, but the man was quick and powerful. Seizing her
golden hair, hejerked her upward with a neck-wrenching tug. The elfwoman gasped and choked as he
wrapped an arm around her throat, squeezing her windpipe in the crook of his elbow.

Sheflailed with her feet, kicking on his heavy bootswith no effect. Her elbow dammed into his solar
plexus and he cursed, then pressed her neck until her vision wastinged with red and ultimately faded to
black.

By the time she could see, they had emerged from the tent. The men of Christopher’ sarmy were
streaming toward the stake, gathering in athick, churning ring of eagerness.

“Thisisawitch and aharlot!” he proclaimed, to murmurs of agreement that rumbled from al sdes. “ She
will dieinthe cleansing power of flame—Pray to God Almighty that her evil is expurgated in that

passing!”

Hoarse cheers rang from the lot as they formed a corridor leading from the tent to the stake. The big
centaur was there, and plucked her from the knight' s grasp. Belyndarecoiled from the sight of goblins
leering at her, burly giants howling for blood. Other centaurs raced about in afrenzy, and the noise
swelled thunderoudly.

Belynda drew a deep breath, ready to fight again, but now she was pinned in Gawain’s muscular grip.
Her lungs strained for air, and atinge of madnessrosein her mind . . . she had tofight, to kill! Her
purpose was only vengeance and the only fear she felt wasthe terror that she would die without exacting



that retribution.

She knew she was hdlucinating then, for she thought she saw Tamarwind Trak among the elves of the
company. And there was Deltan Columbine, just on the other Side.. . . surdly asign that shewaslosing
her mind. Still, shefound it curioudy comforting that sheimagined her friends here, ves she had known
for so long who could now be the witnesses to her death.

Her delusions ran deeper than she suspected, for she dso caught a glimpse of dusky brown skinand a
handsome, unsmiling face. Wasn't that the warrior, Natac, summoned to Nayve by Miradel? Belynda
had met him only once. . . Why would she now remember him? Perhaps thiswas another effect of the
madnessthat presaged death. She hurt for amoment when she remembered Tamarwind, and the serenity
that had marked their days together. Now serenity was gone, from her life and from her world.

Suddenly Gawain groaned and tripped forward. Tamarwind—it was Tamarwind!—grabbed Belynda's
arm before the centaur crushed her. A dozen other elves suddenly whirled on the nearby men of
Christopher’ sarmy. Heavy clubs knocked aside enemy elves and goblins, and two big men she
recognized as humans swung heavy staves, bashing the faces of apair of giants. Both of these tumbled to
the ground.

The centaur, Gawain, was kicking, entangled in anoose that had snared three of his hooves. Natac,
wielding along, dender sword, stabbed quickly at an elf who tried to intervene. The weapon |eft only a
pinholein the victim'’s chest, but the df tumbled backward to kick weakly in agrowing pool of blood.
Thewarrior froze, looking in shock from hiswespon to the bleeding corpse. By the time Natac shook his
head and moved again, Belynda and Tamarwind had sscumbled away. Tam used his heavy, stone-tipped
Spear to drive back severd attacking elves.

“Comeon!” he hissed. “We haveto get to the forest!”

In the swirl of battle Belynda saw that Natac stood before Sir Christopher, who was unarmed. The
knight dowly backed away.

“Kill him!” The sage-ambassador’ s voice was ashriek, a sound she had never imagined, let done heard,
coming from her own throat. She shouted a Natac again, her face taut with hatred. “Kill him right now!”

Theknight suddenly backed away, turning to run into histent, while apair of enemy eves charged the
Tlaxcalan with spears. Natac stabbed, cut one ef down and bluffed the other into a hasty retredt.

“Go after him! Kill him!” cried Bdynda.
“That is not the way to make war,” Natac declared, shaking his head. Still he looked stunned, unsure.

Belynda suddenly broke away from Tamarwind Trak and made a dash for the knight’ stent. Natac
managed to seize her wrist as sheran past. With surprising gentleness he pulled her back, until Deltan and
Tamarwind had her again.

“Wedon't havetimefor that!” the warrior whispered, following her. “We ve got to move!”

And then they were running, the three humans and a dozen evesfleeing the camp of many hundreds. A
roar quickly rose behind them, and Belynda knew that the baitle was far from over.

Karkald looked a Darann, the expression in hiseyes urging her to remain utterly silent. She nodded, then
looked past him, again staring into the ravine where the rocks themselves seemed to be alive, crawling
Seadily dong thefloor.



But those numberless marchers were not rocks, Karkald knew. They were Delvers, an army of the Blind
Onesthat trailed into a column more than amile long through winding cavern and trackless vaullt.

“See—there, they goin’ up!”

To Karkad, Hiyram’ s voice was a blaring trumpet, though actually the goblin spoke in abresthy
whisper. In any event, the Delver horde continued its inexorable march, working its way up the steep
ravine toward another cave, till higher in the darkness.

Kakad knew it wastimeto back away from here. His hands outlined in gentle coolglow, he Sgned that
Darann and the goblin should follow him. Only after they had wormed through ahundred feet of passage,
leaving the large cavern far behind, did they begin to relax.

And 0 it had been for afull interval, now. Here, asthey had done every few cycles, they had found a
vantage from which to spy upon the marching Delvers. Always the Blind Ones had been moving upward,
climbing through the complex network of cavernsthat honeycombed the world over the Firgt Circle.

“See” Hiyram repeated through adrooling, triumphant grin. “Likel toleya, they dwaysgoin’ up.”
Karkad nodded. “How far away isit now, to Nayve?’ he asked Hiyram.

The goblin scratched hisbald, wart-covered head. “Let’ssay climbin’ for ten, twenty more cycles.
Maybe some more and maybe some less. Maybe then we see.”

The dwarf nodded. Thiswas more or less the same response that the goblin had been giving since the
couple had made his acquaintance an interva ago. Even o, the goblin’s vague predictions had more
basisthan Karkad's own wonderings, for Hiyram, at least, had seen the world called Nayve and its
brilliant sun.

“We haveto get therefirgt,” Darann said firmly. “ The Fourth Circleisaworld that has known nothing but
peece. . . the dves and their neighbors will have no preparation for ahorde like the Delvers.”

“Wewill,” Karkad said, his own conviction strong in hisvoice. For along time he had wavered in his
own mind, but now he knew they had no choice.

Another truth lurked benesth the surface of his awareness. He felt aprofound curiosity about this new
world, the Fourth Circle. Thewhole notion of the“sun” was acompdling ideain itsown right. Coupled
with aplenitude of food and a great mixture of thriving races, theimage in hismind became agod that
pulled him steadily onward. Axia wasgone, in hismind if not in Darann’s, and Nayve promised the hope
of peace and afuture, a place they could perhaps even make a permanent home,

After atoo-brief rest, they started out again, following paths that diverged from the main cavern followed
by the Delver army. Hiyram was agood climber, and seemed content enough to stay with the two
dwarves.

Some uncounted number of cycleslater they paused for abite of dried fungus and water. The coolglow
had faded so that each of the three companions was a bare ghost in the darkness. And then it was that
Karkad noticed the phenomenon before them, aglow of powerful brightness originating beyond afew
more twists and turns of the cave. He stood, and Hiyram drew along, snuffling bresth and nodded.

“A breeze” Darann said in wonder. She, too, sniffed the air. “ And so many scents.”

But Karkad' s attention was al on the brightness. He was aware of the otherstrailing behind, but he
made hisway as quickly as he could, scrambling over rocks and through a shallow streambed. Rich moss



coated the boulders, and he squinted against the steadily growing illumination.

He came around another bend and he saw it, finally. He was looking out of a cave mouth, into the shade
of aforest. But everywhere there was dazzling brightness, flowers aglow asif burning, shafts of sunlight
gparkling through the thick limbs overhead.

He had found it. He had reached the land of the sun.

Belyndaran beside Tamarwind, but looked over her shoulder asthey neared the woods. Her eyes
blurred with tears, anger and frustration combining to fill her with anguish. By the Goddess, she wanted
him dead! And Natac had refused to kill him!

Vaguely she saw speeding shapes coming closer, redized that the centaurs were galloping toward them
from all parts of Sir Christopher’ s camp. Something flashed across her vison—arrows! Abruptly the
galoping centaurs halted, one of them tumbling to the ground and others cursing or grunting in pain.

Then Belynda and her rescuers reached the trees. She saw other elves around them, elves with bows and
arrows. These archersfired another volley, and the stinging missiles drove the rest of the centaursinto a
hasty retreat, apair of them dragging their wounded comrade by his human arms.

But more of Sir Christopher’ s cohorts closed in, sweeping around the centaursto form alinein the
clearing. They brandished clubswildly, and many waved crude, stone-tipped spears. The Knight
Templar, now carrying his great staff, wasin the lead.

“Therethey arel” shouted the knight, his voice athundering roar. “Tools of Saetan, minions of the
she-witch. | compd you, Crusaders, in the name of God—xkill them!”

Immediatdy five hundred throats echoed their leader’ s cry, the wave of sound hitting Belyndalikea
physical blow. Her anger still burned, but for thefirst time anew possibility intruded into her mind: She
had her proof now. She should carry testimony to the Senate, should dert Circle at Center to thisvery
redl threet.

“Gol” cried Natac, shouting to Tamarwind and Belynda. “ Get away from here—we |l hold them off!”
“No!” roared afresh voice. “ We'll hold them!”

The sage-ambassador was stunned by the sight of a burly giant svaggering through the woods. Her first
thought was that they were trapped, attacked from behind before they could make their escape. Shewas
stunned when Tamarwind let out awhoop of recognition.

“Rawknucklel Rawknuckle Barefigt of the Greend”

The black-bearded giant grinned darkly, greeting the éf with a gentle tap on the shoulder—atap that sent
the laughing Tamarwind sumbling to the side.

“What'sgoing on?’ Natac demanded, sword drawn, his eyes on the looming newcomer.

“We'refriendso’ yours, and enemies o’ that lot!” snorted Rawknuckle, gesturing to the Crusaders, who
were rushing closer. “Now, let usthrough!”

“My pleasure,” Natac replied, standing back asfully two dozen or more giants lumbered out of the
woods after Rawknuckle Barefist. They bellowed fearsomely, and the mob of startled Crusaders



hesitated as they were confronted by this new threst.
“Now—nhit’em while they’ re mixed up!” shouted Owen. “ Rout ’em with aViking charge!”

“Yed!” Natac agreed ingtantly. “ Stay here with the sage-ambassador!” he barked to Tam, as Owen and
Fonnrdlied thedves.

They swept from the woodsin aquick rush, following the giantsinto the clearing. Belynda saw that there
were many more elves here than the dozen or so who had rescued her from the camp. Thetwo big,
shaggy men and Natac led them in the attack, while others—following Deltan Columbineg' s
instructions—drew back long bows and launched stedl-headed arrows into the mass of the Crusaders.

“Takethefight to them!” roared the Viking.
“For Irdand!” shouted the other human, his voice abellow cutting through the chaos.

Those two brawny humans were clearly bold warriors. One bore aclub, the other a staff—and with
these weapons they cracked the heads of the elves and goblinswho had skidded to asurprised stop in
the face of the charge. The giants, too, kicked through Sir Christopher’ swarriors. Rawknuckle svung his
club and landed a crushing blow to the face of an enemy giant. Other eves rushed forward, widding
staves and afew stone-headed spears.

The shocking attack was too much for the disorganized Crusaders, and the mob turned as one and raced
away. Under Natac' s shouted order, the giants, humans, and elves on their sde halted amost
immediately, then quickly started falling back toward the woods. Before they reached the trees, Belynda,
Tamarwind, and the even archers had dready started away from the camp.

They moved in singlefile, dong atrail. Though the sage-ambassador gasped for breeth in her effort to
keep up, she would alow no dowing of their pace. Deltan Columbine was directly before her, and Natac
was right behind.

“Where's Tamarwind?’ she asked anxioudy, when she couldn'’t find the scout among the smal portion of
the column within her view.

“He s picking out the path,” Natac said. “Heisthe captain of this company, and seemsto have agood
head for directions.”

“Tam. .. captain? Belyndawas nonplused. So many changes. . .and then her memory hardened again.
Of course the world had changed—she hersalf had become akey instrument of that transformation just
the night before.

And how many more nights would pass before she had her revenge?

Her dark thoughts propelled her, gave strength to her legs and wind to her lungs, asthe small band fled
through the long day. Finally, as night approached, the column veered to the side. Belynda saw the vague
outlines of abluff rising from the woods, and then she saw a darkness that was surely a cave mouth.

All of those redlizations faded away as she saw afamiliar figure step into view.

“Nisgte!” she cried, rushing forward to sweep the stubby gnome into her arms. Shefelt asharp painin her
throat, and then her eyes were spilling tears, her mouth making strange, sobbing noises. The gnome, too,
was sniffling, and when findly they stepped apart he blew long and hard into his handkerchief.

“| thought you were dain,” she said softly. “I am so glad to seeyou.” She stroked hislong white hair,



fussed over the spectacular bruise that blackened one cheek and eye. “But how did you escape?’

“I, er—I went to get help for you, and ran into Gallupper first. We were going to look together when we,
um, found Tamarwind here. He introduced meto Natac, and | told them what had happened. They went
to look for you.” Blinker burst into tears again. “ Oh, lady—I wanted to go too, but they were too fierce.

Gdlupper and | waited herefor you.”

“I understand,” Belynda said gently, deeply touched by the gnome sdevotion. Such loyalty . . . surdly it
had lain within him for years. She had sensed it, had come to take it for granted. “ There' s no doubt that
you saved my life,” she added, feding arush of affection for her assstant of so many years. He was more
than that, surdly! Belyndalaid ahand on Blinker’ s shoulder and looked into the moist eyes. “My friend.”

She saw Galupper standing shyly just beyond, and looked up a him with fondness. “Y ou, too, young
centaur . . . you are the bravest of your clan, for you resisted the summons of evil. The knight has used
powerful magic to bring warriorsinto hisranks—I know, for | felt that power mysdlf. Y ou did the right

thing by staying away.”

Gallupper embraced her, and she sensed that he was holding back sobs, no doubt tormented by the
knowledge that most of his clan, the family and friends of hislife, had been thus corrupted.

Having received Natac' s permission to build afew small fires, the band of warriors made camp around
the mouth of the cave and spread out to gather around the smokel ess blazes. Tamarwind and Natac
joined the sage-ambassador and Nistdl asthey shared aloaf of dry bread, washed down with sips of
cool water drawn from anearby stream.

“How far away from the camp did we get?’ Belyndawondered.

“Fifteen miles, or more,” Tam offered. “ Owen and Fionn and the giants are waiting back amile or two,
ready to givewarning if they’ re pursued.”

Abruptly the efwoman turned to Natac. Her emotions had cooled, but the ember of hate ill burned in
her soul and she confronted him frankly. “Y ou had that knight, Sir Christopher, right before you—and yet
you didn’t kill him?Why not?’

Tamarwind' s eyes widened at the question, and Nistel gasped. Natac, however, lowered his eyes and
shook hishead. “I hestated, Lady Ambassador, out of the memory of my own training. In battles such as
those waged by Tlaxcalaand Mexica, we never tried to kill the enemy commanders. Of course, we
would capture them, if possible, and offer their hearts as sacrifice to the gods—but that was not a
battlefield death.”

“And now you know that those gods do not exist!” she retorted.

Natac winced. There was some kind of deep sadnessin his eyes that made Belyndaregret her harshness.
“Yes, | do know that. And as| think about it now, it seemsthat | might have accomplished much good
by daying the knight on the point of my sword. But inthat, | falled.”

“Forgiveme. .. You cameto rescue me, to save my life. In that you succeeded, and for that heroism |
oweyou dl. Itischurlish of meto—"

“No!” thewarrior interrupted. “Y ou are right to speak to me of my errors. | must learn, and you must
teach mewhat you can. We must dl be teachers, and students, if the Nayve you loveisto have any
chance of survivd.”

Belynda shook her head. “1 can teach you nothing of war, except that perhaps now | understand the fury



that can drive peopleto day others. For in the case of that knight, | want very much to see him dead.”
“Why are you s0 determined?’ Tamarwind asked hesitantly. “Did he hurt you?’

Anger surged again and the e fwoman whirled on the scout, ready to spew al the reasonsfor her hatred.
But during her next intake of breath she saw the concern on Tam' sface, realized the hurt she would
cause him, and Nigtd, if they knew the truth of what had happened. Furthermore, shefelt asudden,
engulfing shame that choked her throat and froze her tongue. She vowed that she would never reved
what Christopher had done to her, not to Tamarwind or anyone el se.

“I'... 1 could sense the power of hisevil,” she began lamely, but then found more conviction as she
continued. “Heistheroot of the violencein the Greens, in dl of Nayve. If he didn’t kill Caranor and the
other enchantresses, then the killers were his minions, operating under hisorders.”

Even as she spoke, she formed the conviction in her mind: Christopher had certainly been the agent of
Caranor’ s death. She recalled the spark of worry she’ d felt when she hadn’t been able to contact the
enchantress through her seeing globe. Now that spark had grown into a blaze greater than any
conflagration she could have imagined. And the knight would die, she vowed—but she would find away
to kill him with her own hand. It was not only amistake, it was a great wrong, to expect Natac or
someone else to do thistask for her.

“He bears the Stone of Command, and isusing it to bind the soft-willed among our people—and goblins,
centaurs, and giants aswell—to him. Hetried to usethe soneonme. . . | think it isonly my long years
asasagethat gave methe strength to resst.”

The otherswere gill pondering her statement when they heard a soft sound from within the cave.
“Excuseme. .. Areyou dves?’

Tam and Natac leaped to their feet, the warrior with his sword extended toward the shadows. Three
figures moved dowly forward, to be gradualy reveded as they approached thefire.

“Dwarves!” gasped Tamarwind Trak.
“And agoblin!” Nistd added, pointing at the figure that held back from its two companions.

The dwarf in the lead was heavily bearded, and carrying many items of equipment, including aspear that
was pointed toward the ground. A thick rope was coiled from his shoulder to his hip, and ahammer and
cleaver swung from hisbelt. Other less readily identifiable implements were dung from various parts of
histunic.

The other dwarf was afemale, full-breasted with a pretty face that was quite round by elven standards.
She carried aknapsack and severa waterskins and strode confidently beside the male. When they
paused near thefire, shetook hisarmin her hand.

The goblin grinned foolishly, at last coming around the dwarves so that he, too, could absorb some of the
fire sradiance. He nodded his big head atop its skinny neck, snuffled loudly, and then spoke to the
dwarves.

“See. | toleya Herewe are. DisNayve, I'm bettin’ fer sure.”
“I am Karkald and thisismy bride, Darann,” said the bearded dwarf. “And thisis Hiyram.”

“Did you come from the First Circle?’ Belyndaasked in wonder. There were no dwarves on Nayve,



though the inhabitants of the Underworld were known from legend and the teachings of druids, who had
observed them through the Tapestry. “How did you get here?’

“We climbed, at least wetwo dwarvesdid,” said the mae. “ For more cycles than we could count. Ever
sgncethe great quake.”

“The quake?’ Tamarwind did some mentd arithmetic. “Wefdt that here—that wasfiveintervas, haf of
ayear ago!”

“Intervas. . . ten per year,” Karkald mused. “ They must be the samething here asin the First Circle.
We haveforty cyclesper intervd . . . isthat your pattern, too?’

“Forty days per interval,” Tam replied.

“Days are when you see the sun, right?’

Hiyram sighed. “I tole him about the sun, but he don’t believe. . . even saw it today, from cave.”
“It wasterribly bright, even frominsde,” Darann observed.

Belynda nodded. “Welcometo the Fourth Circle,” she said. “Please enjoy the warmth of our fire, and
share our food.”

The three travelers wasted no time in sitting down, and were clearly famished—they ate as much bread
asthey were given, and quickly devoured the apples and dried mest that other elves, attracted by the
vigitors, brought over to thefireto share.

After they had esten, the dwarvestold their story. Karkald began bluntly.

“I regret to tell you that we bring warning of agrave threet to your world, an army on the march from our
own circle, bringing the promise of violence and destruction.”

“Y ou speak of the Unmirrored Dwarves, the Delvers?’ asked Belynda

“Y ou guess correctly, wise df. Wefled the First Circle because of two things,” Karkad explained. “The
attack of the Delvers, which drove us out of our home, and the destruction of Axial because of the
quake.”

“Axid . ..gone? asked Belynda. The great center of the Underworld was known to her only by
reputation, but that reputation invariably labeled it as one of the greet cities of the Seven Circles.

“Atleadt . . . it looked likeit disappeared,” Darann said, despair written across her features. “\We could
seethelights from the watch station, until the earthquake. Then there was just the darkness.

“And the Delvers were dready on the march?’ asked Natec.

Karkad replied. “They number in the thousands, and | believether origind objective was Axid. But in
that they were thwarted by the great quake. Since then they have turned their march upward, through the
midrock. We last saw them three or four cycles ago, and they did not have far to go before they reached
the surface.”

“What arethese Ddlverslike?’

“They wear armor of metal, and carry sharp blades in each hand. They fight shoulder to shoulder, and
advance in an unstoppable line. Their magter isan arcane called Zystyl.”



“What isan arcane?’ Natac probed further.

“They arethe cruelest, and mightiest, of the Unmirrored,” Karkad explained. “ Arcanes are chosen for
thetaents of their senses. . . they are sightless, but possessthe ability to fedl the presence of living
beings. There are talesthat each arcaneistested at ayoung age. . . that they immerse their mouths and
noses in molten stedl. The effect layersthe jawsin meta, and burns away the outer portion of the
nostrils—presumably to enhance the creature’ s sense of smdl.”

“I only know that Zystyl isthe most frightening thing | have ever seen,” Darann said with ashudder. “I
thought of ending my own life when it seemed asthough | would be his prisoner.”

It was asomber group of travelersthat settled down for afew hours deep, knowing that they would be
back on the march even before the Lighten Hour. Tamarwind suggested that Belynda have the most
comfortable bed they could find, asmall, mossy niche between the burls of agreat oak’ s roots. Someone
lent her acloak she could usefor apillow, and Tam offered his poncho as ablanket. Nistel, Tamarwind,
and Natac were al nearby.

In the darkness the sage-ambassador could not get warm, despite Tam' s heavy poncho. She shivered
under the chill import of two grave threats now converging on her world. The future was as dark asthe
night, and seemingly equdly dangerous.

Belyndatried to encourage herself. At least her testimony would force the Senate to confront the redity
of the Crusaders. Nayve would have to take action! And the presence of the two dwarves would
certainly provide evidence of their own story.

Even so, pain was everywhere in her body as she settled againgt the ground. And when she dept, too
briefly, that pain twisted its way into her dreams, bringing nightmaresthat jolted her awake and | eft her
trembling, anxioudy praying for the sun.

To Zystyl’ sear, the army of Delvers moved not so much with a cadence of marching feet as with the soft,
scuffing dither made by thousands of lesther soles. For this stretch Kerriastyn led the way o that the
army commander could stand off to the side and experience the passage of this great horde.

Firgt sensewas in the sound, of course. For an hour he had relished the amost liquid noise made by the
army’ s passage. Considering their numbers, the Delverswerein redity very, very quiet. Occasiondly a
stone would rattle through the cavern, or awarrior would grunt or rasp for breath over atricky part of
thetrail, but for the most part there wasjust that sibilant, dry rasp of moving feet.

And the smdll of the army was a profound pleasure. The arcane absorbed every spoor, of sweat and
grime, of urine and feces and blood and the hundred other taints that marked individuals and groups
within the great mass of dwarves. If the sounds of his army established its vastness for the commander,
then the smellsindividuaized his men, brought them closer to him. Of course, he often reached out to
touch the Unmirrored warriors as they passed—a pat on ashoulder, fingers stroked over an eyeless
face, an arm firmly squeezed. Each contact provoked ashiver of pleasure in the dwarf so honored, and it
reassured the leader that hisrole was secure.

Beyond the physical sense, Zystyl dso perceived his men through the power of his arcane being. He felt
the powerful hunger in dl of them. Most pronounced, of course, was the yearning for food, for warm
mest that would fill bellies and dake the gnawing achesthat had thus far characterized this campaign. But
he sensed a hunger for war, aswell, and for violence and torture and plunder. He knew that once they
reached Nayve and found enough food for afew good medls, hisarmy would be once again ready for
war.



No other Delver leader could have engineered such amarch, Zystyl knew with pride. Kerriastyn was a
skilled enough arcane—she had proven adept at finding a good, wide route through the caverns of the
Interworld. But the femae had no sense of the grand plan, and she lacked the power to bend a thousand
willsto her own desires. In truth, she was content to let Zystyl lead, and aslong as she remained that
way, hewould be content to let her live, and to use her skillsin whatever way he desired.

Lost in hismusings, Zystel’ s attention snapped back to the present as a soft murmur of noise whispered
aong theline. The column dowed to ahdt, and the captain was dready making hisway besidethefile of
men. By the time he reached the head of the line he knew why they had halted, though Kerriastyn told

“Smdl theair . . . and fed itsmovement againg your face. There are living things before us.”
“Nayve!” hissed the captain.

“I think you areright,” Kerriastyn said, aremark bordering on impudence. Still, in hisexcitement Zystyl
would let it pass.

“ Advance with caution!”

Now the two arcanes led the way. The cavern widened around them, and myriad new odors were
carried on the gentle breeze. A number of scents were tantalizing, promises of food and nourishment.
Otherswere strange, rich and unusud but not unpleasant. The cavern opened gtill wider, the Delvers
pushing through acurtain of ropy strands that were clearly some kind of vegetation.

Abruptly Zystyl’ s sensations were overwhemed with hesat, searing pain that scorched his skin and drew
an involuntary scream from histhroat. He heard Kerriastyn, beside him, similarly groan. Together the two
arcanes tumbled backward, through the screen of vegetation into the tolerable coolness of the cave.

“The sun!” hissed the captain, making the word into a curse. “Who would have thought it could be so
vicious?’ For amoment hefet aglimmer of panic—could it be that this whole expedition was amad
dream, doomed to failure by the presence of unbearable brightness and heat?

It was Kerriastyn who offered him some comfort. “ Remember the legends—the sunis bright for haf of
each cycle. Then the Fourth Circle grows dark. We must wait until then before we venture out.”

Her suggestion made sense, and Zystyl was, grudgingly, about to agree, when they were distracted by a
noise from outside.

“Who'sthere?’ It wasayouthful voice, soft and mdlifluous. “ Areyou hurt?’

Immediately Zystyl tensed, drawing abregth through hiswide, moist nogtrils. A new scent greeted him,
rich and meaty and sweet in away that no dwarf had ever been.

“Yes,” hereplied, hisvoice arasping croak as he affected great weakness. At the same time he touched
Kerriastyn, sgnaling her to fall back against one side of the cave while he pressed against the opposite
wall.

“Where are you?’ The voicewas closer now. “1 can’t see through the creepers. . . | say! A cavel
Matty, come hereand help.”

“Yes. .. pleasehep!” gasped Zystyl.
They heard hands clawing at the vegetation. “Here. . . let’sjust pull this out of theway.” The speaker



was very close now. Zystyl’s arcane senses could sense the living spark of aperson barely a step away
fromhim. Tdl, dender . . . clearly an df.

“Thereyou—" The df’ s statement ended in a startled gasp.

Zystyl and Kerriastyn came forward at the same time and snatched the elves. Zystyl seized one by the
forearms and pulled him unceremonioudy into the cave, latching sted-taloned fingersinto hisvictim so

harshly that the df screamed shrilly. The one called Matty, afemae, wastaken by Kerriastyn. In afew
seconds dozens of Delvers had gathered around the two sobbing, terrified elves.

“Thisone” Zystyl said, indicating the male. “Butcher him now, so that the horde may egt. You.” He
turned to the female, who had sucked in adry gasp of air a hiswords. “Y ou may live, solong asyou
provide uswith information.”

The maedf tried to squirm away, but adagger diced his neck and he fell without further sound. Matty
shrieked so loudly that Zystyl bashed her across the face; the blow was powerful enough to knock her
out. As a consequence, the captain was forced to wait, sulking, until she groaned and recovered
CONSCiOUSNESS.

And then she sobbed so hysterically that Zystyl was on the verge of dicing her throat, too, just for some
peace and quiet. He restrained himsalf only because he so desperately needed knowledge about this
world.

Instead, he contented himsalf by partaking of the feast that was aready rgjuvenating hisarmy. Themale
elf was not plump, and the pickings were dim, but the very thought that the Delverswerein aregion
where there was fresh mest for the taking improved morale many times over.

Findly, they were able to get some pieces of information from the efwoman. They would have to wait
only afew hours before the Hour of Darken, as she called it. Zystyl judged that the Blind Oneswould be
ableto tolerate the world then, at least until the Lighten Hour.

“We need to go to aplace where thereisagreat cave,” he said, clacking hismeta jawsin anticipation.
“You will lead usto that place—or we will egt you.”

“I-1 will show you theway,” the woman agreed. “ Thereisatunne through the Ringhills, just such agrest
cave where you can hide from the sun.”

She described the tunnel, along corridor of darknessthat carried aroad toward the city. Zystyl
determined that the Delvers could reach that tunnel in one night of marching, so he settled hisarmy to
rest. When it was dark, they would commence the advance on the Metal Highway and itslong, dark
tunnd.

13

Battle of the Blue Swan

From hill they came, and miner’ s deep to slay with axe and sword

And bold stood he the line to keep before the murd’ rous horde

From The Ballad of the First Warrior



Detan Columbine
“Wewill stay here, on the lakeshore—but you must take word to the city,” declared Tamarwind.

Belynda nodded. For nearly twenty days she had accompanied Natac’ s band on agrueling march
through the hills. Now they had come to the edge of the lake, at the Blue Swan Inn, with the Silver Loom
risng fromitsidand across the causeway. The Lighten Hour was just past, and the spire gleamed with
argent brilliance. The city structures, the manors and museums of so many hues of marble, stood
impassive. Intheir eterna maesty Belynda could amost make hersdlf believe that nothing had changed.

But in truth, everything had changed.

Shewas moretired than she had ever been in her life. After thefirst few days, during which she had
ridden on the back of the centaur Gallupper, she had forced herself to walk on her own. Her shoes had
tattered, been replaced by deerskin moccasins of Tamarwind’ s making, as the company had fled from
the Greens. They had skirted the edge of the Snakesea, knowing that the Crusaders had marched in
pursuit. Then, though the tunnd of the Metal Highway had beckoned as an easy route back to the city,
Natac had led hislittle force on agrueling trek through the Ringhills. The elves had not questioned his
orders, and the objections of the two men—Owen and Fionn—had been overcome with a sharp rebuke
from Miradd’swarrior.

Along the way Belynda had learned that Natac had a company of about a hundred elves, and that they
had been joined by some twenty-five giants. During the long march back to Circle at Center the fighters
had been in high spirits, encouraged by their successin bringing the sage-ambassador out of the enemy
camp. Still, they were badly outnumbered by that foe, and their only battle experience was the brief
skirmish that had freed Belynda. Led by their captain, the warrior from Earth, they had marched swiftly
through thehills

But they knew that Sir Christopher’ s army had been on the move aswell. Gallupper, Owen, and Fionn
had held back from the main body and provided them with detailed reports of the knight' s progress. The
human warriors had harassed the enemy column, bringing supplies and steding horses at every
opportunity. The young centaur, meanwhile, had served as messenger, carrying regular reports of the
Crusader movements back to Natac and the elves. The Knight Templar had been following the same trail
asthe elves, and at last word he was no more than ten or twelve miles awvay from the lakeshore.

Now Natac had drawn up hislittle band beside that shore, at the start of the causeway. They occupied a
small rise of dry ground. Before them was a stretch of marsh to the left, then ashdlow stream linking to
thelake. A small stone bridge crossed that stream. In order to attack, an enemy would have to come
across the bridge, wade the stream, or dog through the marsh. Or, as Owen had pointed out, the attack
could come from the lake, but the Viking had admitted that it was unlikely the Crusaders were bringing
boats dong the highway. The Blue Swan Inn, with itslofty verandas and sheltered harbor, was outside of
Natac's position. So wasthe grest tunnel leading to the Metal Highway.

“Do you expect that he will try to attack you here?’ the sage-ambassador asked Tam.

“Yes...andwewill fight him,” Tamarwind said, trying bravely to sound casua about the whole notion
of abattle. “Natac saysthat we must stop him here, for if we give him the causaway, we give him
entranceto the city.”

“I think | can seethat,” Belynda said. She had been paying attention as Natac continuoudy ingtructed his
elves and giants, and she had begun to understand some aspects of strategy and tactics. “ As soon asthe
Crusaders come down the hill, they will take the Blue Swan. But if you tried to fight at theinn, the enemy
could come through the tunndl and attack you from behind.”



“Not to mention that we don’t have enough fightersto hold theinn,” said Tamarwind. “1 hopethey leave
itdone”

“They won't,” Natac said grimly, joining the pair. He came up to Beynda and took her hand in his
powerful fingers. “Now, Lady Elf, you must do as Tamarwind suggests—hasten to the city and raisethe
darm. Wewill hold herefor atime, but you must send reinforcements, as quickly as possible.”

“I will try,” she promised.

With only afew backward glances, she and Nistel made their way across the causeway. Thoughts of her
enemy, of the hatred that blazed within her and of the violence that the Crusaders could wreak upon her
beloved city, lent speed to her flight and urgency to her mission.

“Itisagood tunnel, my lord,” reported one of the Crusader dves. “I mysdlf havetraveledit to Circleat
Center. If wetakeit, wewill be at the lakeshorein aday.”

“Wewill follow thetunnel,” Sir Christopher decided, looking at the wide roadway asit disgppeared into
the darkness. His black horse pranced nervoudy sidewaysin the face of the shadowy entrance, while the
knight considered histactica Stuation. “1 want my centaurs and giants to follow them acrossthe high
trails. | want that witch, one way or the other!”

Indeed, when the knight remembered the way the elfwoman had seduced him, then escaped from his
righteous vengeance, he could think of nothing except taking her again—with aculmination in the devil’s
fire she sorichly deserved. His hatred was a strange mixture of longing and revulsion, amemory of harsh
pleasure and urgent desire that kept him awake for long hoursin the night.

The Crusaders split into two parties, the goblins and elves forming a column for the march into the tunnel
while the centaurs and giants took up the hilltop trail, following the tracks of the raiderswho had so
boldly attacked their camp. The knight rode behind the first company of ahundred goblins, urging speed
asthey entered the tunnel to find that it was very well lighted by floating globes of magicd fire.

The clash of weaponry startled him, asthe head of the column suddenly ssumbled to ahdt. Sir
Christopher rode up alongside the goblins, who were armed with bronze-tipped spears. He was shocked
to find agroup of smal warriors hurling themsaves at the goblins. These dwarves had face-plates of
smooth meta, without even dotsfor their eyes—and each bore two wicked daggers, stedl blades that
dashed through the air before them.

The dwarves formed a solid barrier, blocking the Crusaders' progress into the tunnel. Perhaps a dozen
goblins were howling, gashed by the daggers, whiletwo or threelay till in the midst of spreading pools
of blood. While many of the goblins had jabbed with their stone-tipped spears, the knight could see no
ggn of any injured dwarf.

Reining hishorse afew steps away from this solid, but so far immobile, foe, Christopher considered his
options. Nayve was reputedly a place of eterna peace, yet here he was confronting arank of armored
fighters. Hewas not afraid, not for himsdf nor hisarmy. While it would be difficult to bresk thistight rank
in an atack, he was certain his goblins and elves could easly evade these short-legged warriors, and
eventualy he could win abattle by maneuver.

“Ho, smdl knightd” he caled. “Who isyour captain?’
“Thatisl, Zysyl!”



The voice came from the rear of the rank. Sir Christopher stared into the shadows there, and quickly saw
the speaker. Now the knight frowned in distaste. Differing from the masked men of the ranks, much of
the speaker’ sface was visible, and grotesgue: agory, moist gap of snuffling, flaring nostrils spread above
jaws of shiny metal, a sharp-fanged maw that spread wide to revea ablood-red tongue.

“Areyou warriors of thisplace called Nayve?’ asked Christopher.

“We are the conquerors of Nayve, here to take prizes and treasure!” declared Zystyl. “Do not think you
can defeat ugl”

“My lord Zystyl,” said the knight with oily sincerity. “1 should not do you that disservice. But rather ill,
should you not consider how, together, we might both achieve our same ends?’

Belyndatook time only to clean up and change clothes while word was carried by runnersto each of the
senators and ambassadorsin Circle at Center, announcing an emergency mesting of the Senate. With her
hair combed and her tattered gown replaced by afresh robe of gold, shetried to maintain her confidence
as she made her way to the forum.

But when she rose to address the body of the Senate, al her old doubts came sailing back.

There hadn't been time to gather many of the delegates. She saw afew goblins and many eves, but there
were no giants or gnomes present—even Nistel hadn’t made it yet.

Karkad and Darann were there. The dwarves sat near the front of the assemblage, and though afew
goblins and fairies|ooked at them curioudy, the elves studioudy ignored these visitorswho so clearly did
not belong here. Onefaerie, alittle creature called Kaycee, buzzed deepily to her seat near the top of the
chamber.

At therostrum, Beynda made avdiant effort. Shetold, firsthand, of the deaths she had witnessed, cruel
poisoningsinflicted by Sir Christopher’ s serpent staff. She described the stake, and the firewood that
was to have been the instrument of her own death. And she noted the threst, in the form of the advancing
army, that was even now approaching the lakeshore beyond their precious city.

Naturally, her remarks caused a grest dedl of consternation, especialy among the elves. Both Praxian
and Cannystrius shouted for order, but it was several minutes before the assembly quieted down.

More excitement was caused, then, when sheinvited Karkald to speak. In blunt, plain-spoken language,
the dwarf described the army of Delversthat had embarked on an invasion of Nayve. By the time he was
finished, goblins were jabbering, but the el ves remained stony-faced and & oof.

“I tell you, peoples of Nayve—we must act, and quickly!” Belynda declared, once again stepping to the
fore. “Come by the tens, by the hundreds—have them rdly at the Blue Swan Inn!”

A few of the dveswere nodding in agreement. Severd of the goblins were grinning with excitement, all
but bouncing up and down, ready to move.

“A point of order.” It was old Rallaphan, raising his hand and rising from his stool. The assembly grew
slent.

“These are darming taes, extraordinary occurrences,” declared the elder senator. “ Perhaps they do cal
for action. But | would observe that acasual count shows no more than haf the del egates are present,
here and now. We are clearly lacking the quorum needed for avote.”

“Wedon't need to vote!” Belyndaretorted. “We need to act!”



“Ahem.” It wastall Praxian, glaring down at her sternly. “Need | remind the sage-ambassador that thisis
not abody that acts. Thisisabody that votes—and that only after proper and decorous debate!”

“Quite, quite,” chimed in Cannystrius, while Ralgphan snorted in agreement.
The doors to the Senate chamber burst open with a shocking clang.

“We are prepared to fight!” 1t was Niste, leading perhaps a hundred gnomesinto the suddenly stirring
chamber. “We offer ourselves aswarriors, ready to lay down our livesto protect Circle at Center.”

“And | will fight, too!” cried the lone faerie, Kaycee.
“You areout of order!” cried Rallaphan. “1 object to this disruption.”

“You'regood a that, aren’t you?' snapped Karkald, rising to hisfeet so abruptly that his stool toppled
over behind him. He fixed Rallaphan with a contemptuous glare, then let his scornful eyes blaze across
the whole gallery of elves. “ Objections! Out of Order! Talk, vote, you do everything but act!” He drew a
deep breath, and to Belyndait was obvious that he struggled to control avolatile temper. She doubted
whether any of the other eves sensed the emotion smmering beneath the dwarf’ s gruff countenance.

“I’vetried to explain to you about these Delvers,” he declared. “They’ d be delighted to hear you talk like
this, because before you make up your minds they would destroy you! | have no doubt that Zystyl, their
captain, would persondly est the hearts of adozen elvesin celebration of hisvictory!”

That graphic suggestion, at least, caused the blood to drain from many an elven face. And Karkald didn't
seeminclined to let up. “ Can you imagine what it would be like, a hundred faceless dwarves, protected in
black stedl from head to toe, each carrying two wicked knives. They whirl them, and advance shoulder
to shoulder. Some of you might try to stand and fight—and you’ d be cut to pieces. The rest, those who
run, would have to keep running, and hiding. And even then the Delverswould smdll you, and they'd
come for you, and your children, and your world!”

“Enough!” shrieked Ralgphan, hisface taut, veins bulging on forehead and neck. “Y ou have no voice
here—you are an outsider, and you have no right to defile our chambers!”

“Youthink this is defilement?’ the dwarf replied with asnort. “ Just wait—I know you can do that. | can
seeyou' re damned good at doing nothing. Asfor me, I’ ll stand with the gnomes and anyone el'se who
wantsto beawarrior. | will fight, in thisworld, againgt the enemy of my own homeand.”

“Then you must go to the Blue Swan Inn,” Belynda said to Karkald and the gnomes. The elven delegates
hissed and murmured in soft objection, but even Ralaphan refrained from raising hisvoice. The
sage-ambassador raised her voice, sweeping her eyes across the chamber to include everyone present in
her response.

“And pray to the Goddess Worldweaver that we are not too late!”

“Good sir, can | spesk with you, please?’

This humble ef was the innkeeper, Natac knew—the fellow had been pointed out by Tamarwind as soon
as the company had reached the Blue Swan Inn. Jared Innkeeper was his name, and despite his
nondescript gppearance and dight size, the scout had identified him asavery influentid citizen of Nayve.

“I have only aminute—what do you want?’ the warrior asked ungracioudy. He begrudged even thistiny



shift of hisfocus, but in truth he knew there was little € se he could do now. Hiswarriors were deployed,
and they could only wait for the enemy to appear.

“We hear that there’ san army on the way—coming herel” stated the df, hiswordstumbling outina
rush.

“Yes...itwasmy order that you betold. Have you evacuated the inn?’

“Wadl, no. It'sjust thet . . . you see, we ve never done anything like thisbefore” Thefrall df stroveto
gand gtraight, to meet Natac' seyes. “And, well . . . there are many familiesliving here, the dveswho
maintain theinn. Not to mention guests. And weredlly don’'t want to leave.”

Natac |ooked toward the ridge crest, the horizon where the highway came over the hill. Therewas still no
sign of the Crusaders, nor of the scouts he had placed up there to bring early warning. Hetried to contain
his exasperation, reminding himself that war was an utterly foreign concept to the people of Nayve.

“I undergtand how you fed. In fact, neither mysdlf nor these eves and giants who are with me would
choose to be here now, if given a choice. But the matter has been taken out of our hands by the actions
of an enemy, one who comes here with the intent to destroy and to kill.”

“I amtrying to grasp this” said the elf with obvious sincerity. Natac felt aflash of sympeathy. Naturdly,
thefellow’ s age wasn't gpparent, but the warrior assumed he was the patriarch of asizable clan. Perhaps
they had operated thisinn for athousand years, or more. “And you are hereto res s that enemy,
correct?’

“Yes...wewill fight themif they try to come onto the causeway.”
“Then. .. canyou not fight them before they comeinto the Blue Swvan?’

Natac drew a deep breath. How could he briefly explain about tactics? About hanging flanks and
untenable positions? Before he spoke, Deltan Columbine came up.

“I think Jared Innkegper makes astrong point,” said the elven poet. “We intend to fight. Why don’t we
fight for thisinn? It'sbeautiful . . . it hasahistory that goes back further than two generations of elves.
Anditisvisiblefrom Circle a Center—avery symbol of Nayve.”

“If we put our warriorsin the inn, then the Crusaders can smply go around us and get on the causeway,”
Natac argued. “ Thewhole city is open to them.”

“What if wetry to hold the bridge and theinn?’ Deltan suggested. “ Owen and the giants can stand at the
bridge, and the eves can hold theinn.”

Natac shook his head. “ The giants are not enough to hold the bridge—not if the enemy comes through
the stream.”

“Perhaps we can prevent that.”

Mirade!’ s voice from behind him sent ajolt of happiness through Natac. He turned to embrace his
teacher, saw that she had come across the causeway with Juliay and severd other druids. “How can you
prevent acrossing of the stream?’ asked the warrior. Beyond the druids, another column of
recruits—short, bearded figures bearing a variety of implements as weapons—marched resolutely
toward the bridge.

“It isthe same magic that raises the Snakesearaft,” explained atall male human, aman with aflowing



beard and long, bronze-colored hair. “We can fill the stream with so much water that anyone trying to
crosswill be swept out to the [ake.”

“Oh, brave warrior—isit possible?’ asked Jared Innkeeper. “Can you block the causeway, and save the
inn?

With ascowl, Natac glowered at his companions. “What if Sir Christopher sends some of hismen
through the tunnel? They’ [| come out right between the inn and the bridge. We'll be trapped.”

“Not with usto watch your back.”

Natac saw that the dwarf Karkad had arrived with the next group of reinforcements. Karkald and his
wife had led a column of gnomes, a hundred or more strong, across the causeway from the city. The
stubby little people were armed with big knives, pitchforks, staffs, and clubs. A few of them had
crosshows and quivers of small, metal-tipped darts.

“Can you position yourselves across the ggp?’ asked the Tlaxcaan, knowing that the dwarf—out of
everyone present—had some grasp of combat tactics.

“Yes—we Il keep an eye onthetunnd,” declared Karkad, while Nistel nodded eagerly at hisside.

Natac |looked for Belyndaand didn’t see her. “ Any hope of more reinforcements, some elves from the

city, perhaps?’

Karkald growled and spat. It was Nistel who answered. “They . . . | think they’re too frightened.
Anyway, it didn’'t seem like any of them werein ahurry to hep.”

Natac looked at theridge again . . . no sign of darm there. Helooked at theinn, trying to seeits
defensive strengths, if any. There was a high ba cony encircling the upper stories. From there, the archers
could shoot unimpeded in every direction. But there were too many doors, and the building was made
entirely of wood. If Sir Christopher attacked with fire, the results could be disastrous.

Y et Natac knew the value of a strong symbol, and suspected that value would only be enhanced in the
eyes of young, untested warriors. And the inn stood visible even from Circle a Center . . . Perhapsit
might prove ardlying point, if they could just withstand the first ondaught. Criticaly he eyed the ground.
The archers could do some damage from the inn, harassing any Crusaders who tried to bypassthe
position to attack the bridge. If they were forced out, they could possibly fall back to the boatsin the
harbor, or elsetry and battle their way to the causeway. It wasworth atry.

“Very wdl,” he said. “Detan, move your archers onto the balcony up there. The rest should take up
positionsinside, behind the doors and windows.” He looked at Jared Innkeeper. “ Get your strongest
elves. Grab wegpons—knives, garden tools, axes. And get ready to defend your home.”

The dight df gulped nervoudly, but then pledged his agreement and hastened to the inn to start
preparations.

In afew minutes, the archers were in position. Natac strode through the ground floor of the building,
seeing that the main gates were well-barred, that every door and window was barricaded and reinforced.
After aquick circuit he climbed to the bal cony, and then to alone tower which rose above the rest of the
orawling structure,

Helooked in the direction of metal and saw movement atop theridge. A lonefigure raced down the
road, a centaur who was waving apiece of red cloth clutched in one hand. It was Gallupper, giving the
sgnd that an attack wasimminent.



“They come!” cried Natac, and the aarm was taken up throughout the ranks of the defenders.

By the time Natac had descended to the ba cony, the vanguard of the Crusaders had come into view:
two dozen centaurs who rumbled aong the road, shouting and cursing at Gallupper. The youngster held a
good lead, however, and as he neared the inn the pursuers pulled up.

“Obvioudy they remember the sting of our arrows,” Deltan observed.

“Good thing—for you'll need to conserve them, now,” Natac replied. “Tell your men to make every shot
count.”

Therest of the enemy fighters gradually cameinto view, along, dark file, closely packed ranks plodding
relentlesdy down the hill. Menacing giantsloomed over companies of goblins and long columns of elves.
The centaurs circled back, raising clouds of dust with their heavy hooves as they flanked the marching
army and fell into an easy walk through the fields beside the track.

Sir Christopher was clearly visblein hisslver shirt, riding ablack horse and cantering back and forth
aong the formation. He halted near the top of the hill, and spent severd minutes eyeing theinn, the
bridge, and the mouth of the tunne—where the gnomes were dready forming up aline. Eveninthe
distance Natac could hear the human warrior barking orders, and he saw several centaurs take off
running, no doubt bearing their leader’ s commands to the various units on the road.

When the lead giants were a half mile away they |eft the road, and the rest of the column followed. For
ten minutes they marched into aline perpendicular to the highway. Their discipline was unimpressve,
compared to the precise formations followed by a Tlaxcalan or Aztec army, but soon the Crusaders had
formed aformidable front, standing shoulder to shoulder, facing the Blue Swan.

Then, with ayell that began asarumble and swelled to aringing cry, the giants, elves, centaurs, and
goblins surged forward. The sound swelled into awave of noise, aroar that might have emerged from a
single, monstrous throat. Feet and hooves pounded the ground, adding to the din, and as the attackers
swept closer the sound rose to a thrumming crescendo.

Thefirst arrows streaked out to vanish in the mob. In moments the attackers were closing around the inn,
and racing toward the bridge, where Owen, Rawknuckle, and the other giants stood waiting.

With aquick glance from his post on the bal cony, Natac saw that the placid stream guarding the
causeway had swelled to araging torrent. Whitecaps churned through the roiling river, and water surged
over the banks and rushed to spill in great waves acrossthe lake. The druids, tall and serenein their
brown robes, stood in aline about one every twenty paces dong the stream’ s course. Natac nodded in
sati Sfaction—the bridge would be the only crossng.

Three of the Crusader giantsled the charge, pounding onto the bridge with clubs upraised. Owen roared
abattle cry—it sounded something like “ Odin” to Natac—and met the leading giant with adash of his
great club. The giant howled and fell back, blood spraying onto the cobblestones. Rawknuckle and his
comrades met their foes with staffs made from whole trees, bracing the poles againgt the bridge and
lowering the endsinto the charging enemies.

And then Fionn and three more giants rushed forward, wading into the confused front rank, the Irishman
bashing with his saff while these giantslaid about with heavy clubs. Within seconds the impetus of the
Crusaders charge was broken, and the attackers fell back with shouts and curses.

Meanwhile, afew centaurs had tried to wade the raging stream, but the nearest druid chanted and swept
her hands through an eaborate circle. Abruptly, white water churned upward, surging over the bank,



sweeping around the legs of the rapidly retreating centaurs. One of the horse-men tumbled and dipped
into the stream, and despite the best efforts of his comrades the hapless creature tumbled down the
stream, rolling and bobbing as the water carried it into the [ake.

Natac couldn’'t wait to seeiif the centaur swam back to shore—the Crusaders were milling about outside
the inn now, and he heard crashing and pounding below as they battered at the barricaded entrances.
Clutching his sword, the warrior raced downgtairs, just in time to see two elves tumble back as the front
door gave way.

Five leering goblins clawed and scratched at each other, each trying to be the first through the opening.
Natac rushed forward and, reminding himsalf to stab, not chop, thrust his blade into the packed bodies.
The goblins howled and kicked, recoiling in atangled mass. Natac stabbed again and four of the
creatures scampered back from the broken door. One was bleeding, dragging alimp leg. Thefifth lay
motionless, pierced through the heart.

Natac felt the same chill he' d experienced when he dew an df in the Crusaders camp. Never indl his
years of warring had he killed so easily—this keen weapon cut flesh in away that went far beyond the
capabilities of the stone blades of hishomeand. He had no time for further reflection, as giants and
wild-faced eveslunged toward the opening.

“Get this door back up!” shouted the warrior to his own elves, several of whom gaped, horrified, at the
breach. Natac stabbed again, puncturing agiant’ s belly, then dashed his sword back and forth acrossthe
opening until the door was pushed back into place. Other elveswere ready with beams and a grest table,
which they used to prop the barrier initsframe.

A clatter of hard blows mixed with shrieks of pain drew Natac to aroom in the back—a private dining
room. Here awindow had been pushed in, and adozen Crusader elves had forced their way into the
chamber. Already severd defenders—mostly cooks, to judge from their greasy, flour-stained
garments—had been cut down. One crawled toward the door, while two more lay in pools of fresh
blood.

Natac attacked like amadman, shouting a challenge as he rushed into the enemy’ smidst. He struck left
and right—killing blows to neck and chest, crippling dashesto hamstring or calf. Within seconds half the
elves were down and the others were diving back out the window.

Then acheer rang from the ramparts. Natac looked outside, saw that Sir Christopher was ordering his
men back, regrouping on the dope of theridge. A glance toward the bridge showed the same—the
Crusaders were backing away, and the giants and eves of Natac' s company were shouting in joy.

Natac looked up, saw that the sun had already begun to recede. It looked as though hiswarriors had
carried thefirst day.

The giant was covered with blood, sprawled across atwo-wheeled oxcart that had been violently tipped
onto itssde. The leather traces were diced to ribbons, and there was no sign of the great bovine that,
Karkald deduced, must have been pulling the wagon. The whole gory tableau lay at the mouth of the
tunne carrying the Metd Highway away from Nayve.

The dwarf felt adull sense of hopelessness. Thisworld was so different from the First Circle. . . how
could he manage? He was in command of a hundred gnomes, but none of the little fellows had ever even
delivered ablow in anger before. And he couldn’t even keep Darann safe—she had insisted on marching
here with him. She had been cursedly stubborn about the matter, too—he had only acquiesced because
they needed to get on the march, and she had been unwilling to yield to his authority.



Now thisgiant lay here, clear proof that the danger was greater than just that offered by the
Crusaders—for in the crue, dicing cuts Karkald felt certain he waslooking at the work of Delvers.

“In here!”

It was the faerie cdled Kaycee, who had flown aong as the gnomes and the two dwarves had marched
out of the city. Now she cdled from ingde the tunnel, and moments later came flying woozily out. She
plopped into the ditch and retched noisly.

“It stheox ... what'sleft of it,” offered Nistel, who had gone ahead to investigate. “Mostly bones, |
should say.” The gnome, too, looked alittle queasy as he emerged into the fading light.

“What could have donethis?’ Darann asked, moving closer to the motionless giant. She leaned toward
his face, brushed away the blood with atentative hand. “He sdivel”

“Bring him over here, to the grass,” Karkald directed the gnomes. Thelittle fellows, who seemed to
welcome his assumption of authority, hastened to obey. In afew minutes the giant was siretched out,
compresses laid againgt his many wounds. Most of these, fortunately, proved shallow. As Darann gave
him some water, and washed hisface, hiseydidsflickered and then, with agtart, he sat up.

“Little murderersl” he howled, raising hisfists as gnomes scampered in dl directions.

“Wait!” declared Karkad, his sternness matching the giant’ s outrage. “We are not the people who did
thistoyou!”

The giant scowled and squinted, rubbing one of the wounds on hisscalp. “No,” he admitted. “ They were
ugly runts, no eyesin their facest And one of them had jaws of metal—'twas hisbite did this” Thefelow
displayed anasty wound in hisforearm. “ There was hundreds of *em, teeming like rats, they were.”

“Did you fight them off?" Karkald asked, amazed.

The giant shook his head ruefully. “Not the like. It seemed like there was no hope. We d fought our way
out of thetunnd, just before the Lighten Hour . . . must have been thismorn. But the little wretches came
after, pulled Bess out of her traces.” Thefellow’ svoice caught, amixture of pain and rage, and his great
hands clenched into fists. “ They were eatin’ her while shewas till kickin'! She bellowed for me, and |
tried to get to her. But they was too many.”

“Y ou fought bravely,” Karkald said. 'Y our wounds show that.”
“Andthenthey just left me. . . like the sun was getting brighter, and then run back into the tunnel.”

“They are Delvers, blind dwarves of the First Circlewho live for killing and crudlty. They haveindeed
cometo Nayve,” Karkald declared grimly. He looked up, saw that the sun had receded far into the
heavens. “ Probably they wait only for nightfal before attacking.”

“And here they come!” squeaked Kaycee, buzzing out of the tunnel where she had ventured to keep
watch. “ Get ready!”

“Gnomes—form aline here, across the tunnel mouth!” shouted Karkald. Thelittle people hastened to
obey, but the dwarf’ s heart sank at the prospect of these untrained troops facing a Delver assault. Still,
there was nothing left to do.

Or perhaps one thing. He shouted to Darann, who was moving into the gnome line. “ Take word back to
the inn—tell Natac that the Delvers are coming! He' sgot to be ready on hisflank!”



“Send one of the gnomes!” she objected, with a meaningful nod into the tunnel. She had armed herself
with awooden shaft sharpened to akeen point, and she rose head and shoulders above their doughty
comrades.

Karkad didn’t have time to argue. * Kaycee—get to the inn and warn them about the Delvers!”

With anod the fagerie buzzed off. By the time she disappeared, the tromp of marching feet formed a
cadence coming from the tunnel. The Delvers emerged from the inky darknessinto the twilightina
whirling front of dashing swords and cutting axes. Each of the Unmirrored was clad in metal armor and
stood shoulder to shoulder with hismates. A few of the gnomes poked with their pitchforks or whacked
with their staves, but the weapons bounced off stedl-plated shoulders and heads.

And then the Delver weapons met flesh. Ghomes shrieked and screamed as dozens of wounds were
scored aong the line. Some were cut down in the first contact. Others dropped their weapons and turned
to flee. Still morefdl dowly back from that inexorable crush.

As soon as the Unmirrored had emerged from the cave they began to spread out, rear ranks moving to
theright or left of the first row. Soon the mass was a hundred paces wide, and advancing into the open.
Therest of the gnomes could do nothing but turn to flee, running into the night.

And the Blind Onesfollowed.
She was near!

Zystyl’ swide nogtrils quivered in anticipation. More than a scent, the arcane perceived a presence on a
viscera level, in aplace that superseded the keen depths of hisfour senses. There was a sweet aura,
proof that he had found the same Seer female who had euded him in the First Circle.

Now she was running with the gnomes, the runts who had offered such pathetic resstance. Still, the
victory had been addight—the Delvers had immersed themsalvesin the stench of aredl bloodletting. The
taste of gnomish flesh il lingered in Zystyl’ s mouth, an oily residue which, after thelong intervalson
march rations, he found vagudy sckening.

But that was forgotten as the arcane now led hiswarriors after the retreating gnomes. The dwarves
followed the sounds of their retreating foes, the Blind Onesralling easily over the ground.

And somewhere before him was that Seer cdled Darann. He remembered the taste of her sweat when
histongue had stroked her cheek, the softness of her warm flesh in the grip of his strong fingers.

He had followed her to anew world, and here a last he would have her.

Sir Christopher launched his next attack under thefull cover of darkness, once more sending waves of
elves and goblins againg the inn, while most of his giants again pressed the ondaught against the bridge.
Natac watched the first maneuvers from the balcony of the Blue Swan, and saw asmall group of enemy
giants rushing out of the night. They carried aheavy tree trunk, and raced toward the front doors of the
inn.

The warrior raced down to the ground floor, hurrying to the entrance, where he watched through the
crack in the broken front door. Asthe horde emerged from the darkness, another volley of arrows
lanced out from the Blue Swan’ s high parapet. Now Ddtan directed his missileswith lethd accuracy, and
they found targetsin centaur chests, giants' throats, and the bodies of goblinsand elves. A dozen or more
of the attackersfell. But till the Crusaders rushed forward, and Natac threw his own shoulder against the



door just in time to meet the shock of the ondaught.

The barrier shuddered and broke under the impact of aheavy ram. The Tlaxcaan tumbled out of the
way, struggling to draw his sword and climb to hisfeet. Thefirst giant, with the end of abig log under his
arm, plunged through the doorway and spotted Natac. With a bellow that dmost deafened the warrior,
the hulking creature lashed out with a hugefist. Natac’ s sword snicked outward and up, dicing across
three knuckles. When the brute recoiled, the blade lashed out again as Natac stabbed the giant right in
the heart.

By then another burly Crusader had entered the room, this one bearing aclub. An ef charged forward,
jabbing with awooden st&ff, but the giant brought his club down on hisvictim’sskull, killing himinan
instant. Natac turned, but he was too far away to intervene as the giant started toward the next room. But
then another df stood in his path, this one—like Natac—stabbing with a deadly stedl longsword. The
giant fell back, bright red blood spurting from his gashed thigh. By the time his comrades pulled him out
of the room, the elves had lifted the door and once again barricaded it in place.

“Where did you get that sword?’ Natac asked, recognizing Tamarwind Trak asthe ef wiped and
sheathed hisblade.

“Fromme.” It was Darryn Forgemaster. The blacksmith druid stood with Miradd inahdlway. “I
brought four more weapons over . . . thought they might be of some use. | gave two to those big humans,
the Irish and Vikingman. One went to Tamarwind, and | have the other.”

“Good—and thank you!” Natac replied. Before he could say more, shouts of darm rang through the hall.

“Theinnisonfirel We're burning!” The darm spread quickly, and by the time Natac raced through the
severd connecting halls he found onewing of the Blue Swan nearly engulfed by flames. Elvesfranticaly
poured buckets of water onto the blaze, but the fire continued to consume the wooden structure. Interior
walls glowed red, and smoke belched into the hallway from the open doors of severa rooms.

Jared Innkeeper was there, sooty and gasping. The f directed thefirefighting efforts, evenlending his
dight body to the task of hauling buckets. But a quick glance showed the courageous e ves forced to fall
back, retreating in the face of intense hest.

“You—all of you! Help fight thefirel” Natac shouted, mustering a dozen eves who were milling about,
wide-eyed and near panic, at the top of the wide stairway. They hastened to obey asthe warrior rushed
onto the outer balcony to get aview of the damage.

He saw that the roof was ablaze over the entire wing, with cheering Crusaders gathered around to watch.
Turning back to the door, Natac was startled to find that Miradel had followed him onto the balcony.
“Go back ingde!” he ordered, but immediately saw that she was paying no attention to him. Instead, her
eyeswere fixed upon the sky.

Sheraised her hands and shouted. The voice that boomed from that frail and ederly form was ashocking
pulse of pure power, and when she lowered her voice, the cry sank to arumble that reminded the
warrior of distant thunder. He stared in wonder, awed by her power, her cam maesty.

And then redl thunder crackled through the night, exploding from dark clouds that were just now churned
into being. Abruptly rain pummeled Natac, the inn, and the ground in atorrentia deluge. Miradel wove
the magic with her hands, threads pulled from fingersto palm in ddlicate motions. And while she worked
her spell, the rain poured into the flames, 9zzling and hissing into steam, dousing the fire wherever afinger
of flame dared to rise—at least, on the outside of the great building.



However, when he went back insde, Natac saw by the smoke-filled halls that the conflagration
continued to spread. He encouraged Jared’ s efforts with areport of Miradd’ s spell, then started for the
stairsto check on the battle at the ground floor.

“Natac!” Tamarwind met him on the steps. The éf’ s eyes were wild, and there was an edge of panicin
hisvoice.

“What isit?’
“Over there—at the bridge. Y ou have to see!”

Natac followed the elf back to the balcony and |ooked toward the other part of the battle. Torchesflared
in the darkness, and it looked to him as though the bridge till held. But there was churning movement
beyond, dark forms coming from the mouth of the greet tunnel.

Abruptly the night was split by abrilliant light, aglow of whiteness that seemed somehow even brighter
than the sun. At the sametime, it was acold sort of illumination, suggestive more of abright star than any
kind of fire. Natac saw that the dwarf Karkald was holding his spear over his head, and it was the point
of the spear that was aglow.

Inthelight thewarrior could see that the gnomeswerein full flight, running from the Metal Highway
tunndl. Behind them came other figures, dark and crablike in the way they moved. They rushed &fter the
routed gnomesin what was clearly an aggressive pursuit.

And Natac saw the grim truth in an ingtant: With this new attack, the whole defense of the causeway was
outflanked.

“Fdl back!” he shouted. He seized Tamarwind by the shoulder. “ Go through the inn—get word to the far
wingsfirst. We ll retreat to the courtyard, then make arush from the gates—we have to reach the
causaway, and soon. Now, move!”

The df raced away, while Natac found Deltan Columbine. “Give them afew quick volleys—then get
down to the courtyard!”

The poet nodded in understanding, then turned to shout ordersto hisarchers. “Y ou eves—go for the
kill, now! Shoot three!”

Arrows whispered outward, but Natac was aready down the stairs. He found Jared I nnkeeper il
leading the vaiant, but failing, battle againgt thefire.

“Theinnislog,” thewarrior said bluntly. “Gather your clan in the courtyard—we re going to fight our
way to the causeway while we still have achance.”

With agasp of utter despair, quickly contained, the elven patrician nodded and threw down his bucket.
His eyes, rimmed with soot, were moist but hisvoice was strong. “ All you of the Blue Swvan—thisway!
Follow thewarrior!”

In moments they had gathered before the main gates, which gtill stood intact. Miradd wasthere, and
Darryn Forgemadter, aswell asnearly al the elves of the company. Tamarwind arrived with the
defenders of the far wing, and they gathered in the courtyard, waiting for word.

“Gotothe stream!” Miradel shouted to him. “The druidswill let us passl”

The warrior nodded in understanding. “ Open the gates and charge for the causeway!” shouted Natac.



“Don't stop for anything.”

The gates parted swiftly to reved afew startled goblins. These wretched Crusaders hastily scampered
away, as Natac led the elves out. Here and there agiant or centaur moved to intercept, but the sheer
number of elves alowed them to brush these obstacles aside. However, as Natac |ooked ahead, he saw
that the attackers till pressed againgt the bridge. Remembering Miradel’ singtructions, he led the elves
not toward the bridge, but toward the high, roiling stream.

Before the defenders reached the water’ s edge the druids across the stream abruptly dropped their
hands, ceasing the weaving motions they had maintained for so long. Immediatdy the roiling waters
spilled away, leaving ashallow and placid waterway no more than afoot or two deep.

Swiftly the elves pushed across, the stronger helping the wesker. Churning over the muddy bottom, they
climbed up the far bank, then turned to pull their comrades out behind them. Natac stood on the bank,
watching as severa centaurs galloped toward them.

“Get your bowmen ready to shoot!” he cried to Deltan Columbine. In the confusion of the retreet,
however, the archer was able to assemble only ahaf dozen of his men. * Take aim—make each shot
count!”

Most of the elves were across. Where was Miradel ?

Thewarrior was shocked to see her just moving down to the stream, aided by Darryn Forgemaster.
Natac went to her other side, but then Christopher’ s centaurs galloped up, undeterred by the few arrows
launched by Ddtan’s archers. The warrior dashed back and forth, holding the first of the hoofed
attackers at bay, but others circled around, out of range of his stedl.

“Away with you!” cried Darryn, stabbing with his sword.

“Damned tooth!” cried acentaur, asthetip gouged hisflank. Another of the big creatures reached down,
sei zed the blacksmith by the wrist and pulled him out of the stream. Natac, holding Miradel with onearm,
dragged her across the waterway and into the grasp of their comrades. Darryn tried to bresk free, to
come after, but the centaur’ s big hand was too strong. The smith raised his sword, but another centaur
lunged at him to snatch the weapon away.

“Fineweapon!” roared Darryn’s captor, lifting the blacksmith off the ground and flicking hisblack tail.
“You cantdl our lord knight where you got it!”

More centaurs and severa giants charged into the stream, and the druids hastily churned the water high,
driving the aggressive Crusaders back to their shore. But Natac could only watch in hel plessdismay as
Darryn Forgemaster was lashed to the back of abig centaur. The blacksmith was hauled away even as
the magic torrent churned through the streambed with renewed force.

The elves from the battle at the inn, battered, sooty, and defeated, streamed onto the causeway in the
wake of the fleeing gnomes. Owen, Fionn, and the giants fell back from the bridge as Natac, too, joined
the rearguard. A minute later they formed aliving barrier across the terminus of the causaway, the
Tlaxcdan standing with Rawknuckle Barefist and two other giants, aswell asthe other two human
warriors, and Karkald and Tamarwind.

The Crusaders milled about at the bridge, hesitating to follow, and quickly Natac saw why. Churning out
of the darkness came a solid front of black armor and swirling, vicious blades. The eyeless dwarves
attacked like an unthinking, unfeeling machine. Sensng where the |ake waters blocked them, directed by
the shouts of their |eader, the Delversintuitively formed awedge and drove down the road straight onto



the causaway. They advanced shoulder to shoulder, awall of stedl breastplates and helmets. Every dwarf
clutched ablade in each hand, and these deadly short swords whipped back and forth in front of the line
like O many dashing scythes.

Natac stabbed and parried, with alunge driving his blade through the breastplate of a Delver’sarmor.
Any further thoughts of aggression were curbed as he saw his companions forced back to either side,
with the Unmirrored continuing their advance unimpeded. It quickly became clear that the only thing they
could do was retreat faster than the Delvers could follow.

And so thewarriors of the rearguard withdrew toward the city, staying just out of reach of those deadly
swords. Around midnight, near the middle of the causeway, the eyeless dwarves finaly abandoned the
pursuit—to be safely underground by the Lighten Hour, Karkald speculated. Exhausted and wounded,
the battered defenders could only look acrossthe lake, where the flames till consumed the Blue Swan,
and smoke and fire seemed to rise into the sky asafunera pyre for the world.

PART TWO

14

War Years

Rely not on the likelihood of the enemy’ s not coming, but on our own readiness to receive him;

Not on the chance of his not attacking, but on the fact that we have made our position
unassailable.

From The Art of War
by Sun Tzu, warrior scribe of the Seventh Circle

Natac stood in the prow as Roland guided the Osprey into the sheltered cove. The stars sparkled above
them, and the night was so il that the sailor had used awind of hisown casting to glide them silently,
quickly acrossthelake. By following acircuitous route, tacking far in the direction that was neither meta
nor wood, then approaching this anchorage aong the lakeshore, the Osprey had avoided the heavy
Crusader gdleysthat controlled so much of the water.

“That's hdf of thejob,” Roland said in ahoarse whisper as the boat glided to a hdt within afew paces of
the grassy shore. “And if we can get out of here before dawn, | can outrun those hulks back to the
harbor.”

“I'll be back beforethen,” Natac promised. “1 hope she'll comewith me. . . .” He sighed and shook his
head.

“I' know,” Roland said sympatheticdly. “But she'sdwayslived here. . . and who knows how much
longer—" He stopped, but the question lingered in Natac' s mind as he dipped into the shallow water and
waded ashore. He heard a splash behind him as Ulfang, too, sprang from the deck. The white dog svam



to the shore and then, conscientioudy turning away so that the warrior didn’t get sprayed, shook himself
vigoroudy until hewas nearly dry.

Roland whispered encouragement and then, with the aid of hissmall crew, pushed off. Natac knew he
would keep the Osprey waiting in conced ment againgt the Tlaxcalan’ s pre-Lighten Hour return.

Natac and UIf climbed the hill to Miradd’ svilla Still the night yawned around them, vast and utterly Htill.
Far away thelights of Circle at Center blinked acrossthe city’ s expanse. Great houses and fabulous
museums stood outlined in yellow illumination, while the fortified towers at the ends of the causeway were
surrounded by the bright, white light of coolfyre. Even at this distance the Meta Highway stood outlined
in clear relief—and Natac knew that, on the other sde of the city, the causeway on the Wood Highway
was smilarly protected.

The camps of the enemy armieswere for the most part invisible from this vantage, but he knew that
within the valeys and lowlands aong the shore there were ten thousand or more fires burning. The blazes
marked the grest city-camp of Delvers and Crusaders, the two armiesthat, in uneasy dliance, had
worked so ceasalessly to breach the defenses of Circle at Center. The sprawling encampment had,
through the years, grown to include the shoreline ends of both causeways, effectively cutting the city off
from the rest of Nayve. Preventing those attackers from gaining afoothold on the idand had become a
life' swork for the Tlaxcalan, and it was atask that had no foreseeable end.

But now Natac’ s thoughts turned inward, amixture of melancholy and ddlight as he and UIf approached
the white-walled villa. Candles and torches glowed around the outer walls. Halting just beyond the
periphery of brightness, Natac knelt down and looked into Ulfgang’ s bright, intelligent eyes.

“You'll keep an eye out here?’ the human asked.

“All night,” promised thedog. “I'll beaghost on the hillside.” And just like that he was gone, vanishing
into the shadows to commence acircuit of the dopes below thevilla

Natac climbed into the corona of light surrounding Miradel’ s house, following the path toward the wide
front stairway. He was not surprised when Fallon met him at the top. The ef, asadways, had been
keeping watch—indeed, Natac wondered if he ever dept. Now Fallon spoke very quietly.

“Warior Natac . . . | thought it would be you. Sheiswaiting.”
“Thanks, old friend. How isshe?’

“Thesame.” The df’seyeswere sad, and Natac touched him on the shoulder, then crossed the veranda
to enter the house.

He saw her immediatdly, Sitting upon awooden chair near the fireplace. A blanket, aweave of many
bright colors, was pulled over her thin legs. Her face was arelief map of wrinkles, creases radiating until
they met the scalp of snowy white hair.

But the smile that brightened her face was as familiar to Natac as his own skin. And her eyes of violet,
gtill asbright and colorful asthey had been on the night so long ago, when she had sacrificed her own
futureto bring him life herein Nayve, pierced his heart with that mixture of joy and sorrow that seemed
dwaysto mark hisvidgtsto thevilla

“Hdlo,” shesad, dmogt shyly.

“Hdlo.” Hisvoicewasthick, and he leaned down to kiss her on each cheek. “ Y ou're as beautiful as
ever.”



“Andyou'reashigof aliar,” she said with atart laugh. “ The Goddess knows, | can barely lift mysdlf out
of bed on these chill Lightens. But come, let’ s eat—and talk.”

He helped her up, let her lean on hisarm asthey waked, very dowly, toward the large wooden table. As
he did upon each of hisvists, he noticed now that her steps seemed shorter, her stance morefrail and
halting, than ever before. Her hands trembled dightly, an effect he had witnessed in the elders of hishirth
world, but something that seemed monstroudy out of placein Nayve.

“It has been along time since you visited,” she said, and though there was no accusation in her tone, he
fdt agab of guilt.

“Yes...threeintervasnow,” hesad. “The war—"
“Of course, thewar.” She cut him off, gave him aquizzicd look. “How long hasit lasted now, that war?’

“It was twenty-five years ago, just last seventh interval, that we fought the battle at the Blue Swan,” he
reminded her.

“Twenty-fiveyears,” she mused. “It seems only yesterday—you were anaif from the Seventh Circle, and
|—I was so much younger.”

Natac knew that she was right. In the time since she had begun to teach Natac the ways of Nayve,
Miradel had continued to grow older a a shockingly rapid rate. It was probably nothing more than the
ordinary mortaity faced by every person of Earth, but in this eternd place it seemed to the warrior as
though she were withering before his eyes.

“Of course, many things besides mysdlf have changed over those years,” the druid said pointedly, in her
oddly disturbing way of responding directly to Natac' s thoughts. Shelooked at him with that same sense
of pride she had shown from the beginning. “Y ou are the generd of ten thousand warriors—awhole
army answers your command, and a city depends upon your skill for itssurvival.”

“I play my part—but there are so many others. Rawknuckle, Tamarwind, Karkald—"
“Of course. But | don’t want to talk about them. Y ou must return to the war before the dawn, yes?’

Natac nodded, and drew a breath. “Thistime, please comewith me! Y ou will be comfortablein the
city—you know Belynda has offered you rooms. And more importantly, you'll be safe. Y ou don’t know
how many times we' ve seen Crusader patrols coming along this shore of thelake. It sonly ametter of
time before they come here.”

“Nonsense. I’ ve seen some of those patrols—my eyes are quite good, you know. They stay miles away
from here”

“That’ s no guarantee that they’ Il always stay away.” In fact, Natac too had noticed that the enemy troops
had so far assduoudy avoided the stretch of shore below Miradel’ svilla. He drew little consolation from
this observation, since it was something beyond his control, and afact that could change at any time.

“This has been my home for hundreds of years,” the druidess declared. “Ever sincel came here from the
Seventh Circle. . . from our birth-world.” She looked at him directly and he nodded.

“I have plucked the Wool of Time. | am ready for the casting, if you want to see,” she said quietly.

“Isit finished yet?” he asked, looking at the door into the darkened viewing chamber.



“Soon. .. soonitwill beover.”

It had become a place of horror for him, that room. Natac knew that he would have to go in there, to
watch thefind scenein aterrible story of violence and treachery, of theft on an incomprehensible scale,
and of the end of the world that had been his home. But each time now, that watching, that remote
observation, was abrutaly agonizing affair.

Through the past few years, the warrior had observed the tragedy unfolding as an inexorable progression.
He had ingsted that Miradel show him every moment, each step in the destruction of everything he had
left behind. The story held an intense, if horrifying, fascination. Unlike the people of his native land, he had
some awareness of the power of European weapons, and he had at least avague understanding of the
invaders passion for gold. Furthermore, he had witnessed the power of European religion, inthe belief in
one god, in whose name works both good and evil were consecrated.

But he had been awed and enraged by the audacity of the man called Cortez. Natac had watched the
captain generd of conquistadores sink his own ships on the coast of Mexico so that histiny army would
have no means of retreat. Even as Natac hated them, he admired the Spaniards' disciplinein battle, felt
the courage of asmdll force facing overwheming numbers. The efficacy of metd armor against wegpons
of stonewas proved and proved again, and he saw the sweeping power of a cavary charge against men
who, though they were bold warriors, had never seen horses.

Hisown Tlaxcaans, the bravest fightersin dl the world, had waged a frenzied bettle, afull day of fighting
againgt the smdl band of invaders. Hundreds of warriors, including one of Natac's sons, had perished
during the savage fray. Cannons had roared fire and iron, and whole swaths of brave fightersfell. And at
the end of that long and bloody day, only three of the conquistadores had been wounded—wounded
—by thefull might of thearmies of Tlaxcda

So hishomeland had surrendered to Cortez, and now Tlaxcalan warriors fought under the command of
Spanish masters, dowly choking aring of death around the heart of the Aztec redlm. In that army they
had been part of the Aztecs' destruction, but to Natac it was ahollow victory for, at the sametime, they
were helping to obliterate their own world. Now Moctezumawas dead, and a terrible pox—another
gruesome wegpon of the insurmountable invaders—had decimated the ranks of the surviving Mexicans.

Miradd lit her candle and once again the pictures played acrossthe wall. The great temples and
pyramids, structures that had risen like mountainsinto the sky above the Aztec capital, were aready
gone, razed by the ddliberate pounding of Spanish guns. Most of the city was aruin, and in the rest the
defenders fought like madmen, and were daughtered like dogs. Lancers charged on horseback, picking
off any Aztec who showed himself. Arquebuses blasted lethd volleys, and each fortified building was
smply smashed to rubble by thundering artillery. 1t would be amatter of days, Natac saw, before the
world of the Aztecs and Tlaxcaans was gone, replaced by something he couldn’t imagine.

The picture began to fade, and he noticed that Miradel had drifted off to deep, her head resting on her
frail-looking hand. Gently the warrior lifted her up and carried her to her bed. He thought for along time
of amply carrying her away, taking her to the boat, but in the end he carried her to the same degping
chamber—the room that held hisfirst memories of Nayve—and laid her gently on the bed.

Fallon escorted him back to the stairway. Natac clasped the ef by the arm, then looked upward to see
that the sun had just barely begun its descent toward daylight. It glowed as a star bright enough to cast a
faint illumination on the flagstones of the courtyard, but the hillside below was still cloaked in shadow.

“Take good care of her,” said the warrior.

“Of course—now, make haste,” Fallon encouraged, and Natac nodded.



He trotted down the path, and quickly found the white dog sitting in aclump of underbrush. “Let’sgo,”
the warrior whispered.

“Yougo,” Ulf replied. “I think I’'ll stay over herefor awhile, to keep an eye on things.”
Natac was touched. “ Thanks, friend. I'll fedl better knowing that you' re here.”

“I’ve dready spoken to Fallon about it—he’ s quite agood cook, you know. He said he' d be delighted
to keep mefed.”

Laughing quietly, Natac ruffled the dog' s fur with an affectionate pat. “ Y ou’ Il eat better than most of us, |
wager,” he said, before starting down thetrail, directing his footsteps toward the Osprey, Circle a
Center, and thewar.

“Come up here, where we can get agood view,” Karkald urged Tamarwind, gesturing toward the tall
stone tower that flanked the end of the causeway. The dwarf had found his e ven comrade on the harbor
dock, where Tamarwind was ingpecting the modificationsto his caravel, the Swvallow. Thoughthe
Lighten Hour aready brightened the sky, the lakeshore and causeway were il illuminated by the
coolfyre globes mounted on tall polesall acrossthe area.

“I'll cometoo,” said Deltan Columbine. Thetwo evesfollowed the dwarf off the dock, to the base of the
tower, then up the steep stairway ascending to the upper parapet. Findly they reached the top, Karkad
pushing through the trapdoor to the upper rampart. From here the trio looked across the |ake.

The detritus of war was dl around. Masts jutted from the water where the last nava skirmish had carried
the enemy amost to the shores of Circle at Center. These were like ghostly trunksin the growing light of
day. Karkald looked at the stedl-springed battery atop the tower, feding aflush of pride. In the most
recent fight, it had been the firebals launched from here that had destroyed Sir Christopher’ slead gdleys
only two hundred yards from the harbor.

Both attacking armies were visible in their encampments across the lake. Sir Christopher’ s Crusaders,
now numbering some twenty thousand elves, centaurs, goblins, and giants, occupied more than amile of
the lakeshore. The surroundings, once pastoral forest, were now abarren landscape of muddy hills.
Crude barracks huts dotted the dopes above the flat ground. A hulking structure of sooty stone crouched
besde amuddy stream, black smoke billowing fromitstal chimney.

Beyond, near the mouth of the Metal Tunndl, they saw the bristling barricade of the Delvers camp.
During the hours of daylight, most Delvers remained in the darkness of the tunnel while others moved
about only with elaborate precautions to ensure constant shade. At night, however, the Nayvian warriors
had learned that there were no more savage fighters than the Unmirrored.

When the blind dwarves and the savage crusaders had first encountered each other twenty-five years
earlier, it had taken only afew days before it became obviousto thosein Circle at Center that Zystyl and
Sir Christopher had formed an aliance. Thetwo forces had linked in dire purpose, both dedicating
themselves to the capture and destruction of the city, theidand, and the Center of Everything. In aseries
of ensuing campaigns the attackers had closed the ends of both causeways, and destroyed many of the
villages, harbors, and settlements on the shore of the lake. Though they had never made it onto the idand
for more than aquick raid, the enemy had devel oped afleet of large, powerful gdleys. The great ships
were dow and cumbersome, but conversdly they had proven virtualy unstoppable in the attack. For at
least adozen yearsthey had patrolled the waters of the lake with virtua immunity.

It had only been an interva ago when the fleet of Crusader gdleys, fifteen ships strong, had attempted to
land the largest raiding party of the war right on the shores of Circle at Center. Karkald' s batteries,



completed only during the last year, had seen their first action, launching balls of incinerating shot into the
massed galeys from the two closest towers. Five of the ships had burned completely, while the survivors
had begt a hasty retrest.

“That bastard blacksmith’ sforgeisroaring,” Karkad grunted, pointing to the plume.

Tamarwind nodded, not surprised. For all the years since his capture, Darryn Forgemaster had
apparently labored nonstop to provide the Crusaders with metal weapons. The druid had been scorned
asatraitor by Karkald and many others, but the elven scout suspected that Darryn’ s apparent betrayal
had a deeper explanation. Still, it galled him to know that without the smith’s wegpons and armor, the
Crusaders would be less deadly foes.

“Of all the enemieswho deserveto die,” spat Karkald, “that bastard blacksmith would be at the top of
my list. If not for him, they’ d have no swords, no steel heads on their spears and arrows. | suppose the
scum ismaking himsdf rich on thigl” It was an opinion the dwarf had expressed many times, but he il
managed to work up a good measure of vehemence.

“Y ou might beright. But | till can’t help wondering why . . . why he works so hard for our enemies.”
Darryn Forgemaster was not the only person changed by thiswar, far from it. Tam remembered the
changesin Belynda since she had been a captive of Sir Christopher, so long ago. The efwoman he had
known for many centuries had seemingly vanished in that instant, to be replaced by someone who was as
dark and bitter in her own way as any warrior accustomed to death and destruction.

But now their attention was directed across the |ake, where the long galleys of the Crusaders could be
seen gliding dong the shore.

“They’re up to something,” the dwarf grunted, squinting across the sun-brightened waters. “Natac’ s not
far away from there”

“They’re dtill amile or more from Miradd’scove,” said Tamarwind, trying to sound more optimistic than
he felt. He knew that Natac and Roland would be trapped if the galleys continued on their current
course.

Dédtan gestured to the shipsin the harbor bel ow, a dozen three-masted caravels currently riding at
anchor. Inthe prow of severd of the ships gleamed a silver contraption, aminiature version of the great
weapon atop thistower. “ Perhapsit’ stimeto give your nautical battery atest.”

Karkad grimaced. “Y ou know Natac wanted to wait until we had all of the ships ouitfitted. To get the
most out of the surprise.”

The ef nodded. “I know—abut he couldn’t have foreseen this! And it’snot just the Swvallow that's
ready—we can shoot from the Nighthawk and the Falcon, too! Besides, we'll probably get out there,
and the gdleys |l turn after us and we can get away without firing ashot. Thet' Il givethe Osprey time
enough to racefor safety.”

“I can't argue with that,” the dwarf agreed. Tamarwind nodded decisively.

“ Ahoy—crew of the Swallow!” Detan shouted down from the tower. “ Prepare to sall—we re coming
down!”

Instantly the deck of the ship became abeehive of activity. Elven crewmen started to hoist the sails, while
others cleared away the clutter of routine sail-mending and rope work, or made ready to cast off the
lines. In moments the two eves and Karkald had scrambled down the stairs and were running aong the



dock. By the time they boarded the caravel, the ship’sdruid, Juliay, had brought out her bowl and
windspoons.

“Cadt off!” cried Ddtan, as magica wind swirled upward and began to billow the salls.

“Look.” Karkald said the word quietly, but hisblood chilled as he looked across the lake. “There sthe
Osprey.”

Roland Boatwright’ s ship had broken from its cove, twin sailsfull of wind. But the big war galleyswere
close now, and with their prey in plain sght they wheded mgestically, turning into position for an attack.

Natac stood with his hand on theline, leaning out to add hisdim weight to the digging of the sailboat’s
ked. Thewar gdley loomed huge off the port bow, and Roland was rapidly spinning the spoonin his
wooden bowl, casting every bit of wind he could muster into the taut canvas.

In arush of wake the Osprey scooted past the first of the big ships. Severa giants roared and hooted,
then hurled big rocks. With some trepidation Natac watched the boulders soar close, but Roland twisted
thetiller at the last minute. The crushing missiles landed to either side of the racing boat, raising tall
cascades beside the gunwales, showering the deck with water. Swiftly the little sailboat raced away, and
the next volley of stonesfdl just short of the stern.

But now they saw the other two galeys, big shipswaiting farther away from shore. Those vessds had
been screened by thefirst of the Crusader vessels, and were perfectly positioned to block the Osprey’s
escape ether to theright or the left. Giantsloomed in the prows and sterns of both galleys, whilethe
banks of oars, powered by rowing goblins, pushed the massive hulls through the water with churning
speed. Natac could hear the drumming, the cadence of pounding feet and rhythmic chants made by the
laboring rowers. The pair of galleys seemed to legp forward, closing the gap with startling quickness.

Beyond the enemy ships, far away acrossthe lake, Natac caught aglimpse of white sallsand felt a
momentary chagrin. The caravels had sortied! His disciplined plan, to wait until al of his ships could be
outfitted with Karkad's new wespon, had been thrown into disorder by the need to rescue him. Still, the
fleet’ s presence at least raised the hope of escape. The warrior turned back to Roland, ready to
announce his observation. .

“I see’em,” the druid declared from his position at thetiller.

“We need to buy sometime!” Natac urged, knowing the caravels would not reach them for many
minutes.

“I can do alittle something about that—but it' sarisk!” Roland said.

“Thiswholewar’ sarisk,” Natac replied. He held the line and watched, his heart pounding with that
precious excitement raised by acontest in which the prize was survival.

Roland pulled thetiller again, adjusting the force of his magica wind so that it still roared againgt his boat
from the stern quarter. Thelittle craft cut atight haf circle through the water, dicing through the gentle
waves, now racing directly away from the two galeys—and straight back to the shore, only afew miles

away.

Tamarwind stood at the helm of hisship. A giff wind filled the sails, pushing him on a course of
interception. The other caravels of thelittleflotillafanned out to either Sde, aline of white canvasand
deek hulls. He had not ordered them to follow, but he was gratified to see that the Nayvian fleet had



taken to the lake with dacrity.

Beside him, Ddltan Columbine grinned, white teeth flashing. His hair streamed in the wind, and hisface,
bronzed by years of sun and wesather, glowed with agolden sheen of vitdity. Just for thejoy of it, the
poet-warrior raised hisflligel, sent brash notes ringing across the water. Just beyond Deltan, Karkald
leaned over his battery, fiddling with the Sghts, checking the ammunition in the compact breech. He, too,
was wegathered and browned, hisfull beard flowing to either side of his broad chest.

How much we' ve changed, reflected Tamarwind. Helooked &t his own hands, browned, muscular, and
caloused in amanner that he never would have imagined. Y ears of warfare had hardened hisfingers and
his pams, just as those same years had hardened him al over. Life had become a congtant fight to
protect the city. Matters of life and desth were faced every day. Tamarwind himsalf had made mistakes
that had sent brave elvesto their deaths. And yet, in asecret part of his mind, he admitted to abizarre
vitality to thislife, an gppreciation of each day that he had never before imagined.

For the most part, it had been Natac and Karkald who had instructed the elvesin matters of defense.
The human warrior had studied many ways of making war, Miradd frequently utilizing the Wool of Time
to teach him more about his birth-world. And Natac had put that knowledge to good use. When the
attackers sent awave of centaurs advancing rapidly down the causeway, the Nayvians had quickly
formed abarrier of giants armed with massive pikes, an array of sharpened sted that had effectively
thwarted the thundering charge. Sir Christopher sent legions of bowmen to shower the giants with
arrows, and Natac had overpowered them with volleys from Deltan Columbine s deadly longbows. And
when the huge war galleys had been launched, more than ten years ago, Natac had enlisted Roland
Boatwright to build the caravels. The little sailing ships, while unable to sgnificantly damage the galeys,
were—with the aid of druid-cast winds—aways able to escape the lumbering Crusader vessdls. The
contrast had resulted in a Situation where each Side could still send ships acrossthe lake, but neither

could attain full control.

During the sametime, the Seer dwarf from the First Circle had shared many secrets of technology with
the druids and elves of the Nayvian army. Karkad' s skill at stoneworking had, with the aid of goblin
labor, erected the towers on theidand’ s shoreline. His recent discovery of alarge quarry of flamestone,
exiging right in the city, had alowed coolfyre to be developed, and the bright lights had proven invauable
in night battles. It had been the dwarf’ s knowledge of metds—since the capture of Darryn
Forgemaster—that enabled the defenders to make steel weapons and armor for much of thearmy, as
well asto craft the mighty springs that powered the newest weapon. When Karkad' s great batteries had
been mounted in the towers, the galleyswere at last held at bay.

Now, with the smaler versions of those weapons placed in three of the caravels, the war was entering
another period of change, Tamarwind reflected. Once again, he raced toward battle, hoping for the key
victory, the triumph that would change the war forever.

But then his attention was drawn to the drama on the lake before them. He gasped asthe Osprey turned,
then vanished behind the closing shapes of two massive galleys. More rocks flew, and splashes rose from
the water beyond the great ships, but findly Roland’ s sailboat darted into view, racing toward the shore.

“Come and get us, you bastards!” Karkald growled, and Tam slently repeated the prayer. He could
sense theindecision in the enemy captains—the smal prize of the sailboat, dmost certainly doomed if the
gdleysturned and followed it toward the shallows. But here came the much larger prize of the caravels,
the vexing little shipsthat so often before had darted awvay from the gdleys rather than face the larger
shipsin battle.

Now the galleys were turning, oars pulsing, great hulls dicing the water asthey veered toward the even



flegt.

“They'retaking the bait!” Deltan shouted, as Tamarwind caled for more wind. Juliay spun her spoons
with intense concentration, the wooden utensilsablur in the large, empty bowl. Somehow she managed
to avoid clicking againg the sdes, and freshening wind surged in the salls.

The enemy galeys came a themin aline of three abreast, severa giants at the ready in the prow of each
vessel. Tam knew that they would have plenty of rocks on hand, ready to unleash adevastating barrage
as soon as they got close enough.

“Now—make ready to shoot!” he shouted.

Immediately sails dackened on the el ven ships, though the sharp bows remained pointed directly toward
the advancing Crusaders.

“Remember—aim low,” Tamarwind urged, speaking quietly to Karkad asif he were worried thet the
enemy, dill five hundred yards away, would overhear.

“I'll remember,” said the dwarf, with awry smile. “ After dl, | made the damned thing!”

Already he was squinting aong the grooved sights, lining the massive barrel onto the prow of the nearest
Crusader galley. duliay dowed the stirring of her windspoons, and the Swallow settled into agentlerall.
Soon dl the elven vessels bobbed gently on the placid waters while the three galleys swept closer.

Tamarwind gave the sgnd, asharp downward chop of his hand. Deltan had been waiting and watching
from therigging, and at the gesture he gave asingle, loud blast of hisflligel horn.

Immediatdy Karkad pulled the release.

The caravel lurched backward as the spring whipped freeto fling the silvery ballsthrough the air. On
each sSde another elven ship shuddered, and the air rang with the whining sounds of bending springsand
swiftly flying missles

Karkad' sam was good. Tamarwind saw the spreading cloud of shot streak outward, arcing high above
the waves before settling back toward the water. Many of the balls struck the Crusader ship, scattering
across the deck near the bow, instantly blossoming into flames. Screams of fear and pain echoed across
the water as, within moments, the entire wooden vessel was engulfed by roaring fire. The wounded ship
shuddered like aliving thing as orange tongues of fire crackled aong the hull, devouring the oars and
spindly mast. Anguished criesrent the air as elves, giants, and goblins hurled themselves from the flaming
deck. Some of these hapless victims were themselves ablaze, their flesh hissing asthey struck the water.
Quickly the hull was obscured by smoke and steam, but still came the insatiable roar of the flamesand
the horrible sounds of the dying ship.

To ether ddethe other gdleys were dso &fire, though neither had been hit so solidly asthe middle vessd.
Water splashed across the decks as many goblins fought the flames. Others manned the oars, dowly
backing the two surviving vessels away from the caravel s and the death pyre of the third ship. A column
of black smoke rose into the sky as the doomed vessel was gradually consumed right down to the water
line

“Look—we ve knocked al of them out of thefight!” cried a crewman on the Swallow.

Whoops and shouts swept from the elven ships asthe fleet of caravelswhedled away. Druids cast their
magic, and aswind again filled the sail sit was atriumphant fleet, with pennants flying and crews cheering,
that sailed back to the anchorage below the Mercury Terrace.



Zystyl clumped across the encampment and nodded to the two guards, giants who stood outside Sir
Christopher’ s palisade. He couldn’t see them, of course, but their auras—of scent, sound, and
vitality—clearly marked them in the Delver’ smind. Thefirst wasfull of lust, he sensed, yearning for a
giantess he hadn’t seen in along time. The second was a dullard, head fogged by too much firebrew
consumed the previous night.

Numerous adaptations alowed the Unmirrored commander to move about under the light of Nayve's
sun, which had a first been dmost unbearably painful to al his senses. A shidld of slver was now
attached to his hdmet, deflecting the horrible light and providing him with an area of permanent shadow.
His body was cloaked in asilk of fine weave and bright white color, a covering that extended right down
to hisfingertips. Only his sensitive nostrils were bared—as dways, those moist gpertures sniffed and
sucked at the air, drawing in sensations that were far deegper than mere odors.

Leaving the giants behind, Zystyl relished the cool shade of the knight’ s great stone-walled house.
Shrugging the silken cloak from his shoulders, he dlowed the sensations of warmth and chill againgt his
skin to locate the walls and arched doorways surrounding him. With unerring accuracy he started toward
the knight’ s audience room.

And then, hearing the sound of aharsh voice, he hated, listening.

“ ... atimewhen | would have had you killed . . . burned at the stake.” It wasthe knight, Sir
Christopher, speaking patiently, asif to arecdcitrant child. “Y ou should be grateful that you have lived all
these years, have been granted the chance to serve me.”

Zystyl listened and smdlled, ensuring that he was donein the great hall. Soundlesdy he sdled closer to
the closed door of the audience chamber.

“You are afool—ablind fool,” snapped another voice, which then dropped into aregister of bleak
despair. “ Or perhapsit'smysaf who'sthefooal . . . laboring in your namefor al these years. How do |
know you don’t hold me with an empty threat?’

Christopher laughed. “ The druid croneisalowed to live at my sufferance. . . and my sufferance depends
upon your steady labors. Do not think to change our arrangement now, or | assure you that your
precious Miradel will pay the price. Take alook at her villatonight, blacksmith . . . look long and hard,
for itisonly your labors on my behdf that keeps your precious druidess dive.”

A door dammed in the distance, and the Delver knew that someone had just left the audienceroom by a
different exit. And he knew who that person was.

After amoment Zystyl cleared histhroat and sscomped noisily toward the room. He heard Sir Christopher
rise out of his chair when he entered. The dwarf could smell the anxiety in the man, hear thetenson in the
rapidity of hisbreathing. Beneath his gauze mask the Delver’ smetal mouth twisted into asmile—he had
hisaly at adisadvantage, and he would make use of the opportuntity presented to him.

“Y our gdleys have been driven from the lake, those that survive,” said Zystyl bluntly.

“We were met by anew weapon,” snapped the human. Frustration and fury thrummed beneath the
surface of hisvoice, and the Delver rdlished the knight’ s agiitation. “ Something we have never seen
before. Globes of metal flung through the air from the deck of the enemy’scaravels. . . they shattered,
and burned like the fires of the devil on my ships.”

“I heard the prings,” Zystyl replied. “1t isamobile battery, much like the weapons that the Seersused in
the Firgt Circle. Quite deadly, | imagine, to thin-hulled wooden ships. They have acommand of meta



technology, in Circle at Center—it isno surprise that they are putting it to such good use.”

“These arethe uses of Satan!” Sir Christopher retorted. “Not the forging of good, honest seel—in the
manner God intended for Hiswarriors of virtue.”

“Ah...theforging of metd. Y ou continue to get many tools—all your swords and armor, yes—from the
druid prisoner?’

“Asl havefor dl theseyears, yes.”

“It was afortunate thing for you that you captured the man who, among al druids, isthe one who knows
theforging of sted.”

“It wasthewill of God.”

“Then let us use that will for more congtructive purposes.”

“What do you propose we do?’

“What | have suggested for years. Now, perhaps, you will listen to me?’

“Y ou may speak. But remember, the man who shapes stedl ismine. . . he answersto my commands,
and only | know the secret of hisbondage.”

Zystyl nodded, knowing the human would observe the gesture, accept it as a poditive response. In the
heart of hismask, the meta jawstwisted into acruel smile.
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Scar Tissue
Skin healed bone mends; flesh restored, body tends.

Soirit’ s gouge torture’ s deeds; wounded spirit ever bleeds.

From the Lore of the Healers
Tapestry of the Worldweaver

Bdyndatried to take some encouragement from the columns of figures on the pages before her, the
tallies of recruits and armaments that should have been good news. She saw the proof of agrowing army,
aforcethat steadily gained might, confidence, and experience. Every cycle, more elves made the decison
to join the Nayvian forces—seventy-four of them in the last forty days done, most drawn from right here
in Circle a Center. When added to the goblins recruited by the loquacious* Captin” Hiyram, the giants
who steadily emigrated from the Greens and crossed the lake by raft in the dark of the night, and the
young centaurs who ralied in answer to Gallupper’ s entreaties, Natac’ s army had gained another two
hundred soulsin this, the third interval of the twenty-fifth year of thewar.

But then there were pages with other columns, different figures, such asthe dolorouslist of thirty-two
brave eveswho drowned when their caravel had been shattered by giant-thrown boulders, the four
giantswho had perished in recent skirmishes on the causeway, and the dozens of goblinswho werekilled
during the routine brawls that rocked their camp with inevitable frequency. Alwaysthe gainswere



bal anced againgt the losses, as they had been since the Battle of the Blue Swan. Even if that balance
showed that the army defending the city was continuing to grow, asit had in nearly every interva of every
year of thewar, it amazed her that she could muster even the pretense of digpassion as she pondered
such matters of life and death.

And to what purpose?

It had fallen to her to be the organizer, to gather the mortal fodder that Natac, and hislieutenants such as
Tamarwind, Karkald, and Rawknuckle Barefist, sent into battle. Often they won, and sometimesthey
lost. Alwayswarriors died, and others were recruited to take their places.

The sage-ambassador sighed, and rose from her writing table. She went to the window, looked across
the Center of Everything, saw the great loom rising from its basein the shalow valley. Her colorful
songhirds regarded her from their branches, still and silent. Beyond the garden and the valey shewas
aware of the teeming city, for the most part till going through the days as though nothing had changed.
Music reached her ears, the tune wafting from someidle street-corner concert within anearby elven
neighborhood.

Even farther beyond, past the outskirts of the city and the once-placid lake, Belynda felt—though she
could not see—the presence of the Knight of the Crimson Cross. Her hatred flared unbidden asthe
awareness seeped through her mind, burning in her breast and surging with al the force of that brutdl
night so long ago. She caressed that malice with her thoughts, holding it close, breathing the fetid smell of
his swesty flesh, remembering the anguish that had pierced her when he pressed home his brutal assaullt.
Sometimesit seemed to be dl that kept her going, that hatred, and so in her own way she cherished i,
recaled it willingly, knowing that amid the inaction and gpathy of Circle a Center she, at least, had a
powerful cause, areason for waging thiswar.

The knock at her door startled Belynda. She drew a breath and tried to stem the trembling in her hands,
the tremors that arose, unbidden, every time she was surprised or frightened. Only after severd deep
breaths was she able to control her voice enough to spesk calmly.

“Enter.” Sheturned as the opening door reveaed the worried face of her assstant and friend. “ Oh hello,
Nigd.”

“Hello, my lady,” the gnome said, rising from adeep bow. His eyeswrinkled in concern ashe
surreptitioudy studied the sage-ambassador. “How are you feding?’ he asked nervoudly.

She laughed—or tried to laugh. The sound that emerged was more of abark, sheredlized. Short,
nervous, warning. “Asgood as ever, | guess,” she admitted. “What about you . . . any word from
Thickwhitle?”

Nigtd’sface fell. “Thickwhistle is no more—there are only giantsthere, and so what was once
Thickwhigleisjust Granitehome now.”

Belynda knew that the gnomes of Thickwhistle had smply moved to adifferent part of the hill country,
and shefound it hard to share the gnome' s pal pable sadness. Instead, she made vague noises of
sympathy and turned back to the window.

“Did you seethe war today?’ Blinker asked.

“No...foroncel stayed insgde, thinking, trying to rest. | know the war will be there tomorrow—that’ s
onething that doesn’t seem to change.”



“It changed alittletoday,” offered the gnome, advancing into the room, chattering enthusiasticaly.
“Tamarwind went out there with a new weapon—and the caravels burned up abig galley, and sent the
others packing back to port!”

Bdyndasighed. “ There' s always a new weapon. One side or the other burns up, or istorn to pieces.
How isthat achange?’

“Thewar has changed Circle at Center alot,” Nistel continued. “I can remember when we didn’t have
fortress towers by the causaways, didn’t have any warships on the lake.”

“But we till have concerts on every corner, people laughing and going about their liveslikethereé sno
danger, like nothing’ swrong!” sheretorted bitterly.

Now it was Nigtdl’ sturn to dump his shoulders and hang hishead. “ Y ou’ re right—in so many respects
the war hasn't changed anything at dl.”

Belynda spoke harshly, determined to prove her point. “The Senate meets once every interval, and
during those forty days most of the city’ sleaders seem to work very hard to ignore the danger. If it was
up to them, we' d have smply let the Crusaders march in here, invited the Delversto dig their tunnels
under the Center of Everything.”

Indeed, many eves till hosted fabulous parties, and every day there were celebrations and festivals
throughout the city. Some foods, and especidly wines from the outlying reams of elvenkind, had been
scarce or nonexistent, but most of the elves had preferred to make do with substitutes rather than make
any changesin ther lives that might acknowledge the difficulties raised by the war.

Of course, Belynda admitted, there had been some awakening. Many individua elves had rejected their
clans complacency and joined Natac’sarmy. Theseincluded outlander companies from Barantha,

Kol’ sos, and other relms, aswell asanumber of recruitsfrom Circle a Center. And still no even land
had sent as many companies as Argentian, the sage-ambassador thought with atouch of pride—pride
tinged with sadness, for by the same token no redlm had given as many livesto the war as her own.

Another knock sounded at the door, and Nistel hopped up to answer. He came back to speak to
Bdynda

“Tamarwind ishereto seeyou . . . maybe he wantsto tell you about the battle. It was his ship, you
know, that burned up that galey!”

Belynda shook her head, suddenly irritated. “1 told you'. . . | wasn't paying attention.”
“Can hecomein?

The dven warrior was stlanding behind the gnome, and Belynda saw the eagerness, the high spiritsin his
expression. Tiredly, she nodded.

“It wasagrest day!” the warrior exclaimed, rushing into the room with un-dflike haste and taking the
chair nearest to Belynda. She saw again how he was dark, weathered, hardened in ways that centuries of
hisearlier travels could never have done.

“What happened?’ sheforced hersalf to ask.

“Another wegpon of Karkald's,” Tam explained. “Like the tower battery, only mounted in the bow of a
caravel. We burned three Crusader gdleys!”



Belynda s eyes narrowed, and her teeth clenched at the image of suffering and degath. “Was he there?’

Tamarwind looked crestfalen. “ Sir Christopher . . . no, of course not. He hasn't gone out on the lakein
years. . . but tel me, Bdynda. Why do you always ak?’

For an ingtant the fires of hate welled up so strongly within her that she couldn’t speak, afraid the blaze
would flash itsawful truth from her eyes. But she kept her expression blank, saw that Tam waslooking at
her with sincere curiosity. And she knew, she had convinced hersdlf, that solid logic lay behind her
question.

“Y ou should understand by now: If we can kill him, we will win thewar. The Crusaderswill fal apart . . .
go home. Nayve will be asit wasl”

Tamarwind shook his head, apparently oblivious as Belynda s temper began to mount. “They till have
that arcane Delver, Zystyl. Karkald claims he' s more dangerous than any ten human warriors could be.”

“That’ sright—there are dtill the Delvers,” Nistel declared, his beard bobbing sternly. “1 don't think they
would cease the war even if the Crusaders gave up.”

“The Delvers are not going to destroy us by themselves, whereas | fear, sometimes, that the Crusaders
might do just that,” Belyndareplied. “He keepsthem in thral with the Stone of Command, molds them to
hiswill by ancient magic.” Shefixed Tam with adirect stare. “Why can’'t you just kill him, take the stone
away, and be done with it! Natac had the chance twenty-five years ago, and he failed. Someone hasto
doit!”

“I-1 havetried!” the ef declared, shaking hishead in frugtration. “We dl have—but the knight no longer
leads histroops in battle. He doesn’t expose himsdlf to our weapons! But please, my dear lady, have
faith and patiencel We will find hiswesakness, and we will bring thiswar to avictorious end!”

Abruptly shefelt monstroudy tired, unwilling and unable to face up to TanT senthusiasm, or his attention.
“I’'msorry,” shesad firmly. “I" ve been hit with aterrible headache. . . can you come back tomorrow?’

Shefet atwinge of guilt as Tam's shoulders dumped. Naturally, he agreed to see her the next day, and
made the gppropriate noises of concern before rising to depart.

“I will go, too,” Nistdl said, bouncing to hisfeet. “Please, my lady, try to get somerest . . . and do not let
your hatred sicken your soul.”

She wanted to snap at him—Who was he to tell her what to do? But she let him depart without another
word. In her silent gpartment shetried to go back to work, and had even made some progress when
Darann cameto see her an hour later. Belynda admitted the dwarfwoman with no pretense of headache
or other discomfort. Moments | ater the two females were seated at her conversation table.

“Have you thought about my idea?’ asked the sage-ambassador.

“Yes” Darann replied quickly. “I' m thinking about discussing it with Karkadd, but I'm not surehe'll be
reedy to listen.”

“That’snot surprising,” Belynda said. “It seems counter to the way men think about war.”

“Sill, I know you'reright.” The dwarfwoman met the ef’ s eyes squarely. “And I’'m ready to help you
try.”



“Good,” Beyndasaid. “Y ou know that if we succeed, we might be able to end thiswar.”

Darann nodded. Both of them knew, though neither of them puit it into words, what their fate would be if
they failed.

Ulfgang loped through the night, following the network of trails around the dopes below Miradd’ svilla
He had maintained his post here for many days, ever since Natac had |eft him following the warrior’ slast
vigt. Familiar by scent, by sight, and by sound with every inch of the ground, the white dog patrolled
tirdesdy, seeking any sign of something out of the ordinary.

During thistime, the df Fallon had cared for the dog well, providing a spread of meats, bread, cheese,
eggs, and milk with each Lighten. During the day UIf generaly rested, finding comfort in one of the shady
grottoes or cool, stream-washed ravinesthat dotted the rough landscape around the great white house.
Even then he dept just below the surface of consciousness, every chirping bird or rustle of wind bringing
his head up, ears pricked and clear eyes open, searching. But it was at night that the dog went to work,
constantly circling the hill, ensuring that nothing approached unnoticed. He moved quickly, endlesdy
roving around the elevation of rough, isolated ground.

He padded through ashallow stream and shook himself quickly on the far bank, then raised his nose and
sniffed at the air. The wind was behind him, unfortunately, pushing his own scent into the stretch of hill he
had yet to explore—and at the sametime, carrying the spoor of any possible intruder away from him.

But thiswasinevitable, on every windy night—when he searched through acircular path, therewas
aways going to be one part of the patrol where the breeze worked againgt him. UIf didn’t hesitate.
Springing up the rocks flanking the stream’ s narrow ravine, he emerged on the brush-covered hillsde and
trotted dong alow trail he had worn here over the last tenday. The cloaking branches formed a roof over
his head, dlowing the dog to move through atunnd of vegetation. Evenif he couldn’t smdl what lay in
front of him, at least he knew he wasinvisible to observers who might be looking at the hillsde from
overhead.

Ulfgang moved steedily dong thetrail, panting dightly as he quickly covered along uphill stretch. He
broke from the brush near the top of aridge and stopped on a shoulder of rock. From here he could
look down to the lakeshore, follow the course of two adjacent ravines, and look al the way up the dope
to where Miradel’ storchlit house beckoned so brightly in the night.

He heard a sudden sound that immediately caused him to stop panting, to lift up hisearsand listen
intently. Something scuffled across smooth stone, and then he heard athud, as of aheavy body faling.
The sounds came from above, from a source ether at or very near the villa. He sniffed, mentaly curang
the wind that still continued to blow from behind him, and then leaped upward. Ulfgang ran asfast ashe
could, streaking toward the top of the hill, racing aong the crest of theridgein long, bounding strides.
The white body was a ghostly shapein the night, dashing quickly toward the grand stairway below the
villa

At last he could smell the wrong smells, proof that danger was abroad in this dark night. His nose brought
to him traces of metal and swest, the acrid smell of unwashed dwarves. Shapes moved on that stairway,
and UIf wondered if he should shout awarning. But he was so close now—instead, he opted to chargein
slence, to maximize the confusion his sudden arriva would have on the intruders.

Racing up the stairs, he smelled the ferrous stench of fresh blood, agreat ded of blood to judge from the
intengity of the odor. Atop the steps he dmost groaned audibly at the sight of acrumpled form lying
motionless on the flagstones, pouring lifeblood in acrimson-black flowage down the smooth white Sairs.

“Fdlon!” he whispered, gently nudging the faithful servant with his nose. The df’ s eyeswere open wide,



but they saw nothing, and no faint breath rasped through athroat that had been crudly diced.

Ulfgang heard a heavy blow, a splintering of wood in the villa, and he raced across the plazatoward the
shadowy acove leading into the house. He saw an eyeless dwarf there, suppressed the ingtinctive growl
that tried to rumble from his chest. Racing toward the enemy, he leapt.

But he did not see the second dwarf, the Delver crouching againgt thewall of the house. Nor did Ulfgang
see the blunt-ended club of metal that whistled toward the sound of his approach.

His skull met the wegpon with full force, and the white dog smashed into the ground. Once again meta
struck downward, and Ulfgang knew nothing more.

They came from the darkness, moving in amost perfect silence. Still, the aged druid continued to listen to
their gpproach. She had been admiring the sprouting plantsin her small spice garden when she heard
Fdlon'sgasp of darm, and then the shocking, gurgling sound of air bubbling through his dashed throat.
Instantly knowing her faithful ass stant was dead, Miradel had forced herself to put off her grieving, to
think, to make a plan so that she might not meet the same fate.

But shewas so old. It waswork just to lift her arms, to weave her fingers through remembered patterns
of magic. She heard the splintering of her door, aviolent sound of crude power and arrogant destruction.
Theintruders were in the garden, pounding at the front entrance. How could she resst?

She moved toward the garden, following the connecting corridor behind the kitchen. Some remembered
sense of power drove her motions, guided her crooked digits through the incantation. Hoping to concesl
her location until the last minute, she whispered the words of power under her breath, virtualy slent.

Even so, she sensed the intruders halt in their surreptitious movement, knew they were locating her by the
faint noise of her breathy speech. But she had reached the garden, saw her objective glimmering in the
garlight. She didn’t hesitate—instead, she spoke with growing force, tightened her handsinto fists, pulled
the threads of magic together until, in another ingtant, the spell was done. Advancing into the garden, she
brought the power with her.

Immediately aroar like the pounding of awaterfall thundered from the basin in the midst of the garden. A
figure rose there, afoaming, gray-limbed creature of liquid power. Water compacted into solid form,
dropping one wave-tipped foot onto the ground, then another. The being rose far above the frail druid's
head, with two arms of ice-like silver and aface capped by white, frothy hair, marked by awhirlpool
mouth and eyes as black as the limitless depths of the Worldsea. Looming like amountain before her, the
watery guardian turned toward the front door.

A moment later Miraddl saw small, dark figures rushing around the garden. She backed away, conscious
of her frail legs, the tenuous balance of her retreat. The intruders were fanning out to come at her from
both sdes, wicked metallic warriors with helmets covering their entire faces. Immediately, she knew
these were the deadly Unmirrored Dwarves.

The water-creature lashed out, aclublikefist crushing a Delver to the floor, shattering the meta hemet
and the skull beneath with a deadly hammer blow. More dwarves attacked, and the great foot kicked

brutally, denting metal and crushing flesh and bone. She heard groans, sensed the fear as her attackers
shrank back, hesitating.

“Go—drive them back!” Miradel ordered, her voice strong and commanding. The water creature took a
step toward the door, and another, reaching to smash another dwarf to the floor.

But then sparks flashed through the darkness, stuttering and trailing to the floor. In the sudden brightness



Miradel saw a stout femae dwarf, her grotesgque face revedled by apartidly open helmet, raise ametal
club. Red nodgtrils flared on this Delver, and magic pulsed through her arms and into the coppery shaft.
The end of the weapon touched the water-creature, and abruptly the room flared into fiery brilliance. The
guardian threw back its head, gurgling asound of unmistakable pain. A second later, the being dissipated,
cold water doshing chaotically acrossthe floor, running over limp Delvers, splashing past Miradd’ sfest.

Quickly, she backed into the main room of the villa. Next she drew on deeper magic, igniting atuft of
tinder by snapping her fingers. Immediately every candlein the house burgt into bright flame, and a
crackling fire rose from the logs in the hearth. With another whispered word, she pulled the blazing logs
out of thefireplace by the power of her magic. Trailing sparks and embers, they rolled into the Delvers,
sent severd of theinvaders shrieking from the villa. Othersflailed and thrashed at the flames running

hungrily up ther leggings.

Faling back to her kitchen, the druid snatched up a knife and dashed, but somehow the nearest dwarf
sensed her intentions and dodged out of the way, the blade deflecting off his steel helmet. Otherswere
drawn to the clatter, hands outstretched, wielding cruel hooks that the dwarves hacked into Miradd’s
clothes, her hair, even her skin. With agasp of pain the druid was pulled off her feet. She grunted, trying
to scramble away even as shefdl to the floor. For amoment she lay stunned, fearing that a brittle bone
had broken, watching as two dwarves advanced with anet of black silk. They raised the lattice of thin
cord, ready to throw it over her.

From somewhere she found the strength and speed to rise, leaning to the side as the Delvers cast the net.
It swept past Miradd and she lashed out, dicing threads, then driving her blade into the neck of the
closest dwarf. With amortd hiss the creature whipped around, dashing with a curved dagger even ashis
life duiced from aripped artery.

But that dwarven blade, wielded in adying frenzy, found itsway between frail ribs. Miradel gasped as
her heart was pierced, as strong arms seized her. She kicked, but there wasllittle speed or strength in her
struggles. Before she thought to scream, her blood spilled in acircle across the floor, her mind grew dulll,
and shedied.

Natac turned with astart, his eyes narrowing as he stared across the dark, till swath of lake. The lights
of Miradd’ svillawere barely visblein the distance, twinkling on the hilltop, flaring with routine brilliance.
Y et it seemed to him as though some shadow darkened the fires, masked the vitdity of that distant place.

“What isit?’ Karkald asked in darm, joining the army commander at the parapet of the defensive tower.

“She’ ssad about something . . . | canfed it,” hesaid. | wish | was there with you. Helingered over the
private thought, knowing it was aluxury he could not afford.

Shaking his head, hetried to return his attention to the command problem facing them: what to do about
the increasingly rambunctious goblins. He knew that the problem wasred, that the unruly recruitsin their
greet regiments were running wild in sections of Circle at Center, rendering many neighborhoods
uninhabitable by the e ves who had once lived there.

“We could break up the regiment into companies,” Owen suggested. The Viking, who had been
commanding the goblins for more than twenty years, was as frustrated as Natac himsdf with hisunruly
charges. “1 can tan the hides of those that <till get out of line, and Hiyram can keep tabs on some of the
others”

Natac shook his head. “1 want to avoid that if a dl possible. We have, what, four thousand or more of
them? That makes them our biggest single force, and if we need them in thefight, I'd like to use them
together.”



“I would, too,” Owen agreed, relief written across his bearded visage. “So let’ skeep ’em in camp, and
I'll till find some hidesto tan!”

“Goaod . . . for now, anyway.” Natac tried to move on, to think about the next problem facing hislarge
army. But despite his best intentions, the warrior found that he couldn’t concentrate. Over and over his
mind wandered across the water, to the white villaon the lakeside hill.

“Itel you—it’'s our best chance. Y ou haveto let metry!” Darann hissed, her face darkening as she made
the effort to keep her voice down. She confronted her husband in the plain barracks room that had been
their living quarters for more than two decades.

“Areyou mad?’ roared Karkad, uncaring of the eveswho lived in neighboring rooms and were
undoubtedly shocked by his outburst. “Y ou’ d be killed—or worsel” Hisrage was fueled by stark, raw
fear, emotions howling through hisveins.

“But listento me! 1 might be able to digtract him—"

“I forbid it! | utterly, absolutely forbid you from acting on this craziness—in fact, you are not evento
think about it!” He struggled to regain his breath, to lower hisvoice. “Why—you' re talking about the
most powerful, unpredictable kind of magic thereis! And you' d put yourself in terrible danger!” It wasall
sological, such an obvious decision. Surely she could see that?

When hiswife didn’'t answer, Karkad grunted in acknowledgment, sorry that he had shouted so loudly.
And he made the mistake of thinking that her silence indicated that she had accepted his mandate.
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TheMarching Acres

Fear is a capricious weapon effective only as a credible threat.

When no such threat exists terror and dread are fruitless, as transient, as wind on wave.

From The Ballad of the First Warrior
Ddtan Columbine

Everything wasadim, gray haze. . . ahaze punctuated by pain, agony that speared through his skull,
stabbed hismind with relentless, fiery force. . . until again the murk would rise, granting him the only
relief from his congtant hurting.

Sometime later he smelled blood, and came awake with astart. Once again that pain rushed through
every nerve end, but he forced his head up, off the hard stone floor. Drawing a breath, he felt more pain
searing through hisribs, but he fought againgt it, pushed himsdlf through adow, avkward roll onto his
belly. Still he held hishead up, though hisvision was blurry and his head sill pounded.

With an effort, he thumped histal against the ground once, and again. And then he knew he waswhole.
Grunting from the agony, he pushed his shoulders up until he was Sitting. His head throbbed with an
agonizing cadence of pain, and one ear was crusted with dried blood, but tiffly, dowly, he forced himself
to stland. Sunlight flooded the garden, the villa, the landscape. The blood he smelled came from very
nearby, where Fallon's corpse lay stiff and drained, with adried, brownish swath extending in aghastly



spill down the gairsfrom the ef’ s body.

Shaking his head, seeing and smelling better with each passing second, UIf started into the big house.
And then hefroze.

Miradel lay on thefloor in apool of her own blood, a smear of darkening crimson across her belly
staining her gown. Nearby wasthe corner of ablack silk net, apparently diced with ragged force fromits
parent. Whimpering unconscioudy, UIf dowly approached the motionlessfigure. He lowered his heed,
sniffed hopefully, knowing that those hopes were futile. The druid was utterly, irrevocably dead.

The stench of Delverswas everywhere, so he had no doubts as to who had killed her. Growling amost
inaudibly, he padded back onto the patio and blinked in the bright sunlight. The lake was an azure
blanket below, cut by the thin white line of the causeway.

Ulfgang knew that Natac needed to be told about Miradel, and that road was his only route back to
Circleat Center. Taking severa deep breaths, then lapping up agood drink of water from the druid’s
garden pool, the dog ignored the pounding in his head as he started down the hill.

Kerriastyn cowered before her master. Zystyl could sense her fear, reveled in it as hisrage flexed through
his nogtrilslike an odor, touching the cringing female, stroking her senseslike the disngenuouskiss of a
hungry vampire. She siood on her feet, but leaned forward abjectly, with her face turned up to himin
mute acceptance of whatever justice he would ddliver.

You failed me. The phrase was awhip, used against her thoughts, striking with alash that drew amoan
of agony from her slver-plated jaws. She dropped her face, unable to meet his punishment directly.

You disappointed me.

Again he struck her with the power of hismind, and again he thrilled to the sound of her pain as she took
astep backward. Kerriastyn was crying now, a pathetic murmur of sound that echoed through the tunnel
in dolorous solitude. Doubtless there were Delvers who could hear, but they remained utterly silent lest
the weight of their generd’ s displeasure should fall upon them.

You have cost me a precious opportunity.

Hisfinal rebuke whipped through her being, dropped her to her knees, sent her writhing acrossthefloor.
He observed her convulsions with keen pleasure—the sounds of her pain, the raw stink of uncontained
terror, the keen awareness of her utter subjugation, al bathed his sensesin sublime ecstasy. She
expected to die—he could sense her anticipation of his judgment—abut it gave him cold pleasure to defer
hisretribution.

“But it ismy decison that you shdl live, shal continueto serve.” He began to spesk doud, letting his
mercy be known to al witnesses within earshot. “For even with your failure, the even city will fal, and a
world of treasureswill become mine.”

The white dog crouched at the top of ahill, looking at the scene spread a ong the muddy |akeshore. The
mouth of the Metal Tunnel yawned at the base of the opposite elevation. The Hour of Darken
approached, so the shadowed entryway teemed with Delvers, hundreds of the Blind Ones milling like
ants, waiting for full darknessto release them to raid. UIf knew that Zystyl’ swarriors had created a city
for themsalves, avirtua hive of sunless caverns, dens, and warrens, within the massive subterranean

passgeway.

Closer by, theruins of the Blue Swan Inn lay scattered across the shore, amonument of charred stone



walls, blackened timbers, and soot-covered ground that the invaders had left undisturbed, in full view of
Circle at Center. Ulfgang noticed again how even now, twenty-five years after the destruction, not so
much as a blade of grass had sprouted from the blackened and bloodstained ground. To the right and | eft
of the ruins, however, the Crusaders had erected massive, log-walled barracks buildings. Muddy streams
flowed from valeys denuded of timber, while companies of Sir Christopher’ swarriors gathered,
marching aong the lakeshore and out of the hillsto converge here, at the place that now held Ulfgang's
consderableinterest.

It'slike. .. afloating island, he redized, studying the massive expanse of solid ground filling the place
that had once been the harbor of the Blue Swan. But it was ground made out of wood and metd, he
findly saw, and it had many gridded openings where he could see the water doshing just below the deck.

Surrounded by sheets of metal armor and severd tal, wooden walls, with asurface asbroad asa
hundred palatid courtyards, the greeat raft completely filled the harbor that had once served asan
anchorage for the Blue Swan Inn. Thousands of Crusaders and Delvers were assembling on the massive
deck, and they didn’t yet come close to taking up al the space. UIf saw columns of giants and goblins,
companies of centaurs, huge regiments numbering a thousand el ves gpiece, dl march down the ramps
leading to the flat surface. Still more of these troops were assembled on the shore, waiting for their turns
to board.

Beyond, even more of the enemy troops were in the camp—and only past these, past tens of thousands
of deadly enemies, UIf could see the causeway, hisroute to the city, starting across the lake. As the Hour
of Darken closed around him, he saw the Delvers start to file out of the cavern. Soon the column would
form abarrier across the road, blocking hisretreat.

Drawing a deep breath, Ulfgang rose and started to trot down the hill. He stopped to sniff apile of fresh
horse dung, took along detour to urinate on the only tree trunk on this part of the dope. Taking great
care to appear nonchalant, he started past acompany of goblins, keeping awary eye on the
hungry-looking warriors. When one of them tossed a spear, the dog sprinted away, earstrailing from the
wind of his speed.

Trotting around a group of bored giants, hefinadly saw the paved roadway of the Metd Highway. The
wide avenue started acrossthe lake on itsraised causeway, astraight line leading to Circle at Center. UIf
flopped to the ground, tongue drooping lazily, as arank of elves marched past. When they were gone, he
rose and dowly padded forward, crossing in front of the advancing column of Delverswhilethe Blind
Oneswere still some distance away.

Now he was near the lakeshore. A pair of centaurs paced back and forth at the terminus of the
causeway. Each was armed with a stout cudgel, and their attention was directed mainly aong the road
extending into the lake, where they remained aert for any sortie from the city.

UIf trotted down to the shore and |apped up some water. At the same time, he watched the reflections of
the centaurs, saw that one glanced at him, then turned his attention back to the road. Still wandering
dowly, the dog paced aong the shore, up onto the road. Nose down, he padded past the nearest
centaur, asif he had no purpose before him other than the next exciting sniff.

“Hey!” The growl came from the second centaur. “ Stop that dog.”

Ingtantly UIf flew into awild sprint, belly low, feet pounding the pavement in urgent, rhythmic strides
down the straight road. He heard one centaur thundering in pursuit, heavy hooves clattering on the
pavement, but by then the streaking Ulfgang was two dozen paces ahead. Without looking back, he
sretched further, running faster than a strong wind. The guard kept up the chase for ahalf mile, but by



then the dog was far dong the causeway.

And even when he wasn't pursued, hislegs reached, stretched, hurled him aong the pavement. Hislungs
strained for breath, and hislong tongue dangled, flopping loosdly as he streaked above the water toward
the sparkling city. Halfway acrossthe lake he passed acompany of giants, thefirst line of thecity’s
defense. They made no move to stop him, and Ulf did not dow down. Lights, coolfyre beacons, blinked
into life dong the upcoming shore as night thickened. Even asthe pain of exhaustion rose through his
chest and throat he held his speed, swerving around the elven guards that moved to intercept him ashe
darted onto theidand.

Racing acrossthe Mercury Terrace, heignored the protestations and surprised stares of the few elves
who were out at this dark hour. Now his claws clicked along the paving stones of the Avenue of Metd.
Ulfgang knew that he could find Natac at his heedquarters building, formerly agallery of iron acrossfrom
the College. It was till along run from here, but the road was straight and wide.

A minute later Ulfgang came over alow riseto find that the entire street was blocked by ariotous crowd.
He smelled the bittersweet stink of goblins, heard their whoops and shouts as they danced on the
pavement and quaffed great mugs of sae-smelling beer. Partners whirled each other in afrenzy, sending
drunken goblins careening into each other, provoking insults, kicks, and punches.

“Hoo—hoo! A doggie!” cried onewild-eyed fellow, reaching out asif to smear Ulfgang’ snosewith a
dobbery kiss. White jaws snapped, and the goblin lurched backward, howling and pressing handsto his
blesding lip.

“Youlot!” The bellow was Owen’ svoice, roaring above the din. Ulf couldn’t seethe Viking, but asthe
crowd grew suddenly quiet he sensed that the human warrior had waded into the celebration. Goblins
yelped in dismay, and severd abruptly flew through the air, tossed by blows of Owen’'s hamlikefigts.
“Stop this commotion right now! Or I’ll have yer heads on pikes over the lakefront wall!”

“What for you make ruckus?’ demanded another voice, and Ulfgang saw Hiyram swagger through his
fellow goblins, jabbing hisfinger at achest here, meeting abelligerent eye there. “We s gottafight
Delverdwarfs—not you too each other!”

Sheepishly, the carousing goblins shuffled from the street, filing into the large manors that had been given
them as barracks. But by then Ulf was dready moving, pushing through the goblins until he caught up to
Owen and Hiyram.

“I’ve got to get to Natac!” He barked frantically, trying to get the goblin’ s attention.

“WEe I take you to'm—I’'mwantin’ to tell about this mess, anyway,” Hiyram said disgustedly. He looked
as though he wanted to take off after the retreating goblins, but Owen, at least, seemed to sensethe
dog’surgency. Moving at atrot, they started up the Avenue of Metdl.

Natec tried to deny the truth of the message, but deep in his heart he felt theredity of Miradel’ sloss. He
listened in dull horror to Ulfgang’ s dipassionate report. For along time the warrior couldn’'t seem to
speak, couldn’t make his mouth shape the words he wanted, needed to say.

“Why?" he croaked, findlly. “Why kill her?”

“I think they wanted to capture her, redly,” suggested the white dog. “| saw apiece of net there. And
water, and marks of fire. It seems she put up afight.”

“And shewill beavenged,” Natac said, though the phrase, the very intention, seemed a hollow mockery.



“We ll gart by figuring out how to face thisraft, this*floatingidand’ that you spotted.”

He looked around the table in his headquarters chamber. Natac' s subordinate captains watched him
warily. Deltan and Galewn, the giants representative of Nayve s Senate, were there. That pair were
responsible for the two forceswho had held the causeway against every attack over the last twenty-five
years. Karkald, too, was present, as were Tamarwind and Roland Boatwright. Owen and Fionn stood
on the other side of the table, Owen with Hiyram and the Irishman with Nistdl. They were gatheredina
room of metal, with an iron floor and vaulted ceiling of bronze. At the door sood aguard, agiant armed
with a massive, hook-bladed halberd and wearing a cap of shiny sted.

The generd was acutely conscious of the meeting that had been in progress prior to UIf’ sarriva. It had
been aroutine affair, areport from the garrison on the Metal Causeway, the awareness that the enemy’s
heavy galleys had stayed off the lake since the ships had been destroyed by Karkald' s seaborne
batteries.

Thetraining of the gnomes and goblins was proceeding dowly, and Natac fervently hoped that he could
continue to spare both big regiments the shock of mortal combat. For yearsthey had been part of the
army, of course, but they had been spared many of the ravages suffered by the giants and elves. He
admitted to a quiet affection for the diligent gnomes, typically pudgy, bespectacled, and squinting, yet so
earnedtly intent on becoming warriors, on redeeming the disgrace of their flight during the Battle of the
Blue Swan. But in truth they weren’t warriors, and Natac had done everything he could to keep them out
of harm’sway.

And the goblins, too, he found strangely likable. Rude and disorganized to the core, they till possessed
the exuberance of hedlthy, fast-growing children—even if they should have decided to grow up long ago.
Still, he couldn’t bear the thought of putting them into battle, any more than he could have accepted
sending his own ten- or twelve-year-old sonsinto amortd fight.

So instead, the defense of Circle at Center had falen to the elves and the giants. So far they had done an
effectivejob, but Natac admitted private concern at the reports of this great raft. How would it be used?
Andif it came toward the city, how could they hopeto stop it?

“The caravelswill sortie at thefirst sign of thisraft,” he said, indicating the map spread out before them.
“We can't let them get on the flank or rear of the causeway. We have to assumeit’ s got awooden
structure, and if it' swood it can be burned.”

Asthe others nodded in agreement at his sage pronouncement, Natac felt a stab of guilt. He could only
hope that he wasright.

“What inthe Seven Circlesisthat?’ growled Rawknuckle Barefist. He held agreat axe againgt his chest,
caressing the smooth handle, taking comfort in the keen steel blade that Karkald had given him twenty
years before. The giant squinted across the lake, staring at movement he perceived through the mists of
the Lighten Hour. Around him, the forty others of his company, hulking and bearded warriorsto aman,
dtirred from their rest, afew picking up their wegponsto join their chieftain.

Theirswas alondy outpost, awide spot on the middle of the causaway amid the generdly placid waters

of thelake. The small idand boasted flat ground, afew trees, and benches and shetersfor travelers

rests. The smooth causeway departed from theidet in two directions, in the direction of meta toward the
lakeshore, and in the opposite bearing toward the city, and the Center of Everything. In that direction the
company of Deltan Columbine sarcherswas rousing itsalf, cooking firesignited and lookoutsjoining the

giantsin staring acrossthe lake.

Now, just past Lighten, mist shrouded the water in gauzy curtains, visibility closed in enough thet the giant



chieftain knew he couldn’t be looking at the far shore. And yet something solid stretched across hisview,
more suggested than substantia in the vaporous air—but far, far closer than any land should be.

“Looks like the lakeshoreismoving,” suggested his comrade Broadnose, with anoisy snuffle. He went
back to the haunch of mutton that served as his breskfast.

“Well, I know whet it looks like,” snapped Rawknuckle. “1 want to know what it is!”

A great wal seemed to emerge from the mist, pushing through the water so dowly that it raised barely a
ripple on the smooth surface. Far to the right the barrier sesemed to curve away, and it wasthere that he
caught ahint of awake—Ilong, rolling ripples coursing acrossthe il water, confirming that the vast
shape wasin fact moving closer.

“It' s gotta be that raft we was warned about. Give arise on the horn,” Rawknuckle decided. Y oung
Crookknee, the bugler, hefted the instrument and placed his lips against the mouthpiece. Once, twice,
and again he boomed long, lowing notes. The sound resonated across the water, many seconds later
echoing back from the heights of Circle at Center.

“"Eh, chief. They’ re coming the same old way, aswell,” muttered Broadnosg, lifting hisbearded chinto
point down the causeway in the direction of the enemy camp.

“No centaursin front, thistime,” said Rawknuckle regretfully. “I guesswe |l have to save the pikesfor
later.” He was disappointed. Thelast time this position had been attacked, the Crusaders had come at
them with arushing mob of centaurs. The giants had blocked the causaway with abristling array of
long-hafted spears, and dozens of centaurs had spilled blood and guts when they collided with the
immobileline. The attack had been brutally shattered, without agiant suffering aseriouswound, soin
practicality Rawknuckle knew that the enemy tactic was unlikely to be repested. Instead, it would be
cast upon the growing pile of ideas that had been discarded by one side asthe other found an effective
countermessure.

Thistime, the front rank of the attackers was aline of giants. Each bore alarge wooden shield, and a
club, hammer, or axe. By advancing in shoulder-to-shoulder formation with shields held high, they left
little target for the even archers who were forming to back up the giants.

“Where do you want us?’ asked Deltan Columbine. The famed archer and poet stood ready with two
hundred of his deadly bowmen. In past engagements they had formed on the city side of thelittleidet,
shooting over Rawknuckle' s company to shower the attackers forced to concentrate on the causaway.

“I don't like thelook of that,” Rawknuckle declared, indicating the massiveraft. “Why don’t you give us
some room to fall back—say afew hundred yards? We could use your covering fireif that big thing
floatsin on our flank. And it’sjust possblewe |l haveto get out of hereinahurry.”

“Yougot it, Chief,” Deltan agreed. He crossed to his men and started them filing onto the causeway
toward the city, while the giant turned around and watched nervoudy astheraft, and the rank of
Crusaders on the causeway, moved steadily closer.

Natac and Karkald stood atop one of the towers flanking the end of the causeway. From here they could
get only avague sense of the true vastness of the raft.

“They must have taken the breakwater out of the harbor,” the warrior observed. “ Just pushed the
damned thing right into the lakel”

“Arewe ready for atwo-pronged attack?’ Karkald asked, looking aong the miles of exposed shoreline



on the city’ sfringe.

Natac frowned. There were elven companies placed throughout the city, and asmall, mobile force of
Gdlupper’ s centaurs and the few dozen e ven riders who had mastered the art of horsemanship. But
these forces were spread thin, and the only sizable reserves he had were the huge regiments of goblins
and gnomes. These were deployed to either side of the base of the causeway, with the goblins on the
Mercury Terrace and the gnomes on the other side of the road. If the raft could not be stopped, those
untested troops would have to bear the brunt of the first attack.

“The caravelsareready,” the genera observed, gestured to the shipsthat sat, sailslimp, in the protected
anchorage beside the terrace. “Best send them out, now.”

The sgnder, ayoung efwoman who had trained hersdf to anticipate her commander’ s orders, quickly
pulled out a blue banner scored with lines of white to represent billowing sails. With acrisp command of
magic she sent the standard fluttering adoft, where it attached itsdlf to the top of the flagstaff and streamed
outward.

The reaction in the harbor below was instantaneous. Immediately the druids in the stern of each caravel
garted their cagting, and wind puffed into the limp sails. Slowly, but with steadily increasing speed, the
little ships scuttled past the breskwater and turned onto the lake. They made abrave display asthey
deployed into line abreadt, stedl batteries gleaming from the prows of no less than half of the dozen ships.

“But | fill don't likethe size of that thing,” Natac confided, asthe racing ships, even spreading into a
widefan, did not make as wide aformation as the flat prow of the grest raft.

“And trouble on the road, too,” remarked Karkald.

The enemy phalanx of giants attacking down the causeway had dmost advanced to Rawknuckle sidet,
and that massive raft—apparently propelled by hundreds of polersin the stern—had nearly reached as
far into the lake. The metd and wooden walls protecting the floating platform were clearly visble, while
the fore and both flanking faces bristled with weapons.

“They’re going to get around behind Rawknuckle,” Natac said. He shouted to one of hissignalmen. “Run
up the green flag—I want the giantsto withdraw!”

The banner swiftly soared up the long shaft, supplanting the sailing ordersto the caravels, sreaming into
the gentle breeze. But when he looked down the causeway, Natac wondered if they weren't dready too
late.

From the main battle tower he could see the whole causeway of the Metal Highway, aswell asthe great
gretches of lake to ether side of the smooth, wide road. Rawknuckle Barefist’s company of giantswere
forming an orderly line ontheir idet in the middle of the causeway.

A cloud of dust billowed into the air, marking aswath aong the Avenue of Wood.

“Here comes that centaur again,” Karkald noted with afrown. “Maybe we' d be better off just to let him
charge and be donewith it.”

Natac shook his head, though he shared his comrade s frustration. Gallupper cameinto view ashe and
his company cantered across awide market. The young centaur led aband of perhaps fifty hoofed,
thundering chargers. Half the number were centaurs, disowned youngsters of the Blacktail, Craterhoof,
and other clans, while the rest were elves mounted on horseback. Natac had to admire the speed of the
racing advance, even as he recognized its futility in the tangled streets and buildings of the city. “ Sometime



we'll find ausefor them . . . until then, we'll just have to keep talking to him.”

“Canwe charge yet?’ hailed the young centaur, shading his eyes with his hand as he looked up from the
base of the tower.

“Not yet! Just wait thereaminute,” barked Karkald. He turned to Natac. “1’ ve been working on another
invention, alittle device I’'m about ready to try—I’ d like to give it to the young fella. It's something that
could use a speedy wielder.”

“Giveit atry,” Natac said, immediately curious. Still, Karkad, as dways, tended toward secrecy while
hisinventions were being devel oped—he very much relished revedling them with aflourish. So the
warrior turned his attention to the enemy’ s progress while the dwarf went down and spoke with the
centaursfor sometime.

Rawknuckle roared a chdlenge, dlowing the by-now familiar joy of battle to suffuse his body and inflame
histemper. He and his giants straddled the road, retreating dowly against the press of their kinfolk who
had been corrupted by the Crusader knight. With aflexing of corded snew, he brought his axe through a
vicious overhand swing, cleanly splitting the wooden shield of the nearest attacker. The deadly blade
continued unabated, cleaving the enemy giant from chin to belly. Asthe dying Crusader tumbled into the
steaming heap of his own guts, Rawknuckle was dready striking adifferent target, wielding the axein
great back and forth swipesthat felled another attacker and halted the rest in arespectful arc around the
huge chieftain.

Tremendous noise surrounded him, the cries of grievoudy wounded giants, the crushing blows of stedl
and stone against wood and metal—and, sometimes, flesh and bone. Giants pressed back and forth,
limbstangling, bruta blows landing against both sides. A heavy body fell againgt Rawknuckle, and ashe
pushed it away he recognized Broadnose. His companion grasped at his shoulder, mouth working
soundlesdly, until agush of blood gurgled forth, smearing the chieftain’ s Sde asthe dying giant sprawled
onto the road.

His sturdy legs planted like tree trunks, Rawknuckle diced at the attackers with renewed fury, grimly
exacting vengeance for hisdain friend. The steel axe carved into athick neck, nearly decapitating one
attacker, then swept back to take the arm off another. But even in the press of his deadly blows he was
forced back, senang the weight of the massive column of attackers as an inexorable tide. Comradesto
ether sdeféel or retrested, and Rawknuckle was forced to go along—el se he would have quickly been
surrounded and cut down.

Even 50, he stepped back dowly, begrudging each bloody, precious pace. Gore spilled from hisaxe, and
many abold Crusader quailed from the dash of his deadly weapon. Others of the attackers, thosein the
rear ranks, howled and cursed as arrows showered onto them. Shields were raised, and many of the
stedl-ti pped shafts thunked harmlessly into the wooden barriers. But more fell through the gapsto strike
deep into shoulders, thighs, necks, and chests.

The shower of arrows grew thicker, and now many of the missiles were faling among Rawknuckle sown
company. Hetrusted the aim of Deltan’ s elves, but with aquick look to the Sde he saw that the grest raft
was creeping dowly past his position. Another volley of arrows darkened the sky, scattering
indiscriminately among both the attackers and the defenders, as Crusader archers sprayed the causeway
with their dangerous missiles.

Thebig warrior cursed as he plucked amissile from his hamstring, then snorted in disgust as another
pricked his cheek, nearly taking his eye. Beside him Forestcap, arugged specimen who had joined the
company a itsinception twenty-five years before, howled in rage asavolley of deadly barbs rendered



his arms and shouldersinto an gpproximation of a porcupine. Rawknuckle offered hisold comrade a
brawny arm and aided him limping backward, crossing the idet as the Crusaders rushed forward.

“Thegreen flag isup—Natac is caling usback!” shouted agiant. The chieftain took the timeto glance
toward the city, ensuring that his comrade' s eyes were not being deceived, and he, too, saw thesignd to
retreat.

Bdlowing for therest of hisgiantsto follow, seeing that Deltan’ s company was dready hastening toward
Circle at Center, Rawknuckle Barefist led his bloodied company in ahasty withdrawal aong the
causaway.

Darann went to Belynda' s chambers and was surprised to find that the outer door was closed and
locked. Still, the dwarfwoman knocked without hesitation. She was startled when, without perceptible
sound, the portal glided open to revea an empty antechamber.

“Comein, Darann.” Belynda s voice flowed from the main room, and the dwarf followed the sound
down the short halway. She found the sage-ambassador and another f she recognized by her slver
robe as a sage-enchantress. Therewas athird chair, currently empty, beside them.

“ThisisQuilene,” Belyndasaid. “ Sheisthe greatest of our enchantresses.”
“Andyou'll hep us?’ Darann asked, taking the efwoman’s hand.

“I'will,” Quilenereplied.

“We were expecting you,” said Belynda, gesturing to the extra chair.

“But how did you know | was coming tonight?’ asked Darann as she joined them.

“Because we share your purpose. . . and we dl sensethat timeisgrowing short,” the sage-ambassador
said, looking directly into the dwarfwoman’ s eyes. Darann felt as though she were laid naked, bared even
beyond her skin. She sttled into her seat with a sense of warmth and belonging, alightening of the
lowering cloud that had been hanging over her.

“Sotell me” she began, relieved enough to speak bluntly. “How are we going to save Circle at Center?’

“The battles that rage with such endless repetition are fruitless,” Quilene began. “At best they are
short-term exercises in courage that, perhaps, will win usalittle moretime. At worgt, they are awaste of
lives—thelives of bold defenders, and the lives of misguided attackers who, al unwitting, have become
thetools of evil. And no matter how many of those attackers are killed, they are only nettlesome
pinpricks, tiny blows againgt the body of abeast that must be killed by a strike to that brain.”

“And that brainisin two parts—Sir Christopher, and Zystyl,” Darann said grimly.

“Two partslinked by asinglesoul. | don’t know if either of you redlizeit,” Quilene said, “but thereal key
to the enemy’ s destruction liesin the Stone of Command.”
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Heartblood in the Center

Violence spreads a stain across the world.



Mayhem's surge, and grieving holds for no border.

From Tales of the Time Before
from the First Tepestry

“There sthe blue flag—make sail!” cried Tamarwind, who had been watching Natac’ s command post as
the mist-shrouded Lighten began to grow into full daylight.

Within seconds wind gusted into the sails of each caravel. Tam fdlt the deck shift dightly underfoot asthe
vessd quickly, smoothly gained speed. Juliay whirled her spoons, her brow furrowed in concentration.
Her skill was proved again asthe Swallow, by anose, pulled out in the lead of her sister ships.

The other eleven caravelsraced to either side, white wakes frothing back from the narrow prows.
Tamarwind stood next to the battery, peering across the lake at the vast expanse of the enemy raft. He
tilted his head back, spotted hislookout perched high in the rigging.

“What can you see?’ the df shouted.
“They'refdling back on the causaway—that raft must have athousand archersoniit!”

“Let’sburn’em out of there!” retorted Tamarwind with afierce grin. He turned and hollered dong the
line of ships. “WEe retaking the war to them!”

Druidsworked at their posts below the after masts of each of the caravels. Elven sailors worked their
lines, climbed into the rigging with bows and arrows, or lined the gunwal es with wespons drawn whilethe
humans continued their magica casting, windspoons stirring the wooden bowls, loca gusts of air filling

out the salls, propelling the nimble ships across the [ake.

All around Tamarwind sails strained as the twelve vaiant caravel s surged toward the battle. A smdler hull
streaked just to starboard, and Tam grinned at Roland, seeing that the steel-prowed Osprey
accompanied thefleet. “ Just stay out of theway!” the elf shouted cheerfully.

Roland waved back with a quick gesture of hiswooden spoon, then returned hisfull attention to sailing.
Unlike the captains of the larger caravels—who employed a hemsman at the whedl in addition to the
wind-caster—the druid shipbuilder raised hiswind with one hand, whirling the spoon through the bowl
with swift precision, while he held the tiller of the sailboat clenched in thefist of the other. Even so, the
nimble Osprey bobbed and glided amid the larger craft, keeping pace with no difficulty.

For thefirst time, Tam turned his attention to their enemy. He felt amomentary puzzlement as he looked
acrossthe lake, for he had been told the raft was quite big and yet he could see no sign of their
enemy—there wasjust astretch of shoreline before him. And then he redlized that the shore was moving

“It'shuge!” breathed a crewman, coming to the same redlization.

“Let’strimit down to Size, then,” Tamarwind declared, suppressing hisown misgivings. In truth, he had
to wonder how much damage they could inflict on the massive raft. Hefdt like one of afew mosguitoes
who had been sent to sting an eephant to degth.

Nevertheless, each ship, with wind filling the sails and awhite wake frothing from the hull, turned toward
the attack. Tamarwind's Swallow soared in the lead as the whole fleet swept in from the direction of



metd.
“Fire the batteries—now!” cried the elven commander, his order underscored by the trumpeter’ s blare.

Springs snapped and the ships lurched from the force of the launch. Sunlight glinted on orbs of sted asdl
the caravel batteries|obbed their shot toward the enemy. Most of the globes clattered onto the raft, and
Tam immediatdly saw columns of smoke churning into the air. At least adozen fires sprang into life
across the deck and the elven captain felt asimultaneous flaring of his own hopes. If they could destroy
that raft, snk it into the lake, they would annihilate a great portion of the enemy forces. Could it be that
the knight had given them this opportunity?

But as quickly as his hopesignited they were doused, like the splashing waves that spilled through great
dotsin the deck of the raft. Here and there Delvers and Crusaders shrieked and died, burned by the
caudic flare of Karkald'smissles. But the flamesthat might have ignited the deck quickly fizzled away.
Some of the crewmen took up buckets or manned huge, bellows-driven pumps, directing sprays of water
on every budding conflagration and thoroughly dousing the larger fires. Other Crusaders flocked to the
gunwaes of theraft. Volleys of arrows darkened the sky, the missilestearing into the sails, thunking into
the decks and hulls of the vaiant caravels, here and there piercing elven crewmen.

Tamarwind remained undaunted. He signaded his helmsman to make a hard turn to port, and braced
himsalf asthe deck heedled and the caravel carved atight arc into the water’ s surface. Following hislead,
the other captains mirrored the Swallow’ s maneuver, sweeping in unison away from the huge raft.
Meanwhile, the elven gunners worked hard to crank back the springs and load another salvo of
ammunition, readying the batteries for another shot.

A few minutes |ater the caravelswhedled around again, reversing course to once more close rapidly with
the enemy platform. Tam was encouraged to see plumes of smoke risng from theraft, a series of
smoldering fires apparently burning behind awal of iron encircling the central portion of the vast deck.
Perhgpsthe first volley had done some lasting damage after al. Thelittle fleet of salling ships pressedin,
ready to launch another salvo of blazing missles, while splashes rose before the caravel s as giants hurled
great rocks. Therange was grest, even for theiron-thewed giants, and nearly all of the bouldersfell

short. Tamarwind saw two caravelslurch asasail or mast came down, and both of these turned from the
attack, limping away from the menacing platform.

“Firel” caled Tamarwind, and once more the trumpet echoed his command. The Swallow lurched again
asthe great pring compressed, flinging theload of shot up and out, sending the incendiary globes
bouncing across the deck of theraft. A greet volley of slver spheresrained onto theraft, the balsdicing
through tightly packed Crusaders dong the rail. Flames erupted here and there, and some of the enemy
warriors, engulfed by fire, hurled themsdavesinto the lake. But the dain and injured warriors were merely
pushed overboard by the press of their comrades advancing to take their places.

Again volleys of enemy arrows arced outward, stuttering aong the caravel decks, tearing through the
sallswith soft rips. The caravels veered again, beginning their turn. More boulders flew through the air,
but these too splashed well short of the speeding attackers, and Tamarwind alowed his hopesto flare.

But then thewall of iron on the enemy raft fell flat, and Tam saw that he had led his shipsinto atrap.
Smoke flared into orange flames as a hundred catapults snapped forward, and bals of oily fire soared
into the sky, tumbling in lazy parabolas toward the el ven fleet.

Sir Christopher stood atop the tower that had been erected on the raft’ s foredeck. From here he could
see across the teeming surface of the platform, had watched the caravelswhed gracefully into aline
abreast, and had seen his ambush work to utter perfection.



The caravels had raced close, and then went into aturn across the broadside of the massiverraft,
unaware of theimminent and letha barrage. The catapults were atotd surprise, launching avolley when
the enemy wasin easy range. The knight cheered as many of the catapult |oads spattered into the water
among the even shipsto form bobbing, burning dicks of oil-soaked wreckage. Black smoke blotted the
ar, swirling crazily asit was caught in the gusts of the druid-spawned wind.

A few of the missiles struck with even greater effect. Christopher shouted a hurrah asawhite sail caught
afirebal and quickly erupted into flames. At the sametime, rivers of firetrickled down the mast, and
immediately the planks of the main deck began to burn. Another caravel whedled out of line, flames
stresking the port gunwale, engulfing the helmsman and haf the crew within an inferno. And at the far end
of the dven ling, fire crackled in the prow of awildly steering caravel. White flames suddenly shot
skyward, and Crusaders cheered at the knowledge that one of the hated batteries was now turned upon
itsowner. More explosions rocked the hapless vessdl, blasting awvay the mast, tearing at the planks of the
hull. Within afew heartbeats, the ship was gone, the grave marked by a smear of crackling flame and
hissing steam boiling upward from the surface.

“Giveit back to the heathens!” Christopher shouted, ddlighting in the results of the lethd ambush. Already
his elves and goblins were hastening to pull the great baskets backward, to ready the next load of flaming
doom.

“Hurry, bold Crusaders!” shouted the knight, voice shrill. His hand went to the Stone of Command and
he clenched it. “Make haste, and smite the enemy again!”

With afrenzy the last of the baskets was loaded, crewmen diving to get out of the paths of the coiled
Weapons.

“We'reready, lord!” shouted hiselven gunners' chief.

The knight looked down, watching with satisfaction as the caravel s reded through the smoking chaos on
the water. The catapults were fully revealed now, the wall that had once conceaed them having dropped
to lieflat on the deck. And even the undamaged caravelswere ill in easy range, veering and swerving
on thewater now marred with ahundred crackling, oily blazes. Christopher knew the time had come for
thekilling srike.

“Let fly!" he cried, and one hundred supple weapons snapped forward. Bundles of oily rags soared
through the air, trailing smoke and fire, plunging toward the wooden hulls of the dender even ships.

“Frel” cried acrewman, flinging himsdlf to therail asthe Swallow swerved past aflaming swath of
floating debris. Tamarwind got aquick glimpse of broken staves, greasy rags, and ail burning into a
column of thick, black smoke. Thankfully the caravel dipped past without damage—though they clearly
remained in grave danger, as another series of smoking firebals burst upward from the stunning array of
catapults.

“Another volley!” Tam shouted. “ Get out of range!”

But he saw that it wastoo late for at least half the fleet. He watched in horror as caravel after caravel
caught fire, sometimeslosing masts and sails, with dl too often decks and hulls succumbing immediately
after.

“They got the Robin—and the Goshawk isburning too!”

Tamarwind tried to follow the reports of hislookouts, tried to think, to decide what to do. The surviving
caravelswere curling around to port and starboard, frantically maneuvering to avoid therain of



smoldering missiles. Another volley smudged the sky, and till another even ship was suddenly immersed
infire

“Come about—fall back!” Tam shouted in anguish, knowing that to run awvay wasto yield the laketo the
invaders.

But what e se could hedo?

Only four of the caravelswere sailing away from the raft, these ships—including the Swallow—having
auffered only minima damage. Of the other eight, two were dready gone—destroyed by the explosive
combustion of their battery ammunition. Tamarwind watched, horrified, as athird—the beleaguered
Goshawk—abruptly vanished in a thunderous explosion of whitefire and roiling smoke.

Five more of the vaiant ships struggled to make headway, often with only ajib or stern sail. Broken
masts were cut away and tattered sailstried to corra the dippery wind. The crews seemed to be bringing
the fires under control, and now at least the surviving ships were safely out of range of the letha catapults.
Two of the caravels, gpparently the Robin and the Cardinal, were still burning savagdly, and it was clear
that they would never make it back to port.

“Pull up!” Tamarwind shouted to Juliay and his helmsman. “Let’ s get over there and seeif we can take
off survivors.” The other captains apparently had the same thought, for the caravelswere dowing,
gathering together like frightened sheep.

But the next piece of bad news suddenly became apparent, asthelast of the Crusaders galleys came
into view, moving out from behind the greet raft, oars driving it steadily toward the elven ships. In that
lofty, metal-jacketed prow Tamarwind saw utter disaster. The caravels were bunched together, half of
them dismasted or lofting only tattered ashes of sails. The Swallow wasthe only elven vessd witha
battery, and it was badly out of position, too far away to shoot without endangering alied ships.

A streak of white moved across the lake, coming terribly fast from the shores near Circle a Center. Sails
bulged, and the ship raced like a soaring bird, skimming over the surface of the water.

“It' sthe Osprey!” The shout came from hislookout, and Tamarwind watched with asense of sick
horror. What was Roland Boatwright trying to do? His ship skipped across the lake with stupendous
Speed, surdly traveling faster than any craft could sail. The druid was visible asadistant figure standing in
the helm. There were no other sailorsin sight, and Tam understood intuitively that Roland had sent his
crew off the ship.

The course was s, the speed fantadtic, asthe little sallboat—with its sharp meta prow—angled toward
the hull of the massive gdley. The wind in the distance was amoaning howl, and whitecaps |ashed the
lake around the Osprey, swelling the sailswith powerful pressure. The captain of the gdley obvioudy
recognized the danger, asthe big ship started adow turn, whedling in an attempt to meet the audacious
attack head-on. But the galley wastoo dow, barely starting to swerve asthe Osprey, like some deadly
missile, raced into theinevitable collison.

Theimpact againgt the hull of the galley was a thunderous crunch, accompanied by aflash of fireand an
explosive concussion. Timbersflew, and the Osprey vanished in the ingtant of destruction. A moment
later the gdlley, fatdly holed, was settling into the water, sinking quickly by the bow.

By the time Karkald climbed to the top of the tower the sun was receding. He found Natac staring
expressionlesdy acrossthe lake, where smoke still smudged the water. The dwarf’ sfirst reaction was



that the raft was horribly close, aready through the patch of 1ake where so many elven ships had died.
The surviving caravels were limping back to port, severd of the damaged ships being towed by their
full-masted comrades.

“I"'ve given Gallupper afew ingructions,” Karkald said. “1 don’t want to use him unlesswe have to, but
this new invention might work.”

“I'll leave that to you, then,” Natac said. The dwarf was surprised—he had expected the army
commander to make some inquiry, probe abit to find out about the new device. Instead, the human
warrior stared into the growing darkness.

“How many died out there?’ Natac asked after amoment’ s silence. “Roland, for certain . . . and brave
captains, and young sailors. . . sons and daughters. And still they come. Are we doomed, like Mexico?’

Karkald cleared histhroat. He knew the tale of the conquest—Natac frequently used it asalesson for all
of hislieutenants. But he couldn’t think of an encouraging reply.

“Or likemy Ydlow Hummingbird . . . isthere no point to any of this?’ the warrior continued. Karkald
didn’t understand the question, but he wasn't going to ask for an explanation.

As darkness thickened, the two veterans|ooked at each other. “ The war still comes, closer every
minute,” Natac noted.

“And we re drawing closeto the Delver Hour,” Karkad said grimly.
“Areyou ready?’ the human asked.

“Almogt,” Karkad replied. “1’m going to go up the street and talk to Darann for amoment—make sure
she'ssafe, let her know what’ s happening. I'll be back here before those bastards touch ground.”

The greet raft moved with stately, implacable force. Zystyl felt the progress with hisfeet, and with every
other sense, just as he could fed thefull darkness of Nayve snight. Thelightless air was acool embrace,
wonderfully soothing againgt his skin. He rode near the center of the flat surface, under ametal roof that
protected him from the rays of the sun, and from the flaming missilesthat the city’ s defenders hurled with
such vexing persistence. Awnings had covered the Delvers during the day, but now these had been taken
down as, with the Hour of Darken past, the Unmirrored were ready to go into battle.

Zystyl tried to get asense for the location of the enemy ships, the causeway, and the city, but in the chaos
of battle noise it was too confusing to try and determine ranges by sounds. And any echo he cast would
have been ingtantly swallowed in the clamor.

“How far to the shore?” demanded the Delver of anearby giant.
“Five hundred paces.”

“And the causaway?’

“The same distance to the side, Lord Blind One.”

Zysyl dtiffened, hearing the insolencein this Crusader’ stone. Y et thiswas not thetimefor a
confrontation.

“Make ready to attack. | will havethis city ablaze before Lighten.”

Rawknuckle plucked another arrow from his shoulder and bellowed in anger as he snapped the missile



like atwig and tossed the piecesinto the lake. The shower of arrows from the raft had pelted his
company the whole grueling march back to the city. Every one of the giants was bleeding from dozens of
wounds, and severa had been blinded, or had collapsed from loss of blood.

The Crusader giants were pursuing them steadily, but seemed content to hold back afew dozen paces,
just far enough to ensure that they didn’t fal into the scatter range of the massive volleys launched from
theraft.

The elven archers had dready made it back to the city, Rawknuckle wasrelieved to see. The surviving
giants broke into alumbering run, hurrying aong the causeway toward the welcoming shelter of thetwo
great towers erected on the idand’ s shore. Many eves had falen, and their bodies remained on the
causaway, but the gruesome obstacles didn’t dow the retreating giants.

And then the giant chieftain sumbled to a halt, staring down at the road in shock. A body lay before him,
face down. It was one of many elves who had perished on thisretreat, but this one was marked by a
broken harp jutting upward from his pack. Slowly, reluctantly, Rawknuckle turned the body over.

It was Deltan Columbine. The archer and poet lay on the road, pierced by adozen arrows. His blood
formed acircle around him, agreat pool of drained life that seemed too red, too rich, to have flowed
fromthislifdessform.
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Fulcrum
Seven circles; balanced, poised, and centered.

Tilting pivot, center misaligns, and seven worlds fall.

From the Tablets of Inception

“Where' s Darann?’ Karkad pushed hisway through the rank of gnomes, shouting his question, roughly
shoving severd of the rotund warriors aside. Ignoring their howls of protest, he made hisway to Fionn,
grabbing the Irishman by hisarm and pulling him roughly around. “Have you seen Darann?’

“Your wife?” Fionn scowled, and gestured to the raft gliding inexorably closer, the armored prow
separated from the shore by asteadily narrowing gap of water. “ Shouldn’t you be thinkin® about them,
right now?’

Karkad turned around in anguish, then looked down at the note in his hand.

I’msorry—if | fail, you will not see me again. But if | succeed, our lives have hope of a new, bright
future.

He had found the paper in their apartment, when he had gone there earlier in the day. She could not have
been expecting him, would have |eft the message thinking that he wouldn't discover it at least until after
the imminent baitle.

Now shewas gone, but where? And she spoke of success or failure, but he didn’t even know what task
she had undertaken. How could she influence the future, change the course of history? She was only one
person—hiswife, of course, but she was not even awarrior.



His eyesturned to the lake, which he could clearly see acrossthe plaza. The raft was surging closer—in
minutes the fight would reach the very shores of the city. He imagined the teeming ranks of Unmirrored
and Crusaders, their twin captains of evil. Karkad had seen the Knight Templar in battle, knew his
fearsome powers of command. Furthermore, he vividly remembered Zystyl, with terrifying memories of
the two instances where he had come so close to capturing Darann.

And with that memory he understood what hiswife wastrying to do. By the Goddess, she had suggested
the thing to him afew days beforel Instead of listening, he had rebuked her, forbidden her to discussit,
only to have her ignore him.

Pretty much as he had ignored her, heredlized. He stared at the raft, knew that Zystyl wasthere, that
somehow Darann was going to try to reach him, attack him. Of course she would fail—the villainous
Dever wastoo well protected, both by hisalies and by the power of his own arcane senses. Her
courage awed him, even asthefutility and waste of her actionsinfuriated him.

Again he was aware of movement around him. Trumpets blared and sgnas dipped. Severd even
companiesfiled out of side streets and courtyards, forming lines of spears across the routes from the
waterfront. A smdl unit of giants, many of them bandaged and limping, took up arms at the very fringe of
the Mercury Terrace, which looked to bein the center of the raft’ slanding frontage. Gregt gapsin the
line yawned to the right and lft of the giants, extending aong the shore toward the causeway, and
opening across much of the terrace.

Around Karkald the gnomes whispered nervoudly, pulling together into aknot of bristling beards and
wide-eyed stares. “We Il beready for’em, you bet!” Nistel declared cheerfully, hisvoice cracking on the
last word.

Then, even more amazing, the dwarf saw the command flag dip, knew immediately what Natac had
ordered. Fionn and Nistel recognized the sgnd at the same time. The human uttered awhoop, while
Blinker raised hisvoiceto shout ordersto hisfelow warriors.

And the Gnome Regiment started forward.

Natac trotted across the Mercury Terrace, a hundred paces back from the lakeshore. He was making his
way from unit to unit, checking readinessfor the battle, knowing there waslittle timeleft. The raft surged
closer with an dmost anima eagerness, pushing ripples of water out of the way, forcing wave ets against
the rocky shore. Thefront of the craft was awooden wall high enough to concedl any Delvers behind it,
aswell asmogt of the Crusaders except for the giants. Some of those hulking warriors hurled boulders at
the plaza, sending big stones clattering through the Nayvians who stood ready to meet the attack. But
those companies bore the bombardment stoically, and even the skittish gnomes avoided panic when a
rock tore through the tight ranks and scattered the diminutive warriors like tenpins. Druids tended those
who were injured, while other gnomes hastened to fill the gap left intheline. A howling sound rose dong
the waterfront, and abruptly lake water surged against the raft, splashing and foaming, driven by a sudden
and unnaturad wind. Dozens of druids stood amid the defenders, and in unison they called upon their
power to raiseasmdl gale. Theraft staggered to ahalt aslarger and larger waves churned againgt the
blunt prow, rising in cascades of spray to wash over the troops huddled behind thewalls.

At the same time black clouds roiled overhead, gathering in the center of the defensive position. Natac
could see Cillia, migtress of druids, handmaiden to the Goddess Worldweaver herself, holding awooden
staff over her head and chanting sounds of deep magic. The dark mass of cloud churned and billowed
upon her command, and suddenly tongues of orange fire blasted from the tenebrous belly of the stratus,
gouging and crackling aong the face of the raft.



Natac halted in histracks, watching awestruck as lightning bolts exploded, one after the other, against the
face of the raft. Each time the druid gestured with her staff another blast erupted from the cloud, smashing
againg the wall and tearing away great chunks of the wooden barrier, forcing the huge craft, by inches,
away from the shore. Bolts of lethal energy sizzled into the packed troops, burning and searing, killing in
great swaths. But still the raft pushed, rising and surging with that dmost sentient eagernessto reach land.
For along interval the two forces battled, with countless attackers charred and blasted by lightning, greet
pieces of the raft exploding away or burning furioudy. Thewarrior alowed himsdf to hope that magic
aone might hold the enemy at bay.

But no human could sustain such an outpouring of strength, and findly Cillialowered her arms, dropped
the staff from numb fingers. She swayed weakly and was caught by anearby giant before shefdl tothe
ground.

And in the absence of the lightning strikes, the raft surged forward with renewed speed. Despite the
gusting winds, the craft floated into the shalows, the blunt prow crushing through the marshy fringe of
shore, shuddering dightly as the massive trangport was firmly grounded. Volleys of arrows, launched by
unseen archersin the center of the raft, showered the defenders. The wooden wall at the front of the
attackers vessel—except where it had been blasted away by lightning—suddenly toppled forward,
dropping into the shallow water to form aramp leading from the deck of the raft to the shoreline of Circle
at Center. Immediately, roars and shouts emerged from thousands of throats, and the Crusaders and
Delversrushed into the attack.

The enemy giants were thefirgt to charge ashore, followed immediately by swarms of Crusader elves,
and then the masses of goblins, centaurs, and Unmirrored Dwarves who spilled into the attack. Howling
madly, smashing wegpons againg their shiddsto increase theleve of the din, the whole army surged
toward the Nayvian defense. Giants strode through the shallows, knocking aside brave elves who tried to
stand at the water’ s edge.

“Bring your left up!” Natac shouted to Hiyram, who tried to yelp ordersto thousands of goblins
organized into threelong ranks.

On the other end of the line Owen roared his commands. Hundreds of goblin voices yodeled agreement,
though an equa number of the flop-eared warriors |ooked askance at each other, and at the swarm of
attackers.

“Stand herel” cried Natac, waving his sword and turning his back to the gpproaching enemy. Hetried to
meet the goblins eyes, to force them to acknowledge his presence and his authority. He was somewhat
surprised to see the big regiment stabilize, fists clutching weapons, faces marked now by determined
sals.

The Nayvian warriorsformed aline at the shore, but there were too few of them to stem the tide. Natac
rushed to help, charging into agap and standing done with his stedl sword flashing back and forth in the
direction of suddenly hesitant giants. One of the huge Crusaders swung a big club, but the human ducked
under the blow and then stabbed upward, piercing his enemy’ s guts with the razor of sted. But moments
later he saw that the giants had ruptured the defensive linein severd places. Centaurs raced through the
gaps, charging toward the companies of brave elveswho tried to resi <.

A quick glance showed that the Gnome Regiment wasin place, arank of the short warriorsforming a
solid wall of shidds, bristling with big knives. Asthe attackers rushed forward the gnomes stood firm,
meeting the weight of the heavier enemy troops with sturdy stances and arank packed so tightly it
proved to be al but immobile. Asthe elves and goblins reeled back, afew giantstried to create a breach,
and Natac watched in astonishment as each of the brawny warriors toppled like felled trees, hulking



bodies vanishing into the melee.

A look in the other direction, however, showed him that more and more of the goblins were backing
away. Oneturned on hished, big ears flapping as he started to sprint away.

“You there—Ratlock!”

Owen'’ svoice cut through the fight and froze the cowardly warrior in histracks. “ Stay there—be aman,
not aworm!” demanded the Viking. He strode along the rank, glaring at the scruffy, pot-bellied troops.
One &fter another the quailing goblins sarted to swell, to swagger, and make ready for battle.

“All goblins—dressyour lined” Again the Viking shouted, striding back and forth beforetheline, his
back to the enemy. The warriors hastened to obey, apparently more frightened of their captain than of

the teeming enemy.

And moments later, when the rush of Crusaders spilled past the gnomes and smashed up against the
goblinwall, that regiment, too, stood firm.

The Tlaxcalan raised his sword and led a contingent of elvesforward. He dashed to the right, cutting a
giant’s hamstring, then plunged forward to disembowel arearing centaur. Beside him Tamarwind Trak
thrust with his own sted, dropping agoblin by piercing his heart. Everywhere fighters cut and dashed,
banged, bled, and died, and across the whole breadth of the plaza the Nayvian defenders held firm and
the attackers milled about in a packed mass of confusion.

More lightning crackled, abolt of brightnessthat dashed acrossthe front. Blinking his eyes againgt the
resdua glare, Natac saw that Cillia had again unleashed her emental magic, thistime scoring a bloody
swath through no less than a hundred Crusaders. But as quickly as she cast the spell, she fell back and
was again carried off by her asssting giant. Natac could only imagine the debilitating effect of this
explosive enchantment, knew that they would have to win the battle with courage, snew, and blood.

A band of fanatica enemy elves hurled themsdlves at the juncture between the gnome and goblin
regiments. Owen stepped in to hold the breach, his great war hammer smashing back and forth, driving
back the Crusadersin atangle of broken limbs and bruised flesh. Natac cheered the human warrior,
awed at the display of skill—until a spear snaked out from the elvesto bury itself in the Viking' s brawny
chest.

By thetime Natac reached the scene, Owen lay in apool of bloody gore and Fionn stood over his body,
sobbing like ababy. Around the Irishman lay a scattering of Crusader corpses—obvioudy Fionn had
aready avenged hisfriend.

Gasping for bregath, the Tlaxcalan looked for another enemy, an ef or agiant, any of Sir Christopher’s
lackeys upon whom to exact his own vengeance.

But graduadly he noticed that there was a strange respite to the battle. The Crusaders were not pressing
the attack along the line, instead drawing back to regroup, tighten their ranks, regard the defenders from
ashort distance away.

And they were waiting.
You must break through in the center—be the tip of the blade, and slice into our enemy’ s flesh!

Zysyl’ sgroping thoughts found Kerriastyn, entered her mind in the midst of the fray, and now he sent her
his command.



Master, | shall.

His own senses absorbed the violent urges of athousand dwarves, felt the will of hislieutenant as she
summoned the Delversto her Sde. Zystyl remained safely in the rear, vicarioudy relishing the sensations
of battle. The Blind Onesformed atight wedge, asthe companies of their dliesfell away to ether sde.
The enemy was a hot image of blood and the promise of glory, asensation etched in the awvareness of
every one of the Unmirrored.

In moments a phaanx of stedl had formed around Kerriastyn, and Zystyl felt itsweight, its power in his
own mind. Tightly packed, with shields and wegpons ready, they waited for the command.

Go. Kill. Win.

Hefdt the rush of anticipation as Kerriastyn commenced the advance, sensing that she drove into the
joint between the goblins and gnomes. Beyond, straight as an arrow piercing directly into the city’ sguts,
the Avenue of Wood offered easy accessto the Center of Everything.

For amoment, Natac thought that the lull indicated ared hdt to the enemy ondaught. He momentarily
consdered ordering a sudden counterattack, but quickly saw that his troops were too fatigued, too
shocked and frightened and plainly exhausted, to make more than atoken effort. Better to let them
breathe, drink water, recover spirit and morae while they pondered the knowledge that they had
checked the enemy’ smost vigorous attack ever.

Y et even before thisfact could sink in, Natac saw the Delvers gathering in the center of the enemy rank.
Gresat dark files of armored dwarves moved through the night, gathering in amass directly before him.
They formed with precison and discipline so that within afew minutes ahuge rank of sturdy fighters
faced the center of the Nayvian line. Asif in response to some unspoken command, they started forward,
black breastplates and blank face masks arrayed in awall of stedl. Each Delver carried two knives, and
these blades were extended forward, whirling back and forth in rhythmic cycles. Natac was forced to
admire theway that the dwarvesin the middle advanced, outer ranksjoining in until the formation
marched like agreat spearhead, atriangle with thetip pointed directly between the gnomes and goblins.

Where Natac stood. He took comfort from knowing that Fionn stood at hisleft and Tamarwind at his
right. Nistel and Hiyram shouted encouragement to their troops, and Natac was further heartened as
those great formations stood firm in the face of the deliberate, measured attack.

Someinnate sense of discipline guided the blind fighters toward the defenders, and rank after rank of
savage, armored dwarves rushed forward. Their weapons whirled like scythes, and they came at the
Nayvianslike adeadly and purposeful killing machine.

Natac knocked away the blades of apair of eyeless dwarves, dicing through their metal shirtswith the
point of hisown deadly sword. Daggers dashed toward him and he knocked them away, cutting into
hands and arms, hacking and stabbing with a quickness that he’ d never guessed he possessed. One after
another of the Unmirrored fdll, bodieslying in ahegp around hisfeet. He heard gnomes and goblins
ghrieking, crying out in pain and fesr—but then he was aware of others, led by Hiyram and Nistdl, who
raced to take the places of those who fled or fell.

But there were too few weapons, and too few warriors with the skill and courage to wield them. More
and moretightly packed Delvers pushed ahead, driving their wedge inexorably deeper into the dowly
widening gap.

Fonn and another group of elves atacked from the left, but there the blind dwarves formed an
impenetrable front. Clashing wegpons echoed from al sdes, while cries of glee and terror mingledina



rising cacophony.
“Flee, or die herel”
“We re doomed!”

The shouts of panic rose from more and more of the horrified Nayvians. Goblins and gnomes began
edging backward, and Natac sensed the line behind him wavering. His sword trickled blood onto the
street, but he couldn’t take the time to wipe the weapon clean. Instead he lifted the blade and chopped
again into the mass of attackers, feding the keen sted dice through metd and flesh.

And then he saw something different. In the midst of the Delver phalanx was abeing of grotesque aspect,
aface of red, pulpy flesh framed by sted jaws, sharpened teeth, and ahelmet that dropped down to
conced aforehead and eyeless brow. A swelling breastplate suggested that this thing was female, and the
dender metal rod in her hand looked like alethal weapon. Sparkstrailed from that rod, and she lashed
back and forth with aritudistic frenzy—a frenzy Natac could see trandate directly into the passion of the
warriorsimmediately surrounding this arcane leeder.

The Tlaxcalan charged, propelled by asingle, desperate idea. He hacked to the right and left, grateful as
Fionn and Tamarwind rushed beside him, guarding hisflanks. The steel blade cut down aDelver
immediately in front of the dwarven femae, and then he lunged a her, sword thrusting for akilling stab.

But somehow senaing his attack, she parried with the metal rod. The two weapons met in aloud,
gparking clash. Natac gasped as searing pain shot through his weapon hand, and he quickly darted back,
ducking away from her savage swipe. She swung past hisface, a gesture powerful and quick, but wild.

In that attack she left hersalf open, and Natac dashed again, driving the edge of his sword into the pulpy
flesh of her flaring nogtrils. The Delver shrieked and tumbled backward, and the human followed up with
aletha thrust, twisting the weapon in his hand until he saw the convincing proof of black blood gurgling
upward, spreading across the horrible face, the dark armor, and the paving stonesin agrowing sheen.

Zystyl reded backward, gasping for breath, staggering to retain his balance on ground that seemed to tilt
crazily beneath him. But it was not the ground that shifted—it was his own redlity.

Kerriastyn was dead—he himself had felt the pain of the dicing blade, had choked on the blood that
seemed to wel in histhroat, filling hislungs and darkening his senses. Finaly he dropped to his knees,
ignoring the concerned murmurs of the elves—cursed Seersl—who stood near his command post.

How could she have falen? What fighters had the capability, the audacity, to break a Delver phaanx?
Human, he knew, had sensed in Kerriastyn’ slast thoughts, final sensations.

Even more surprising was the sense of loss twisting and growing within him. Kerriastyn had been merdly
atool, auseful and attractive tool, but nothing more. She had served him well, but that was no more and
no less than he deserved. The fact that she had given her life in that service was only appropriate, Snceit
now seemed clear that she had been incgpable of attaining immediate victory—the only other outcome
Zystyl would have accepted.

Still, she had been preciousto him in her own way, and now she was gone. The Delver arcane vowed,
very solemnly, that she would be avenged.
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Cold asFire

Frantic thoughts of a night in pain storm through my mind.

| have to hurt someone, and | wish it could be you.
Creed of the Hunted

“Wewill build apdace here,” Sir Christopher said, sweeping his hands around the broad, flat expanse of
the Mercury Terrace. At his sde was Darryn Forgemaster, though the blacksmith seemed to takelittle
note of the knight’ s expansive gesture. The Nayvian night still loomed dark and starlit above them, and
the sounds of battle marked skirmishing ahaf mile or more away.

“I tell you this” Christopher went on, turning to address the smith, * because you will be doing much of
the work. Our troops are well-armed now, and the war is nearly concluded. With our ultimate victory |
will raise an edifice that will be amonument to God!”

“Y ou need carpenters and stonemasons, then—not a blacksmith,” retorted Darryn.

But the knight was not paying attention. Instead, his eyes narrowed as he watched hisaly gpproach from
the darkness. Zystyl, accompanied by adozen of hisfaceless Delvers, strode up to Christopher with that
disquieting directness, confirming for the knight thet the blind dwarf knew exactly where the human was
gtanding. The knight put his hand upon his chest, feding the comforting Stone of Command under his
tunic. Helet the power of histalisman infuse him, renewing and readying him for the meeting with his
horrible partner.

“We need to erect shelters, awnings across thisterrace, before the Lighten,” declared Zystyl. “A pavilion
that will protect my warriors from the murderous sun. We can use the tarpaulins from the raft.”

“Of course, yes,” Christopher said irritably. “ But beyond that, we need to create something lofty,
permanent, glorious. Y our troops are skilled with stone, are they not?’

The dwarf nodded, sniffing with those grotesque nogtrils asif he sought the spoor of the knight's
thoughts. Christopher shuddered, squeezed the stone more tightly, and tried to keep the revulsion out of
hisvoice.

“And our goblinswork well withwood. | shal assgn athousand of them to the building task. The
blacksmith shall make himself available as he may be needed.”

“Don’t you think we should compl ete the conquest, first?” snapped Zystyl. “ And perhapsthere will bea
better place for your palace—in the Center of Everything, | suggest.”

“That land is blasphemed by the presence of the demon’sloom,” retorted the knight. “No, thisshal be
the place. When that foul templeis destroyed, | intend to salt the grounds and make the land around it a
waste.”

“Very well.” The dwarf shrugged. “ But before we move on with your plans, let’s get some shade up. My
troops can use aday of rest—so tomorrow night we shall take the rest of the city.”

The captains of Natac’s army met their general on the Avenue of Metal, a hundred paces from the place
where it emerged from the Mercury Terrace. The Nayvians had withdrawn to the edges of the great
plaza, but thusfar the attackers hadn’t broken into any of the city Streets.



“How arewe holding?’ Natac asked. He addressed his question to Fionn. “Y ou first.”

“WEe ve got gnomes and the rest of the goblins dug in on Marble Hill,” the Irishman reported. “ The only
way they’re comin’ over thetop iswhen thelast of ushasdied.”

Natac looked into hisfellow warrior’ s eyes and knew he was being truthful. At the same time, both men
were aware that the suggested eventudity was ared possbility. So many were aready gone. . .
Miradel, Owen, Deltan Columbine, Roland . . . the names could roll on and on. How many more would
fal before they were done?

Tamarwind spoke next. “I’ ve found enough evesto block off the Avenue of Metal and the surrounding
sreets. We ve garrisoned the walls and fortified the roofs of the Hall of Granite and the Gallery of
Crimson—they’ re big, stone buildingsrising to either sde of the road. The Crusaders and Delvers might
push through on the avenue, but we' Il make it pretty bloody for them. We ve got arrows and stones,
even oil-bombs, ready to throw down from above.”

1] Gm.”

“And I've got alittle surprise for the bastards,” Karkad announced. “ Galupper and his centaurs have it
now—they can make agood mobilereserve.”

“Now can you tell uswhat the new invention is?’ Natac pressed.

The dwarf nodded smugly. “I1t's amobile battery—three guns, on whedls, that can be pulled around by
centaurs or horses. They’re smaller even than the batteries on the caravels, of course, but they can ill
toss some nasty fireballsinto the enemy ranks. And the centaurs have had alittle practice now—they
seem pretty good at lining them up, aiming, and reloading.”

“Let’sget theminto placein the rear, then,” Natac said. He looked at the sky, which remained fully dark,
many hours away from Lighten. 1 have afeding that our respiteisjust about over.”

Three women—two of them elves, their companion a dwarf—sat in the darkened chamber, their faces
illuminated only by the pearly light of Belynda s scrying orb. Theimagein the glass globe wasfaint, a
poor source of light, but even so, the sage-ambassador and the others could follow each movement,
study the people and locations thus reveal ed.

Sir Christopher stood at the center of the image. His hand was held at his throat, and Belynda sensed that
he clutched the Stone of Command there, while his eyesfollowed the form of the hideous dwarf, the one
caled Zystyl. So intent was her hatred of the knight that, for atime, Belynda had paid little attention to
the dwarf. Instead she watched Sir Christopher, saw the outline of the great rooms he would make his
headquarters, scrutinized his mannerisms and his defenses as he stalked from one part of the plazato the
next.

Much of the stronghold was formed from buildings dready exigting at the edge of the plaza, including the
two towers at the end of the causaway, and severd great warehouses and gathering halsthat had housed
numerous elven functions during the last centuries. Outside, greet tarps were being pulled acrossthe
gpaces between the buildings, awnings that would create shade by the time of Lighten. Darann had
reminded them that the Delvers, al except the few who had the bright, mirrored armor such asworn by
Zystyl, would have to spend the day sheltered from the rays of the sun.

Sage-enchantress Quilene touched the globe, and in response to her magic theimage pulled back, until
the figures were small, even antlike, and the view encompassed the whole of what would be the invaders
makeshift palace.



“By Lighten, that whole enclosure will be packed with the Blind Ones,” Darann noted. “I reckon that we
have perhaps three hoursto go.”

“Do you know where you want to arrive?’ Quilene inquired.

“There” Belyndasaid, indicating asmall alcove where abasin held a steadily dripping birdbath. Once
part of asmall garden, it had become an enclosed room as the awning was pulled overhead. “With luck
wewon'’t be noticed, and will be ableto moveinto positionto. . .” She couldn’t quitefinish the
statement, wasn't ready to articulate the fact that she fully intended to kill aman before the Lighten Hour.

The enchantress didn’t have any such hesitation. “ Remember, whether or not the knight lives or dies, you
must get the Stone of Command from him. That isthe only way to bresk thethrall in which he holds his
Crusaders”

“I know,” Bdyndareplied.
“Now isthetime,” Quilenesaid. “If you areready.”

“I am,” Belyndadeclared. She touched her waist, where she had along, dender dagger conceded
beneath her golden robe. The weapon was in a protective sheath, but she had aready practiced, knew
that she could draw it in an eye blink.

“Me, too,” Darann, who was similarly armed, added.
“Then cometo the other table, and place your fingersin the bowl of water. | will begin the spell.”

Belynda thought that the water was pleasantly warm. She remembered the last time she had traveled by
teleportation, and tried to prepare herself for the sudden disorientation as Quilene took up position and
began to weave the words and gestures of her spell. Darann put her own fingersin the water, and met the
eyes of her even companion.

And then the magic crackled into life.

“Walit!” Ulfgang barked, rearing to scratch at the door to Belynda' s chambers. He yipped in agitation,
and dropped to al fours again, shaking his head. His fur stood on end, and he could sense the aura of
powerful magic—the same sensation that had lifted him from his dumber in the garden.

The white dog paced through atight circle, then reared to paw at the door again. To his utter
astonishment, it opened.

He recognized the sage-enchantress Quilene as he rushed past her to look anxioudy around the main
chamber. His claws skidded on the marble floor as he raced from room to room, finally coming back to
Quilene, who till stood placidly by the door.

“It'stoolate. . . they’ vegone,” she said gently.

UIf sat with aheavy sgh, shaking hishead. “ She'scrazy . . . she'll bekilled,” he moaned, hiswords
twanging into asorrowful whine,

“Perhaps,” Quirene admitted. “ But she' s brave enough to try.”

Suddenly Ulf hopped to hisfeet. He saw that the door was dightly gar, and he pushed it wide with his
nose. In asecond he was outside, racing through the darkness. He could find Natac, or Tamarwind . . .

perhaps they could help.



Or perhaps Belynda and Darann were already doomed.

The magic took Belynda s breath away. She staggered, gasping, as shefdt afloor solidify under her feet.
Her hands were in water, cooler than before, and vaguely she recognized the birdbath she had observed

in her crystal. Darann, looking wide-eyed and alittle queasy, clung to the opposite rim of the basin. Both

of them held on for severd moments, and at last Belynda s sensations returned to normal.

“Areyou dl right?’ asked the dwarf, in abarely audible whisper.

Belynda nodded, then raised her eyebrowsin similar query. Darann, too, nodded, though she scooped
up some water from the basin and touched it to her forehead. They saw that, just asit had appeared in
the globe, acanvas tarp was draped across the entrance to the alcove. They heard the sound of
footsteps from beyond the screen, listened as those sounds dowly faded away .

Touching the dagger, reassuring hersdlf that it was till resting at her waist, Belyndareached for the tarp
to pull it out of theway. Before she could grip it, however, the canvas was torn down, and sturdy hands
grasped her waist and legs. She kicked, and tried to twist away, but more arms went around her,

pinching panfully.

Only then did she notice that there were many Delversin the room—small figures cloaked in dark stedl,
reaching for her with groping hands. Darann was somewhere behind her, and Belynda had a sense of
things goneterribly wrong as she saw thewarriorsclosein from al sides.

Three seconds later Darann had disgppeared, but Belynda squirmed futilely in the grip of the Unmirrored
Dwarves.

“Why aren’t they attacking?’ Natac wondered aoud. Karkad and Tamarwind, flanking him on the
hilltop overlooking the Mercury Terrace, had no answer.

“If they don't attack, can 17" Gallupper asked.

Natac shook his head. He had seen the batteries, the short, wheeled carriages that Gallupper and his
small company had readied for battle, but he was determined to wait until the proper time to release what
might prove to be adevastatingly effective weapon.

“No. .. for now, we'll wait, and see what happens.”

And asthe night moved into itsfina hours, the Nayvian warriors, the place that was the Center of
Everything, and al of the Seven Circleswaited, countless fates and futuresin the balance.

Sir Christopher stalked into the chamber. His eyes narrowed as he recognized Belynda. “Y ou—witch!”
he hissed.

The dfwoman stared back at him, the full memory of hisvillainy flooding through her mind. She bit back
her firgt ingtinct, which was to spit her hatred. Instead, she drew abreath, and forced her thoughtsinto
order. A Delver held each of her arms, and their grip tightened asiif the eyeless dwarves sensed her
agitation. Zystyl was afew steps away—he had just taken her dagger, and was starting to question her as
to her purpose and intentions.

Darryn Forgemaster came behind the knight, and his eyes widened in surprise as he spotted the
elfwoman. He hdted, flustered, looking at her, at the Delvers, at the knight who had become his master.
For her part Belyndaignored the smith, forced herself againgt her revulson to lean closeto Sir
Christopher.



“Be careful, my lover,” she said in abardly audible whisper. “We do not want this blind oaf to learn too
much about us.”

Zystyl’ s head whipped around, the gaping red nogtrils flaring in suspicion. “What does she say, warrior?’
he demanded. “ Do you seek to betray me?’

“Of coursenot,” snapped the knight, irked.
“Caution!” whigpered Belynda.
“| suspected you dl adong, traitor!” hissed the Delver arcane. “ And now hereisthe proof!”

“Don’t beafoal!” Theknight shook hishead inirritation, and Belynda saw that he did not yet perceive
the extent of hisdanger.

The sage-ambassador looked at Darryn Forgemaster, saw the anguish, the guilt and suffering written
across the man’ sface. He was looking into her eyes, searching for something—forgiveness, perhaps.
Again she looked at the knight, but then her thoughts returned to the smith. Why did hefed such anguish?
Was he not the rank traitor that everyone assumed—was there a different reason for his years of
treachery, his steady laborsin the name of Circle at Center’s enemies? He had been aloya druid, a
favoritefriend of Mirade’ sfor centuries, and his work was known throughout Nayve.

With aflash she understood, and knew how to turn that knowledge to her own use.
“You had her killed, didn’t you?" she said conspiratorialy to Christopher.
“Had who killed, witch? Who?’ demanded the knight.

“Miradd. Y ou knew she was murdered in her villaafew nights ago, didn’t you?’ She saw ingtantly that
one part of her guess was correct. Darryn staggered, face blanching, hate-filled eyes turned upon the
knight. She was surprised, however, to see that the Knight Templar was equally shocked.

“No!” gasped Christopher. “She. . .shelives! She must!”

It wasthe Delver arcane who laughed. “Thedruid isdead . . . | would have made her my prisoner, but
shefought too well. And so shedied.”

The knight was obvioudy stunned, trying to understand the implications of new developments. He stood
before the sage-ambassador, glaring at her, then shifted his accusing stare to the arcane. Belynda gently
twisted an arm, and the dwarf holding her on that side released his grip, gpparently content to let his
comrade restrain the prisoner. Still pinioned by the other limb, she reached out ahand and stroked her
fingertips along Christopher’ sarm with just the tiniest rasp of sound.

“Proof!” repeated Zystyl, hisvoicerisng hystericaly. “Y ou touch in my presence.”

“It wasthewitch!” cried Christopher. He backed away, reaching under his shirt to pull out the white
gone onitsgolden chain. He clutched it in his hand, eyeswild as he regarded hisdly with growing fear.

“Do not think you can fleel” declared Zystyl. He uttered no other words or sounds that Belynda could
tell, but severa other Delvers advanced, apparently summoned by some unseen, unheard command.

“Hdt!” cried Sir Christopher. “ All of you dwarves—stay where you arel”

Surprisingly, the Blind Ones ceased their advance, severd twisting in place asif their feet had been glued
to thefloor.



“You will stay here,” Christopher shouted, clutching the stone with awhite-knuckled grip. “Leavemein
peace—"

A sudden, violent blow interrupted the knight as Darryn Forgemaster struck him from behind.
Christopher twisted and fell, trying to strike back at the enraged blacksmith. The smith clawed at the
knight, reaching for histhroat, grunting inarticulately. The white stone, held by its chain, dipped from
Christopher’ sfingers as he drew adagger and drove the blade again and again into the chest of the smith.

A second later Darryn collapsed onto the floor, swaying weakly on his hands and knees as crimson
lifeblood spurted from awound in his breast. Sir Christopher, still wielding the bloody dagger, scrambled
to hisfeet, good over the man who had served him so well, raising the blade for akilling strike. The
stone on its golden chain swung loosaly againgt him, tangled in the strands of his beard, apparently

forgotten.

But now the Delverswere moving, ahaf dozen of the blind dwarves rushing in, grabbing the knight by his
legs and arms, dragging him down. In seconds the man’ slimbs were bound, and his fear-maddened
attention had returned to the hideous dwarf who had once been hisdly.

“I tel you—thewitchislying!” shrieked Sir Christopher, struggling vainly againgt Zystyl’ s bonds.

Darryn Forgemaster lay dead, hisblood aready congeding on the dick paving stones. Hiseyeswere
open, staring sghtlesdy, and the sage-ambassador wished she could close them, could bring the man, at
long last, some peace. But she was gill held by another Delver.

Beyndaturned to look at Christopher, watching coldly. Thiswas her moment, her triumph—and though
it would be the last thing she saw in her life, she would bear witnessto the death of this monstrous
cresture who had so unspeskably violated her.

Y et why, then, could she take no pleasurein the victory?
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Seersin the Sun

What care has the ant if his temple takes a hundred generations to build?

And what matter to the treeif her roots make home in the rotted pulp of her forebears?

But to the mortal person in midst of frantic life, the desperate present forms the purpose of
eternity.

From the Tapestry of the Worldweaver
Lore of the Underworld

The sky over the Mercury Terrace was an angry red, fiery and full of smoke, unlike any sky Natac had
ever seen on Nayve. He watched from the balcony of the old Iron Gallery, the building that had served
as his headquarters. Tamarwind and Karkald were here with him, not talking for now, just watching the
growing daylight illuminate the scene. Rawknuckle Barefist and Fionn had just departed, and Natac could
see them making their way forward along the crowded street, moving among the waiting troops,
encouraging and steadying by their very presence.



Around the |akeshore terrace teemed tens of thousands of Crusaders and Delvers, the latter gathering in
the shadows below buildings and trees as the sun descended toward full Lighten. Vagt, tentlike shelters
had been raised, casting much of the terrace into protective shade for the blind dwarves. Below Natac's
position he could see the massive blocks of his own warriors, gnomes and goblinswaiting restively in the
city’ sdtreets. After their vdiant stand on the terrace he knew that, when the enemy attacked, the big
regiments would again be reedy to fight.

On theflanks of the gnomes and goblinswaited the remnants of his elven and giant forces, while directly
below Natac’ s balcony Gallupper and his small detachment of centaurs and horse-riders waited beside a
trio of Karkald's newest weapon. The mobile batteries were each mounted on a carriage between a pair
of large whedls. From above they looked like huge crosses, with stedl springs coiled back and smdll
magazinesfull of slver shot waiting for the release of thetrigger.

“Natac!” The shout was barked from the street with unmistakable urgency, and the warrior looked down
to see awhite dog racing toward the building.

“Ulfgang—up herel” he cdled, and wasimmediately seized with asense of terrible gpprehension. He
tried to shake off the fedling, suggesting that he was only remembering when UIf had brought him the
news of Miradel’ s desth, but found that he was barely bresthing as the dog lesped up the outer stairway,
arriving on the high ba cony after ahalf dozen long bounds.

Natac met him at the top of the stairs, kneding. “What isit?’ asked the man.

The dog's brown eyes met his, and he saw the sadness there, an emotion that grew to despair as Ulf
lifted his head to look at Tamarwind and Karkad. “It’ s about Darann and Belynda,” he said. “ They’ve

gonel

Tamarwind gasped and Karkald grunted a bitter, inarticulate sound. “I knew it!” the dwarf exclaimed.
“Didthey . ..?" Hecouldn't seem to finish the question.

Ulfgang nodded, clearly understanding. “ They went by magic into the enemy camp. They will try and kill
Zystyl and Sir Christopher, and sted away with the Stone of Command.”

Belynda stared into the gaping, gory sockets that had once held Sir Christopher’ s eyes. Therewas no
movement there, no indication of vitdity save for the blood that <till seeped dowly onto thefloor. At last
he was dead.

Thekilling had taken avery long time. Zystyl had been content to let hiswhole army stand idle for the
rest of the night, while he took his vengeance on hisformer dly. After taking the Stone of Command from
the terrified knight, the arcane had ordered his prisoner secured between two massive pillars. With
obvious relish the Unmirrored Dwarf had proceeded to demonstrate the full scope of hisfiendish kill.

No minute source of pain, no excruciating technique for inflicting agony, had been bypassed in dowly,
gradualy bringing the human warrior to a quivering, pain-racked end.

The sage-ambassador, her hands now confined behind her by alength of supple chain, had watched it dll.
Seeing the knight bleed, listening to him scream, beg, whimper through the hours, finally observing the
gory, eyeless mess that he became, she had felt strangely detached from the scene, the experience. She
knew that this had been her goa, her purposein life for the past twenty-five years, and yet now she was
untouched by the fulfillment of that objective. Her enemy’ s agony had been like aliving thing, some
grotesque serpent writhing and dancing for her pleasure, a performance enacted with her asthe only
seeing member of the audience—and yet she could find no shred of satisfaction in the watching.

The sage-ambassador knew that it would be her turn next, and that knowledge was vaguely depressing,



but not terrifying. She wastoo tired even for dread, too drained to grasp the horror she knew she should
be feding. For some reason she thought, instead, of Tamarwind, regretting the curt way she had sent him
off the last time she had seen him. He deserved better, she knew, and she was sad that she hadn’t
redized it sooner. lronically, that regret was the strongest emotion she felt right now.

Her thoughts returned to the present, and to her immediate future. It wastrue at last: Sir Christopher was
dead. That was the thing she had wanted, the god that had risen before her, more important than
anything e'se. She had watched him die, and his passing had been as bruta as any being could have
imagined. Why, then, didn’t she fed something, anything, more than this ennui that so deadened her
now? Surely horror, anger, frustration—some kind of powerful emation—should be arising within her.

Theroom in the greet pavilion wasfilled with Delvers, and she could see from theilluminationin the hdls
beyond that Lighten had come, the sun descended to full brightness. The dwarves were restive, cramped
and confined in here. Already the facel ess hdmets were turning toward her, with sllent but ominous
attention. Zystyl, meanwhile, stood over Christopher’s mangled corpse, pacing asow circle around the
remains of hisvictim. The arcane was fondling the Stone of Command, swinging it from its golden chain,
obvioudy assessing its power and capabilities.

Suddenly she heard acommotion, shouts of alarm and cries of warning. Trumpets blared outside the
pavilion, abrassy, risng sound that was unlike anything Belynda had heard from either the Nayvian army
or their enemies. Wegpons clashed asfighting erupted in many places, with some of the violent
engagementsright outside the main hall.

“WEe re attacked! From the causeway!” Delvers shouted the warning, scrambling to gather wegpons, to
garrison the doors of the pavilion. Ingtinctively, Zystyl seemed to seize control of the Stuation—the
arcane didn’t spesk, but hisflaring nostrils turned thisway and that, his hands made curt gestures that
were trandated into actions by hisrushing troops. Despite their blindness, the Unmirrored moved with
discipline and precison, forming ranks across the numerous entrances to the makeshift shelter.

Only then did Belyndaredize that the Delvers were turning their attention toward the lake, asif anew
enemy approached from their rear. She recalled the sounds of darm—" an attack from the causeway.”
But an attack by what, by whom? Had the Crusaders turned on their dlies? Belynda doubted that—it
was not likely, not while Zystyl held the Stone of Command. But who was the new enemy?

The sage-ambassador felt atug on her hands, which remained bound behind her. Perhaps she would die
now—fortunate to be killed quickly at the onset of battle, spared the anguish she had just seen inflicted
on the Knight Templar. She froze, waiting for the cut of aknife, the blow of some blunt wespon.

“Thisway! Quickly!”

Thevoicein her ear was no Delver. Instead, she recognized the sound of her companion—Darann had
found her! Belynda s arms came free as the dwarfwoman somehow unfastened the chain, allowing the
freed prisoner to stumble back. Expecting an alarm, the sage-ambassador saw that the Unmirrored
seemed fully occupied responding to their leader’ s commands. Hand in hand, the two women darted
away from Zystyl, picking their way past the blind, milling dwarves, making for the escape promised by a
nearby doorway.

“We ve got to attack!” Karkad said, frenziedly speaking to Natac. “Fight our way into their pavilion,
right now! It’'sthe only chance she'sgot!”

“If you won't lead the charge, | will!” Tamarwind added, hisface twisted by anguish and fear.

“That’senough of that!” Natac snapped. “Y es, we will charge—but let’ sdo it right!”



“Hurry!” cried the dwarf, legping down the gairs. Natac followed him and quickly found Gallupper.
“Yes, Warrior Natac?’' said the centaur, with acrisp saute.

“Y our mobile batteries—I want you to whedl them to the edge of the terrace, and start shooting. Punch a
hole in those Crusaders lined up over there. Rawknucklel”

“Yes?' The giant was there, with two dozen of hisfellows. They were bandaged and battered, but their
grim expressions and ready weapons clearly indicated their willingnessto attack.

“As soon as the batteries have cleared a path, | want you to charge into the breach. The rest of uswill be
right behind—but you need to try and get to the pavilion. Belyndaand Darann arein there. We're going
to try and bring them out!”

“It will beapleasure,” promised the big warrior, his voice an anticipatory growl. “Y ou can count on us.”
“General Natac! Look at this! Y ou’ve got to seel”

The cry came from one of the lookouts till on the balcony overhead. Seeing that histroops were moving
into position for the attack, Natac raced up the stairs and looked over the teeming plaza, past the
awnings and buildings of the enemy pavilion, to the causeway beyond.

“What isthat?’ Natac asked, squinting into the distance.

A column of warriors, sunlight glinting off their stedl caps and metal breastplates, was marching acrossthe
causeway. They seemed to be emerging from the Metal Tunnd, far awvay on the mainland, and thefile
was S0 long that it clearly included many thousands of warriors. Hisfirst thought was that the Crusaders
were receiving overwheming reinforcements, but then—seeing the way the enemy troops scrambled to
get aline of defense set across the end of the road—he deduced these were not additiond allies of the
inveders.

“Let usgo now!” came the pleafrom below. He looked down to see Gallupper rearing, pawing the
pavement and snorting eegerly.

Natac looked across the front of hisarmy, and knew that the Goddess—or someone—was granting
them a unique opportunity. The newcomers were attacking the enemy rear, throwing the large army into
utter confusion.

“Bugler—sound the charge!” he cried.
And the Nayvian army surged forward.

Darann and Belyndamoved silently through anarrow corridor. The commotion from the rooms beyond
was as loud as ever, Delvers and Crusaders hastening to take up defensive positions, to prevent the new
attackers from entering the pavilion. Already they could hear the clash of wegpons, the shouts of battle as
savage meleesraged to al sides. A dozen steps later the two women reached awooden screen which
gave them the chance to seeinto the main hdl.

Zysyl’ svoice rose above the din, shouting orders, caling for reinforcements at the gate. They could see
him standing on atable, directing troops thisway and that, sometimes calling out his orders, other times

conveying commands with those bizarre nonverba thoughts. Many giants hastened to follow an order in
response to the arcane’ s gesture, and Darann shook her head. “1’m astonished they’ |l obey him!”

“It' sbecause of the stone,” Belynda said in awhisper, pointing to the gem clutched in the arcane sfist.



“The power makes hisword very difficult toignore.”

“Then we should take that sone!” Darann declared with asense of findity. “ Do you still have your
knife?’

Belynda shook her head. “They took it while | was a prisoner.”

“I owe that bastard agood, deep cut,” the dwarfwoman said grimly. “When | make my move, try and
pull the stone out of hishand.”

The sage-ambassador found that she was trembling, but she nodded quick agreement. Darann continued
down the corridor until they cameto adoor leading into the great hall.

Sowly, soundlessly, the dwarfwoman pushed open the portd. Delvers milled around a dozen paces
away, but the Unmirrored were focused on Zystyl, apparently ignorant of the intrusion. The arcane
climbed down from the table, clomping urgently, ordering histroopsto rdly. Hisrolling gait took him
within ten feet of the door where the two women were watching.

Darann rushed forward and Belynda came right behind. Zystyl turned, nodtrilsflaring in aarm, but by then
the dwarfwoman’ s knife was dashing toward hisface. Hefdl back with ashriek, handsflailing, and
Belynda saw the gold chain flash. She grabbed it and pulled, and the Stone of Command wasin her

hand.

The dagger glanced across the arcane’ s nostrils and he tumbled to the floor and scuttled, crablike, avay
from the women. Other dwarves moved in, forming a protective circle, inginctively gathering to their
injured leader.

“Let’'sget out of here!” Belynda hissed, as Darann hesitated, obvioudly ready to pursue the wounded
dwarf. But findly, rductantly, the dwarfwoman turned and accompanied the sage-ambassador toward
the wide gate and the bright daylight beyond.

They darted past a Delver who apparently sensed their presence and lashed out with his dagger. The
dwarfwoman stabbed with her own blade and, with agroan, the Blind Onefell back. A moment later
they were outside, facing along column of warriors marching off the Metdl Causeway.

“Who arethey?’ Belynda asked, as she saw the metal-armored warriors surging onto the plaza.

“They look like. . . no, it' simpossible!” Darann gasped, then shouted in ddlight. “1t'smy own people,
the Seers of Axia—come here from the First Circlel”

Each of the mobile batteries cast asingle slvery sphere, the bals bouncing across the paving stones,
rolling into the rank of Crusader elveswho formed abarrier before the Nayvian ondaught. Knocking
some of the elves out of the way, the spheres abruptly ruptured, spilling aspray of white liquid fire across
everything within adozen feet of the erupting missle. The flameswere brilliant, difficult to watch evenin

bright daylight.
“Now—go!” shouted Natac.

Rawknuckle had aready anticipated the command, responding ingtantly by leading hisgiantsin arush
toward the elves who were scattering away from the letha fires. Wounds and fatigue were forgotten as
these veterans attacked with afury that Ssunned and terrified their enemies.

Natac came behind, leading hiswhole army, riding awave of savagejoy, propeled by thousands of
voicesjoining in aground-shaking roar. Goblins whooped, gnomes cheered, and more fire bombs



clatered and burst as the mobile batteriesfired again. Thewarrior’ s stee sword felt hungry in his hand,
and hewas ready to kill, braced for the shock of imminent battle.

But instead, the enemy troops scattered, breaking away even before the first shock of combat. Many of
the Crusaders threw down their weapons and raised their hands, pleading for mercy. Others smply ran
away, vanishing into the pavilion, aong the city streets, or even splashing into the lake. Natac stopped
before two Crusader elves who were looking around in confusion. They stood numb and slent ashe
took away their swords, and even as he ran on they stayed in place, like heavy deepers awakening from
along nightmare.

“Papal” Darann threw her arms around the shoulders of aburly, gray-bearded dwarf. Belyndafound
herself crying tears of delight as she watched the reunion, saw therest of the Seer Dwarves pursuing the
Deverswho franticaly sought shdlter in the tunnels under the Mercury Terrace.

Other Seerswere looking around in wonder, or coming up to greet the woman from the Firgt Circle.
“These are my brothers” Darann declared, delightedly hugging two muscular warriors who crushed her
in areturn embrace. The sage-ambassador received arib-cracking hug from her friend’ sfather, and only
barely heard the snatches of rapid explanation.

“Axia wasn't destroyed—just cut off by acave-in? | knew it!”
“...Ddves, here?’

“And we're here, too! Karkald—Papa, he’ sahero! He brought coolfyre to Nayve, and showed the
elves how to make batteries! We d have lost the war without him.”

“We found the message left by you both,” the patriarch said. His eyes narrowed. “Y our husband iswell,
then...hesurvived...?

“He sdive, somewhere over there,” Darann exclaimed breathlesdy. Already the Nayvian troopswere
coming into view, rushing through the pavilion, rounding up the confused Crusaderswho had lost all
inclination to fight. “Karkad!”

The dwarf rushed up to them, hiseyesfrantic. “Darann! By the Goddess, | wasso afraid . . . |
thought. ..” He couldn’t complete histhought, instead wrapping hiswifein along-armed embrace.

“Ahem . .. Darann tells me you re something of ahero.” The gray-bearded veteran spoke awkwardly,
but his pride was obvious.

“No,” Karkald said sincerely. “Not redlly . . . it'syour girl, here. She'sthe real hero!”

Belynda, holding the Stone of Command, uttered a silent prayer to the Goddess, thanking her for the
victory. Then shewent to look for Tamarwind.

Thetunnel led down, and Zystyl led the remnants of hisforce into the cool blackness. It was anarrow
passage, but for now it promised escape.

“There are wells and mineshafts here, lord!” declared one of his underlings. * Routes the sun-loverswould
never dareto follow.”

“Very well—keep going,” declared the arcane. Around him were the remnants of hisarmy, but he could
tell from the sounds and smells, and from the deeper auras of fury and despair, that many thousands of
the Unmirrored il survived. “We shall seek escape in the tunnels under the Fourth Circle”



And later, hewould plan for revenge.

Natac and Karkald watched the Darken Hour settle over the lake. The crest of the distant hills il
glowed bright even asthe valeys, the streets and byways of the city, fell into thickening shadow. Thetwo
old veterans, joined by a shared sense of melancholy and reflection, had climbed to the top of the tallest
battle tower, where they could look over Circle at Center and so much of Nayve.

Sounds of revelry reached them from the terrace, where the enemy’ s pavilion had been torn down and
thousands of elves, goblins, dwarves, giants, centaurs, and humans mixed in afrenzied whirl of dancing.
Natac had seen Tamarwind and Belynda gliding like soaring birds, while Darann and Karkald had swung
each other about with acrobatic enthusiasm.

“I’'mthinkin’ I might be going back to the Greens,” Rawknuckle said after a period of comfortable
dlence. 1 kind of missthe forests, you know . . . and the quiet.”

Natac nodded. He looked across the lake, toward the hilltop were he had once found something like a
home. That place had no apped now—it was instead a storehouse of haunting memories, physica
reminders of the sorrow and misery that had come to thisworld with him.

“What about you?’ the giant asked softly. “ Going anywhere specid 7’

“No,” replied the warrior from Tlaxcaa. “1 think I'll be hereforever.”

Epilogue

Thesmal villagelay on the western shore of agrest inland sea. The horizon-spanning lake wasfull of
swest, fresh water, home to trout and sturgeon, fertile feeding grounds for the two hundred people who
dwelled in the long wooden lodges, who survived by the bounty of the lake and forest. They were part of
atribe caling themsd ves the Winnebago, and they were aclan of the vast nation known asthe

Algonquin.

Life and death had been experienced by these people, on thislake, for many generations. Mysteries had
been pondered, discoveries made, and dways fathers and mothers had tried to make the existence of
their offspring just alittle easier, alittle safer and softer, than had been their own. Rites of many kinds had
been practiced, and if none could claim to ultimate knowledge of the supernaturd, people knew many
rituals that made them fedl better, and added a sense of continuity to their lives.

Now aman was embarked upon such a celebration. The proud father carried thelittle bundle of his
newborn daughter, walking through the forest night until he came to ahigh bluff overlooking the water.
The babe, a scarce six hours old, dumbered againgt his chest while he stared out at the freshwater sea,
seeing the dark and misty surface dowly lighten, bluing in anticipation of the dowly rising run. For atime
he sat and watched rosy dawn pale the sky, relishing the fed of thetiny body against his chest. Hopes
and aspirations entered hismind, and he let them float away . . . for now, it was enough that there was
new life, and that he could fed joy.

When the rays of the sun sparkled off the treetops above him he stood, waiting patiently for the light to
work itsway lower. Theritual had ameaning that waslost to him, but he took comfort from the clear
skies, from the dazzling sunlight over his heed, that would warm and welcome his child.



Herased hisdaughter high, and alowed the sunlight to illuminate the child before the raysfell upon
himsdf. She yawned deepily, then opened an eye of pure, bright violet—a shade that darkened to purple
in the gleam of daylight. She smiled for amoment, cooed peacefully, and then the eyelid dipped shuit.
Agan shedept.

“Wecometo theworld, my little girl,” said the father. He held her till for amoment, and then turned
back onto the forest trail, to the village, and the tribe and the rich promise of new life.



