


THE
WYRMLING HORDE



Tor Books by David Farland

The Runelords
Brotherhood of the Wolf
Wizardborn
The Lair of Bones
Sons of the Oak
Worldbinder
The Wyrmling Horde



THE
W YRMLING HORDE

DAVID FARLAND



Thisisawork of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in thisnove are
ether products of the author'simagination or are used fictitioudy.

THE WYRMLING HORDE
Copyright © 2008 by David Farland
All rightsreserved.

A Tor Book

Published by Tom Doherty Associates, LLC
175 Fifth Avenue

New York, NY 10010

www.tor-forge.com

Tor® isaregistered trademark of Tom Doherty Associates, LLC.

Library of Congress Catal oging-in-Publication Data

Farland, David.

The Wyrmling horde : the seventh book of the Rundlords/ David Farland.
p. cm.

"A Tom Doherty Associates Book."
ISBN-13: 978-1-4299-3197-7
ISBN-10: 1-4299-3197-3
I. Title.

PS3556.A 71558 W97 2008
813.54—dc22

2008030214
0987654321



To Nichole, Danielle, Forrest, Spencer, and Ben—who have dl helped
their dad so much over the years.

To contact the author, e-mail davidfarland@xmisson.com. To see news
of the series, vidt hisste at www.runglords.com.




THE
WYRMLING HORDE



Prologue
RUNES OF COMPASSION

Thisis Understanding's House,

I've seen these doors before,
Though when or where, | don't know.
In dusty rooms, like ancient tombs,
| studied endlesslore.

For what or why, | don't know.
Yet soon | learned too much,
Likea child lost in war.

Lost in horrors

| hope you'll never know.

—A song of Mystarria

Indl of hisdreams, Fallion had never dreamed with such intense clarity. He dreamed that he was soaring
above the Courts of Tide. Hewas not riding agraak, nor did he wear amagica wing. In hisdream
Fdlion'sarms stretched wide, holding him aoft, like some seagull that hangs motionlessin the sky, its
wingtips trembling as the wind sweeps benegth them.

Nothing below obstructed his view.

And s0 he glided over houses where the sweet gray smoke of cooking fires floated lazily above thatched
roofs, and Fallion darted above apalace wall, veering between two tal white towers where aguard with
his pike and black scale mail gaped up a Falion in astonishment. Fallion could see each graying hair of
the guard's arched eyebrow, and how the man's brass pin hung loose on his forest-green cape, and he
could even smell the man'sripening Swest.

Fallion swooped low over the cobbled city streets, where fishermen in their white tunics and brown
woolen caps trudged to their dank homes after a hard day working the nets; the young scholars who
attended the House of Understanding stood on street corners arguing jovidly while sipping tankards of
ae, and aboy playing with apet rat in the street gaped up at Fallion and pointed, his mouth an O of
Surprise.

"Theking has come!" the child cried in surprise, and suddenly the people looked up in awe and regjoiced
to see Falion. "Theking! Look!" they cried, tearslegping to their eyes.

| must be dreaming, Falion thought, for never have | seen theworld so clearly.

Thereisalegendary stream in theland of Mydtarria. Itsicy waters tumble down from the snowfields of
Mount Rimmon, beneath pinesthat guard the dopes, dong moss-covered floors where huge marble
statues of dead kingslie fallen. The stream'’s clean flow spillsinto forest pools so transparent that even at



adepth of forty feet every water weed and sparkling red crayfish can be seen. The enormous trout that
livethere "seemingly dide through the air just by dapping their tails," and al of them grow fat and to aripe
old age, for no fisherman or otter can hope to venture near in waters so clear.

So the streamis called the Daydtar, for it is as clear and sparkling as the morning Star.
And that is how preternaturally clear the dream cameto Fallion, as clear asthe waters of the Daystar.

Helonged to continue dreaming forever, but for onething: the air was so cold. He could fed frost
beginning to rime hisfingernails, and he shivered violently.

Thisfrost will kill me, he thought. It will pierce my heart like an arrow.
And so he struggled to wake, and found himsdlf . . . flying.
The wind rushed under him, cold and moi<t, and Fallion huddled in pain sharp and hitter.

He could fed ashard of stedl lodged below hisribcage, like adagger of ice. Drying blood matted his
shirt.

He struggled to wake, and when his eye opened to adlit, it was bright below. The wan slvery light of
early morning filled the Sky. He could see the tops of pines below, limbs so close that if he had reached
out he could dmost have touched them.

Wheream |?I'm flying above aforest.

In the distance he could descry a mountain—no, he decided, astrange castle as vast asamountain. It
was built into the sides of ablack volcano whose inner fireslimned the cone at its top and spewed smoke
and ash.

All beneath, along the skirts of the volcano, aformidable fortress sprawled, with murderoudy high walls
and thousands of dark holes that might have been windows or tunnelsinto the mountain.

There was no fresh lime upon the walls to make the castle gleam like silver in the dawn. Insteed, the
castle was black and foreboding. A few pale creatures bustled a ong the walls and upon the dark roads
below, racing to flee the dawn, looking like an army of angry ants. Even amile away, Fdlion could tell
that they were not entirely human.

Wyrmlings, heredized.

Fdlion shivered violently, so cold and numb that he feared he would die. His thoughts clouded by pain,
he struggled to figure out what was happening.

Hewas not flying under his own power. He was being borne by some gresat creature. Huge arms
clutched him tightly. If astone gargoyle had cometo life, Falion imagined that it would grip him so. He
could hear powerful wingsflapping: the wind from each downstroke assailed him.

Falion could not see his captor, but he could smell the arm that clutched him. It smelled like. . . rotten
mest, like something long dead.

Fear coursed through him.

I'minthearmsof aKnight Eternd, Fallion redized, one of the dead lords of the wyrmlings. And he
began to remember . . .



The battle at Caer Luciare. The wyrmling warriorswith their sickly pale skin and bone armor had
attacked the mountain fortress, afortress so different from the one he was going to. The limestonewalls
of the fortress had been glistening white, as clean as snow, and in the market flowers and fruit trees grew
inariot dong the sreet, while leafy vines hung from the windows.

The wyrmlings had come with the night. The pounding of their thunder drums had cracked the castle
wadlls. Poisoned war darts had pelted down in ablack rain. Everywhere there had been cries of dismay
asthe brave warriors of Caer Luciare saw their plight.

Jaz' Fdlion thought, dmost crying aoud, as he recaled hisbrother faling. A black dart had been
sprouting from Jaz's back as he knelt on hands and knees, blood running from his mouth.

After that, everything became confused. Falion remembered running with Rhiannaat hissde, retresting
up the city streetsin adaze, people shouting while Fallion wondered, Isthere anything | could have done
to save him?

Herecalled the Knights Eterna sweeping out of dark skies. Fallion held his sword at guard position,
eager to engage one, heart hammering as the monster swept toward him like afacon, its enormous black
long sword stretched out before it—a knight charging toward him on a steed of wind.

Fdlion twisted away from the attack at the last instant, his blade swiping back against thetip of the
Knight Eternal’s sword. Fallion had meant to let his blade cut cleanly into flesh, but the Knight Eterndl
must have veered at the last instant, and Fallion's blade struck the thick metal—and snapped.

As histortured blade broke, Fallion had felt pain lance just below theribcage. A remnant of his shattered
blade lodged in hisflesh. Hefell to his knees, blood gushing hot over histunic as he struggled to keep
from swooning.

Rhiannahad caled "Falion! Falion!" and al around him the noise of battle had sought to drown out her
voice, so that it seemed to come from far away.

Struggling to remain awake, Falion had knelt for amoment, dazed, while the world whirled vicioudly.
Everything went black.

And now | wake, Falion thought.

He closed his eyes, tried to take stock of his Situation.

Hisartificia wingswere folded againgt his back. He did not know how to use them well, yet. HEd worn
themagica thingsfor lessthan aday. He could fed a sharp pain where they were bound tightly, lest he

try to escape.

| dare not let the monster know that | am awake, Fallion redlized.

Fdlion's sword was gone, his scabbard empty, but he still had a dagger hidden in his boot.
If I could reach it, hethought, | could plungeit into the monster's neck.

Fdlion was s0 cold, histeeth were chattering. Hetried to ill them, afraid to make any noise, afraid to
dert the cresture.

But if | attack, what then? The monster will fall, and | will fall with it—to my desth.

His mind reeled away from the unpleasant prospect.



Moments later the Knight Eternd groaned and cursed, asif in pain. They had been flying in the shadow
of ahill, and suddenly they were in open sunlight. Fallion's captor dropped lower, so that he was flying
beneath the trees, well in their shadow.

There was animbus around them, athick haze. It gathered a bit.

Of course, Falion redlized, the Knight Eternd isracing againg the coming of day. He's gathering the light
around him, trying to create a shadow.

He's struggling to get me back to the castle before dawn!

They had dropped lower now, and Fallion judged that he was not more than twenty feet above ground.
Onimpulse, Falion reached for hisboot dagger, and by siraining managed to reach it, grasping it with
two fingers. Hetried to pull it free.

Just as suddenly, his captor tightened his grip, pulling Falion'sarms mercilesdy tight. The boot knifefdl,
Spinning away to land on the ground.

The Knight Eterna was crushing Fallion againgt his chest. It gpparently had not even noticed what Falion
was doing. But the creature's grip was so fearsome that now Fallion had to struggle for a breath.

Falion despaired. He had no other wegpons.

Fdlion wondered about Rhianna. If she was dive, she would have protected him to the last. He knew
that about her at least. No woman was more faithful, more devoted to him, than she.

Which meant that like Jaz, she must be dead.
The very thought tore at Fallion's sanity.

My fault, hetold himself. It ismy fault that they're dead. | am the one who brought them here. I'm the one
who bound the worlds together.

And as quickly as Falion had fallen into despair, rage and determination welled up. Falion was awizard
of unguessable power. In ages past, there had been one sun and one true world, bright and perfect, and
al mankind had lived in harmony benegath the shade of the One True Tree. But the great Seal of Cregtion
that governed that world had been broken, and asit broke, the world shattered, splintering into amillion
million parts, creating millions upon millions of shadow worlds, each adull imitation of that onetrue
world, each less virtuous, each spinning around its own sun o that now the heavenswerefilled with asea
of sars.

Now Fdlion had demonstrated the skill necessary to bind those shadow worlds back into one. He had
bound two worlds together. He had yet to bring to passthe redlization of hisdream: binding al worlds
into oneworld, flawless and perfect.

But his enemies had feared what he could do, and had set atrap. Fallion had bound his own world with
another, as an experiment, and everything had gone terribly wrong.

Now Falion's people had been thrust into aland of giants, where the crud wyrmlingsruled, aruthless
people thoroughly enthralled by an evil so monstrousthet it was beyond Fallion's power to imagine, much
less comprehend.

| hoped to make a better world, to re-create the one true world of legend, and instead | brought my
peopleto the brink of ruin.



The Knight Eterna that carried him suddenly rose toward agate in the castle. Fallion could hear barks
and snarls of darm aswyrmling warriors announced their gpproach.

Whereisthe Knight Eternd taking me? Fallion wondered.

The knight swept through an enormous archway and landed with ajar, and then crept into alightless
corridor, carrying Falion aseasly asif hewereachild.

Fdlion'stoes and fingers were numb. He felt so cold that he feared he had frosthite. He il could not
think well. Every thought was a skirmish. Every memory waswon only after along battle.

He needed warmth, heat. There was none to be found. There had been no sunlight shining upon the
cadtle. Therewere no torches Sitting in sconces to brighten the way. Instead the Knight Eternal bore him
down endlesstunnelsinto alabyrinth where the only illumination came from wormsthet glittered along the
wadl and cdlling.

Sometimes he passed other wyrmlings, and whether they were mere servants or hardened warriors, they
all backed away from his captor in terror.

Fdlion could have used his powersto leach alittle heat from awyrmling, if one had come closer.
Maybe the stoneiswarm, Falion thought. Maybeit il recals the sunlight that caressed it yesterday.

Fdlion could have reached out to quest for the sunlight. But there was agreeat danger. Fallionwasa
flameweaver, awizard of fire. Y et he knew that at least one Knight Eternal had mastered such skills
better than he: Vulgnash.

In earlier battles, each timethat Fallion had tried to tap into some source of heat, V ulgnash had siphoned
the energy away.

Of course, Falion redized. That iswhy | am so cold now. The creature has drained me. | amin
Vulgnash'sarms.

| must not let him know that | am awake.

Vulgnash had no body hest that Fallion could use. Though the Knight Eternal mimicked life, the monster
was dead, and it had no more hest in it than did a serpent.

So Fdlion held till, struggled to dow his breathing, to feign deep, asthe Knight Eterna bore him down,
down an endlesswinding air.

We're going to the heart of the world.

| will haveto attack quickly when the chance comes. A singletorchisal that I'll need. I'll causeit to flash
into light, to consumeadl of itsfuel in aningant, and then draw it into mysdf. I'll useits heet to burn my
enemies

After long and long, the Knight Eternal reached alanding and walked out into an open room. The air was
fetid, difling, and smdled dightly of sulfur.

Fdlion could hear children whimpering—a ong with the moan of some man, and the uncontrolled sobbing
of awoman. These were not the deegp-throated sounds of subhuman wyrmlings. These werethe
whimpers and cries of his own people, beaten and wounded.

"Help! Someone please hep ug" aboy cried in Fallion's own Rofehavani sh tongue.



The cries of his people came from aknot a one side of the room.
The Knight Eterna spoke, itsvoice agrowl deeper than alion's, and around him came answering growls.
Fdlion could see nothing through his haf-ditted eyes.

So he closed them, and in away that he had learned as a child, he looked upon the world with hisinner
eye, the eyes of his spirit, and he saw light.

He could descry the room. Each creature within it could be discerned not as flesh and bone but asa
cregture of light, with glowing tendrils arcing out in shades of blue and white—like the spines of asea
anemone. These were their spirits, easily discerned, whiletheir flesh showed hardly at dl. Bone and
muscle seemed to have dmost disgppeared, becoming acloudy nimbus. But il their shapes could be
seen. Their skin was but atrangparent sac, like the skin of jelyfish, and within that sac their spirits
burned, giving light.

Fallion was surrounded by wyrmlings. The crestures were far larger than humans, though they were
human in form. Each stood nearly eight feet tall, had broad shoulders, and could not have weighed less
than four hundred pounds. Many were at least six hundred. The bony plates on their foreheads were
topped with stubs that |ooked as if they would sprout horns, and their canines were overlarge. Their cruel
faces seemed to be twisted into permanent sneers.

Wyrmling guards watched at every door, and three dignitaries stood at the foot of athrone. Thelight
within these wyrmlingswas very dim. Fallion could see black creatures, fluttering and indistinct, that fed
upon their souls—theloci, paragitical beings of pure evil.

Fdlion was not surprised by theloci's presence. Hisfoster sster Talon had warned him that the
wyrmlings had been raised to serve the loci. Thewyrmlings vied for the parasites, believing that to be
infected by alocus granted them immortaity. They believed that their spirits were morta, and could
become immortal only once they were subsumed into immorta loci.

Upon the floor sprawled human prisoners, smal folk like Fallion—ypeople from hisown world. Their
innocent spirits shone as bright as stars. There was amother, afather, and three children. They were
roughly bound so that ankles and legslay bleeding and, in the case of the father, twisted and broken.

Upon adais sat a creature that horrified Falion. It was not aslarge as awyrmling, and not as deformed
intheface. Thus, Fallion redized that it was one of the folk of Caer Luciare, who were giants by the
gtandards of Falion'sworld.

So, Falion decided, it wasaman, with long hair. Like the folk of Caer Luciare, who had been bred to
war for countless centuries, he did not ook entirely human. His face was narrower than awyrmling's, and
his skull was not as heavily armored. The bony plate on his forehead was not nearly so pronounced, and
his canineswere not so large.

Hisraven hair wastied at the back, and his haggard face shaven clean. His skin was rough and unhedlthy,
and his cheekbones were pronounced, asif he were half-starved. But he was not unpleasing to the eye.
Almog, Falion redized, he was handsome.

It was not hisfeaturesthat horrified Falion: it wasthe creature that dwelt within thisman. Therewasa
locus feeding upon his bright spirit, alocus so dark and malevolent, Fallion could fed itsinfluence from
across the room. Indeed the evil seemed to be sprawling, and the locus was so massive that it could not
fit within thefleshly shell of itshost. Other loci were often not much larger than cats. But this one was vast
and bloated, and it crouched, feeding upon its host's bright spirit, aspirit so luminousthat Fallion could



only imagine that the host had been avirtuous man, blame ess and honorable—not somewyrmling
horror.

Thelocuss sprawling gut filled more than half of the room. Indeed it seemed dmost like the abdomen of
ablack widow spider, so huge that the belly dwarfed its head.

Falion's captor dropped him to the floor.

In utter darkness, a voice spoke. "Welcome to Rugassa, Fallion Orden.” The voice was deep, too deep
to be human. It came from the lord who sat upon the dais. It came from the locus. The creature knew
Fallion'sname. "'l know that you are avake."

"Y ou spesk my tongue?" Fallion asked.

"l gpeak al tongues,” thelocus said, "for | am the master of al worlds. | am Lord Despair. Serve me, and
you shdl be spared.”

Only then was Fallion sure where he stood. He was in the presence of the One True Master of Evil, who
had tried to wrest control of the Rune of Creation from mankind, and who had shattered their perfect
world into innumerable shards.

"I will not serveyou," Falion said. "l remember you, Y aeen. | remember when | served our people
under the One True Tree. Y ou could not sway me with your beauty then; you will not swvay me with the
horror that you have become.”

Fdlion had fought alocus before. Using his flameweaving skills, hed created alight so bright that it
pierced alocus and burned it.

Quick asathought, Fallion reached out with his senses and grasped for the warmth of the wyrmling
guards. Their bodies were massve and held more heat than the human prisoners might have. Falion
planned to suck their warmth into himself.

Ghostly red lights fluoresced as heat streamed toward him.

But as quickly as he reached out, he felt astab of ice lance through him, and his own inner fire raced
away, along with the heat that he'd hoped to stedl. |ce lanced through his guts.

"Aasaagh," Fdlion cried asindescribable agony sought expression. He was suddenly swimming in pain,
Struggling to remain conscious.

Now he knew for certain: the Knight Eterna who stood over him was aflameweaver of consummate
skill. 1t had to be Vulgnash.

Lord Despair said, "'If you will not serve me, you shall suffer. How great your suffering will be, you
cannot guess. | have tasted such suffering in part, and even | could not bear it."

Lord Despair clapped hishands. A guard brought asingle thumb-light into the room, atiny lantern that
might have been carved from amber, with awick that gave off no more flame than acandle. It alowed
Fdlion to see, though wyrmlings had to squint away.

Thewyrmling guard wore armor carved from the bone of aworld wyrm, armor as white and as milky as
hiswarty skin. He strode among five human prisoners, letting the light shine above them so that Fallion
could see. Thefirst that he revealed was achild of four, agirl in ahumble sacklike dress with golden hair
whose face was amask of purple bruises. Next to her lay aboy of twelve, some farm boy with two



broken arms twisted and tied behind his back. Beyond was awoman who was obvioudy his mother, for
they both had the same dark hair. Shelay asif lifdess, though her chest rose and fell. Her bloody skirts
suggested that the wyrmlings had put her through unspeskabl e torments.

Next to them was the father, abroken bone protruding through hisleg. Last of dl wasasmal boy of
two, wrapped in afetal position, hisface amask of terror.

They've captured awhole family, Fallion felt sure. They went into some farm cottage and ripped these
poor folk from the lives that they had loved.

It's my fault, he thought. I'm the one who bound the worlds together.

Some of the prisoners now tried to struggle. The mother looked up around the room at her tormentors
with eyesred and glazed from weeping.

"Pain can be awondrous inducement,” Lord Despair said to Falionin hisdegp voice. "And you shdl fed
wondrous pain. Of al the worlds that you could have bound together, these two offer the grestest
possibilities. The tormentors of Rugassa have been perfecting their art for five thousand years. Among dl
of my shadow worlds, there are no better. And now, because of you, they shall take their art to ahigher
level, to heights undreamed.”

Hes going to kill the prisoners, Fallion thought. Hell torture them to desth for his own amusement.
Fallion had seen such tortures before, when the locus Asgaroth had taken men and threaded poles
through them, leaving them skewered but somehow gtill aive as heraised their racked bodies up for the
world to see.

But no torture was forthcoming. Instead, the Knight Eternal growled an order. Another guard came into
the room bearing ared pillow.

Upon it werefive smal rods, each the length of Fallion's hand and asthick asanail. Upon the head of
each rod was arune, bound within acircle,

These were forcibles, the branding irons that alowed a Runelord to draw attributes from his vassals so
that he could garner their strength and speed, their beauty and wisdom.

Fallion had never tasted the kiss of aforcible. On hisworld the blood metal that they were forged from
was so rare that only the wedlthiest and most powerful lords ever owned it. And though Falion's father
had bequesthed him some forcibles, Fallion had refused to use them for a more important reason: he had
not been able to stand the thought of drawing out the wit from aman in order to boost hisown
intelligence, for in doing S0, he would turn that man into adrooling idiot. He could not even think of taking
the beauty from some woman, leaving her ahag. He abhorred the thought of draining the strength from
some burly peasant, consigning the man to such astate of frailty that his heart might fail a pumping his
own lifeésblood.

So Fallion had refused to take endowments from his people.
What endowment is Lord Despair going to wrest from these poor folks? Fallion wondered.

But that question was dashed by amore significant redlization. Since the binding of these two worlds,
Fdlion had hoped that the wyrmlings would not have discovered the rune lore that would alow the
transfer of attributes, for it was only such lore that gave his own smdl folk the hope of beating the

wyrmlings
In the battle for Luciare hed seen some wyrmlings running with seemingly superhuman speed, and had



worried that they might have taken endowments.

Now, Falion saw, thewyrmlings did indeed understand such lore, or at least, with the binding of the
worlds, they had learned of it.

The guard brought the forcibles, the magical branding irons, to the Knight Eternal that loomed above
Fallion. VVulgnash took one, studied it amoment, and then held it close so that Fallion could see. Therune
engraved upon it was unknown to Fallion's people. But after afew seconds he realized that he
recognized part of it—arune of touch.

But there were other runes bound into the forcible, at least two or three othersthat Fallion had never
seen, and suddenly Fallion redized that the wyrmlings not only understood rune lore, their knowledge far
surpassed that of his own people.

"What?What isthis?' Falion asked, studying theforcible.
"You shdl see” Lord Despair said.

A wyrmling lord took the forcible and began to chant, a sound deep and soothing, mesmerizing. Ashe
did, thetip of theforcible began to glow hat, like abranding iron that sits among coals, becoming brighter
and brighter.

When it shone like afdlen star, he went to the farm woman in her bloody skirts, flipped her over so that
Fdlion could see her bruised face, and plunged the branding iron between her eyes.

Theair filled with the reek of singed flesh and burning hair. When the wyrmling pulled the branding iron
free, awhite light stretched out from the woman's forehead, like aglowing worm. It e ongated, following
theforcible asthefacilitator pulled it away and twirled the branding iron. Theworm of light did not fade,
but merdy hung inthe air, aghostly presence.

"Wait!" Fdlion cried, for the light revealed that the endowment ceremony wasworking, yet it did so
despite the rulesthat Fallion understood. " She must give her endowment willingly. You can'tjust rip it
from her!”

In his own world endowments were most often given as an act of love, agift to aworthy lord from a
grateful vassal who hoped, by bestowing the gift, to protect his people. But it was aso true that
endowments might be coerced. Some lords bought endowments, granting great wealth to those who sold
them. Vilelords sometimes devised torments so terrible that the vassal would relinquish an atributein
hope to escape the consequences.

But in dl cases, the attribute had to be given by one who had awilling heart. It could not be stripped
away likethis.

Fdlion reded ahit, struggling to hold on to consciousness. The cold around him was so intense.

"l amtaking their pain,” Lord Despair said. "'l am taking the whole of it: the pain of their wounds, the
torment of their minds, dl of their suffering and anguish. Who would not want to give that up? Evenin
their ddirium, their fogged minds scream for reease, and thustheir endowments are taken willingly."

Falion peered up at Lord Despair and redlized what he intended to do. Hewould give Fdlion dl of their
tormen.

Moments later, the wyrmling wizard bore theforcibleto Falion, and thrust itswhite-hot tip against
Fdlion's cheek.



Thekiss of aforcibleis said to be sweet, sweeter than any lover'slips. Perhapsin part, that was because
the one who receives an endowment aso receives strength or staminaor some other virtue that al
humans|ong for.

Who has not looked upon agreat sage and not wished for hiswisdom? What woman has not gazed
upon that rare beauty that is born with perfect skin and teeth, with shining hair and a gloriousfigure, and
not longed that she had been so endowed from birth?

And it wastruethat Falion felt arush of euphoriathat rocked him to the very core.
Y et, it was not asit was supposed to be.

It issaid that he or she who grants an endowment does so at greet cost. When avirtueisripped from
them, it causes indescribable agony, an agony so profound that only awoman who has endured arough
birthing can begin to comprehend it.

Astheforciblelightly kissed Fallion's cheek, he felt the rush of euphoria, coupled with apain so profound
that it ripped a cry from histhroat.

His muscles convulsed, and he was thrown to the floor. His back spasmed, as did his somach, and he
began to retch.

Hefdt the woman's pain. Not just the physical torment that came from being mauled and raped by
wyrmling giants, being torn and bloodied. He felt the heartbreak that had come as her husband and
children were forced to watch. He felt her humiliation and despair, amother's maddening fear for her
own children.

Hed never felt emotions quite so raw or profound. It was asif he were being sucked into avortex,
whirling down into perfect darkness, al of her sadness and torment suddenly blending together with
Fallion'sown remorse—Fallion'spain a losing his brother, of losing Rhianna, his shame at having bound
these worlds together in such away that the wyrmlings were suddenly |oosed upon his innocent people.

Thewyrmlings have perfected torture, Fdlion redized as he lay on the floor, vomiting from guilt, wishing
for death.

And then one by one, the wyrmlings stripped endowments of pain from each prisoner.

Fdlion felt the father's hel plessness and outrage and guilt for not having saved hiswife, hisregret that his
children would never reach adulthood, even as the bone protruding from his shin festered and rotted,
threstening to leach hislife away.

Moments later, Fallion felt an infant'sterror of the giant wyrmlings, her overwheming sense of
hel plessness, and the pain where awyrmling had bitten off her pinky finger.

So it went, each child in turn.
Fdlion took upon himsdf each of thelr fears, their guilt, their lossand longing.

As endowments were stripped from the family, the children quit their whimpering and the woman left off
her sobbing, each of them faling into slence as they went remarkably numb.

And with each endowment, Fallion fdt asif he would be overwhedmed one moretime.

| must not givein, hetold himsdlf. | must not let Lord Despair bresk me.



When has Despair tasted such torment? Fallion wondered.
And then his spiritud eyes opened, and heremembered . . .

Yaleen had tried to seize control of the world by bending the Great Seal of Creation to her will,
and in the process, she had broken it. The Seal shattered, and suddenly the world splintered into a
million million shadows.

Fallion had been there under the great tree, and as the deed was done, he had run out from under
the tree and watched with overwhelming dread and awe: it was night, and Fallion watched entire
shadow worlds, like phantoms—with their opalescent swirling clouds, and seas of endless blue,
and their snow-clad mountains, their fiery sunrises—all exploding and fleeing away in every
direction, a continuous succession of worlds, each sending a shock wave through his very bones
asit streamed away.

He watched stars forming in the night sky—entire galaxies spawned in an instant, then scattering
away as the shadow worlds formed.

The True Tree was uprooted. Mountains crumbled and crevasses opened, swallowing communities
whole. Volcanoes roared to life, spewing ash while lightning shrieked at their crowns.

The destruction was magnificent.

Hundreds of thousands of people died, while others merely vanished, apparently cast off onto
some shadow world.

Nothing like this had ever happened in Fallion's pure and perfect world. His people had never felt
death, never suffered such devastating loss.

And when the deed was done, Yaleen fled.

Fallion was one of the Ael who was sent to find Yaleen and bring her back for judgment. After
many days, he caught her.

Shetried to use her feminine charms to persuade himto let her go. She begged him and berated
him.

But he took her to the White Council .

There had never been need for a punishment like this. There had been no death, no murder in his
world. There had been petty thefts by children, and unintended insults.

But no one had ever committed a crime so foul.

Fallion knew that Yaleen had not meant to cause such devastation. She had only thought it a
childish prank, she insisted, though she was a person of terrible avarice.

But her act had such far-reaching consequences, it could not be treated lightly.
So a new punishment was devised.

The Bright Ones who were |eft alive after the fall were devastated—mourning for lost loves, for
children that they would never see, for friends that were gone.

So many joined in Yaleen's torment—not all, for some could not bring themselves to exercise



harsh judgment, but each person who desired revenge walked up to Yaleen, and with the tears
fromtheir own eyes, traced a rune upon her cheek.

In the past, the rune had been used by lovers, by those who wished to share their deepest and most
sacred feelings for one another. It was a rune of Compassion.

It was the same rune that Fallion had seen upon the forcibles.
By granting it, the Bright Ones shared their own grief and loss with Yaleen, heaping it upon her.

Some told themsel ves that they were doing it for her own good, that they were only trying to teach
her, lest she continue in her evil ways.

But Fallion knew that it was more than teaching.

And so each Bright One had taken vengeance upon Yaleen, until bitter tears streamed down her
face and she fought to break away from those who had once been her friends. She clawed and
wailed, while strong men held her.

Sowly Fallion saw a change take place. Wher e before there had been contrition and sadnessin
her face, Yaleen hardened and grew angry.

Yaleen quit weeping and fighting, and began to rage at her tormentors and rejoice in what she
had done.

The runes upon her cheek were drawn with human tears, and as the tears dried, the sympathetic
feelings that Yaleen was subjected to would fade and vanish.

Thousands stood in line to heap their pain upon her, but something in her broke long before her
torment was ended. When the punishment was done, there was nothing but hatred left in Yaleen's

eyes.

"I harmed your world by accident,” Yaleen said, "and now you have made me glad of it. You gave
me torment, and | will torment you in return. Down countless eons | will hunt you, and rule your
world in blood and horror. From now on, you shall call me by my new name—Despair."

An eternity past, Falion had hel ped heap abuse upon Y aeen, and now the creature that she had become
was returning the deed.

When dl five prisoners had fdlen silent, Lord Despair leaned forward eagerly.

Fdlion tried to remain quiet, but histhroat betrayed him, and sobsissued from him in rapid succession,
each apart cough, part moan.

"Serveme," Lord Despair whispered, "and | will release you from your pain.”

Fdlion knew of only two waysthat he could be free of such pain. Lord Despair could forceit onto
another, leaving Fallion an empty husk, emotionless and numb. Or he could kill the Dedicates who had
granted their pain, thus breaking the magical tiesthat bound Fallion to his people.

Hell murder thisfamily, Fallion redized. Hell do it in front of me and make me watch.

He hopesthat intime, | will be evil enough to crave such athing. For when | consent to the shedding of
innocent blood, alocuswill be able to makeitshomein me.



No, Falion redlized, Lord Despair wishes more from me than even that. He doesn't just want to make
me aworthy abode for alocus. He doesn't just want to punish me—L ord Despair hopesthat | will
become him.

But | will turn the tables. | can never succumb. | can never let him beat me.

"Thank you, Lord Despair,” Fallion said meekly.

"For what?' Despair demanded.

"For freeing these good people from their pain,” Fallion said. "Thank you, for bestowing it upon me."
The rage that flashed across Lord Despair's face was brief but undeniable.

Falion nearly sivooned. He felt on the verge of collgpse, but knew that he could show no sign of
weekness. He had Despair at a disadvantage. Despair could not kill thisfamily without freeing Falion
from historment, and so long as Fallion was willing to bear their pain, Despair would be thwarted.

Andinastrangeway, Falion wasindeed grateful that he could suffer instead of these innocents.
Itisonly right that | should suffer, hetold himsdlf.

Lord Despair rose from histhrone. "Y ou have only begun to fed torment,” he said. "Thisis but your first
tagte of theforcible. | have amountain of blood metal at my disposa, and another shipment will arrive
soon.

"Y ou will not thank me, | think, when you have taken another ten thousand endowments. Y ou will not
mock me when awholeworld's pain isthrust upon your shoulders. Intime, pain will haveitsway with
you, and you will grovel and beg for release, and you will tell mewhat | want to know."

Only then did Falion realize that Despair had not even bothered to ask a question.

"By having thrust upon methese peoplespain,” Falion said, "you only strengthen my resolve. Y our
workswound theworld. Itistimethat | do away with them.”

Despair scoffed, then turned and strode from the room.

Only then did Falion givein to the need to succumb. He dropped to the floor, head redling, barely
clinging to consciousness.



1
DANGEROUSNOTIONS

To control a man fully, one must channel his thoughts. You will not have to concern yourself with
issues of loyalty once your vassal isincapable of disloyal contemplation.

—The Emperor Zul-torac, on the importance of
reinforcing the Wyrmling Catechism on the youth

Cullossax the tormentor strode through the dark warrens of Rugassa, shoving lesser wyrmlings aside.
None dared to snarl or raise ahand to stop him. Instead, the pale creatures cowered back in fear. He
wasimposing in part because of hisbulk. At nine feet, Cullossax towered over dl but even the largest
wyrmlings. The bony plate that ran aong hisforehead was abnormally thick, and the horny nubs on his
head were larger than most. He was broad of chest, and his canines hung well below hislower lip. All of
these were Sgnsto other wyrmlings that he was potentidly aviolent man.

But it was not his brutal appearance aone that won him deference. His black robes of office struck fear
in the hearts of others, asdid his blood-soaked hands.

Thelabyrinth seemed aive with excitement. It coursed through Cullossax's veins, and thrummed through
every taut muscle. He could seeit in the faces of those that he passed, and hear it in their nervous voices.

Some had fear upon their faces, while others fears deegpened to dread. But some faces shone with
wonder or hope, bloodlust or exultation.

It was arare and heady combination. It was an exciting timeto be dive.

Four days ago, ahuge army had left Rugassato destroy the last of the humans at Caer Luciare. The
attack was to have begun that very night. Thus the hope upon the peopl€'s faces that, after awar that had
raged for three thousand years, the last of their enemies would be gone.

But then two days past, everything had changed: awhole world had falen from the sky, and when it
struck, the worlds did not crash and break. Instead, they combined into one whole, aworld that was
new and different, aworld that combined the magics and peoples of two worlds, sometimesin
unexpected ways.

Mountains had fallen and rivers had flooded. Ancient forests suddenly sprouted outside the castle gate
where none had stood before. There were reports of strange creaturesin the land, and al wasin chaos.

Now reports were coming from wyrmling outpostsin every quarter: there was something new in the
land—humans, smaler folk than those of Caer Luciare. If the reports could be believed, they lived by the
millionsin every direction. It was rumored that it was one of their own wizards who bound the world of
the wyrmlingswith their own.

Such power was cause enough for the wyrmling's nervousness. But there was al so cause for celebration.

Within the past few hours, rumors had been screaming through the chain of command that the Great
Wyrm itsdf had taken anew form and now walked the [abyrinth, showing abilitiesthat had never been
dreamed, not even in wyrmling legend.

Strange timesindeed.



Thelast battle againgt the human warrior clans had been fought. Caer Luciare had been taken. The
human warriors had been daughtered and routed.

The newswas glorious. But the wyrmlings remained nervous, unsure what might happen next. They sood
in small knots and gossiped when they should be working. Some were disobedient and needed to be
brought back into line.

So Cullossax the tormentor was busy.

In dark corridors where only glow wormslit hisway, he searched through the créche, where the scent of
children mingled with mineral smdlls of the warren, until at last he found ateaching chamber with three
slver stars above the door.

Hedid not call out at the door, but instead shoved it open. There, adogmatist stood against awall with
his pupils, wyrmling children fifteen or Sixteen years of age. Few of the children had begun to grow the
horny nubs at their temples yet, and so they looked small and effeminate.

At the center of the room, asingle young girl was chained by the ankleto aniron rung in thefloor. She
had a desk—afew plankslying upon aniron frame. But instead of Sitting at her desk, she crouched
beneath it, moaning and peering away distantly, asif lost in some dream. She rocked back and forth as
she moaned.

Shewasapretty girl, by wyrmling standards. All wyrmlings had skin that was faintly bioluminescent, and
children, with their excess energy, glowed strongly, while those who were ancient, with their lesthery
skin, faded dtogether. Thisgirl wasabright one, with silky white hair, innocent eyes, afull round face,
and breasts that had aready fully blossomed.

"Sherefusesto Sit," said the dogmatist, astern old man of sixty years. "She refuses to take part in class.
When we recite the catechisms, she mouths the words. When we examine the policies, she will not
answer questions.”

"How long has she been like this?" the tormentor asked.

"For two days now," the dogmatist said. "I have berated her and beaten her, but till she refusesto
cooperate.”

"Y et she gave you no trouble before?’
"None," the dogmatist admitted.

It was the tormentor'sjob to dole out punishment, to do it thoroughly and dispassionately. Whether that
punishment be public strangulation, or dismemberment, or some other torture, it did not matter.

Surely, this could not go on.

Cullossax knelt beside the girl, studied the child. There had to be a punishment. But Cullossax did not
have to dole out the ultimate penalty.

"Y ou must submit,” Cullossax said softly, dangeroudy. "Society hasaright to protect itsdf from the
individua. Surely you see thewisdom in this?"

The girl rolled her eyes and peered away, asif carried to some faraway placein her imagination. She
scratched at her throat, near a pendant made from amouse's skull.



Cullossax had seen too many like her in the past couple of days, people who choseto turn their facesto
thewall and die. Beating her would not force her to submit. Nor would anything else. He would probably
haveto kill her, and that was awaste. Thiswas athree-star school, the highest level. Thisgirl had
potential. So before the torments began, he decided to try reasoning with her.

"What are you thinking?" Cullossax demanded, his voice soft and deep. "Are you remembering
something? Are you remembering . . . another place?’

That caught the girl. She turned her head dowly, peered into Cullossax's eyes.
"Yes," shewhimpered, giving out asoft sob, then she began shaking in fear.
"What do you remember?' Cullossax demanded.

"My lifebefore" the child said. "1 remember waking under green fiddsin the garlight. | lived with my
mother there, and two sisters, and we raised pigs and kept agarden. The placewelived inwas called
Inkarra."

Just like so many others. Thiswasthe third today to name that place. Each of them had spoken of it the
same, asif it were aplace of longing. Each of them hated their life in Rugassa.

It was the binding, of course. Cullossax was only beginning to understand, but much had changed when
the two worlds were bound into one.

Childrenlikethisgirl claimed to recdl another life on that other world, aworld where children were not
kept in cages, aworld where harsh masters did not make demands of them. They all dreamed of
returning.

"Itisal adream," Cullossax said, hoping to convince her. "It isn't redl. Thereisno place where children
play free of fear. Thereis only here and now. Y ou must learn to be responsible, to give away your own
sdfish desires.

"If you continueto resst," Cullossax threatened, "you know what | must do. When you reject society,
you remove yoursdf from it. This cannot be tolerated, for then you are destined to become adrain upon
society, not a contributor.

"Society hastheright, and the duty, to protect itsdf from the individud.."

Normaly, at thistime, Cullossax would afflict the subject. Sometimes the very threst of torment would
strike enough fear into the heart of the reprobate that she would do anything to prove her obedience. But
Cullossax had discovered over the past two days that these children were not likely to submit at all.

"What shal | do with you?" Cullossax asked.
Thegirl was shaking till, speechlesswith terror.
"Whoissociety?' she asked suddenly, asif she had come upon a plan to win some leniency.

"Society conggtsof al of theindividuasthat make up thewhole," Cullossax said, quoting from the
catechismsthat the child wasto be studying.

"But which one of the people makes up the rules?' she asked. "Which one of them saysthat | must dieif
| do not follow the rules?!

"All of them,” Cullossax answered reasonably. But he knew that that was not true.



Thegirl caught himin hislie. "The catechisms say that 'Right actsfollow from right thinking.' 'But youth
and stupidity are barriersto right thinking. Thus, we must submit to those who are wiser than we.'
‘Ultimately the emperor, by virtue of the great immortal wyrm that liveswithin him, iswisest of al.™

Wyrmling education consisted of rote memorization of the catechisms, not upon learning the skills of
reading and writing. The wyrmlings had found that forcing children to memorize the words verbatim
trained ther mindswell, and intimeled to an dmost infalible memory. Thisgirl had strung together some
catechismsin order to form the core of an argument. Now she asked her question: "So if the emperor is
wisest, does not the emperor make the rules, rather than the collective group?’

"Some might say s0," Cullossax admitted.

"The catechisms say, 'Men exist to serve the empire,™ the girl said. "But it seemsto me that the emperor's
teachingslead usto serve only him."

Cullossax knew blasphemy when he heard it. He answered in catechisms. "'Each serves society to the
best of hisahility, the emperor aswell astheleast serf," Cullossax reasoned. "'By serving the emperor,
we serve the great wyrm that resides within him," and if we are worthy, we shall berewarded. 'Live
worthily, and awyrm may someday enter you, granting you a portion of itsimmortality.™

The child seemed to think for along time.

Cullossax could not bother with her any longer. Thiswas abusy time. There had been agreat battleto
the south, and the troops would begin to arrive any day. Once al of the reports had been made,
Cullossax would be assigned to deal with those who had not distinguished themsdlvesin battle. Hewould
need to sharpen many of his skinning knives, so that he could remove portions of flesh from those who
were not vaiant. With the flesh, he would braid whips, and then lash the backs of those that he had
skinned.

And then there were people like this girl—people who had somehow gained memories of another life,
and who now sought to escape the horde. The tormentors had to make examples of them.

Cullossax reached under his collar, pulled out atalisman that showed his badge of office: abloody red
fist. The law required him to display it before administering torture.

"What do you think your torment should be?" Cullossax asked.

Trembling amost beyond control, the girl turned her head dowly, peered up a Cullossax. "Doesn't a
person have the right to protect himsalf from society?

It was aquestion that Cullossax had never considered. It was a childish question, undeserving of
congderation. "No," he answered.

Cullossax would normaly have administered a beating then, perhaps broken afew bones. But he
suspected that it would do no good. "If | hurt you enough, will you listen to your dogmatist? Will you
interndize histeachings?'

The girl looked down, the wyrmling gesture for no.
"Then you leave meno choice," the tormentor said.

He should have strangled the child then. He should have doneit in front of the others, so that they could
seefirsthand the pendty for disobedience.



But somehow he wanted to spare the girl that indignity. "Comewith me," he said. ™Y our flesh will
becomefood for your fellows."

Cullossax reached down, unlocked the manacle a the girl'sfoot, and pulled her free from theiron rung in
thefloor.

Thegirl did not fight. She did not pull away or strike back. She did not try to run. Instead, she gathered
up her courage and followed, as Cullossax held firmly to her wrigt.

| would rather die than live here, her actions seemed to say.
Cullossax waswilling to oblige.

He escorted the girl from the room. Her fellows jeered as she left, heaping abuse upon her, aswas
proper.

And once the two were free of the classroom, the girl walked with alighter step, asif glad that she would
mest her demise.

"Where are we going?' the child asked.
Cullossax did not know the girl's name, did not want to know her name.

"Tothe harvesters.” In wyrmling society, the wesk, the sickly, and the mentally deficient were often put to
use thisway. Certain glands would be harvested—the adrendls, the pineal, and others—to make extracts
that were used in battle. Then the bodies were harvested for mest, bone, skin, and hair. Nothing went to
waste. True, Rugassa's hunters roved far and wide to supply the horde with food, but their efforts were
never enough.

"Will it hurt?'
"l think," Cullossax said honestly, "that deeth is never kind. Still, I will show you what leniency | can.”

It was not easy to make such promises. As atormentor, Cullossax was required to dole out the
punishments required by law without regard to compassion or compromise.

That seemed to answer al of her questions, and Cullossax led the girl now effortlesdy down thewinding
corridors, through labyrinthine passages|it only by glow worms. Few of the passages were marked, but
Cullossax had memorized the twists and turns long ago. Along the way, they passed through crowded
corridorsin the merchant district where vendors hawked trinkets carved from bones and vestments sewn
from wyrmling leather. And near the arena, which was empty at the moment, they passed through lonely
tunnels where the only sound was their footsteps echoing from the stone walls. Fire crickets legpt up near
their feet, emitting red flashes of light, like living sparks. Once, he spotted a young boy with abag of pae
glow worms, affixing oneto each wall, to keep the labyrinth lighted.

Cullossax wondered at his own reasons for wanting to show her compassion. It was high summer, and in
afew weeks he would go into musth. Already he fdlt the edginess, the arousal, and the beginnings of the
mad rage that assailed him at thistime of year. The girl was desirable enough, though she was too young
to go into hest.

The girl's face was blank as she walked toward her execution. Cullossax had seen that look so often
before.

"What are you thinking about?' he asked, knowing that it was easier if he kept them talking.



"There are so many worlds," she said, her voicefilled with wonder. "Two worlds have combined, and
when they did, two of my shadow selves became one. It'slike having lived two lifetimes.” Shefel slent
for asecond, then asked, "Have you ever seen the stars?' Most wyrmlingsin the labyrinth would never
have been topside.

"Yes," heanswered, "once."

"My grandmother was the village wise woman a my homein Inkarra," the girl said. "Shetold me that
every star is but ashadow of the One True Star, and each of them has a shadow world that spins around
it, and that there are amillion million shadow worlds.”

"Hah," Cullossax said, intrigued. He had never heard of such athing. The very strangeness of such a
cosmology drew hisinterest.

"So think," the girl said. "Two worlds combined, and when they did, it islike two pieces of me came
together, making alarger whole. | fed stronger than ever before, more aive and complete. Herein the
wyrmling horde, | was driven and cunning. But on the other world, | waslearning to be wise, to take joy
inlife" She gave him amoment to think, then asked, "What if there are other pieces of me out there?
What if | have amillion million shadow sdves, and dl of them combined into one personinasingle
breath? What would | be like? What thingswould | know? It would be like having lived abillion lifetimes
all at once. Perhaps on afew thousand worlds, | might have learned perfect self-discipline, and on others
| might have spent lifetimes studying how to make peace among warring nations. And if | were combined
into one, imagine how whole al of those shadow saves would become.”

The thought was staggering. Cullossax could not imagine such athing. "They say awizard combined the
worlds," Cullossax said. "They say heisin the dungeon now."

And | wish that | had the honor of being histormentor, Cullossax thought.

"Perhagps we should be helping him," the girl suggested. "He has the power to bind dl of theworldsinto
one"

What good would that do me? Cullossax wondered. Perhaps | have no other selves on other worlds.

Hewas logt in thought when she struck. It happened so fast, she amost killed him. One ingtant she was
walking blithdy dong, and the next moment she pulled a dagger from her deeve and lunged—aiming for
hiseye.

But his great height worked against her. Cullossax dodged backward, and the dagger nicked him below
the eye. Blood sprang from the wound, asif he cried tears of blood.

Fast asamantistaking a cave cricket, she struck again, thistime aming for histhroat. Heraised anarm
to block her swing. She twisted to the side and brought the dagger up to hiskidney. It was a maneuver
he'd learned as ayouth, and he was ready for her. He reached down and caught her arm, then dammed
her into awall.

The vicious creature screamed and legpt at him, her thumbs aimed at his eyes. He brought up aknee that
caught her in therib cage, knocking the air out of her.

Even injured she growled and tried to fight. But now he had her by the scruff of the neck. He pinned her
to thewd and strangled her into submission.

It was agood fight from such asmall girl—well timed and ruthless. She was not just avictim waiting to
go to her death. Sheld planned thisall dong!



Shed lured him into the corridor, waited until they werein alonely stretch of the warrens, and then done
her best to leave him lying in apool of blood.

Doubitless, she had some plan for escape.

Cullossax laughed. He admired her feistiness. When she was barely conscious, he reached into her tunic
and felt for more wegpons. All he felt was her soft flesh, but athorough search turned up a second
dagger in her boot.

He threw them down the corridor, and asthe girl began to cometo, he put her in a painful wristlock and
walked her to her death, whimpering and pleading.

"I hateyou," she cried, weeping hitter tears. | hate the world you've created. I'm going to destroy it, and
build abetter oneinitsplace.”

It was such agrandiose notion—one little wyrmling girl planning to change the world—that he had to
laugh. "It isnot | who made thisworld.”

"Y ou support it," she accused. "You're as guilty asthe rest!”

It happened that way sometimes. Those who were about to die would search for someone to accuse,
rather than take respongbility for their own stupidity or weskness.

But it was not Cullossax who had created her world. It was the Great Wyrm, whom some said had
finally taken anew form, and now walked the hals of Rugassa.

Asthey descended some dairs, afellow tormentor who was climbing up from below called Cullossax to
ahdt. "Have you heard the news?'

"What news?" Cullossax asked. He did not know the man well, but tormentors al belonged to a Shadow
Order, a secret fraternity, and had sworn bloody oaths to protect one another and uphold one another
and to promote one another'sinterests, even in murder. Thus, as atormentor, this man was a brother to
him.

"Despair has taken anew body, and now walks the labyrinth, displaying miraculous powers. As one of
hisfirst acts, he has devised anew form of torture, surpassing our finest arts. Y ou should see!”

Cullossax stood for amoment, overwhelmed. The Great Wyrm waked among them? He il could not
believeit. Obvioudy, with the binding of theworlds, Despair felt the need to confirm his supremacy.

The very thought filled Cullossax with awe. Thiswasagreet timeto bedive.

"S0," Cullossax teased, "Despair wants our jobs?!

The tormentor laughed at the jest, then seemed to get anidea. "Y ou are taking the girl to be daughtered?!
"Yes" Cullossax said.

"Take her to the dungeonsingtead, to the Black Cell. There you will find Vulgnash, the Knight Eternd.
He has had along flight and needsto feed. The girl'slife should be sweet to him."

Thegirl suddenly tried to rip free, for being consumed by a Knight Eternal was afate worse than degath.

Cullossax grabbed the girl'swrigt, holding her tight. She bit him and clawed at him, but he paid her no
mind.



Cullossax hestated. A Knight Eternd had no life of his own. Mongterslike him did not need to bresthe
or eet or drink. VVulgnash could not gain nourishment by digesting flesh. Instead, he drew life from others,
consuming their piritua essence—thear hopesand longings.

Cullossax had provided the Knight Eternd with children before. Watching the monster feed waslike
watching an adder consume arat.

In hismind's eye, Cullossax remembered a feeding from five years ago. Then Vulgnash, drapedin his
crimson robes, had taken ayoung boy.

Likethisgirl, the boy had screamed in terror and struggled with renewed fury asthey neared Vulgnash's
lar.

"Ah," Vulgnash had whispered, hiswings quivering dightly in anticipation, "jugtintime.”

Then Vulgnash had turned and totally focused on his victim. He seemed unaware that Cullossax was
watching.

The boy had cried and backed away into acorner, and every muscle of Vulgnash's body was taut,
charged with power, lest the child try to run.

The boy did balt, but VVulgnash lashed out and caught him, shoved him into the corner, and touched the
child on the forehead—\V ulgnash's middle finger resting between the child's eyes, histhumb and pinky on
the boy's mandibles, and afinger in each eye.

Normally when a child was so touched, he ceased to fight. Like amouse that isfilled with scorpion's
venom, hewould go limp.

But this boy fought. The child grabbed Vulgnash'swrist and tried to shove him away. V ulgnash seized the
boy by the throat with hisleft hand then, and maintained his grip with the right. The child bit at the Knight
Eternd'swrig, fighting vaiantly.

"Ah, aworthy onel" VVulgnash enthused.

The boy tried twisting away. He began to scream, amost bresking V ulgnash's grasp. There was aworld
of panicinthe child'seyes.

"Why?" the child screamed. "Why doesit have to be thisway?"

"Because | hunger,” Vulgnash had said, shoving the boy into the corner, holding him fast. Asthe boy's
essence began to drain, he shrieked in panic and shook his head, trying to break free of the monster's
touch. All hope and light drained from his face, and was replaced by an endlesswell of despair. Hiscries
of terror changed into athroaty wail. He kicked and fought for along moment while Vulgnash merely
held him up againg thewall.

The Knight Eterna leaned close, his mouth inches from the boy's, and then began to inhae, making a
hissing sound.

Cullossax had seen athin light, like amigt, draining away from the child into Vulgnash's mouth.

Sowly, the child quit struggling, until at last hislegs stopped kicking dtogether. When the Knight Eterna
was done, he'd dropped the child'slimp body.

The boy lay in ahegp, staring up into some private horror worse than any nightmare, barely breathing.



"Ah, that wasrefreshing,” Vulgnash said. "Few souls are so strong.”

Cullossax had stood for amoment, unsure what to do. V ulgnash jutted a chin toward the boy. " Get rid of
the carcass.

Cullossax then grabbed the limp form and began dragging it up the corridor. The boy till breathed, and
he moaned a bit, asif in terror.

Grabbing the child's head, Cullossax had given it aquick twist up and to theright, ending the child'slife,
and historment.

Thus, Cullossax knew how this feeding would turn out. The Knight Eternal would put ahand over this
girl's pretty face, lean in close, dmogt asif to kiss, and with oneindrawn hisshewould drain thelifefrom
her. Hewould take al of her hope and aspiration, al of her enjoyment and serenity.

Redizing her fate, the girl fought to break free. Shejerked her hand again and again, trying to break
Cullossax's grasp, but Cullossax seized the child'swrigt, digging thejoint of histhumb into the ganglia of
the girl'swrigt until her knees gave out from the pain.

He wanted to see this new form of torture, so he dragged her to the dungeon.
"Please," she cried. "Take me back to the créche. I'll listen to the dogmatist! I'll do anything. | promisal”

But it wastoo late. The girl had chosen her fate. She let her knees buckle, refusing to walk any farther.
Cullossax dragged the girl now, hisfingernails biting into her flesh as she whimpered and pleaded and
tried to grab the legs of passersby.

"Wedon't haveto livelikethid" thegirl sad. "Inkarradoes exist!™

That gave Cullossax pause. Could it be that there was aland without the Degth L ords, without the
empire? Could it be that people there lived pleasant lives without care?

For one person to tell of it was madness. For two to tell of it wasafluke. But thisgirl wasthethirdina
sngleday. A pattern had emerged.

And then there was the matter of the smdl folk. Since the change, Cullossax had heard rumorsthat there
might be millions of them intheworld.

"Who isthe emperor in thisland of yours?' Cullossax asked.

"| did not serve an emperor there," she said. "But there was a grest king, the Earth King, Gaborn Va
Orden, who ruled with kindness and compassion. He told me when | was achild that ‘the time will come
when the small folk of the world must stland against thelarge.’ He said that | would know when that time
had come. Gaborn Va Orden served and protected his people. But our emperor only feeds on his

people!”

The name Orden was known to Cullossax. It was a sirange name, hard on the wyrmling tongue. Asa
tormentor, Cullossax was privy to many secrets. Just after dawn a prisoner had been delivered to the

dungeon, a powerful wizard named Fallion Orden—a wizard who had been the son of agreat king on
another world, awizard who had such vast powersthat he had bound two worlds into one.

Now the great V ulgnash himsalf had been assigned to guard this dangerous wizard.

"Whereisthisredm of Inkarra?' Cullossax demanded.



"South,” the child said. "Their warrens are to the south, beyond the mountains. Let mego, and | can
show you. I'll take you there."

It was a curious offer. But Cullossax had ajob to do.

Down heled the child, past the guards who blocked hisway, into the dungeons where light never
reached.

The girl struggled, twisting and scratching a his hand, until he cuffed her hard enough so that she went
limp, and her struggles ceased.

Her mouth fell open, reveding her oversized canines. Small rubies had been inset into each of them,
rubies carved to look like serpents. It was asymbol of her status, as one of theintellectud elite.

How far you havefdlen, little one, Cullossax thought.

At the outer gates to the dungeons, he took the necklace from around his neck and used the key to enter.
At last he reached the Black Céll, the most heavily guarded of al.

Cullossax drew near itsiron door, and would have opened it, but apair of guards blocked him.

Cullossax could see through agrate in the door. Insde, abright light shone. VVulgnash stood in hisred
cowl and robes, hisartificid red wings flapping dightly. Heloomed above asmal human, aman with
dark black hair, and apair of wings. The ground in the cell was rimed with frost, and Cullossax's breath
came out as afog when he peered in.

Within the cdll stood awyrmling lord, a captain dressed in black, aman with the papery hands of one
who had amost given up the flesh, one who was almost ready to transition to Death Lord. Hewas
holding up athumb-lantern, examining the wizard Falion Orden.

Therewas no sign of thiswondrous new torture that the tormentor had told Cullossax about. Cullossax
had expected to see some novel contraption—perhaps an advancement upon the crystal cage, the
tormentor's most sophisticated device.

Now the Degth Lord spoke softly, hisvoice amost ahiss.

Cullossax was not supposed to hear, he suspected, but wyrmlings have sharp ears, and hiswere sharper
than mogt.

"We must take care," the Death Lord whispered. "Despair senses acoming danger. Itisdim, but it
haunts us nonetheless. He told meto bring warning.”

"A danger to whom?"' Vulgnash asked.

"To our fortress guards,” the captain said. "He suspects that humans are coming, aforce smal but
powerful. They are coming here, to thiscell. They hopeto free Fallion Orden.”

"Then | will beready for them," Vulgnash said.

"We must beready," the captain said. "The humans will send their greatest heroes. We must be sure that
they are properly received. We have sent for forcibles. When they come, you will need further
endowments.”

The Death Lord peered hard at Vulgnash. "Y ou look weak. Do you need a soul to feed upon?"



"l have sent for one.™

The Death Lord laughed softly, amocking laugh, asif at some private joke. He was laughing at
Vulgnagh'svictim.

Cullossax stepped back from the iron door, peered down at the girl a hisfeet. In that instant, he
suddenly knew something beyond a shadow of a doult.

They feed on us, Cullossax thought, just asthe girl said. The Emperor Zul-torac, the Knights Eternd, the
Death Lords—they care no more for us than the adder doesfor the rat. We are nothing to them.

In hismind, he heard the girl's question: Doesn't a person have aright to defend himself from society?
Cullossax had seldom alowed himself such dangerous notions.

It doesn't haveto bethisway. Thereisaplace cdled Inkarra, somewhere far from here. . . .

Hetried to imagine aworld worth dying for.

It isodd how the mind can snap. After alifetime of serviceto the empire, Cullossax suddenly found
himsdf amilinginandy.

What if | denied the Knight Eternd this meal? he wondered, gripping the girl'slimp wrist. They would kill
meif they caught me.

And with the thought, it seemed to Cullossax that he no longer had a choice.
Heturned and began to drag the girl away.

"What are you doing?' aguard demanded. "Bring her back."

"She'sdead,” Cullossax objected. "I hit her too hard. I'll bring another.”

One of the guards snorted in disgust, a sound that said, | would not want to be you, when VVulgnash
learns of your clumsiness, and Cullossax dragged the girl on, sweset streaming from his brow.

Sometime as he staked through the corridors, the girl groaned in pain, then awoke with asnarl, clawing
ahimin her fury.

He dragged her on, toward the southernmost exit. Up he went, to the very surface, until he reached the
gatesthat blocked the entrance.

Outside, the sun blazed in the sky, horrifying and maignant. It was mid-morning.

"Open the gates," Cullossax growled at the guards. "I have business outside the fortress.”
"What business?' the guards snarled.

The girl whimpered and fought, trying to bresk free. She bit hiswrist, snking her caninesin.

"Thisonewantsto leave," Cullossax said. "It pleases meto let her go—and for meto hunt her. Her skin
will hang ingdethelabyrinth'swalls, asawarning to others.”

The guards laughed. With so many people trying to flee the city, it seemed areasonable idea.
"Youll let her leave by daylight?' aguard asked.



"The better to burn her eyesout,” Cullossax said. "Then I'll hunt her by night, while she staggers abott,
blinded by the sun.”

The guardsroared in laughter.
So helet her go.

Gibbering in fear, the girl crawled afew steps, blind with terror and even more blinded by the sun. Then
she suddenly found her courage, legpt to her feet, and went sprinting down the road, her hand over her
face to shidd her eyes as she headed for the forest.

Now Cullossax would wait, and as he waited, he vacillated. He wanted to see this girl's dream world.
But he did not want to get caught. Perhaps it would be better to kill her after al. He could not be sure.
With every passing minute, he worried that soldierswould be sent to apprehend him.

Cullossax stood with the guards for hours, gleaning the latest news from outsde while the sun hit its zenith
and then began to fall. Last night the battle had been won against the men of Caer Luciare, they dl
assured him, and rumor said that the warrior clans had been be wiped off the face of the earth.

Such news contradicted Cullossax's own sources, and the guards had heard nothing about the Great
Wyrm taking anew form, demongirating marvel ous powers.

They wereonly lowly guards, after al, and so knew little of import. But they talked of thingsthat they did
know. They spoke at length of how small folk had been discovered in every direction. They'd heard
reports from the scouts themselves, and had seen small folk brought through their gate in chains.

Huge cities had been found only ahundred milesto the east, and over the past two nights, troops had
been sent out to wreak havoc upon the small folk, with the aim of endaving their men, while egting the
women and children.

The smdl folks rune lore was not helping them, the guards assured Cullossax. Already the emperor had
mastered their lore and exceeded it, and was sending out his own wyrmling Runelords to do battle.

The fortress was emptying, so many warriors had left.
And in their wake, in the high keeps, strange new creatures were taking the wyrmling's place.
For abrief moment, Cullossax worried about this. The fortress was emptying?

He dared wonder how many people he might meet out in the wilds. There would be roving patrols of
wyrmlings—and perhaps just as dangeroudy, there might be bands of angry humans, out for vengeance.

"Itisagreat timeto bedive" theguardsdl said. "Surely thisis history in the making.”

"Yes," Cullossax exulted, voicing full agreement. Y et he wondered, why then doesiit fed like the end of
the world?

Because | know that soon my masters will miss me, and learn what I've done. Probably, they aready
have. They will be searching the labyrinth, suspecting foul play. They will find the girl's knife with blood
onit, and might even think me deed.

Up hereisthelast place they will 1ook, he thought.

But they will look here dl the same.






2
THE GATE

Put no trust in your fellow men no matter how fair their looks, for every man's face is a mask that
hides terrible malice.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

As Cullossax awaited hisfate, far away upon the plains, the humans of the warrior clansfled their fortress
at Caer Luciare, nearly forty thousand people racing through the morning light, heading east through fields
of oats that had been burned white by the summer sun, past black-eyed Susans that towered above the
straw, their golden petds circling their dark eyes, through thickets of thistles with wilted liver-colored
leaves and heads of purple.

The people kept away from the aders and pines along the mountain's skirts, where wyrmlings might lurk
in the shadows. Instead, they blazed a path through fields so dazzlingly bright that the wyrmlings could not
follow.

Thefolk of Caer Luciare could not move swiftly, burdened as they were. Some women carried babes at
their breasts or hoisted toddlers on their shoulders. Older children walked, struggling through the tall
grass, while the oldest of the folks hobbled about with staffs to keep them upright.

Many warriors were wounded, and these had to be borne by their comrades, while everyone who could
do s0 had brought something—food, water, alittle clothing. The inhabitants of the castle had long known
that they might have to flee, and so were prepared.

But where are we going? Tal on wondered, as she stopped to shift akeg of aethat she carried upon her
back. She walked beside her aged mother, at |east the woman who had raised Talon among the warrior
clans, awoman named Gatunyea. Tdon'sfather had been much the same man in both worlds, amighty
protector of his people. Talon had known him as Sir Borenson among the small folk on one world and as
Aaath Ulber among these warriors. And on each world, Borenson had taken a different woman to wife.
Gatunyea of the warrior clan was nothing like Myrrima, the gentle wizardess. Gatunyeawas astern
woman, heavy-boned and arthritic, with ablunt face and no tolerance for weakness. She had borne her
husband two strong sons with features much like his own. They waked beside Talon now, her brothers,
agenineand eleven.

But unlike Talon and Borenson, therest of the family had not merged with their shadow selves when the
worlds were bound.

That can mean only onething, Taon reasoned: they had no shadow selvesto merge with. Their
counterparts somehow died or were killed before the worlds combined.

But how could that be? she wondered. How can |, the daughter of Borenson and Myrrima on oneworld,
have different parents on another?

Only one answer sufficed. Gatunyeais not my birth mother, Talon redized.

Shelooked over at the woman. Gatunyea had wide cheekbones and awrinkled brow. So did her sons.
Tdon had dwaysfelt grateful not to have inherited those features, for they would have made her appear
more brutish.



"Gatunyea," Tadon asked, "when were you going to tell me that you were not my birth mother?"

The aging woman faltered in her step and cast asideways glance at Taon. She seemed to age three
yearsin the space of a heartbesat.

"Never," Gatunyeasad. Shefdl slent amoment, and then explained. "Y ou are my daughter. | took you
to my breast when your mother died. | nursed you asmy own. That isall that matters.”

"What happened to my birth mother?

Gatunyea shook her head sadly. " She went to hunt for hazel nuts one morning when the clouds were
lowering. A wyrmling harvester caught her in the forest. Y ou were amonth old. My own husband had
been killed in araid on the wyrmling supply lines months before, araid that was|ed by Aaath Ulber. So
your father fdt . . . responsible for me. | was expecting a child, a son came two days after your mother
disappeared, but his cord was wrapped three times around his neck. We managed to free him, but he did
not last aday. So your father took meto wife. I am from good stock. He knew that | could bear him the
strong sons that our people would need to fight, and | was happy for the chance. It seemed a prudent
union.”

Tdon's half-brothers peered up at their mother, their facesa study in surprise.
"Doyou lovemy father?

"Morethan life or breath,” Gatunyeasaid. "That isthe way of it. Y ou cannot deep with agood man for
al those years and not grow into one. But | wonder," she said, glancing off to the horizon, "if hewill till
loveme?'

Taon knew that her father faced a dilemma. His two shadow sdlves had merged, and on each world hed
had adifferent wife, adifferent family. Othersin the city were facing smilar problems. Which wifewould
he choose now?

Myrrima, Talon decided. Sr Borenson had more children with Myrrimathan Aaath Ulber had with
Gatunyea, and their bond was closer. They had fought sde by side at war, and thus their relationship was
probably deeper than the one that Aaath Ulber had with Gatunyea.

But now that histwo saves had bound into one, what would Myrrimaand their children think of him? He
would be agiant in size, with abony ridge upon his brow, and overlarge incisors. He would seem a
mongter.

"Hewill cometo you," Talon decided. "Father will look more like one of the warrior clan than the small
folk. Hell cometo you.”

Taon'smother let out asmall sob, a strange sound. Talon had never heard the stern woman cry. Taon
hadn't known that Gatunyea was even capable of it.

Y et Taon feared that she had guessed wrong and thus given Gatunyea false hope.

Tadonwondered if her two mothers might share her husband, aswomen in Indhopal did. But Talon
doubted that they could manageit.

The company forged ahead. With each step full heads of grain scattered at Talon's feet, and the
occasiond grasshopper rose up on buzzing wings.

So how far can werun with al of these children? Ta on wondered.



Thewyrmlings had taken Caer Luciare, and they aso held thefortress at Cantular. The River
Dyll-Tandor had flooded after the change, and was al but impassable. And by destroying the bridge at
Cantular during last night's battle, Warlord Madoc had been able to forestall some of the wyrmling
invaders, but now it seemed that his heroic deed had also blocked his own peopl€'s escape.

I'm glad that Madoc's dead, Taon thought. | only wish that | could claim apart in hiskilling.

But now, by al accounts, Taon's people were on something of an idand, with waters rushing al around,
and only the mountains of the Great Spine to the south.

South, Taon thought, we will haveto flee south.

But with women and wounded and old folks and children to dow them, the wyrmlingswould harry their
retreat.

Perhaps, she considered, there are some narrow mountain passes we can escape through. Certainly, the
High King had plotted just such aretrest many times. He and his counsdlors had huddled over ancient
maps for hours, considering what trailsto use, where water and shelter might be found, and how best to
defend themsalvesin just such an event. They'd spent months choosing the safest course, and planning for

every contingency.
Just as surely, the wyrmlings had plotted how to defeat them.
But now everything was changed. Two "shadow" worlds had combined. Mountains had shifted position.

Some had risen and others falen asthe two worlds merged into one. The old maps, the old escape plans,
wereal but usdess.

Still, we haveto try, Taon considered.

Taon's mother and brothers carried food, bundled in blankets. But there were no spare clothes for
winter, no food to last them even through aweek. Still the refugees trudged through the fields, heading
north.

But why? Talon wondered. There was no escape that way.

At midmorning, the Emir Tuul Racaled ahdt in ahuge meadow. A stream ran through it, and willows
sprouted aong its banks, so that some could stand in the shade.

Soldiers guarded the bank, lest any wyrmlings be hiding in the trees.

A young man of thisworld named Alun had been trudging beside Talon al day. Alun wasthe Master of
the Hounds at Caer Luciare. He had but fourteen war dogs lft to his credit, and on thismorning he let
them run. The dogs wagged their stubby tails and raced about in the fidds, sartling yellow butterflies and
winged grasshoppersinto flight, woofing &t al of the excitement. In their lacquered armor and spiked
collars, they looked fierce.

Now Alun sent some dogs east to scout for scentsin the brushy thickets aong the creek, and othersto
thewedt. If awyrmling hid there, the dogs barking would give ample warning.

After abrief hdt, Taon spotted the Wizard Sisdl, Daylan Hammer, and the Emir Tuul Raoff from the
main body of the company. The emir's daughter, Siyaddah, a dark-skinned girl with a doe's soft eyes,
wastaking to her father.

Taon could not help but notice that Alun was gazing a her longingly.



Alun was not ahuge man. Hewas agangrd, thin in the ribs with amisshapen nose, spindly arms, and
oversized hands.

Taon had hardly noticed him before. She had been born to the warrior caste, and so he, amere dave,
had not merited attention.

But now that the worlds had merged, a part of Talon suddenly recognized that he was another human
being, aperson who by birthright should have been treasured and treated with honor. Shetried to
imaginewhat hislifewaslike.

Until recently, he had lived alife of hopelessness, never dreaming that he might be alowed to bear
children. He had not even hoped that he would be free to buy ahome, or to marry.

| was born with riches, Talon thought, but Alun had to work for what little he's got.

Only recently had he been accepted into the warrior clan, and rumor said that he had fought like a badger
when the clanstook the wyrmling fortress at Cantular.

| should give him hisdue, Talon decided.
"Why don't you go speak to her?' Talon asked.
"Oh," he said, "shewouldn't go for the likes of me."

"Dont underestimate yoursdlf,” Talon said. "Siyaddah has away of seeing through people, gauging their
worth. Y ou fought againgt wyrmlings yesterday, and you acquitted yourself well. Surely saying 'hello’ to
her would require less courage.”

Alunjust looked a Taon heplesdy, asif she had asked too much of him.

Suddenly Daylan waved into the air, and Talon's foster Sister Rhianna came swooping to the ground in
front of him, her bright magica wingsflashing like rubiesin the morning sun. Shelanded with ajar.
Rhianna spoke to Daylan and the emir.

Sheld been scouting the trail from the sky, using the wings that she had won last night by defeating a
Knight Eternd in single combat.

Rhiannawas pretty in her way. She had cinnamon-colored hair and eyes more fiercely blue than any
rain-washed sky. Her red hair nearly matched the color of her wings. The tunic and pantsthat she wore
were made of doeskin, the hue of summer fields. But right now her face looked wan and careworn.

She did not have Taon's great Size or blunt features.
Taon whispered to Alun, "Come with me. Now's your chance."

Taon went to hear Rhianna's report, while Alun followed in anervous daze, but before Taon reached
the spot, Rhianna rose up from the ground and flew east, flapping furioudy.

Taon reached the party, and Alun stood beside Siyaddah shyly, asif wondering what to say. After a
moment, he mumbled a greeting, and Siyaddah answered more boldly.

Tdon |eft the two to their own conversation, and asked Daylan. "Whereis Rhiannagoing?”’

"Towarnthesmall folk of theworld," Daylan replied. "If we can get them to unite againgt the wyrmlings,
we might stand a chance.”



"Shelll never reech helpintime,” Tdon said. "Thewyrmlingswill be on our trail by nightfall.”
"There aretrailsthat the wyrmlings cannot follow,” Daylan said mysterioudy, and went trundling away.

The emir sood watching Rhianna fly off, and then turned to Talon and asked, "Tholna, isit
not—daughter of Aaath Ulber?'

"l go by the name Tdon, now."
Theemir smiled at that, an odd smilefull of concern. "Why go by that name?"

Tdon had to think before answvering. The emir came near, standing just a bit above her. Hewas not tall.
He did not tower above her. Y et his presence was imposing. He was alegend among her people, one of
the great heroes of al time. Frequently he had led raids against the wyrmling harvestersthat hunted her
people, or had raided wyrmling supply trains or destroyed enemy outpodgts. In hisyouth, he had led the
last of his people on adaring assault on Rugassaitsalf—and had returned wounded and begaten, the sole
urvivor.

Most important, Talon's own father, Aaath Ulber, credited the emir with saving hislifein two separate
rads.

So hewas alegend, and Taon felt both honored and intimidated by his presence. By training, Talon's
shadow sdlf Tholnahad been raised to hope to wed such aman, to bear him warrior sons. The hope had
been drilled into her from the time she was born, and she found herself excited to be near him.

Or maybe, shethought, it isjust hisanima magnetism that excitesme.

The emir was handsome. His dark hair was cropped short and brushed back. His eyeswere abrown so
deep that they were dmost black, and they had afire in them that smoldered.

So Taon found that she struggled for words as she tried to frame an answer to his question. "1 suppose
that | wishto becdled Taonbecause. . . | am not at dl like the Tholnathat my friends knew."

The emir seemed intrigued. "Interesting. And how have you changed, my little Tdon?"

Taon had never spoken to the emir, not above a casual greeting when she had met him whilein the
company of her father.

"l ... Tholnawas anothing. She was a breeder, meant only to bear sonsto somewarrior. Taon isa
warior."

The emir smiled, obvioudy amused. "There are women warriors among the smdl folk?"

"Itisnot common,” Talon admitted, "but among the Runelords, a person's gender does not matter much.
Forciblestend to be great equalizers. Besides, my father was the king's persond bodyguard, and at times
wewerein great danger, so he taught me everything that he knew."

The emir nodded gppreciatively at that. "The better to protect you. Very well, | shdl cadl you Taon from
now on. What does the name mean, in the tongue of the small folk?"

"Itisaclaw, likethat found on ahawk," Tdon said.
"Interesting,” the emir said. "Do you know what the name Tholna means?

Tholnawas acommon name among girls. "It isan ancient weapon, I've heard."



"Not so ancient. It was often used in Da harristan, when | was alad. It had ahandle that one could grasp
in the hand, with two long hooks attached to it—hooks that protruded on either side of the middle finger.
Thus, in ancient Da harristan, the wegpon was called a'talon.’

"Itisodd, don't you think," the emir continued, "that your father would give you the same name on both
worlds? It makes me wonder how many other smilarities there might be.”

The newswas indeed intriguing. Taon had been trained in many weapons, but had never even seena
tholna. "Why would | want to pull afoein close, where he might strike within my kill zone?!

The emir seemed mildly surprised by the question, and appreciative of it. "In the close combat of alarge
battleit was surprisngly effective. It was used only as an off-hand weapon, usualy with aparry blade.
The tholna could be hooked into the shoulder or leg of an opponent, to throw him off balance. Origindly,
it was devel oped by the wyrmlings—used to grasp fleeing humans.”

Taon consdered. The parry blade was a short sword with around guard so large that it was amost as
big asatarge. In close combat, where hundreds of men might be fighting at once, the parry blade was an
effective stabbing weapon, for it was difficult to avoid an expert blow.

"An interesting combination of weapons,” Tadon said. "But | do not think they would be of much usein
our war againg wyrmlings."

"No," theemir sad, "which iswhy they lost popularity.”

The company began to move out, and Taon prepared to march withit.
Theemir asked, "May | walk with you?"

"Me?" Taon asked. She could not understand why he would want to.

"I need to learn the tongue of the smal folk," the emir said. "I was hoping that you could teach me?”’
Taon wondered why he did not just ask one of hiswarriors. Severd men among thewarrior clans had
been bound into one, and thus knew how to speak Rofehavanish. Asif divining her thoughts the emir
added, "1 could ask one of my men, but to tell the truth, you are more pleasant to look upon.”

The compliment took Taon off guard and |eft her feding weak in the knees.

She found the emir attractive. He was awidower, and therefore available. But she had never considered
hersdlf worthy of hisattention.

Nevertheless, they were both of marriageable age, and among the warrior clans, men and women were
taught to wed the strongest possible mate.

The Emir Tuul Rawas older than Taon, but he was blessed with aface and figure that were somehow
timeless. He could have been any age between thirty and forty-five. Though he had a daughter just afew
months older than Taon, she found him beguiling, and sheimagined him to be young. Sheimagined that
he had married as ayoung teen, asroyds often did in hisland.

Ta on was eighteen years old—afree woman on her world, old enough to select her own husband—and
she was considered to be of prime breeding age and stock.

The emir took her elbow gently, and walked beside her in acourtly manner.
She amiled shyly, and walked with him, pointing out things—grass, trees, sky, sun—and teaching him



their Rofehavanish names.

The emir listened intently and experimented with each word, trying it on histongue. He turned out to be a
marveloudy adept student, for in hisyouth he had been forced to master several languages. More
important, he was from the ruling caste in his own land, and thus had been bred for intelligence. Thus, his
forefathers had been selected not just to be great warriors, but to be men of sound character and deep
wisdom.

They walked dong for apair of hours, Taon trying to match the emir'sfaster pace, until at last they
reached the front of the column, matching stride for stride. The emir learned with surprising rapidity, and
kept demanding to learn more, asif he hoped to master the Rofehavanish tonguein asingle day.

Hefedsan onusisupon him, sheredlized. Hisevery muscleis strung astight asabow. He hasan entire
nation to save, and he thinks that knowing thislanguage might be the key.

At Tdon'sback, Alun and Siyaddah were lost in their own conversation, and time and again the war
dogs came boiling around them dl in apack.

But asthey taked, Talon heard one man afew rows behind question loudly, "Where are we going? Ah,
thisismadness! Who isin charge here?’

Sheredlized that she had been hearing smilar grumbles farther off al morning long, and she hersdf had
wondered who was in charge, but the emir's lessons had captured her attention and taken her mind from
the problem.

The emir rounded and called, "Hat! Halt! Everyone gather around!” He legpt up on afalentree. The
bark had stripped away over the years, so that the bole was bleached whiter than a skull. The Wizard
S cameto stand at the emir's back on the right, and Daylan Hammer to hisleft. Thus, with the emir
having some eevation, it felt amogt asif they had formed anatura amphitheater. The crowd began to
gather around. There was nervousnessin the air. Talon found hersdlf backing away, farther into the
crowd, hoping to assessits mood.

"Thereisgrumbling among you," the emir said—loudly, so that he could be heard by al who were
pleased to listen. "Y ou are worried, as you should be. Y ou ask, 'Where are we going?" At that there
were grunts of assent and wise nods. ""Who leads us now, and by what right? 'Our king is dead.
Warlord Madoc is dead. Why are we traveling north, when the way is blocked?"

They were good questions all, Talon knew.

"I will tel you," the emir said. "No one leadsusnow." At that the folksin the crowd glanced from sideto
sde, and some shook their heads. It was a problem that they had never faced before. "Here in our hour
of greatest need, no one leads us.”

"Y ou should lead udl" one of the young warlords cried in a husky voice, and there were cheersfrom
many. But amost instantly Warlord Madoc's sons shouted, "No! No!," and their supporters chimedin,
while others hissed and jeered.

Tdon was astonished by the ferocity of their response. The Emir Tuul Ra had aways been aman of high
gation, well liked by the people. But many a peasant shook afist in the air and adamantly rejected the
notion that he should lead.

"Who areyou to tell uswhat to do?' an old woman demanded at Talon's Sde. Others cried, "Madoc!
Clan Madoc!"



Old warlords raised their axesin the air and began to chant, "Madoc! Madoc! Madoc!”

Taon felt bewildered, and had to wonder why so few would support the emir. In part, she suspected that
it was because he was foreign-born and had lost his own war againgt the wyrmlings.

But the people didn't just seem to be rising up againgt him. There was genuine support for Clan Madoc.

Old Warlord Madoc had been abold man, it was true, but his character had been flawed. He had gained
popularity among the lesser lords by flattering them and offering bribes. If the Madocs took power, many
aman would find himself given an office that he was not fit for, shoving aside men who were wiser and
better qualified. The resulting upheavd, in thisdifficult time, would be adisaster.

But it wasn't just secondary posts that Talon had to worry about. Madoc's sons were not their father's
equal—not in courage, not in battle prowess, not in wisdom or intelligence or cunning.

But apparently some of the lords did not care. So long as the bribes continued and undeserved wedlth
and honorsflowed into their hands. . .

"Emir Tuul Ra" Taon cried. "Emir Tuul Ral" A few othersraised the chant, and some old woman turned
to Talon and raged, " Shut your mouth, damn you. Y ou don't know what you're saying!"

But Taon cried dl the louder, and soon tempers were flaring. In some knots, weapons were drawn. It
amost looked asif it would turn to civil war.

A greet good that will do, Talon thought. The wyrmlingswill rgjoiceto seeit.
Daylan Hammer whistled loudly, to capture folks attention.

The emir held hishands up, begging for quiet, ssemingly as baffled by the outcry and clamor as Talon
was. Hetried to dispd therising tide of rage. "I do not propose to be your leader," hesaid. "l led a
nation once, a proud nation that was larger than al of your eastern realms combined. Whereisit now?|
will tel you: | led it to ruin. Thewyrmlings destroyed it."

Tadon wanted to argue. It was not the emir'sfault. Tuul Ra had been but ayouth at the time when his
father died in battle, and his people had been refugees fleeing the wyrmling horde. The war that
destroyed them had been waged for centuries, and Tuul Ra had inherited his defeat. She remembered
even asatot how her father had said that the emir "did amiraculous job of fighting an unwinnable war."

Apparently, others knew the truth, too, for some cried, "No! That isnot how it was."

The emir wasahero in Tdon's mind. He had dedlt savage blowsto the wyrmlings againgt al odds. Hed
captured the wyrmling princess, and thus forestalled last night's attack for more than adecade. He was
such ahero Taon believed that his name would be remembered in the Halls of Eternity.

But the emir called the protestersto quiet. "1 will tell you who should lead you," he shouted. "Y our
prince—Areth Sul Urstone.”

There was silence for amoment. The naysayers had not expected that. Their prince had been taken
captive by the wyrmlings years ago, and it was believed that he was till held in the dungeons of Rugassa

"He can't lead us," Connor Madoc shouted, striding from the crowd to confront the emir. "If he'seven
dive, what's left of him—a gibbering shell of aman? The wyrmling torturers will have made awreck of
him"



"| doubt it," the emir said resolutely. "All who knew Prince Urstone doubt it. The princethat | knew was
the best man that | have ever met. If all men were such as he, there would be no need for prisons or
judges or barrigters, for there would be no crime. All men would dwell in peace and dedl honorably and
courteoudy with one another. All husbands would love their wives, and hold to their wives done. All
children would love and emulate ther fathers, for their fathers would be worthy of their love. There would
be no need for armies, for there would be no wars.

"Can you imagine what kind of world that would make? So much of our labor is only awaste. We wage
an endlesswar againgt the evils among us, and it drains our every resource—our time, our wealth, and
even our very hope.

"But that's the kind of man | knew—agood man, ajust man. Perhaps heisjust amemory. Perhaps
you're right. Maybe he has been tormented beyond dl reason, and his mind has gone to waste. He might
now be nothing more than amaddened animd, craving his own desth.

"But | hope for something better. Therewas afirmnessin Areth Sul Urstone that put iron to shame.
Never havel known aman of stronger resolve. | believe that he resisted historturers through these
years. | have been told that upon the shadow world, his shadow self was great indeed, and that hewas a
king beloved of his people more than any other. It is said that even the earth loved him, and granted to
him great powersto protect hisrealm. Thus he was caled an 'Earth King.'

"It ismy hope that now that the worlds have combined, he may become such once again. | believe that
he dill lives, and it ismy intent"—Emir Tuul Ras voice suddenly turned to asnarl, asif terrible passons
had long been building insde and only now fought their way free—"to bring him home!"

At that some of the older men cheered and raised their battle-axes and danced in celebration. Some of
the older women swiped tearsfrom their eyes.

But Tdon felt little. She had never known the prince. He'd been captured when she was just atoddler.
Most of the younger generation had never met him.

She had met his shadow self, of course—the Earth King Gaborn Va Orden. But how much like him
could Areth Sul Urstone be? Areth Sul Urstone was from aworld that had never heard of Earth Kings.

TheWizard Sisdl hoped that with the binding of the worlds, the Earth Spirit would grant that title to
Areth's shadow sdlf. But Talon wasn't sureif that would happen.

"What would you have usdo," Drewish Madoc shouted at the emir, "squat herein the field while you plot
some mad rescue? We should get going. We should devise some fortification, prepare for battle. The
wyrmlingswill be upon us after dusk.”

"Whet fortification would you suggest?" the emir asked. "Shal we dig atrench and build anicelittle battle
wall?How will that hel p us, when the wyrmlingstook Caer Luciare—one of our greatest
fortresses—only hours ago? It would be madness to fight them, and there is nowhereto run." Hejutted
his chin toward Daylan. Theimmortal stood camly. "But Daylan Hammer has aplan for escgpe, one that
isnot without itsown risks. | will let him tell you of it."

Daylan stepped forward afew paces. "Asyou know, our passage is blocked to the north. With the
colliding of the worlds, agreat seais emptying and filling the River Dyll-Tandor. It hasflooded to the
north and the east, and it isfilling the valleys to the west. We cannot escape in those directions. The
mountains to the south might seem the only logica choice, but you al know the dangers. The westher
thereislikely to be harsh, even at thistime of year. But there is another danger: with the great change that
has been wrought, the mountains themsaves will be unstable. Landdides are common enough in the wet



season, they will befar more likely now. | do not think we should venture south.

"That leaves only one hope. Y ou folk of Caer Luciare have no memory of how the worlds were formed.
Among thewyrmlingsit istaught that the Great Wyrm formed the world, and that is haf-true.

"But a better world than this existed once, aworld so pure and beautiful that your imaginations cannot do
it justice. The Great Wyrm tried to seize control of it, and in the battle that ensued, the One True World
splintered into millions and millions of lesser worlds.

"Y our world is but a shadow of that perfect world, as many of you now know. And these shadows were
wrought by Despair.

"But the One World, the netherworld, till remains. It is diminished from what it once was, but it exists. |
can open adoor intoit, if you desireto enter.”

"Andwho will lead us," Drewish Madoc demanded, "you?"
"I have no desire to lead these people,” Daylan said.
"Damnyou, | think you do!" Drewish growled.

"Please," the emir said. "L et us not quarred—I beg you. Let us not choose aleader until after | bring my
friend home."

The Madocs could not easily mount an argument againgt that, not without seeming churlish. But their
expressions showed that they wanted to.

Taon studied Connor Madoc, and inwardly she fumed. Her father had warned her of the danger posed
by that man. Dozens of times he had tried to lure her father to his sde with petty bribes and flattery.

Daylan said, "I must warn you that even the One True World holdsitsrisks. Still, it ismuch like your
world, and you will not have to abide there long. There may be dangers ahead, but compared to the
certain destruction that awaits usif we stay here, the risks are worth taking.

"| intend to open adoor into that world, and over the next few days you can march a your leisure. In
time, 1 will open another door to thisworld, and we can enter somewhere far away from here, beyond
the knowledge of the wyrmling hordes."

For an ingtant, the crowd was stone silent. But they could not remain silent for long. Daylan Hammer was
offering hope where only minutes before there had been none, and now Taon whooped in triumph. All of
the rest of the people joined into the shout.

"Let us seethisworld first!" Connor Madoc clamored to be heard above the crowd.

Daylan Hammer shrugged in acquiescence, then begged use of agtaff from the Wizard Sisdl; the wizard
complied.

Daylan touched the ground with the tip of the staff, and then swung it into ahigh arc, asif tracing the path
of arainbow.

When he brought the staff back to the ground, he stood for amoment, muttering an incantation. He
raised his staff again and began drawing arunein theair with itstip.

The air around the company suddenly seemed to harden: that was the only way that Taon could
describeit. She could il bregthe, but there was aheft to the air, asif it had grown heavy and torpid, like



apudding asit thickens.
Thesmdl of astorm filled thefield, and lightning Sizzled and popped at the point of Daylan's Saff.
Suddenly, it was asif aninvisblewdl fel avay.

Oneingant, Talon was peering at Daylan and the others, and behind them she could see the whitefields
of summer, thick with dying thistles and black-eyed Susans. The next moment, it was asif acurtain had
opened, reveaing something Taon had never imagined.

There was adoor in theair, shaped like arainbow, high and arching, large enough so that severa people
could march through it abreast.

Beyond the door was aland different from her own. There was avast glade with grass an emerald green.
It was dawn there, or perhapsit only looked like dawn because of the huge treesthat blocked the
sunlight. A numinous opa escent haze filled the water-heavy air.

Not amile ahead, a the edge of asmall lake, a stand of pinetreesrose up impossibly high, asif trees
were mountainsin that world.

Rich flowersfilled the meadow. There were pink posies on the ground, each blossom the size of achild's
figt, and bright yellow buttercups, and bluebellsthat grew so tdl that one could look up into the hollow
within their flowers.

Bees droned lazily asthey trundled about in the morning air. A sweet scent blew from the netherworld, a
perfume of flowers so rich that it threatened to overwhelm Talon, but it was mingled with an earthy scent
of rich soil and sweet grass.

But even more than the serenity of the scene before her or the fragrance that blew from the netherworld,
the call of morning birds beckoned Taon.

There were larks at the fringe of the meadow singing songs that were more intricate, more complex and
variant in tone, than the loveiest song from aflute.

Almost by ingtinct, Talon longed to be there. She suddenly found herself shoved from the back as
someone lunged toward the door. A shout rose from among Taon's people, and it seemed that they
would stampede through the opening and bolt into the netherworld—not from fear but from desire.

Daylan Hammer shouted, "Hold! Hold! All of you!" He held the staff at ready, barring theway, asif he
would club thefirst person who tried to get past him.

A woman, ayoung mother holding her child, stopped in front of him, and awordless cry of longing rose
from her throat.

"Ligten," Daylan said. "All isnot asit seems. Theworld you seeisbeautiful, yes, but it can dso be
treacherous. Thereis perfect beauty there, and perfect horror, too.

"Some who walk through this door will dig, | fear.

"Touch nothing until 1 tell you that it is safe. Keep quiet, lest you attract attention. Do not drink from any
gream until | tell you that it isdl right. Do not est anything without asking mefirg.”

There were shouts of agreement to the terms, but still Daylan Hammer barred the way. He looked into
the eyes of the women and children, asif to be certain that they understood, that they would heed his



warning.

"Onelast thing," he said. "There are men on thisworld. Some of you have heard of them. Y ou cal them
the'Bright Ones." Their wayswill be strange to you, and their magics may be frightening. Y ou must not
anger them. Neither should you quarrel with them, or lieto them, or stedl from them.

"They have no desire to harm you, but their conduct to you may seem impossibly harsh.

"Mogt importantly, they will not welcome you. It ismy hope that we will meet none on our journey. And
if you happen upon them, and think them crud, know only that their enemies arefar crueler.

"If we are discovered, the Bright Oneswill likely banish us back to your world. Y ou will not be alowed
to stay. | am opening adoor to paradise, but only for abrief moment. Y ou cannot stay forever.
Undergtand this, and enter at your own peril."

Hetried to bar the way for an instant more, but the netherworld beckoned, and with a shout of triumph
the woman went charging through the door intheair.

Daylaniswiser than | thought, Talon decided. He hasjust made himself our king, for no one will support
the Madocs so long as they find themselvesin anew and dangerous world.

While the crowd streamed through, nearly forty thousand strong, Taon suddenly felt astrange reticence.

Thisis more dangerous than we know, she thought. It may be more dangerousthan it is possible for usto
know.



3
RHIANNA'S WELCOME

It is only when you know that no one—not family, not friend, nor any force in the universe—cares
for you, that you begin to learn the virtue of self-reliance. It is only yourself that you can trust,
and only yourself that you must remain true to.

Thus, self-reliance isthe Mother of All Virtues—the kind of fierceness, cunning, and
unwavering resolve that one must master in order to succeed in life.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

That afternoon, Rhiannarested on the wind as she soared toward the Courts of Tide, riding thermals of
hot air that rose from the plains below.

The sun shone full upon her back, warming her wings. It had not been afull day since she had won them
in battle, pulling the magica artifacts from the corpse of aKnight Eternal; she was not used to them yet.
Shewasafledgling ill.

Learning to fly was every bit as hard for her aslearning to walk isfor atoddler. Thejourney of morethan
three hundred milesin asingle day had been made only with frequent stops, where Rhiannahad fdlenina
heap, exhausted. She was dripping sweet from every pore—partly from her exertion, partly from the heat
of the day.

But as the day warmed she had discovered currents of air rising dong the sdes of the hills, and if she held
her wingsrigid, she could ride those currents like a hawk.

From Rhiannas vantage point, she could see for milesin every direction.

She had passed thisway only aweek ago, walking through the pine forests and tramping through fen and
field. She knew the landmarks.

But the land had changed. The trees and grass were dying, the edges of leaves were going brown. With
the binding of theworlds, dl of theworld wasfaling under the wyrmlings curse, ablight that killed
wholesome plants and would leave only thorns and thistles and the most hardy of gorse.

Ancient ruins now rose from the ground everywhere—strange monolithic buildings, broken towers, thick
Sonewadls.

These were ruinsfrom the big folk, the warrior clansthat had fled Caer Luciare. Rhiannahad not
imagined how marveloustheir culture had once been.

The remains of great canals crisscrossed the land.

She did not have time to study the wonders. An urgent need was upon her. She had been charged to
warn Falion's people of the wyrmling threst and seeif she could make dlies of men who had once been
hisenemies.

More important, Fallion, the man she loved, had been taken captive to Rugassa. She would need help if
shewas going to free him.

She had little to bargain with—only afew forcibles, hidden in her pack. But afew, along with the promise
of many more, might well be enough.



As shewinged toward the Courts of Tide, she marveled at the changes that had taken place there.

For athousand years, the Courts of Tide had been therichest city in al of Rofehavan. Built upon seven
idands, the city was surrounded by the waters of the Carroll Sea, and great bridges spanned from idand
toidand.

But now everything was amiss. The ground had risen, leaving fields of rotting kelp and seaurchinsto the
east of the city. The odor of brine and decomposing fish assailed her. Carcasses from beached whales
and aleviathan littered the plains.

Down below, idands had become hills. Shipsin the harbor were stranded on dry ground, miles from any
shore. Rhianna peered to the east, seeking for a glimpse of the ocean. She could not be certain, but she
thought that she saw water far in the distance, twenty or more miles out. But it could have just been
vapors risng from what was once the ocean floor.

Swooping into adive, Rhianna headed for the old palace at the Courts of Tide. It till stood, tal and
pristine. Itswhite towers gleamed in the morning sun. Atop its pinnacles, standards snapped in asharp
breeze—white flags with the red Orb of Internook at their center. Where once there had been acoves
open to the sea, where undines had risen on the waves to take council with ancient kings, Rhianna saw
only rocksand ruin. All dong theidand's old shore, shanties and fishermen's huts and old inns|eaned
precarioudly, like so much driftwood washed up on the beach.

Children could be seen down below, where once there had been forty feet of water, searching through
the remains of tide poolsfor crabs and urchins, while adults prowled about old shipwrecks, perhaps
seeking for lost treasure.

Rhianna banked to her |eft and folded her wings, dropping toward the main road to the palace.

She was two hundred yards out when someone let aballista bolt fly from the castle wall. Shefolded her
wings, creating asmdler target, and hit the ground hard.

It was aterrible landing. She lost her footing and went tumbling, head over hedls.

It might have been dl that saved her. The marksmen upon the castle wall stopped firing, as one of the
men shouted, "I got it! | shot it clean through.”

Others cheered and celebrated.

Rhianna climbed to her knees and cried out, "Parley. | comein peace. | come to speak with Warlord
Bairn on an urgent matter, concerning the safety of hisborders.”

Bairn wasthe current usurper squatting at the Courts of Tide. He didn't really rule the place. The city was
becoming a barren ghetto, where gangs fought for food and shelter. He was amere vulture, picking at the
remansof Mysarria

Only when Rhiannalooked up to the castle wall did she notice the bodies. There were three of them,
hanging by their wristsin the shadows just bel ow the battlements and just above the drawbridge. Human
they were, but not like the smdll folk. They were the corpses of humans from the warrior clans at Caer
Luciare. They had the bony head plates and the nubs of horns at their temples.

Two men and awoman hung dead on the castle wall.

Immediately Rhianna knew what had happened. When the worlds were bound, there were some people
who lived on two worlds a once, people who had shadow salves. And when the worlds became one,



those who lived on both worlds were bound into one person, retaining the memories and skillsand
abilities of both.

It had happened to her foster sister Talon, and to the Wizard Sisdl.

But for reasons that Rhianna could not understand, when the two were bound into one, there seemed to
be no pattern asto where they ended up. Taon'stwo "selves' had merged at Castle Coorm, though one
of her shadow sdalves had been hundreds of milesaway, in Caer Luciare. And Rhiannaknew from news
at Caer Luciare that Sir Borenson's two halves must have merged on the far sde of theworld, for Tdlon's
shadow father had gone missing from the fortress.

Perhaps one personality dominated the other, and the two halves merged with the dominant persondity,
Rhianna mused. Or maybe some other factor came into play. Perhapsit wasdl just dumb luck, random
chance.

But these three unfortunate souls had merged here at the Courts of Tide. And because of their strange
appearance, they had been killed.

The captain of the guard shouted, "Hold! Don't move!™

He was abig man, with golden-red hair and lesther armor made of seal skin. He didn't bother wearing a
hem.

He eyed Rhianna, curious. He demanded, "What are you?'
"A woman," Rhiannasaid. "1 come asafriend, bearing amessage.”

The captain studied her suspicioudy. By some ingtinct, Rhiannaflapped her wings dowly, trying to coal
hersalf. This amused the captain, and he leaned over the castle wall, peering down &t her, asif to peek
down Rhiannas blouse.

"Never have | seen adove with bigger wings or finer breasts,” the captain said. Behind him the pikemen
and marksmen upon thewall chortled & the jest. "If you are redly awoman, proveit.”

Anything | say will just be ajoke to him, Rhiannarealized. Sherefused to rise to the bait, and just stood
glainga him.

Hewas dying to find out how she had gotten her wings, and Rhiannawas just as determined never to tell
him.

"S0," the captain of the guard said at last, "you hope to speak to Warlord Bairn. On what business?'
She decided to command hisinterest.

"A mountain of blood metal has risen within the borders of Mystarria," Rhiannatold him. "1 thought that |
should warn Bairn to get it, before hisenemies do.”

The captain of the guard suddenly straightened and took interest. "Where isthis mountain?”'
"That isinformation | will sel—to Warlord Bairndone.”

The captain's brown eyes glittered with malice. Heraised hishand. "Archersl" he commanded, and
suddenly dozens of bowmen rose up from behind the merlons of the castle wall. "Ready arrows.”

The archers bent their bowsto the full.



The captain studied Rhianna, to seeif sheld squirm.
"Kill me" Rhiannapromised, "and Bairn will have you hanging from the city gates before sundown.”

The captain considered her threat. He warned the archers, "Don't et her leave,” then turned and raced
from the castle gate.

Rhianna sat down and waited, folding her wings about her. The artificial wings draped over her shoulder
suddenly, so that the folds of skin looked like acrimson dress.

The archersheld their bows at the ready for long minutes, until their arms grew tired and they went to
rest.

Bairn did not summon her to hisgreat hal. Perhaps he feared thiswoman with wings. So he cameto the
top of the gate himsdlf, like aking negotiating asege.

He was a tough-looking man, with dark hair and sharp widow's peak. He had a broad, cruel face and
thin lips. His eyes seemed colorless and looked glazed, asif he had been drinking.

"Name yoursdlf," he demanded. He was wearing a cloak of black, and as he casualy leapt up and sat
upon amerlon, he suddenly reminded Rhianna of a huge black vulture worrying over a corpse.

"Rhianna," she said, "Rhianna Borenson.” She did not want to use her rea name, and so she used the
name of her foster father.

"Borenson . . ." hesad. "That nameisknown to me."
"My father was once guardsman to the Earth King," she said. "He held forth at this very castle.”

"Y ou have hisred hair," Bairn mused. That was true enough, though she was not blood kin to Borenson.
Stll, it was aname that commanded respect.

"I've cometo give youwarning," Rhiannasaid. "Thereisanew danger in the land—atype of giant, cdled
wyrmlings”

"We have found some,” Bairn said, nodding toward the dead folk on hiswalls. "They are responsible for
this. .. mess" Hiseyesroved across the armor, taking in the fields of rotting kelp below them.

Rhiannadidn't know if she should argue. Warlord Bairn was known to be abrawler, and took offense
when none was intended.

More important, she needed Bairn to help save Fallion—the man who wastruly responsible for the mess.

"Thewyrmlings are larger than these," she said, jutting her chin toward the dead. "These poor folksare
humans, or what passed for human upon the shadow world.

"But wyrmlings stand a head tdller, and are broader at the shoulders. Their skin iswhiter than bone, and
their eyesarelike pits of ice. They cannot abide the daylight. They eat only flesh. They think that human
fleshisasgood as any other."

"So," Bairn said, "these humans were their enemies? Or were they seen merely asfood?'
"Sworn enemies,” Rhiannasaid.

"What are thewyrmlings numbers?’ Bairn asked, like any good commander.



"Millions" Rhiannasaid. "They command strange magics. Their lords and emperors are wights, and no
common wegpon can kill one. My mother, the Lady Myrrima, isawater wizard, and had blessed my
own weapons, and so by luck | dew one of their Knights Eterna, a creature more dead than dive. | took

my wingsfromit."

With that, she unfolded her wings, and raised them in the morning light. Until that instant, she suspected
that Bairn had not been willing to believe her. But he could not deny the evidence of hisown eyes.

"Y ou say that they have blood metal?' he asked.

"A mountain of it," she affirmed. "When the two worlds were bound, the mountain rose from the plains.
Upon that other world, the folk had little use for it. Now it is atreasure untold.”

Warlord Bairn got acunning look. "Why would you tell me dl this—you the daughter of the vaunted Sir
Borenson?"

Rhianna consdered alie, but settled on a half-truth. Somehow, she could tell that thiswas not going well.
"He loved thisland, these people. He would not want to see them harmed. Y ou could be a powerful dly
inthe coming wars."

Bairn seemed to think amoment. "Y ou would have us go to war againgt giants—giants at war with the
men of their own world?Why should we unite with the smaler humans? Perhaps there is some way that
we could make the wyrmlings our dlies?’

"Haven't you heard me? They eat human flesh. They have amountain of blood metal. They . . . at best
they would make you their daves, though | think they'd prefer to make you amed.”

That seemed to satisfy Bairn. He stood straighter, looking lesslike avulture.
"And where isthis mountain? My captain said that you planned to name your own pricefor it."
"Firg, we must seeif you will meet my price" shesad.

Bairn snorted, asif thiswas but aformaity. He would give anything for amountain of blood metd. "What
isit that you want?'

Rhianna did not like thelook of him. He glanced away to the north and south. He acted asif he weretoo
busy to waste histime with her, but she suspected that he feared to look her in the eye.

"There are two men held captive in the wyrmling stronghold. When you get the blood metd, | want you
to take endowments, break into the wyrmling stronghold, and set my friendsfree.”

"L et me get enough endowments,” Bairn said, "and I'll daughter thelot of these giantsfor you. Then you
can walk into the wyrmling dungeons and set your friends free yoursdf.”

"Agreed," Rhiannasaid, but she il felt uneasy.
"Now," Bairn asked, "whereisthis mountain of blood metal?"

Rhiannafeared to tdl him the truth. She wanted to see what he would do once he got the information. So
shedevised aruse.

If heisan honorable man, shedecided, | can tdl him the truth later.

"It is hidden beneath awyrmling stronghold, on the dopes of avolcano, eighty miles northwest of the city



of Ravenspdll." She had just given him directionsto Rugassa. If hefollowed them, held lead hismen to
battle againg the entire wyrmling horde.

He smiled warmly, and then glanced to the captain of hisguard. "Kill her," he said dismissvely.

Bairn turned to leave just asthe captain of the guard raised and dropped his hand, signaling the archersto
fire

Rhiannawas ready for them. She whirled to the right and legpt over the bridge as arrows and balista
bolts plinked onto the paving stones beside her.

She plummeted fifty feet before she opened her wings, catching the wind. She veered benegth the bridge
and skimmed above rocks that had been submerged just three days ago, and now were covered with
white barnacles and colorful sarfish.

She flapped her wings and went soaring away, using the bridge above her asashidd. Arrows plunked
above her, raining down on the stone bridge, snapping on impact. The archers had done their best, but
had not been able to get a clean shot.

Now their chance was gone, and Rhiannaflew beyond their range.

Shefet saddened by the warlord's betraya . She had hoped to make an dly, and instead had found only
an enemy. He would take his men to war against the wyrmlings, of that she felt sure. He couldn't afford to
ignoretherisk.

But who will help me now? she wondered.

Rhianna consulted a mental map. There was nothing left of Mystarriato save. The warlords of Internook
had taken the coast. Beldinook had taken the west, while South Crowthen claimed the middle of the
country. Gaborn's reelm was no more. Therewasllittle to save, little worth fighting for.

So where else should | go? Rhianna wondered. Beldinook was now the most powerful nationin all of
Rofehavan, with itsfine armor, strong lancers, and heavy warhorses. The castles and fortresses of
Beldinook had been spared in the past war. But Beldinook was a sworn enemy of Mystarriaand its
ruler, Allonia Lowicker, would not be willing to help rescue Falion Sylvarresta Orden, ascion of
Mydarria

Rhianna consdered flying to Heredon.

It had once been the queen’'s home, and it too was rich with sted and people, but it had fallen under the
shadow of South Crowthen.

Where else can | look for help? she wondered.
Heeds, the land of the horse clans.

Theland of my youth, she thought. Her mother had been born in Fleeds. Rhiannas grandmother had
been queen. For ashort time, Rhianna had been raised there. Her time in Fleeds had been the happiest
time of her life.

Fleedswas not rich in stedl, but a powerful Runelord had little need for such defenses. Fleeds did not
have great fortifications, but the women of Fleeds had great hearts. And they had loved and honored the
Earth King. They would respect his son.



Home, shetold hersdlf. I'm going home.

With that, she flapped her wings, banked to her left, and soared up from under the bridge, into the open
sky. Eagerly sheflew to the west, into asetting sun that gleamed like awhite pearl asit settled into an
opa escent haze.



4
THE STRANGERWITHIN

When lions feast, the timid get what they deserve—nothing.
—From the Wyrmling Catechism

In the wyrmling keep at Rugassa, Areth Sul Urstone was a stranger in his own body. He walked
and talked, but it was another's will that moved him, and it was another person's words that were
spoken, another's emotions that he felt. The Great Wyrm, Lord Despair, had taken control. Areth
Sul Urstone felt like a mouse, trapped and cornered in some king's great hall, watching as the
ponderous affairs of state rolled by.

Lord Despair stood in the uppermost bell tower while the stars drifted on awarm wind above. The day
had passed, and it was nearly midnight.

Gazing up a the stars, Despair saw not piercing lights that smote his heart with their beauty—but only the
scattered bits of hislonged-for empire.

Despair reached up asif to gather the starsin his hand. For so long they had remained outside his grasp.
But now, now he could dmost touch them.

Areth watched the gesture, felt Despair's longing, but Areth could not quite comprehend Despair's
turbulent thoughts, his undying hatred, hisfar-flung plans.

Now Despair peered down at hisminionstoiling in hisfortress, hundreds of yards below, admiring their
grestness.

Enormous rookeries had been built high upon the sides of the volcano to house his otherworldly graaks.
Wranglersweretrying to get one of the enormous cresturesinto its new home, but it spread its massive
black wings and reared back, pulling one of its handlersto its degth.

Already doorsto half a dozen shadow worlds had been opened, and soon reinforcements would arrive
from all over, creatures that the wyrmlings had never dreamed of.

Firgt | must consolidate my hold upon thisworld, Despair knew, and then | can take the others.
Y et hedid not exult in his power.
All day Despair had felt uneasy, experiencing astrange and growing sense of alarm.

Danger iscoming to the fortress, the Earth warned. Y et the warning did not come in coherent words.
Rather it was an emotion, an ingtinct that nudged him to action and niggled his mind. Danger is coming.
Send your peopleto safety.

Lord Despair had used Areth's awakening Earth Powersto "choose' certain wyrmling lords, creating a
bond with them, alowing him to sense when they were in danger and warn them. Not only did Despair
sense danger to some of hislords now, he knew what they had to do.

"Hee" the Earth whispered. "Tdl themto flee"

But Areth Sul Urstone, overwhelmed by another'swill, could do nothing. He could not warn the doomed
lords, for Despair now dominated him completely, and Despair refused to send the lords to safety.



| will act when thetimeisripe, Despair whispered his own reassurance to the Earth. None that | have
chosen shdl belos.

Lord Despair had devised adifferent way to save his people. He had won the battle for Caer Luciare.
Already, Despair's servants were digging blood metal from ahill near the fortress, and by dawn the first
shipment would be rushing to Rugassa. Once it arrived, he would grant massive endowmentsto his men,
and prepare atrap for those who attacked.

| will soarm my peoplethat they will be undefeatable, Despair told himsaf.

But he could not be certain of that. Despair could not sense the source of the danger. He imagined that
Runel ords were coming, most likely some powerful lords that had been routed from Caer Luciare. Such
men would pose agreat danger. They would come in afew hours perhaps, or aday. He could not be
sure when they would arrive. He only sensed the danger the way that one can fedl the coming of astorm
even when no clouds darken the horizon.

Lord Despair spun, and orders legpt from his mouth: "Send word to the emperor,” he told the captain of
the guard. "l want agiant graak dispatched to Caer Luciareto retrieve our first shipment of blood metal
ore. | want that ore at first dusk tomorrow."

"Yes, O Great Wyrm," the guard said.

Despair considered next how he would get his Dedicates. It did not make sense to take endowments
from wyrmlings. Hewould need them to fight hiswar.

No, hethought, | must garner endowments from my would-be enemies.

Almogt as an afterthought he said, "There shdl be no more harvesting of the smal folk for atime. The
horde has enough mest for now."

The captain seemed surprised. "Y ou'll spare them, show them mercy? Don't they present adanger?”

"L etting them liveis not the same as showing mercy,” Despair explained patiently. "I'll want prisoners,
lithe women to give endowments of grace, cunning men to lend metheir wit. I'll need folk with strong
vison and hearing. But most of dl, I'll want those with great beauty and those with fine voices."

"My lord?" the captain asked, for hewas as yet untrained in the art of stripping endowmentsfrom his
enemies,

"There aretens of millionsof smal folk scattered acrossthe earth,” Despair explained. "They outnumber
us, and 0, asyou say, they present a danger.

"But | will forcethemto love me. | will command their devotion.”

The captain of the guard nodded. He'd do Despair's bidding, but there was till no understanding in his
eyes.

That did not matter. Intime, the dull creature would comprehend what Despair was plotting. The captain
turned away, to carry the message.

"Ah, onelagt thing," Despair said. "Tell them to set gpart the strongest of the smal folk alive, dong with
the smiths and jewe ers. We can use them to work the mines by daylight and make our forcibles. Thus
our daves shdl forgetheir own collars™



"Yes, Great One," the captain said, and he rushed from the parapet.

Despair sood benesth stars amoment longer, wishing for them, his heart still heavy with darm. He could
not tell when the attack would take place. Tomorrow, the day after?

It had been dmost afull day since the Knight Eterna \Vulgnash had brought Fallion Orden to the keep.
The young wizard should have had timeto hedl.

Despair told hisguards, "Take me to the dungeons, to the Black Cell.”
And they began the journey down the winding stairs and into the [abyrinth.

The labyrinth had not gotten its name by chance. Mogt of the wyrmlingsin Rugassa had only a cursory
knowledge of their surroundings. They had deeping quarters, a place to work, and perhaps a nearby
arenaor dehouseto furnish somediversons. That isal that aperson realy needsin life, Lord Despair
believed. The wyrmlings were functiona, productive. They did not need to know what existed beyond
their cramped lives.

So few of them knew what existed upon the surface. They were told horror stories of a bright sun that
would burn out their eyes, or of fierce creaturesthat could swalow wyrmlingswhole. Of al these
enemies, mankind was aways held to be the grestest threst.

Thus, the wyrmling lords were not seen as dave masters, but as saviors.

Now with the grest change there was unrest in the warrens. Some wyrmlings had bound with their
shadow sdlves from Falion'sworld. They knew not to trust the wyrmling catechisms, and many of them

weretrying to escape.
But how could they leave the labyrinth if they could not find adoor out?

Even now, Despair's servants were spreading misinformation so that the "bound” wyrmlingswould fall
into traps. Those who were caught—well, the battlesin the arenas for the next few weeks promised to
be quite entertaining. Thereis something especialy exhilarating in watching acomrade fight for hislife.

Y et some of the bound wyrmlings escaped.

After haf an hour, Despair reached the Black Cell. VVulgnash sat on the floor next to the young wizard.
The room was cold as degth.

When Vulgnash heard his master coming, he legpt to attention, fanning hisred wings out wide. Thejallors
hurried to open the door, letting Despair into the cell.

"How isour young friend?' Despair asked.

"Not well,” Vulgnash replied. "Hiswound became infected. | burned away the pus, and had to use atong
to pull ashard of metd, a broken sword, from historso. It would be well if our wizard dept, but with the
endowments of pain that he has taken, he cries out and writhesin his deep. Thereis no escape from his
torment.

"So | have taken to keeping him cold, so close to death that he knows nothing. I'm giving him timeto

"Warm him," Degpair said. "Let him fed historment for awhile. Bring him to astupor.”

"Great Wyrm," Vulgnash said, bowing abit and cringing, "heistoo closeto death.”



"Heisyoung and strong. | have known him through many lifetimes. Thisone can resist desth well. Revive
him, just alittle

Vulgnash stood above Falion for amoment, with hisleft hand raised, pam downward, and unleashed a
wave of warmth. It hit Lord Despair like ablast of hot wind from the desert.

The hesat's effect upon Fallion was instantaneous. The young wizard gasped in pain as he neared
consciousness, then lay groaning, huddled in afetal position.

Despair stepped forward, used the toe of hisboot to roll Fallion onto his back.

Lord Despair had lived through millions of lifetimes upon millions of worlds, and degp was hislore. The
fleeting folk of thisworld had no ideawho they were dedling with.

He spat upon Falion's dirty forehead, anointing him with his own inner water. Then he leaned forward
and peered into adrop of spittle, using it asalens, and et hisfocus go deep, through flesh and bone, into
Falion'smind, and from thereinto hisdreams.

Fallion imagined himsdif to bein hisbedroom, far across the sea. The room was smal and cluttered, with
apair of cots against each wall. It was dark in the room, blackest night. A chest of drawers|eaned
againg the far wall, covered in sand-colored rangit furs. A collection of anima skulls adorned the top of
the bureal—weasdl's and burrow bears, adire wolf and afossilized toth. These were dl lit by the thinnest
raysof garlight.

Fdlion shouted to his brother Jaz, "Y ou | ft the window open again! It'sfreezing.”

Sure enough, asif conjured by Fallion's outburst, bits of snow began to swirl through an open window
above the chest of drawers; tiny flakes of ice sifted into the bedroom, blanketing the skullsand furs.

Fdlion was suffering various painsin hisarms and legs, the pains he had taken upon himin his
endowment ceremony. Hewasin so much pain, he could not understand why. His mind was muddy, his
thoughts unclear. He wondered if he had been hurt.

"Jaz, come closethewindow," Fallion begged, nearly weeping tears of frustration.
With amenta push, Despair entered the dream.
He darkened the room, so that it was pitch black, even the thin sarlight fading into gray.

He chose aform, the form of someonethat Fdlion loved: agirl, he saw in Fdlion's mind—hisfoster sster
Rhianna,

She entered the room shyly, asif coming to atry<.
"Fallion," she asked. "Are you awake?' She tiptoed across the room and closed the window.
"Rhianna?' Falion asked. "What happened? I'm hurt. I'm hurting everywhere."

"Don't you remember?' Despair asked in Rhiannas soft voice. "Y ou fdll. Y ou dipped down arocky
dope and hit your head.” In a pitying tone she asked, "Wake up, sweet one. We have much to do
today."

"Wha—?' Fallion begged. "Wha?"

"The binding of worlds," Rhianna begged. "Remember? Y ou promised to tell me how it was done. Y ou



said that it was so hard. Y ou asked for my help.”

Falion moaned and tried to look around. But the thin light and his own pain defeated him. He peered at
Rhiannafor dl of half a second before hiseyesrolled up, showing only the whites, and he turned his head
away in defeat.

"The binding of worlds," Rhiannabegged. "Y ou promised. Y ou said that you would show me how? So
much depends on udl"

"Wha?' Fdlion cried out inred life, not in his dreams. He made a gagging sound. His voice wasthick
from disuse, or perhaps from lack of water.

"Would you like adrink?' Rhiannaasked in Falion'sdream. "I have some sweet wine."

"Please," Fdlion begged.

Rhiannareached out, and in the way of dreams, a purpleflask appeared in her hands. Shetook it to
Fdlion, sat on the bed beside him, and let him Sip. He peered into her eyeslongingly, and Despair
ratcheted up Rhianna's scent, so that the siweet smell of her hair mingled with the sweet wine, each
lending the other potency. Sheleaned closeto Fallion, forcing him to become aware of her curves, her
desre.

Lord Despair leaned back, hisfocus drifting between Falion's dream and the redl world.

He wanted Fallion's thoughts to clear, and needed to free him from some of the pain. He reached out and
placed afinger upon each side of Fallion's back, just below thefirst vertebra, placing pressurein away
that had been learned on many worlds. By pinching the nerve he dulled Fallion's pain.

Nor did hewant Falion to think too clearly, so with hisleft hand he placed athumb upon Falion's
carotid artery, just enough to dow the flow of blood to Falion'sbrain. The lack of oxygen would soon
leave Fdlion's head spinning.

In his dream, Rhianna poured her sweet wine down Fallion's throat. Fallion opened hismouth like a
robin's chick, hoping for aworm. Rhiannafulfilled the lad's needs.

When the flask was empty, Falion lay moaning from ghost pains. He had taken endowments of
compassion, and now his Dedicates were in the torture chambers, receiving torments on Fallion's behalf.
Some had been put into crystal cages. Others had been dismembered, losing hands or toes or worse.

Despair gloated.

The boy had the nerve to thank me for giving those endowments, Despair thought. | wonder how he
enjoyed fedling bits of flesh ripped from his body.

Despair knew that those who suffered such acts of mayhem agonized most of all. It was not the physica
pain that tormented them so much asthe mental anguish, a sense of being un-wholefor therest of their
lives

The tormentors had been ordered to strip certain prisoners of various body parts, until Fallion imagined
himsdlf to be only a stump of aperson.

Let him thank methen, Despair thought, asmall smileforming on hislips.
"Why areyou smiling?' Falion asked Rhiannain his dream. The stupefied boy's head had begun to red,



and heimagined that the wine was dulling his pain.

"l smile because | loveyou s0," Rhiannasaid softly. "Now, my love," she whispered, "about the binding
of worlds. Y ou promised, remember?Y ou promised to tell me how it was done?’

Of course no such promise had been tendered, but the unconscious mind does not track such thingswell.
Besides, Fallion's head was redling, and Lord Despair was counting upon Fallion's stupor to aid in the

deception.

"Wha?' Fdlion cried, dill wincing and shaking from unseen allments.
"The binding of worlds? How did you do it?'

"It's...it'seasy," Fdlion said. "So easy, onceyou seeit.”

That shocked Despair right out of the dream.

It was easy to bind the worlds?

Despair had dwaysimagined that it was complex, that it would require great cunning, followed by lengthy
preparation and exhaustive steps—major magica routines that were broken into dozens of subroutines.
He had tried every easy solution, but the truth was that the Seals of Crestion baffled himin their
complexity.

He dove back into the dream.

"Yes, yes" Rhiannasad. "l know that it's easy for you. Y ou've said that before. But you're wiser than
you give yourself credit fo—much wiser.

"Come," Rhiannabegged, "to the Sedl. Come show me how it isdone.”

And in the way of dreams, shetook his hand in the darkness and led him outside the front door of his
father's cabin.

Therein theyard, in the clear spot where the chickens scratched in the grass by day, beneath awhite
gum tree, the Sed of the Inferno lay upon the ground, agrest circle of ghostly green flames dancing upon
thelawn.

Blinking in surprise, Falion dared at it.

Fdlion swallowed, opened his mouth, and started to spesk.

Despair leaned forward, straining to hear, lest hemissasingle syllable.

"l ... something'swrong. There's something wrong here." He peered at the Sedl asif studyingiit.

Despair had made the Sedl the way that he remembered it. But in hisdream, Fallion sumbled around the
thing, peering at flames, listening to the hissand roar that they created, asif baffled.

"Thingsare out of place" he said, confused.
"Perhgpsafew," Rhiannasaid. " Show me how to bind theworld."
Fallion sammered, "Youjus—you. . ."

He wetted histongue, then frowned in concentration for an instant—an instant too long. He whirled and



peered & Rhianna, the light of dancing fires shining in his eyes, and peered not at the girl, but into her
soul.

So powerful was Falion's gift that Lord Despair was laid naked.

Suddenly Falion's eyesflew open and he peered a Despair, his glazed eyes focusing on him, and
shouted, "No!"

| amost had him, Despair redlized. For amoment, | had him. But the opportunity had passed.

Despair turned and nodded to V ulgnash; the Knight Eternal stretched forth his hand, drawing the heat
from the room until Falion curled up againin afetd postion, histeeth chattering and every muscle
trembling from cold, as he plummeted into a deep, deep dumber.

Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, Areth Sul Urstone watched the whol e scene unfold,
sickened and horrified at what Despair was plotting.



5
THE HUNTERS

Every soul, from the greatest warrior to the smallest child, hasimmense worth in the sight of the
Great Wyrm. The Great Wyrm has made us stewards over each other, and that is why we must
never let our fellows escape.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Cullossax had felt anxious throughout the evening. Hed known that he would be missed, and that
eventudly hisfellow tormentors would come looking for him.

Often he had to fight the impulse during the day to flee out into the light.

At last, when the shadows grew long enough to indicate that the day was dmost gone, Cullossax bade
farewell to thelowly guards, took aniron javelin, and ran after the girl, giving chase.

Her path was easy to follow.

The girl had headed into the forest, witless with terror and blinded by light. With every step her hedlshad
gouged into the thick humusthat lay like a blanket under the pines.

Cullossax had seldom been outside the fortress, but he had been taught a bit about tracking, for it wasa
skill that tormentors were caled upon to use even within the labyrinth.

Theair was fresh, and soon the forest filled with night sounds—the scurrying of mice among the remains
of leaves, the buzz of insects, the querulous peeps of birds, the songs of crickets and cicadas.

The air smdled sweet. Cullossax could not recall the last time held tasted fresh air.

The stars came out, blinding points of light so Slver-bright that they left an afterimage when he squinted
up a them.

Soon, he knew, he would have hunters on histrail, but Cullossax felt resigned to his fate, happy. He was
no stranger to death. He'd dedlt it out time and time again, and had always known that his turn would
come.

With alight heart, Cullossax ran, chasing after agirl, heading for aland that might be no morethan a
child'sdream. . ..

After long hours, Cullossax till plunged through the pine forest, lost in the chase. His heart pounded a
steady rhythm as hislegs stretched wide. Greasy swest streamed down hisforehead and face, and
gtained histunic with aV down his back. Histhirst made him wish for pools of weter.

But hismind bardly registered these things, for his eyesfollowed the torn sod in the sarlight where his
quarry had run.

Unthinking, helegpt over afallen fir tree, and ducked benegth the boughs of another. In the brush to his
right, he heard the snort of a stag. He stood for amoment, heart racing, as he wondered what the sound
might portend. He had been outside the fortress only twice in hislife, and then not for more than anight.
He knew little about wild creatures. Then the stag went bounding away, and he saw it between the trees.

His stomach growled at the thought of fresh flesh.



He could not et himsdlf be distracted. With every long stride, he knew that he drew closer to the girl.
She was young and small, and would not be able to keep up this pace forever.

But in the back of hismind, Cullossax worried. He was hunting, but by now he would aso be hunted. He
should have checked in with his master hours ago. He would be missed, and eventudly the story of what
had happened would unravel.

The best of his own kind would hound him. No one could exact vengeance like atormentor of the
Bloody Fist. The punishment exercised upon one of their own kind, one who had shamed them and
brought their reputation into question, would be harsh indeed.

In Rugassa, torture was not just ascience, it was an art. Cullossax pondered long and hard, but was
certain that he could not imagine what they would do to him.

They would torture him in public, of course, and the tormentors would vie for the honor of inflicting the
most horrific insults upon hisbody.

Intimethey would et him die. That at least was certain. It was not a question of how long Cull ossax
would live, but aquestion of how long he would suffer before they let him die.

He wondered which of the torturers would come after him, and that gave him pause. There were stories
of anew kind of magic in Rugassa. The emperor's élite troops had been drawing attributes from the
lowest of the daves—strength, speed, bloodlust. These new warriors could run faster than acommon
man, and longer.

Cullossax wondered what he would do if he had to face such awarrior.

And then there was V ulgnash himsdlf. Cullossax had taken food from aKnight Eterndl.
That kind of insult was unheard of.

Cullossax only hoped that V ulgnash could not be spared to lead the chase.

For most of the night Cullossax ran through hills, through aland of seemingly endless forests. Sometimes
he had scrambled up hills where aspen trees spread their white branchesin the moonlight, gleaming like
bones, and other times he descended into valesfilled with oak and ash.

But dways there was the forest, and Cullossax hoped that if Vulgnash gave chase, the trees might hide
him from above.

The midsummer'sair hardly cooled during the night, and as Cullossax neared astream, hefindly found
thegirl.

She was lying in the ferns and moss beside the water's edge, curled in afetd position. When she heard
Cullossax draw near, she yelped in panic, then began crawling toward the brook, shaking so badly from
fear that she could not stand.

Cullossax ran to her. Theiron javelin was heavy in his hand, and he could have pierced her if that had
been hisintent.

"No, pleasel" she whimpered. "Let mego.”

Cullossax laughed, not because he enjoyed her fear but because there was something so odd about her.
She had a softness that was pure and innocent and completely unlike anything he had seen. No wyrmling



had such asoft heart.
As helaughed, the girl struck. She suddenly legpt up and lunged, aiming a sharp stick at his heart.

Cullossax grabbed her arm and wrestled the weapon away. It was not hard. She was young, and the
long chase coupled with her own fear had weakened her. A smple head butt made her swoon.

"I have not cometo kill you," Cullossax said. "I've cometo help you."
"|—don't understand.”

"I could have fed you to Vulgnash," he said. "'l should have. And for my audacity, | may yet die. But |
choseto let you live" He nodded south. "How far to thisInkarra?’

"Beyond the Great Spine," shesaid.

Cullossax bit hislower lip. Three hundred miles at least, maybe four. A warrior, running, might makeitin
three nights. But Cullossax was atormentor, and was not used to such exertion. Nether wasthe girl.

"Canyou run?" he demanded.
The girl dropped her head. No.

Some primd inginct warned him to hurry. He grunted, grabbed the girl, and threw her over a shoulder.
"Thenreg."

He jumped into the brook and splashed downstream. His wyrmling brothers had sirong noses, he knew,
and he hoped to throw them off of histrack. After afew hundred yards, he turned back the way that he
had come, and then began a zigzag path heading esst.

The land in that direction was dropping away, and asit neared dawn the sound of morning birdsong
began tofill theair. Larkstwittered and jays ratcheted.

Hefound himsalf on asmal hill, peering down into ameadow. Miles away, he could seealine of dders.
The stars had dl faded from the sky, and the sun would be up soon. Bits of cloud on the horizon were

bloody red.

The girl stared toward the sky, a curious ook on her face.
"What do you see?' Cullossax asked, worried that she had spotted asign of their enemies.

"The sunrisg, it's beautiful thismorning,” she said. "There are colorsin the clouds—faintest blue dong the
edges, and palest gold in the sky."

Blue and gold were words that he had never heard before. She had to use Inkarran words to describe
these colors.

"You seecolors," he asked, "like the humans do?"

"Yes" she admitted, "ever sncethejoining of theworlds. That ishow | know that thisisnot dl just some
samplemadness”

By now, his shoulder ached and hislegswerefailing. "Can you run yet?' he asked the girl.
"Yes," shesad.



He set her down and pointed east. "We must reach those trees before sunrise. It will be arace. Can you
makeit?'

She grunted, the wyrmling sound for yes, and they were off. They sprinted through the tall grass. Rabbits
bounded away from their trail and finchesflew up out of the thistles.

The sun began to crest the horizon, acrue red light looming upon the edge of theworld. The Sight of it
brought tears of pain to Cullossax's eyes.

But the tree line was just ahead, promising shade and protection from the sun.

Cullossax ran until hefdt asif hisheart would burst, and the girl began to fall behind. He grabbed her
wrist and pulled, urging her to greater speed.

The sun was ablinding orb ahead of them, and Cullossax averted his eyes, threw an arm across hisface,
and tried toignore the pain.

At last he staggered into the cool shadows of the woods. The girl threw hersdlf to the ground well insde
thetreeline, and Cullossax stood for amoment, grabbing his knees, as he hunched in pain, gasping for
bresth.

He glanced back aong thetrail that they'd taken, saw how the bent blades of summer whest betrayed
their path. In the distance, two miles back, three wyrmling warriors gave chase, loping down out of the
hills

Cullossax hated for an ingant, studied them. They were running with incredible swiftness.

Speed, he redlized. They've taken attributes of speed. He did some menta calculations. It would have
taken an hour or two for anyone to notice that he'd gone missing, another hour to figure out where hed

gone.
| should have had a great lead on them.

But these men moved faster than norma wyrmlings, twice asfast, perhaps three times. They'd taken
endowments of speed, and probably of strength and stlaminaaswell.

| cannot outrun them, Cullossax redlized. And | cannot hopeto day al three of them.

Y et asthey raced down from the hills and reached the edge of the distant field, the rising sun smote them.
They peered dong thetrail. They could not see him here, hidden in the shadows. They threw their hands
up, trying to shelter their eyes.

At lagt, in defedt, they turned away and trudged back up into the hills, into the trees, to find some
shadows deep enough where they could hide from the sun for the day.

It was with just such ahope that Cullossax had run to the east. No wyrmling could withstand such
burning light.

He hid therein the shelter of the woods, and sat for along moment, thinking. The girl lay gasping for
bresth.

"Do you have aname?' he asked. It was not an idle question. Many young wyrmlings of the lower castes
were not permitted names. They had to be earned.

"Ki-rissg," shesad. "KirissaMentarn."



"That isnot your wyrmling name. It isan Inkarran name?"
She nodded. Cullossax frowned at the odd gesture, and she grunted yes, to appease him.

"Kirissa," hesaid. "There are soldiers on our trail. They've been granted strength and speed by the new
magic. Have you heard of it?

"The rune magic?1 know of it. It came from the other world."

This admission made Cullossax wonder what other helpful things she might recall.

"The soldierstrailing us are fast. We won't be able to outrun them. So we must outsmart them.”
"All right,” she said. She put on astudiousface.

"They know which way were running,” he said. "' So we must change directions. Instead of going south,
we should go east or west. And we must take time to cover our trail, and hide our scent. We must hide it
perfectly. Todoless, isto die”

"All right," Kirissaagreed.

Nearby asquirrel began to give awarning chatter. Cullossax halted for amoment, listening, but realized
that the squirrel was warning others away from him.

"Onelast thing," he said. "We must leave now. We can't afford to rest through the day. Those who hunt
us are moving too fast. But the days are long, and the nights are short. It may bethat if we can get far
enough ahead of the Bloody Figt, they will lose our trail in the dark, and we will be safe”

"Wewill go sunblind," Kirissaargued, her face paing from fear.
"Close your eyes and hold on to my hand, if you must,” Cullossax said. "'l will watch for the both of us.”

Hedid not say it, but if he tried to walk in the open sun for long, he was the one who would go sunblind.
At that point, she would haveto leave him.

Kirissagtared for along moment and finally asked, "Why are you doing this? Y ou were supposed to be
my tormentor.”

Cullossax wanted to answer, but when he opened his mouth, he could think of nothing to say.
He had no dreams. It wasn't asif held secretly longed for escape hiswholelife.

Nor did it have to do with her. Kirissawas not quite old enough to mate. He had no lust for her, no
desireto possess her. Even now, heimagined that he could strangle her if he wanted.

Y et he admired those who fought againgt their own executions. How had her Earth King put it, "The time
will comewhen the small folk of theworld must stand against the large'?

Certainly, in attacking him, Kirissahad fulfilled her Earth King's prophecy.

Cullossax wondered if he had spared her through idle curiosity. He wondered if he had spared her only
because he had spent hiswholelifein the labyrinth, and secretly he yearned to seewhat lifewaslike
outside.

Asachild he had played agame. The world was aharsh place, and ingtinct told him that he also had to



be crud in order to survive. But he had once heard alord say that such ingtincts were bred into the
wyrmlings. A man's chancesto breed were tied to his ranking, and aman'sranking rose in proportion to

his capacity for crudty.

If that was true, he had considered, then would it not be possible to engineer adifferent kind of world,
onethat was less cruel?

He had not been able to imagine such aworld. But Kirissa claimed to come from one. And so he was
curious.

But that was not it, either. HEd never been aman of gresat curiosity.

No, Cullossax fdt ingde himsdf, and knew only that something was broken, something more vital than

bone—hisvery soul. He had grown sick of hislifein thelabyrinth. Life there seemed likenolifea dl, as
if it was awalking degth, and he had only been waiting for the day when he no longer breathed.

At last he answered, "I came with you because | am weary of living. | thought maybe that in another
world, my lifewould have been better.”

"You can't beweary of life," Kirissasaid. She reached up and stroked Cullossax's face, a gesture that he
found to be odd and discomfiting; it felt asif abug were crawling on him. "Among the wyrmlings,” she
sad, "nooneisredly dive"



6
TASTESOF THE NETHERWORLD

Despair created the earth, the moon, and the stars. Despair owns them all—every world that spins
about even the dimmest sun.

That is why, when you look into the heavens at night, you feel so small and desolate. It is your
heart bearing witness to your own insignificance, and to the overwhelming power of Despair.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism
Thefirg full taste of ameadow in the netherworld was something that Talon would never forget.

The aroma staggered her senses. sweet grass, rich loam, and the perfume of tens of thousands of
flowers—from deep beds of clover to vines of honeysuckle and stalks of wild mint. There were wood
roses in the meadow, and flowers for which Taon had no name.

And dl around, birdsong rose from the thickets, curioudy complex initsmusic, asif by nature birds were
meant to compose arias and had only somehow forgotten this upon Talon'sworld.

When the company was dl gathered upon the netherworld, Daylan Hammer returned to the Door of Air,
and with the Wizard Sisdl's staff, drew another rune. In an ingtant there was a thundering boom, like
lightning striking, and the door collapsed.

Daylan turned to the company.

"Remember my warnings. Touch nothing. Drink from no stream. We will head east, but must find shelter
before nightfal.”

"Why isthat?" someone caled.

"Because things come out at night," Daylan answered.

And hewas off, striding acrossthe glade. A trail ran through it, awinding trail like arabhbit run.
Daylan waked dong it carefully, asif treading acrossafalen log.

"Stay onthetral," hecaled. "Wewadk sngle-file

The folks began forming aline, and soon they were winding down the hill, looking like agreat serpent
dowly dithering through the grass.

Taon strode dong behind the emir. They gave up on their language lessons, and walked silently. No one
talked. Aswell asthey could, the forty thousand complied with Daylan's wishes. Babes cried, and
occasionally someone yelped asthey tripped, but overal, the journey was aremarkably sober one.

They had not gone for haf an hour before a child screamed, not a dozen paces ahead of Taon. She
peered around the emir and saw agirl, perhaps six or seven, drop ahuge posy, its pink flower falling to
the ground.

She screamed and held up her hand. "Help!™ she cried. "A bee stung me!”

"Help yourself," her mother whispered impatiently. ™Y ou've been stung by bees before. Pull the stinger
out—or let medo it."



But the child held her hand up and studied it in shock, then let out abloodcurdling cry. "I'm onfire! Help.
I'm burning!”

To Tdonit did indeed seem that the child was burning. Her hand wasturning avivid red, a color that
Taon had never seen in ahuman limb, and near the sting it had begun to swell terribly. The girl screamed
and fdl to the ground, writhing in pain.

Suddenly Taon could hear the angry sound of bees swarming, and she looked up to see acloud of them,
risng from the glenin every direction, hurtling toward the girl.

Folks shouted in warning, and some stepped away from the child, frightened by the massive svarm that
had begun to form.

"Stay on thetrail!" Daylan Hammer cried out up ahead, but folks shouted for help. In moments Daylan
was racing back down theline, until he reached thefdlen child.

The bees had formed an angry golden-gray mass, and merely hovered in the air above the wounded girl,
like sentrieswaiting to do bettle.

Daylan cried out in warning, speeking in atongue that Talon had never heard before. Y et Daylan'swords
smote her like amallet. They seemed to pierce Talon, to spesk to her very bones.

"Hold!" Daylan called to the bees. "The child meant no harm. Spare her. Sheis Hill ignorant of the law.”

The bees buzzed angrily, their pitch rising and falling, and Ta on suspected that they were speaking to
Daylanin return, answering in their own tongue.

Daylan reached the fallen child and stood between her and the bees, using his body asa shield.
The girl wept furioudy, and soon began to wheeze.

"It'snothing,” the girl's mother said asif to reassure Daylan. "It's only abee sting. She's had plenty
before.”

"Onthisworld," Daylan said, "asingle honeybee has more than enough venom to kill aman. Let us hope
that she was not stung too deeply.”

He stood between the girl and the swarm, and called out again. "Please, she did not know that these
were your fields," Daylan gpologized. " She meant only to enjoy aflower. She did not mean to steal pollen
fromyour hive"

He spoke dowly, asif hoping somehow to break through to the dumb insects.

For along tense moment the swarm buzzed angrily, and the bees began to circle Daylan, cregting a
vortex, so that he seemed to be at the center of an angry tornado. He turned to follow their leaders with
his eyes, keeping himself between them and the girl.

For her part, the wounded child stopped whimpering, and lay now only wheezing. Taon caught agood
glimpse of her—pal e blue eyes staring emptily into the air as she struggled. Her face was blanched, and
her whole body trembled.

The swarm stayed at bay, and their buzzing eased.

At last Daylan reached out his pdm toward the swvarm. " Show methe way to your hive," he begged. "Let
me speak to your queen. | have not violated the law. Y ou cannot deny me.”



After athoughtful moment, asingle bee flew out of the mass and landed upon Daylan. It walked around
incircleson hispam, sopping to waggle from timeto time.

"That way!" Daylan said, pointing to the southwest. "About aleague.”

He called out to the Wizard Sisel. "Come here." To the crowd hewarned, "The rest of you, stay where
you are."

He glanced down at thefailing child. Her breathing was dowing from moment to moment. Daylan told the
wizard, " Cut open the sting. Suck the poison out. Keep her dive, if you can.” He gave the company a
warning look. "And don't move. Don't take so much as a step from thetrail or touch aflower, lest the
bees attack. There are enough of them to wipe out our whole company!"

Then Daylan was off, racing through the grass.

TheWizard Sisd hunched over the girl and did as Daylan had said, sucking out the poison. Hewas a
measter at hedling, and Talon had grest confidencein hisabilities. But Sisdl fretted as he muttered
incantations and gently rubbed abam into the child'sfigt. "So hot. I've never fet agting so hot.”

Talon peered around at the folks nearby. Most of them had been born serfs, and so were dressed in
drab dttire. They had never had an education, and did not know much about theworld &t large. But even
the dullest of them knew that thiswas al wrong. One did not negotiate with honeybees, or make truces
with them. One did not diefor picking flowers.

Tdon felt foolish and vulnerable. The netherworld held dangers that she could not have anticipated.

The emir stayed where he was supposed to, until he could endure no more. Slowly he edged to the child,
and at last stood above the Wizard Sisel. "Is there anything | can do to help?”

Thewizard shook hishead no.

The emir sat down in the grass and held the girl'shead in his lap, then smoothed back the child's tawny
hair and stroked her cheek, making soothing noises.

The child's mother stood nearby, watching. Perhaps she would have comforted the child, but shewas
cradling onetoddler in her arms while she clung to abag that held everything that the family owned.

"Don't be afraid,” the emir whispered.
Tdon fdt curioudy jedous of the emir'stouch. Shelonged for him to stroke her that way.

The emir bent over the girl and brushed her forehead with akiss. The girl kept wheezing, but closed her
eyes, relishing the attention.

The cloud of bees continued to hover over the spot unnaturaly, like an army at war.

It made Taon nervous. She had to pee, but dared not step off of thetrail, lest the bees attack. So she
helditin, and just stood, her heart pounding in fear.

"Wonder what happensif you run into wasps," one of the folks down the line said nervoudy, then broke
out laughing a hisown inanity.

Thelittle girl appeared to be deeping peacefully now, and the emir just sat in the grass, Snging softly to
her for along time.



It was almost an hour before Daylan returned, afew beesfollowing at his back. The bees entered the
angry swarm, and in momentsit dispersed, with honeybees scattering in every direction, flying back into
the clover and honeysuckle.

"Good news!" Daylan shouted as he drew near. "All isforgiven. Just keep to thetrall. Move adong!”
Up ahead, the group began to walk again, and as he drew near, Daylan knelt next to the emir.

"Isthe child deeping well?' he asked.

Thelittle girl appeared to be deegping peacefully now. The emir had kept up hissinging thewhole time.
"Seegping?' he asked. "No. She died not haf an hour ago.”

The girl'smother cried out, and Taon choked back a sob. Some angry farmer demanded of Daylan,
"Why didn't you warn us about the bees?’

Daylan looked up at him, his thoughts seemingly far away. "Warn you? | did not think to warn you. |
guessthat | have known of beesal my long life. And of al the dangers here, this one seemed so small as
to be dmogt inggnificant.”

After along march, thunder roared on the horizon at sunset, a continuous snarl with barks and growlslike
apack of dogsfighting to the death. Towering clouds lumbered over the hills, threatening astorm that
would unleash afury unlike any that Tdon had ever imagined.

Lightning flashed at the crowns of the thunderheads, strobing in a dozen places at once, and the hair on
the back of Tadon'sarm and neck bridled with every flash. The clouds swore to unleash atorrent.

At Tdon'ssde, Alun'swar dogs whimpered at the sight of it, and backed off in darm, peering ahead
whilether thighs quivered and their tailswent fearfully ill.

For along hour the company had been marching toward some massive pine trees that towered above
them likeamountain.

"Quickly," Daylan Hammer cried. "We must get beneath that largest tree. Those clouds may be hiding
morethan rain!"

Tdaon had only avague ideawhat Daylan feared. She suspected that Darkling Glories might beriding in
those clouds. She dared not ask him, but the worry in the immorta's brow was warning enough. Daylan
urged the people forward, nearly forty thousand refugees from Caer Luciare. They were ahungry, tired
lot, worn to afrazzle. Many were wounded from battle and so they limped aong in bloodied bandages.
Those who were hedlthy till bore what treasures they could—wegpons or blood-meta ore from the
mines at Luciare, food and household goods. For many a mother, the only treasures that she could bear
were her babes.

The refugees began adow jog, but Daylan urged them on. "Run, blast you!" he shouted. "Now isnot the
timeto dawdle. Run for your lives.

He pointed to arocky crag three miles ahead, covered in pinetreeslarger than any that Talon had ever
imagined in her own world. Indeed, he singled out one vast pine, larger than the rest. Here upon this new
world, the treeswere great and venerable. A day here had not been time enough to let Talon grow
accustomed to the change in scale. The greeat pines ahead rose high in the air, their tops hidden in clouds.
Each tree's myriad branches splayed wide, so that each tree was half amile a the base, creating a
canopy that one could not see through. Talon could not guess how thick the boles of the trees might be,



for they were hidden in utter darkness.

Since coming to thisworld, Daylan had been urging the refugees forward al day long, and from the early
afternoon he had been rushing them toward this outcrop. There were other treesin the hills, but thissite
aoneseemedto cal to him.

Daylan shouted, "Hurry now! Degth isupon usl™

Tdon ran, with the emir just ahead and Alun behind. With Alun came hiswar dogs—fourteen large
meastiffs, boiling around hislegs. He did not have them leashed, and so they swarmed around him asif he
were the leader of the pack.

Thewarriors ahead of Talon ran through tall golden grassthat smelled of honey. Wildflowers nodded in
the breeze, great red poppies that grew over one's head. Birds flew up from the grass at the peopl€e's
approach, larks as bright as sparks from aforge.

Taon had never felt so invigorated, so dive. Her people had camped beside a stream at noon, where
Daylan Hammer had begged the stream first for water, and surmised by something in itswaves that the
stream approved, or at least would relinquish adrink. The blistering cold water had tasted as sweet as
nectar. The children had hunted for berries beside the stream, and found salmonberries on the shore that
somehow were more filling, more wholesome than any sheldd ever known.

Thisworld, this One True World, was more perfect than hersin every way.
But even it had its dangers. Ahead lay a perfect storm.

For half an hour they ran, while the storm rolled toward them. The boom of thunder grew louder, so that
the earth began to shake with every ped.

Taon watched the outcropping of rock draw closer, saw the tops of the vast pines sway in the wind.

They had almost reached the trees when the storm began to unleash itsfury. The wind rushed thisway
and that, lurching like adrunken man, and suddenly the storm front hit and the wind drove straight into
the ground. Hail began to dash through the skies, huge balls as big as a child's fist. Women screamed and
oldmencried out in pain.

Ahead, the emir took the war shield from his back and raced to a young mother who ran in acrouch,
trying to shelter her infant son from the hail. The emir held up his shield and ran beside her, protecting
them the best that he could, while hail pummeled down.

Taon raced to the mother's other side, and walked with her between, dl of them huddling beneath one
shield, protecting the mother and child.

All around, every warrior in the clan did the same.

Beside Taon, an old man took a hail ball to the back of the head and then dropped like a stone, a streak
of blood running through hissilver hair. "Do you need hep?' Tadon cried, but the old man did not answer.
Hall bals dashed from the sky like iron shot from atrebuchet, and Taon redized that in momentsthe
man might be dead, if lft here done.

The emir gave his shield to Talon, and cried, "Get the babe to shelter!”

Then, mindless of the danger to himsalf, he stopped and began to drag the old man as best he could. War
dogs swarmed around the emir curioudly, sniffing at blood, looking fierce with their blood-red lesther



masks and spiked collars. The dogs sniffed at the old man, but afew hailstones convinced them to
abandon him and race for shelter in the trees.

"Hurry!" the emir cried to the refugees who scurried past him, but the refugees were aready running as
fast asthey could.

Tdon jogged forward with the shield held high, sheltering the mother.

Up ahead, the firgt of the warriors reached the tree line and raced under the branches, leading in the
women and children, then sprinted back with shields held high to gather other refugees.

Lightning boomed and the earth shook. Rain began to fal among the hail, dashing like knives.

Bdlsof frozen ice struck Talon in the back, and one shattered against her shoulder. She cursed at the
pain and ushered her charge under the trees, panting and wet.

Under the pines, it was as dark as night and as fill asatomb. The smell of leaf mold was overwhelming,
and huge ydlow mushrooms, like misshapen heads, dotted the forest floor.

Taon turned to seeif anyone else needed her help, and saw hundreds of men of the war clan bringing
peoplein, including ten dozen folk that had to be dragged or carried.

The emir carried the old man under the pine and laid him down on a soft bed of pine needles. Then he
grabbed the shield from Taon and raced back out into the storm.

The Wizard Sisdl had the poor folks laid just beneath the great pine, and there he bent over the injured,
treating them as best he could.

In green robes that |ooked more like roots that had grown together than any cloth spun by human hands,
thewizard looked like some strange fungus.

Racing out into the storm, the emir found a child, ayoung boy crying and bloodied from hail, and raised
his shield above the lad and brought himin.

By the time he returned, nearly everyone was under the shelter of the tree. Dozens lay on beds of fir
needles, dead.

Taon stood with her mouth agape, amazed to see that even a couple of minutesin asummer storm here
could be s0 devadtating.

She knelt beside the emir and studied the young boy. He was till breething fine, but the child stared a
the dead in shock. The emir spoketo him, gently calling out, until the boy was able to focus once again.
But still the boy sat inadaze.

"Whereisyour mother, boy?' the emir asked. The child looked to be no more than six or seven years
old. He had curly blond hair, and deep brown eyes. He had the strong features of one of the warrior
caste.

"Gone," the child said, eyes growing wide.
"Gonewhere?'

"I don't know. She's been gone for two days. My dawent off to fight the wyrmlings, and he didn't come
back either."



Taon considered. The child's mother must have disappeared when the worlds were bound. If she had
merged with her shadow sdif, there was no telling how many hundreds or thousands of miles away she
might be. At this very moment, she was probably teary-eyed and desperate to get home.

Like my own father, she told hersalf. Sir Borenson would be desperate to reach her.
Asfor the boy'sfather? Well, there were plenty of corpses aong the outer walls of Caer Luciare.

"Tel youwhat," the emir offered. "I'll be your big brother for awhile. | can take care of you. Areyou
hungry?’

The child knew better than to talk to strangers. He hesitated for along moment, then admitted that he
was hungry. The emir offered him some cheese from his pack.

The Wizard Sisd cameto their aid, stood over the child for amoment, then reached into the pocket of
his robe and pulled out a handful of moss, which he used as a compress to stop the boy's bleeding.

In the gloom under the trees, Daylan raced ahead, cdling, "Quickly now! Quickly—everyoneinto the
cavel"

Taon could see nothing ahead but blackness, no sign of acave. Still, she got up and followed the sound
of moving feet, until suddenly abrilliant light shone out up ahead.

Up on the hill, between the boles of two vast pinetrees, Daylan stood holding astar in hishand. Its
brilliant light cut through the shadows, revedling a sanctum here among the woods.

He stood beside the boles of twin pines that seemed amost to grow out of the same root. Each bole was
hundreds of feet in diameter. Carved into each tree was the face of a man, with solemn eyes and aserene
expression. Leaves of oak stood in place of hishair and beard.

It was an ancient symbol, and feared among thefolk of Luciare. But on Taon'sworld it was awelcome
sign. It was the face of the Wode King.

The carved faces on each bole seemed to peer inward, and each hovered above Daylan, dwarfing him,
for each of theimageswas sixty feet tall.

But the Wode King did not seem frightening on thisworld. Instead, Taon felt comforted by the images,
asif they exuded an auraof tranquility.

Daylan pushed on an outcropping of jagged gray stone, and suddenly a hidden door swung in, reveding a
large round hole, like aburrow, tall enough for aman to walk through.

Daylan stood at the door, shouting, "Quickly! Get ingde. It issafein here, for the time being. And you
don't want to be caught out in the dark.”

Tdon did not know what might be found in the night. Strengi-saats, Darkling Glories. Those creatures
she had heard of. But Daylan spoke in terror, asif worse things might prowl! the edges of these
meadows.

But no one moved forward, for the tunnel ahead was dark.
"What isthis place?' the Emir Tuul Raasked.

He peered into the hole cautioudly, his daughter Siyaddah at his back.



"It'sasanctuary,” Daylan said, "long abandoned. Once it housed many folk, and was ajoyous place. It
should be large enough to shelter the whole company. There is fresh water below, fed by underground
streams. Y ou may bathe there, and drink. Y ou will find it quite pleasant. Make yourse ves comfortable—

"But first, send some warriors down if you must. | suppose that it would be wise to make sure that
nothing . . . unpleasant hasfound itsway in."

At that, bark suddenly stripped from the trees and three men appeared from the shadows at Daylan's
back, striding into view. Their skin and faces were bark for asecond, but smoothed in the space of a
heartbeat, asif they were treesturning into people.

Each of them was perfect in hisway. One man had hair of yellow as gold as sunlight, and another had
hair of red, whilethe third had long tresses of hair like spun siver. They were of different heightsand
builds, yet each was handsome beyond words, and each stood boldly, eyes shining as with inner wisdom.
Each of the men bore a staff of golden wood, and they stood, barring the entrance.

Bright Ones, Taon redlized. These were perfect men.

One of them spoke in a strange tongue, and the words smote Taon, for they seemed to penetrate her
mind, and she understood him asiif he spoke her own tongue.

"Daylan Hammer," the tallest of the three said, aman with long slvery locks who wore adoublet in
colors hard to define—gray as charcod, it seemed, but it flashed green when he moved. "What have you
done?'

Daylan turned to the three. " So, the sanctuary is not as empty as| had hoped.”

A Bright One said, "Daylan, you were banished from our world. It isonly out of respect for what you
oncewerethat | do not destroy you now!"

Daylan said, "My lifeismine to keep or spend. Y ou cannot take it from me, Lord Erringae.”

Erringde, the leader, was aman of stern features. He looked to be ederly, but in an indefinable way. His
body seemed young and strong, asif he were only in hismid-forties, but hisface was lined with care and
creased with worried wrinkles, so that he looked asif he might be sixty or even seventy. But it was his
eyesthat revedled histrue age. There was awisdom in them that was vast and indeterminable, and there
was the sadness in them that can only come from someone who has seen far, far too much desath.

Heisn't forty or fifty or even sixty, Taon thought. Heis millions of yearsold.

Daylan had warned them that there were folk in the netherworld of vast powers, strange and dangerous
powers.

She somehow knew that Erringale was one of these. There was too much light in hiseyes, just asthere
wastoo much light in Fallion's eyes. And he seemed to shimmer when he walked. Bright Ones. Truly he
was aBright One.

Erringale strode forward, peered down at Daylan. "Y ou defy ud It isforbidden to bring even one
shadow soul to our world, yet you bring ahost?"

"I bring dlies" Fdlion said, "in thefight againgt our common foe."

"Y ou bring women and children,” Erringde said, "who will cry for protection. Y ou bring men so imperfect
that they cannot even withstand a summer storm.”



"They are good people,” Daylan argued. "And though they may appear weak and imperfect to you, they
are strong and brave. More importantly, they are in need. Have you no compassion? Our ancient enemy
has taken their world, and they need a place to hide—not for long, afew days a most. Should you deny
them that privilege our enemieswould rgoice.”

"The gtink of evil isupon them,” Lord Erringde said. "We cannot hide them from the enemy. Despair will
sensether presence.”

"They areyoung,” Daylan said. "They are not truly evil, but only suffer the flaws of youth. The oldest of
them has not lived ahundred years. It takestimeto ripenin virtue, to purge one's sdif of al sdfish
thoughts and desires. Ten thousand yearsis hardly enough. How can such . . . children be expected to
perfect themselves?'

The Bright Ones peered down at Daylan Hammer doubting his arguments. "Thereis great darkness
among them," Erringde sad. "l fed it. Y ou must senseit, too. Take them home."

Daylan stood hisground. "I will not. Thereis much a stake here, more than you know. Y ou by your
traditions say that thisisthe One True World—that all others are but shadows, cast off from it when the
Great Sedswere broken. Y ou say that these folk are shadow souls. But | tell you that they are not. All
worlds contain bits of truth to them, some bits that you have lost. In ways, some worlds are truer than
this...."

"Y ou have made this argument before," Lord Erringale said, "to no avail."

"I make this argument because | have proof. Our enemy knows that it istrue also, and that iswhy she has
made her home upon these people'sworld."

Erringale's pae green eyesflickered to his companions, asif they spoke with alook, faster than thought.
The three seemed inclined to listen amoment longer.

"Thereismore," Daylan said. "The Torch-bearer knowsthat it istrue, for he too has been reborn upon
their world and | have news of great significance. At long last, the Torch-bearer has bound two
worldstogether.”

There were gasps from the Bright Ones. Erringa e took astep backward in shock.

"Yes," Daylan said. "Y ou dways thought that he would be here when he did it, that he would bind our
world to some lesser shadow. But he has bound two worlds together, two worldsrife with power. The
binding was flawed, it istrue. People died. But he bound two worlds nonetheless. Grest magics are at
work in these lands, and the enemy has mastered them.

"To our woe, the Torch-bearer has been captured and is now in Despair's hands. He has not had timeto
fully awaken to his past lives, and so he may not know how to defend himself. He does not know the
vast resources of hisenemy. Thus Despair hopesto twist him to its purposes.”

"He bound two worlds together," Erringae asked, "without the aid of the True Tree? This cannot be."

Tdon called out, for she had been present with Fallion Orden when he bound the worlds. "He stood
benesth the True Tree when he bound the worlds."

Even Daylan Hammer seemed astonished by this news.

"How can you be surethat it wasthe Tree?" Erringale asked.



"It waslike an oak," Taon replied, "but one of unspeakable beauty. It had bark of gold, and an earthy
scent, and it spoke peace to our minds and urged us to be strong, to be gentle and compassi onate and
perfectindl thingd

"I have aleaf from it herein my pack,” sherecaled. She had picked it up from the ground as a souvenir.

Taon unloaded her pack, then rummaged through it amoment before pulling out asingle golden leaf. She
rushed up to the three Bright Ones, held it up to their view.

Of dl that had been said, thisimpressed the Bright Ones most. Talon saw their lipstrembling and eyes
glistening with tears. With great tenderness and respect, the eldest of the bunch took the lesf from her
and hdd it gingerly in hispam, asif it were atreasure beyond wordsto tell.

"The True Tree has sprung forth," Erringale said, "'upon a shadow world?"
TheWizard Ssd cried out, "That isathing | would like to see!™

Daylan exulted. "There was an Earth King there not long ago. How long has it been since one has waked
upon thisworld? Thereisrune lore a work there, and the True Tree. The Torch-bearer practices his
magicsthere, and Lord Despair has resorted thither. For countless ages we have waited for the days
foretold by the Bright Ones when the True Tree would grow again. Surely the Restoration is upon us!
Surely the days long foretold are coming to pass.

"We have brought gifts of blood metd, and with them we can create an army of Ad, asintimesof old.
We must join forces with our brethren from the shadow worlds and fight—not for your world or their
world, but for al worldg!"

Lord Erringale was obviousy moved by Daylan'swords. He seemed cautious, asif he feared to believe
in the long-hoped-for news. He cast agaze off into the distance, asif listening to afar-off voice. "We
must call acouncil, and your tale will be heard. Enter,” Erringale said. "Enter asfriends. We havelittlein
way of food and supplies, and so cannot hope to entertain you as we should. But what we have, we will
ghae”

Suddenly the hallway behind him began to glow with aslvery light, beckoning the people to sanctuary.



7
SISTERS

A great leader commands through fear, but at times you may find that it is best to cooperate with
others as equals. It isthe job of the statesman to inspire greed in others, so that two parties share
a common hope for reward.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

An arrow whisked past Rhiannals neck with astinging sound. From the horse-sisters camp down below
came cries of darm, followed by the bleat of awar horn. The horse ssters silken pavilions glowed like
gemsinthe early evening, each lit from ingde by bright lanterns, each adifferent hue—ruby, emeradd,
sapphire, diamond, and tourmdine.

Warriors boiled from the pavilions, pointing up at Rhiannain the air, and many grabbed their stedl war
bows, short and broad of wing, and began to let arrowsfly.

Some raced to the campfires, lighting arrows and then sending them a oft so that the archers might better
seether target. One went soaring just benesth Rhianna

I'd hoped for awarm welcome, she thought, but not that warm.
Other women ran to care for the horses, which were tied outside of camp.

Rhiannaflapped madly, rising inthe air, to get out of archery range. It seemed the horse-sistersloved her
aslittle asthe warlords of Internook had.

Thejourney from the Courts of Tide had taken nearly all of the evening and part of the night, but it turned
out to be easer than Rhianna had imagined. During the day, she had been fighting adight headwind. But
tonight she had a strong following wind, and warm thermas had flowed up from the ground, keeping her
aoft. More important, though, she had been driven by great need, and so had denied hersdlf any rest.
Thus she had made four hundred milesin only eight hours.

"Sigers"" Rhiannacried. "I comein the name of Clan Connd, and | comein peace!™

Perhaps she was too high above them. Perhaps none heard. They certainly could not see her well inthe
darkness, and the din of war horns and the cries of alarm only grew loude.

Rhiannawheded above the horses the sisters had, and noticed something strange—hundreds of red
blood mounts, astrain of horse bred for its powerful night vision. They were common in Inkarra, but
when Rhianna had lived here as achild, they'd been so rare that they were dmost amyth.

Added to that was another mystery—these horse-sisters were far from home, hundreds of miles east of
where they should have been.

Reaching into a pouch at her belt, she grabbed asingle forcible, and flapped higher into the air, well out
of bow range.

When Rhiannawas soaring just above their campfires, shelet the forcible drop.

The magica branding iron was not a heavy thing—Iess than an ounce in weight—and it would probably
not hurt someoneif it hit them. Her greatest concern was that they would not seeit.



Theforcible landed in the dirt, and in the darkness Rhianna could not see where it had falen, but one of
the horse-sisters must have heard, for a bow-woman reached down, picked it up, and began to shout
excitedly, "Hold your fire! Hold!"

It took amoment for the Ssters to calm themselves, and Rhiannamerely circled patiently as the camp
quieted. "I comein the name of Clan Connd," shecried. "I comein peace. | haveforciblesto trade, if
you want them."

The women raised a cheer, and dozens of them backed away from thefire, giving her aclear landing Site.

Rhianna plummeted from the sky, and then beat her wings hastily as she neared ground. She fdt thankful
that in the end, her landing was not as clumsy as mogt.

The horse-gsters peered at her in wonder. "I was born to Clan Connal," Rhiannasaid. 'l am Rhianna
Connd, daughter of Erin."

Theleader of the horse-sisters stepped forward, awoman in lacquered lesther mail, with asmall round
ornate hem, crusted with precious stones along the brim. Her long red hair flowed loose at the back, and
she bore ared lance—the symbol of her ascendancy in the clan.

"I knew aRhiannaConna asachild,” she said suspicioudy. "But she did not have wings.”

Rhiannawondered how to explain her wings. If the horse-sisters knew that they were amagical artifact,
that they could be removed only after Rhiannas degath, it might invite someone to hasten her demise. But
these were horse-gsters, not some brutish warlords from Internook.

"Much has changed with the binding of theworlds,” Rhiannasaid, offering thefirst evasion that cameto
mind.

There were grunts of assent from thewomen. "Y es" their leader said. "Our lands were once vast plains
fit only for horses. Now shaggy el ephants range herein great herds, and the grassisgoing bad. Thereisa
blight upon the land. There are mountains and canyons where there should be none, and there are giants
inthe land. Do you know the cause of these things?"

Rhianna nodded. "The Earth King's son, Falion Orden, isaflameweaver of great power. Hetried to
bind the worldsinto one, to create a better one. But you see the results.

"I've cometo bring you warning. The world has changed. Thereisagreat evil to the east, wyrmling
warriors, giants with pae white skin. They pose athreat unlike any that the world has known."

The women muttered, and many of them looked asif they would run to their horses, prepare for battle.
"We have aready met their like," one of the horse-sisters said.

"But not dl of my newsisill," Rhiannasaid. "Thereisblood metd in this new land, enough to make the
horse-ssters of Feedsthe mightiest nation on Earth!”

The horse-ssters cheered, and Rhianna saw toddlers at the edge of the tents leaping for joy, though they
did not understand the cause of the celebration. She knew from that done that she had them.

The generosity of the horse-gsters exceeded anything that Rhianna could have imagined.

She had hoped for adecent medl. Instead they brought her afeast of sweet lamb, delicately spiced and
cooked on skewers, followed by summer melons, hearty brown bread, and a pudding made from horse



milk, sweetened with honey and cumin.

She had hoped for atrough to wash in. The horse-sisters brought her warmed rose water, and young
women made agame of bathing her.

She had hoped for a piece of safe ground to lie on. They offered her slken pillowsin ther tent.

Wl had Thull-turock spoken when he had told Rhiannathat though Fallion Orden had no friendsin the
world, "Y ou should be able to buy the friends you want with those forcibles.”

It was nearly dawn when the feasting was done and the festivities finished. Many of the clan had goneto
bed, but others lingered bes de the campfire as Rhiannatold her tale—beginning with her birth, her
mother's flight from the dungeons of Crowthen, and Rhiannas betraya and capture by her father. She
told of her flight beyond the Ends of the Earth in order to escape the nsthat hounded Falion, and
shetold of hisreturn to Mystarria, the binding of theworlds, and his baitle with the wyrmlings and his
capture by the Knights Eternd.

To Rhiannaher own tae sounded like something from an ancient fable, not the life that she had lived. But
she had her proofs—the wings that she wore, the scar from the forcible when she was forced to give an
endowment of wit to aseaape.

Clan Connd waswell known here. Erin's grandmother had been a queen, and though the horse-sisters
formed amatriarcha society, their roya station was not inherited. Instead aleader was chosen every
generation based upon merit aone. So though Erin had no specia rightsasan heir, her lineage was held
in high esteem.

The current leader, Sister Daughtry, listened to Rhiannas wild tale, ending at last with her quest to raise
ad from thewarlords of Internook, beastly and ravenous men who would not stir themselvesto save the
Earth King's heir. So Rhianna had come home, seeking aid.

"You chosewisdy," Sister Daughtry said at last. "The warlords of Internook have the hearts of
swine—more than most men. They are not to be trusted.” She glanced patronizingly toward her own
lover, atal maninfinelivery who stood guard just outside thefire.

"Some men can be trusted,” Rhianna countered. " The Earth King could be trusted, as can hisson
Fdlion."

"The Earth King was more than aman,”" Sister Daughtry said. "He was aforce of nature—as steady and
reliable asthe sun, rounding in its course." Shelooked penetratingly at Rhianna. "Y ou love thisFalion
Orden, don't you?"

"Morethan | can say. More than you will ever know."

"Love himthen," Sister Daughtry warned, "but do not trust him completely. Heisaman, likedl others,
subject to an inborn urge for conquest and domination, but with too littlein the way of wisdom or
compassion.”

"Men are not donein having agrasping nature," Rhiannaargued gently.

"Still," Sister Daughtry countered, "your Fallion may have good intentions, but look at the harm he has
wrought.”

Rhianna could not help but notice how she referred to Fallion as your Fallion, asif Rhiannahad aready
put abridle on him, claming him as her own.



If only life were S0 easy, she thought. But Fallion was not from the horse clans. He would not have
accepted such agesture on her part, and she doubted that she would ever share hislove. Hewasa
noble, and thus would save himself for aroya match with awoman of smilar birth. He had made that
clear to her before. No matter what hisfedlings for her, too much was at stake.

Sigter Daughtry reached down to the fire where a pot of warm water was brewing, and poured some into
aclay mug. A serving man stepped forward and dropped in atwisted brown vanillabean and a couple of
leavesrolled into apearl. Sister Daughtry gave the goblet to Rhianna, and she held it for amoment, letting
the flavors mix. It seemed alifetime ago since she had tasted plainstea

Overhead was a sea of stars drifting among gauzy clouds. The moon wasin full retreat tonight, and did
not favor them with even the smallest sickle. Out on the prairie, ahunting cat roared, and out at the
pickets, some horses nickered in fear.

"Y ou have blood mountsin your herd,” Rhiannasaid, till surprised &t this strange turn.

"The Earth King warned usto bring them into our herds a decade ago, even as he died. He warned the
folk of Carristo flee, too, and for a decade we have wondered why. Now, with the great change, the
reavers have emerged from the Underworld again. Our scouts say that a host of them is heading north.”

"Reavers?' Rhiannasaid. It was aword that struck dread in her heart. She reasoned, "With the
earthquakes and shiftsin landscape, it only makes sense that the reaverswould beriled.”

"Take ahornets nest, shakeit up, and best it with a stick—and you will get some idea of how our
reaversfed. My scouts say that not astone of the city isleft standing—not that thereisany harm. The
whole region has become infested with strengi-saets, and is as bare of meet as awell-chewed bone.
Now thereavers are stirred up, and may be coming thisway."

Rhianna consulted amenta map. If the reavers were heading from the southeast to the northwest, they
could easly missthe camp by miles. "With any luck, they'll bypassyou and march right into the
wyrmlings fortress at Rugassa."

"One can only hope," Sister Daughtry said. "It wouldn't hurt if these reaverswereto club afew wyrmlings
for us”

Rhianna wondered. Could Gaborn have been preparing the horse-sisters to battle the wyrmlings by
having them buy mounts? Could he have redlly sensed the danger to Carris so many years ago?

She couldn'timagine that.

Andyet . . . it made perfect sense. The horse-sisters were renowned for their ability to fight on
horseback, with ether the lance or the bow. They would need blood mounts with perfect night vison if
they were to defeat the wyrmling horde.

Of course, one could not discount Carris and Gaborn's warning to evacuate,
| was so wrong about Gaborn, Rhianna thought. He died years ago, but he has not |eft us.
The very thought gave Rhiannaathrill of hope.

| wasright to come here, she thought. The Earth King is ill with us, and watching over us asbest he
can. Hetrusts the horse-sisters, and so can .

"You arefar out of your own territories,” Rhiannasaid. "Aren't these Lowicker's lands?"



"Therewas aprariefirethissummer,” Sister Daughtry explained. "1t burned much of our lands.
Beddinook sold us grazing rightsfor the fall—at the cost of much gold.”

Rhiannawondered at this. Relations had not been so friendly between the two countries a decade ago.
But perhaps they were not friendly now, either. There was an edge to Sister Daughtry's voice, atone of
anger or outrage.

Rhiannafdt sure that there was more to the story, but Sister Daughtry changed the subject. " These giants
that you warned us of, the wyrmlings. Should wekill them on sight, or can we reason with them?'

"Not dl wyrmlings are evil," Rhiannasuggested. "1 saw defectors at Caer Luciare—spiesthat worked for
High King Urstone. But | do not know if you will be able to speak to them, for their tongueis strange, a
combination of grunts and barks and growls."

Therewas along moment of silence as Sister Daughtry thought.
"So, will you help Fallion, then?' Rhianna pressed.

"Y ou spoke of atrade," Sister Daughtry said. "Isthisthe coin you want in return for forcibles—the
rescue of your mate?"

"Itisin part,” Rhiannasaid. "l offer you agreat treasure, but in making the offer, | ask that you act
responsibly. The whole world will have need of forcibles—not just the horse-ssters, but dl of the world,
including the kingdoms of men.

"The horse-sisters have not been treated well in the past. Y our people were once the poorest of dl, at
least when wedlth is measured in forcibles. But soon you may be the richest. | know where avast
treasure lies, and | will lead theway toiit, but | do soin fear and trembling at the thought of what may
follow. I would ask that you not take vengeance for ancient wrongs, but share your power with what
decent men you can find."

"Spoken like atrue leader,” Daughtry said. "Y ou never met your grandmother, but | think that she would
have been proud.” She sighed deeply. "1 will honor your wishes. Lead usto this mountain of blood metd,
and wewill free your lover. And we will share thistreasure with the good men of theworld.”

Rhianna smiled wryly, and tested her. "Do you think there are any good men Ieft in the world?!

Sister Daughtry reached down and picked up astick, poked the stump of aburning log, moved it deeper
into the embers.

"The Knights Equitable are dl gone," Daughtry said. "They were good men, for the most part. But the
Brotherhood of the Wolf remains. Though the warlords of Internook may hold our world by the throat, it
isrumored that good men till fight them in secret, as best they can. Scoundrels among the warlords, the
worgt of them, often end up murdered, their throats dit asthey liein drunken stupors, or they find
themselves ambushed while off on one of their little jaunts awhoring. It is only because of the
Brotherhood that the thugs from Internook show any restraint at dl. | supposethat it istime for the
horse-sigtersto join their cause.”

Rhianna considered her words. The Brotherhood of the Wolf had been formed under Gaborn's
patronage, and had been a powerful force for good ten years back. It seemed that once again the Earth
King waswatching over them.

Good omensal.



So shereached acrossthe fire to shake, clasping hands at the wrist, and thus sealed the bargain.

"A force of heroesis gathering,” Rhiannasaid, " preparing to breach the wyrmling stronghold in order to
free Falion Orden, dong with Prince Areth Sul Urstone. They may need your help. They may need
Dedicates”

"We can find Dedicates," Sister Daughtry said. "But | ask onething in return—parity. If weareto
empower men, we must al'so empower our women to the same extent. | demand that a horse-sister be
alowed to join this company of heroes. She should be granted great power."

Rhiannabit her lip. It was obvious what Daughtry wanted—her own set of endowments.

"| trust that the horse-gsters have chosen wisdy,” Rhiannasaid. "Y our skillsin battle dong with your
wisdom have earned your peopl€e's trus—and mine. Go with the rescue party. Lead it if you like. | would
give you my own endowment, if | could.”

But of course, Rhianna had granted an endowment when she was young, and thus could never do so
again. Even the most talented facilitator could not draw a second attribute from a Dedicate.

The knowledge saddened Rhianna, for she desperately wanted to help.

Sgter Daughtry smiled. "Oh, | was not asking for me. I'm thinking that you should be the horse-sister to
go. Don't you agree?'

Rhiannawas stunned. She had imagined that if she made this bargain, the forcibles would be granted to
some powerful lord, skilled in war, hungry for power. She never imagined that she would be granted so
much as asingle endowment. "1, uh, why me?'

"Because your motives are pure,”" Daughtry said. ™Y ou want the power only to save the man you love,
and to fight our common enemy. Y ou yoursdlf fear that these forcibleswill fal into the wrong hands.
Having lived alifetime of pain and torment, you have become acquainted with unwarranted suffering. Y ou
know how much evil this power brings, and you will guard your heart againgt it."

Rhianna suspected that Daughtry was right, but Rhianna a so doubted her own heart.
"Y ou fear to take them?" Sister Daughtry asked.

"With power comes pride, and with pride comes asense of entitlement,” Rhiannasaid, recalling
something that her mother said. "And from asense of entitlement, many evilsareborn.”

Sigter Daughtry smiled, peered both at Rhiannaand through her. "Yes, | think | have chosen well."
She changed the subject. " And now, about this mountain of wyrmling treasure. . . ."

To the best of her ability, Rhianna sketched arough map on the ground. She knew that the fortress of
Rugassa was three hundred miles north of Caer Luciare, and suspected that the fortresswas closeto a
hundred miles from where they now stood.

"It will bealong rideto that mountain of yours," Sister Daughtry said. "If the wyrmlings are mining the
metal, they will have begun taking endowments.”

"Perhgps not," Rhiannasaid. "Thewyrmling lords are fill in Rugassa. | suspect that they will want it first.
Being voracious crestures, they will not want to share with their underlings. That meansthat the wyrmling
soldierswill have to send the blood meta north. They will pull it in large handcarts. They are powerful



men, and tend to march ahundred miles per night.”
"It has been only anight since your battle at Caer Luciare,” Sister Daughtry said. "That means. . ."
"Thewyrmlings should be ddivering their first shipment in two days a dawn.”

"Thewyrmlings must never seeasingleforcible" Sister Daughtry said, her face hardening. "We should
head south, try to cut them off near Caer Luciare, where they will be far from help. But two hundred
milesisafar ride. The horse-sasterswill never be able to reach the wyrmlingsin two nights.”

Now Rhianna brought out the rest of her treasure, opening her pouch and spilling two hundred blank
forciblesonto it. "Y ou can makeit if you have force horsesto ride.”



8
EARTH'SSPIRIT RISING

Timeisathief that steals our memories. With each passing day they recede from us, and more has
been forgotten than shall ever be known.

Thereisno lock that can hold against Time.

It is only when a great wyrm seizes us that we find ourselves with a worthy guardian, one that
can withstand the onslaught of Time.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

The Sanctum had long been used for worship among thewyrmling hordes. A smdl ova daisof gray
agate lay on thefloor, with golden filigree forming the three-pointed star upon the ground, where orators
could address the lords of the wyrmling horde. Seats made of polished cedar climbed in rows above the
dais.

Behind the dais, againgt the back wall stood an onyx statue of awoman—not awyrmling woman with a
bony ridge on her brow and oversized canines—but a Bright One, awoman flawless and perfect, who
stood with her back straight and her angry face glaring down at the ground, as if wrenching away from
the audiencein disgust.

Her hands stretched down, her fingers pointed to the earth, every finger rigid.

Many alord had wondered at the statue. It was supposed to represent the Great Wyrm, and so they
imagined that it should be aworld wyrm that stood carved there. But Despair had inspired the arti<t. It
was astatue of Y deen—at the moment that she turned away from the world in horror and bitterness.

Now, inthetheater, Lord Despair awaited the chance to take endowments. Humans had been brought
into the amphitheater—small folk captured from anearby castle. Dozens of them huddled in groups,
fethers giving comfort to their wives. Y oung girls weeping. Children with eyes round from fright.

Some had been wounded in the battle. One boy had blood running down his neck where an ear had
been ripped off.

But most were whole and hedlthy, ready to be harvested.
Despair gauged the worth of each.

His eyesfastened upon aboy of five, onewith piercing blue eyes. He had awholesome look to him, and
soulful.

He pointed to aguard. "Bring methat child."

The guard waded in among the small folk and plucked the boy from the crowd. His mother shrieked and
tried to hang on to the boy, but the guard shoved her back. The men called out for mercy, and some
looked asif they would fight. Their shouts became ariot of noise in the background.

The guard brought the child to Lord Despair and sat him on Despair's|ap. The boy trembled and
sruggled to leave.

"Sit," Despair said in avoice that brooked no argument.



The boy sat, shaking in terror.

"Look a me," Despair said. "Do not look away.” The boy complied, and Despair reached up with one
finger and ran it dong the ridge of the boy's cheek. He had a strong cheek, a strong nose, and curly
blond hair that fell to his shoulders.

"You areahandsomelad,” Despair said. "Did you know that?"
The boy bit hislower lip, nodded.

"I'm sure that you do," Despair said. ™Y our mother tellsyou thisal of thetime, doesn't she? Shetedllsyou
every day?'

The boy nodded again.
"Y ou love your mother, don't you?'
Fear shonein the boy'sface.

Despair nodded toward the nearest wyrmling soldiers, who made up awall of flesh that stood between
him and the crowd. "Y ou see those wyrmlings, those mongsters? They want to hurt your mother. They
want to take her away from you."

"No!" the boy pleaded.

"No, | don't want them to do that either,” Despair said. "It would be frightening for you I think, and it
would break your mother's heart."

Despair peered into the child, using his newfound gift of Earth Sight. He could see the child's hopes and
fears, his deepest longings.

Hewas agood child, smart and honest. He would grow to be the kind of man that otherstrusted
someday, aleader. He would be the kind of man who could win peopl€e's hearts.

A mayor, perhaps, Lord Despair thought, or maybe he'd become the master of some guild.
As he peered into the child's heart, Despair felt a soft menta nudge.

"Choose the seeds of mankind,” the Earth Spirit whispered. ™Y ou must save some through the dark times
to come."

The nudge was soft, ingstent.

But Despair had a better use for the child. ™Y ou love your mother,” he whispered, "I can seethat. | can
speak to the wyrmling guards for her. | can makeit so that you can stay with your mother. | can make
surethat no one hurts her. But if | am to help you, you must give me something in return.”

Degpair did not need Earth Powers to see how much the child wanted that. The boy grasped Despair's
deeveinthe atitude of abeggar. "What do you want? I'll give you anything." The boy fished inthe
pocket of histunic, and brought out a boar's tusk—obvioudly a prized possession.

"No," Despair said, pushing it away. "I need something else. | want your beauty. | want to be every bit as
handsome asyou.”

The boy thought for amoment, unsure what was being asked of him. Then he nodded.



The boy didn't need to know how his glamour was to be taken. He didn't need to know how much it
would hurt, or how he might regret it in coming years. All that the boy needed to do was giveit witha
willing heart.

"All right, then," he said, gathering his courage.

"Fine," Lord Despair said. "Let's go in the other room for amoment, so that you can giveit to me, and
then I'll take you back to your mother.”

That night Lord Despair, Master of dl Rugassa, dept on the stone floor in his chamber, eschewing the
tiny cot that made up hisbed. Perhapsit was only habit that made him long for the floor. Lord Despair
had not yet completely subdued Areth's soul, and found himself reacting at times as Areth might. After
long yearsin the dungeon, Areth felt more at ease upon the stone floor than on abed. Somehow, the
closeness of the stone also succored him. Its earthy scent filled his nostrilsas he lay so close.

And so the two, enjoined at the spirit, dept on the floor.

It had been agood night's work. Despair had managed to take severa endowments—nine of glamour,
four of voice, two of brawn, three of grace, two of wit, one of Sght, one of samina, two of hearing, and
two of metabolism.

In doing so, he had become more than human, and when further forcibles arrived, he would become the
greatest of adl. So he dept peacefully.

In hisdeep, Lord Despair dreamed. . . .

A storm was coming. The skies had grown dark on the horizon as clouds rushed in, the sickly greenish
blue that portended a hurricane. Lightning flickered at the crown of the storm, sending booms that faintly
rattled the bones, and the wind suddenly gusted and screamed in far places. The acrid tang of dust,
blown in thewind, permested everything, and beneath that lay the heavy scent of water.

He was standing on the parapet outside his bedroom, open to the sky, gripping the railsto the parapet.
Enormous stone gargoyles flanked each side of him, long-toothed hunting cats of the plains, sculpted
from yellow jasper. The wind blustered through his hair, and his cape billowed behind him.

He peered down into the walls of his keep and saw tens of thousands of people of al kinds, wyrmling
and smdl folk, and even humans from Caer Luciare—he espied children with sticks doing mock combat
in the streets under the stars, women hanging wash out to dry, men singing asthey split logs for beamsto
fortify the tunnes—all of them innocently going about their affairs.

A boom sounded, startling him, and shook the stone floor of the parapet. The whole tower rocked from
it, and he saw hits of stone dust flake away from the gargoyles and go drifting down, down, hundreds of
feet.

The people below did not react to the thunder. They continued to go about their affairs, unaware that a
storm was brewing—nay, not a storm, Despair decided, a hurricane, the kind of monster that comes only
oncein ten thousand years.

Lord Despair could fed the threat of it. The wind would lift children from their feet and hurl them about
likeleaves. Therain would fal in adeuge, and those caught within it would be swept away in floods.

In his dream, the voice of the Earth whispered, the voice of ayoung woman, as his eyeswere held
riveted upon the wyrmling horde. "The End of Timeis coming. Behold your brothers and ssters, egting
and breeding and toiling. Y ou have been granted the power to save them, as was done with your



fore-bearers. There are so many to choose from. Look upon them, and choose.”

Lord Despair could not turn away. He peered down at a small boy sweeping awagon that the teamsters
had unloaded, and he felt such compassion for the child that his heart nearly broke. He wanted to shout a
warning, but hewastoo far away to do so.

"Choose," the Earth whispered, and Despair recognized the woman's voice. Lord Despair whirled, and
saw ayoung woman, graceful and beautiful to look upon. Her name was Y aleen. She was made of
pebbles and stones and soil and crushed leaves, asif the humus from agarden had taken human form.
Y et shewas as beautiful asif she had been freshly sculpted from flesh.

Indl of the millenniaof existence, Despair had never felt such awesome power as this woman exuded.
There was such profound lovein her voice, such compassion. She wastrying to bend Despair to her will.

"Who areyou," Despair demanded. "What are you?"'

Upon many worlds, of course, Despair had seen the tribes of men worship the Earth. Some thought it
was only nature, some cdled it agod or an impersona force. And upon al of the millions of millions of
shadow worlds, no oneredly knew what it was that they worshipped.

Personally, Despair suspected that it was the spirit of some great wizard—awizard whose powers had
gplit when the One True World shattered. But it might also have been someinnate force within that One
True World itsdf, aforce that was constantly seeking to heal the broken worlds, to bind them back into
one.

Few were the mortalswho had ever seen the Earth Spirit.
But now, the creature showed itself to Despair.

"How can you have lived so long," the Earth whispered, "and till not know me? | have not hidden myself
from you. | make mysdlf manifest in every breath of wind, and in every cool sp of water. | am the dark
between the stars, and rocks beneath your feet. | am love and war and dl righteous longing. | am the
grassonthehillsdeand thelioninitsden.”

"Y ou seek to bend meto your will," Lord Despair accused.
"Asyou seek to bend meto yours," Earth replied, "even though you sworeto be my dly."

Lord Despair was about to object, but he could fed asmall presencein his skull, tiptoeing around. It was
the consciousness of Areth Sul Urstone, the remnants of what he had been, still struggling desperately to
regain dominance. Lord Despair had been aware of him. It was not uncommon. Despair was a paradite,
vast and bloated. He had seized the young man's body, and in time the soul would weaken and die, and
that fedling of being watched would leave.

It was Areth, of course, who had sworn vows to protect the Earth. And now, the Earth peered at Lord
Despair, and she did not focus her eyes upon him, but past him, asif speaking directly to Areth.

"Y ou swore to save the seeds of mankind through the dark time to come. Remember your vows, little
one"

Y aleen stepped forward, reached down to the ground, and picked up a pinch of soil, then stood and
threw it. Lord Degpair tried to duck away, but some soil struck him between the eyes. "The Earth hide
you," shewhispered, "the Earth hed you. The Earth make you itsown.”



Suddenly, in hismind, Areth reared up and tried to seize control.
Areth tried to raise hisleft hand to the square.

"Choose some of those people,” the Earth urged. " Certainly some are worthy of life? Look into their
hearts. Search their dreams, and sift through hidden ambitions that even they do not know of. Peer into
their pasts, and learn their loves and fears. Choose who shall survive the coming storm. Choose who will
build the new world."

Areth wrenched his neck and peered down over the parapet. There were so many people. They were so
far avay. They were like ants. He couldn't see their faces.

With ascream of anguish, Lord Despair roared and brought his hands down, clutching the edge of the
parapet.

He woke and lay for amoment, beads of sweat upon his brow. Lord Despair gasped, the earthy dust of
thefloor filling hislungs

Sweat stood out on his brow and on his upper lip, and his heart beat irregularly. In his dream, he had
loved his people so much.

But Lord Despair loved no one. He fought back, tried to push the memory of it from hismind.

"My spirit shall not dways strive with you," Y deen's voice seemed to whisper deep insde. Y ou have not
chosen wisdly. Usethe power | have given you, or it shall be bestowed upon another.”

For eons Despair had wished to possess the body of an Earth King, and at last had found the
opportunity.

But now he saw that with the power came a degp compulsion. It wastime to begin saving the seeds of
mankind.

Despair considered.

Darel risk losing this power? No. The Earth demands a partnership, and its demands are light. 1t does
not tell me who to choose, or why. Only that | must use my gift to ensure that some survive.

But whom shall | choose?

He had sdlected a few dready in the moment when he'd taken this body. He'd done it not for love, nor
because he desired their better welfare. Hed merdly sdected wyrmling lords, men that he could use as. .
. darms. When danger threatened them, he would know that an enemy was about to attack.

That isadl that they were. He did not care for these crestures any more than if they were roaches.
But now Despair was being warned to begin the processin earnest.
| will not let Earth bend meto itswill, he told himself.



9
THE STRANGE RIDERS

Covet all good things. It isonly by letting our lusts shape our actions that we can lay hold of every
good thing.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Cullossax and Kirissa spent the morning hoursin the depths of the forest shadows, walking in alarge
circle, crossing the same ground over and over to hide their trail. Their scent would be strong here. Twice
they set up fasetralls, leading from their little circle, only to return, walking backward, step by step, into
their own tracks. Then they carefully broke from the circle one last time and treaded along firm ground,
beneath the dders.

It isnot an easy thing for afive-hundred-pound wyrmling to hide histracks. Cullossax and Kirissadid the
best that they could, raking leaves over theair trall, taking an hour to crosslessthan amile. They found a
smdll lake and waded acrossits length to arocky beach, then climbed into some dense woods.

Even with the tree cover, the sun was blinding to awyrmling, and often Cullossax had to hold Kirissa's
hand as she blinked back tears of pain, unable to see.

Cullossax did his best to ignore his own discomfort. But as morning wore on, the sunlight striking down
through the trees burned his pale skin until it turned red and began to welt; he winced at the dightest
touch. His saty sweset only heightened the pain.

The two refugees were forced to strike north and west, their backs to the blinding sun, heading almost
the exact opposite direction from where they wanted to go. At length they discovered aroad. It was not
awyrmling road, broad enough for the massive handcarts that were used to haul meat and supplies. It
was adainty road, amost atrail, the kind used by small humans.

In the great binding, the road had been superimposed upon atrackless waste. Thus the human highway
had afew thistles growing up through it, and places where it was broken by outcroppings of rock. But it
was serviceable enough.

It wound down out of the hills.

Cullossax ran now through the hest of the day, ignoring the welts that the sun raised on his burned skin,
warily following the old road.

Soon they reached avillage, ahamlet for the smal folk. Cullossax stopped at the edge of the treesand
peered out & it, bemused.

Quaint huts with chimneys of stone rose among serene gardens. The walls of the cottages were made of
mud and waitle, painted in blinding shades of white, with windows framed in oak. A couple of cottages
gtill had their straw roofs attached, though most had been broken into.

Wyrmlings had aready been here.
"Come," Cullossax said. "Let'sseeif we can find food."

He did not know what the village might hold. There was no sign of living animals—no cattle or pigs,
though afew corrals showed that such animals had been here recently. The wyrmlings had taken the



livestock aswdl asthevillagers.
Cullossax hoped that perhaps one of the smal folk might be hiding in the village ill.
Heshisflesh.

They ransacked the hamlet, tearing the roofs off of cottages, searching through barns. Kirissafound afew
human wespons—carving knives and asmal haf-sword. Cullossax would have preferred some heavy
war darts, or agreat ax.

Some type of fowl scampered about the village green. "Chickens" Kirissacalled them, but they darted
away from Cullossax's grasp.

At lagt, he redlized that there was nothing to edt, at least nothing in easy range.

"l will show you asecret,” Cullossax said at last, and he took Kirissato agarden. There he found awide
variety of plants. He sniffed at around leafy thing, then hurled it away. But he picked some pods and
pulled up afew red tubers.

"Eat these," Cullossax said. "Some will deny this, but awyrmling can survive on plants, at least for ashort
time"

"I know," Kirissasaid, surprisng him. "Onthe old world, | ae plantsal of thetime. These green things
are caled beans. The tubers are beets. | like to boil them with alittle olive, but they can be eaten raw.”

So they squatted in a darkened stable, and Cullossax bit into hisfirst beet, and laughed. "Look!" he said.
"It bleeds! | have gutted fat soldiersthat bled less.”

The vegetables tasted terrible, of course. They tasted of dirt.

But they filled hisbelly, and the two rested in the barn, dathering themsel ves with water from atroughin
order to cool their blistering skin.

An hour later Cullossax felt sick and bloated, until he emptied hisbowels. The strange food did not suit
him well. Afterward the barn stank so badly, he decided to leave. The two of them found human blankets
and threw them over their heads and backs, to keep the sun at bay.

Therest of the day, they continued their run. The sun was a blinding demon, and asit began to settle to
the west, once again Cullossax had to turn from histrack. He headed south for a bit, then due east. They
passed more towns and villages. In each one, the humans and livestock had al disappeared. Obvioudy,
Rugassas hunterswere in afrenzy. Game had been scarce the past few years. Suddenly it was plentiful

agan.
Kirissadogged dong at hisside, growing ever dower with each step.
Thispaceiskilling her, Cull ossax redlized.

Worse, sheisdowing medown. If | Ieft her, the hunters on our trail would find her, and perhapsthey
would stop for abit to amuse themselves with her.

That dight diversion might mean the difference between my death and escape.
He decided to leave her behind. Y et he did not act upon that impulse, not yet a any rate.

Kirissagrew light-headed and at |ast she swooned. He picked her up and carried her for an hour while



shedept.
| am going to need amiracle, he thought.

And at last he found it. He entered atown that rested upon the banks of a clear, cold river. To the due
east he could see ahuman castle with pennants waving in the breeze, not four miles off. Sentries of the
small folk were marching upon the ramparts.

Off to the west, Cullossax heard abark, the sound awyrmling guard makesto let others know that heis
awake.

Apparently, Cullossax's kin had not been able to take the castle yet. But an army was near, hiding in the
shade of the woods.

| will need to keep away from the trees, he thought.

Cullossax spotted alarge skiff on the banks of theriver, large enough to hold awyrmling tormentor and a
girl. He checked the boat quickly, laid Kirissainsde, and then shoved the craft out into the cool water.

The current was not the rampaging torrent that he might have wished. The river was amost too shallow
for such aheavily laden boat. The crysta stream rolled over mossy rocks, and glinted in the afternoon
sun. Water striders danced on its surface, and trout rose to take the mosquitoes that dared rest on the
surface. A few swallows darted along theriver, taking drinks.

But otherwise the lush willows growing aong the bank provided a screen from any prying eyes.

The boat carried them aong, making sure that Cullossax left no scent, letting him and the girl escape even
asthey took their rest.

Cullossax startled awake well past dark.

Kirissa had risen, and now she worked the oars, streaming along. The boat scudded against some
submerged rocks, which scraped the hull. That was what had wakened him. The river was growing
shdlow.

The landscape had changed dramaticdly. They were away from the lush hills and the pleasant towns,
with their groves of trees.

Now, along both banks, athin screen of grass gave way to sandstone rocks, dmost white under the
garlight. There were no shadetrees, no hills.

"I've heard of thisdesert,” Cullossax said. "It iscaled Oblivion. Thereisnothing to eat here but lizards,
aong with afew rabbits. This must be the Sometimes River. It winds through the wastes for many
leagues in the wet season, but the water sinks into the sand out in the wastes, and only risesagain
occasondly. To the east of hereisthe hunting grounds—the land of the shaggy elephants.”

He thought for along moment. The hunterson histrail would find it hard to survivein thiswaste. So
would he and Kirissa.

The blazing sun shining off the rocks would blind them by day, and the few lizardswould offer no food.
The lizardswould hide under rocks during the night, when the wyrmlings were accustomed to hunt.

Away from the river, water might be scarce—or even impossibleto find.

"Givemetheoars," Cullossax said.



He steered the boat toward shore. When he found a place where rock met water, he landed the boat
and had Kirissa step out.

He consdered setting the boat adrift, but knew that it might only travel ahundred yards before it
beached. He didn't want it to be found, and did not know what attributes his pursuers might possess.
Would they have noses strong enough to track aman by scent?

Many scouts had thet kill, and the Bloody Fist recruited only from among the best.

But he knew that the rocky dopes would not hold his scent for long. If he wasto escape, thiswasthe
placeto doit.

So hetook hisiron javelin and punctured the hull of the boat. He threw in afew heavy stones, then
waded out into the deepest part of the river, and made sure that the boat sank.

Then he climbed up out of the water, and the two set off once again, racing over the sandstone.

The valey here had once been aland of great dunes ages ago. The sand had compacted into stone,
leaving agentle dope that looked sculpted, asif waves of water had lapped away at it. It was an easy
trail to climb, and even a heavy wyrmling left no tracks.

They ran through the night, heading south. The rocks till carried the heet of the day, and it radiated up
from the ground, keeping the temperature warm.

It was acomfortable run.

Dawn found them staring down into a great canyon where sandstone towers rose up, strange and twisted
hoodoos, creeting theilluson of mystica castles dong the canyon walls, while other pillars seemed to be
grotesque wyrmlings, stlanding guard.

Inthevaley below, amid thetall grassalongside agreet |ake, a herd of shaggy eephants could be seen
grazing—cresatures twenty-five feet tal at the back, their pae fur hanging inlocks, their enormous white
tusks sweeping over the grasslike grest scythes.

Nearby, herds of hunting cats lazed in the shade of twisted oak trees, waiting to take the young and
unwary from the herd of shaggy € ephants.

"Will those cats attack?' Kirissa asked.

"We'd make an easier medl than an ephant,” Cullossax replied. "But I'd worry more about the
elephants. They fear us, fear our hunters, and the bullswill attack if they see ustwo aone.”

Cullossax felt nearly dead. The sun had burned his pae skin, causing boils and chills; the lack of mest
combined with their monumenta run had left him famished and wesk.

He could not go on.

Wearily, he spotted a crack in some rocks ahead—and led Kirissato safety. The crack was formed
when acliff face had broken away from agreat rock. It left anarrow trail, perhaps two hundred feet
long, through the rock. On the far side, he could see starlight.

It was not as good as a cave, but the shelter would have to do. He wedged himsdlf into the rocks, and
then pulled hisblanket over his head to hide from therising sun.

"Redt," Kirissasaid. "Y ou kept guard over me yesterday, I'll keep guard today.”



Cullossax closed his eyes, and soon fell away into an exhausted deep.
"Help!" Kirissashouted, seemingly only seconds later. "Weve been found.”

Cullossax woke with agtart. Hetried climbing to hisfeet. Ahead of him, Kirissa stood with hisjavelin. A
wyrmling scout was just in front of her, lying on the ground, snarling in rage, dragging himself toward her.

Cullossax found hisfeet, tried to shove hisway past Kirissa, but the crevasse was too narrow.

"Damn you, woman!" the wyrmling scout snarled. He bore awickedly curved knife for cutting throats, its
blade ajet black, and he was dragging himself heavily acrossthe ground, leaving adimy trail of blood.

He could not gain hisfeet. It took amoment for Cullossax to redize why: one of hislegs had snapped in
two. Adding further to hiswounds, a couple of small human kniveswerelodged in hisbelly.

A depression in the ground nearby showed where Kirissa had dug ahole, creating a mantrap for him to
step into, and then had buried apair of daggersin the hard ground for him to fal upon.

Y et the wounded tormentor fought on. He had crawled a dozen yards, moving as quickly as a snake, and
il hetried to make hisway to Kirissa

Shehdd him at bay with thejavdin, but just barely. The wyrmling lunged back and forth. Two
endowments of speed, three he might have had. Cullossax could not be certain. But if the scout had had
room to maneuver, hed have easly lunged past her dow parries.

Cullossax pulled his own dagger from its sheeth behind his neck, and hurled with al of hismight. The
wounded scout tried to dodge, but the blade took him full in the face.

Kirissalunged for the killing blow, impaling the tormentor through the ribs, and then leaned into her
javdinwith al her weight, pinning him down. The scout struggled fiercdy, and it was not until Cullossax
himsdlf leaned into the spear that the scout began to dow. Soon it was only hislegsthat jerked and
twitched.

"Weve got to get out of here," Cullossax hissed. "Thiswastheir leader, the fastest of them. But the other
two cannot be far behind.”

Cullossax dared not go back out the way that they had come. The other tormentors were probably
rushing toward the entry now.

So he grabbed Kirissa's hand and pulled her through the crevasse, out the back side of the rock.
The sunwas just setting behind them. A bat squeaked overhead and flitted away.
Onthefar Sde of the crevasse, asteep dliff led down into the wastes of the shaggy elepharnt.

There was only oneway to go: down the dope, past the sandstone hoodoos, and into the vale, filled with
hunting cats and e ephants.

Cullossax legpt down the cliff and tried to keep hisfeet as he descended in acloud of dust and scree.

At the bottom of the cliff, Kirissastopped for an ingtant. A long, piercing howl sounded from the rocks
above.

They turned and glanced up to see two wyrmlings in the shadows, not three hundred yards behind, both
wyrmlings dressed in black tunics.



"Run!" Cullossax shouted.
The chase began in earnest.

Cullossax sprinted until he thought that his heart would burst, and then he ran some more. Through the
thick grass he and Kirissa charged, grass so tal that it reached Cullossax's chest, and he worried whether
the grass might harbor hunting cats.

Thin clouds had drifted overhead during the day, creating abloody sunset that died and darkened into full
night within an hour.

At the end of that hour, the hunters had still not taken them. He could see them pacing behind, yet they
did not pressforward.

Hewondered if they were wounded. Perhapsin tracking him across the open desert of the day, they had
gone sunblind and ill could not see wdll.

It might be that they're afraid of you, he told himself. But probably not.
No, he decided, thisisthefirst part of the torment.

A wyrmling torment was not just a punishment—it was arite, sacred and profound. It was society meting
out judtice.

My hunters have endowments of speed and strength, and | do not. They could rush in and teke me at any
moment. But now they hold back, and laugh. They plan to run usinto the ground.

He passed alarge herd of shaggy eephantsto hisright, and worried that the bullswould attack. But they
only formed aliving wall, standing tusk-to-tusk, to bar Cullossax's way to their calves.

After two hours, Kirissawas reding from weariness. Even her good wyrmling breeding would not let her
go on forever. Her steps became clumsy and she staggered aimost blindly.

Stll they ran.

A hill loomed ahead, asmadl hill on therolling plains, and Cullossax told himsdlf, | will dimb thet hill, and |
can go no farther.

But Cullossax had one last hope. As atormentor, he was alowed to carry aharvester spiketo usein an
emergency. It wasin apouch, hidden inside his belt.

In abattle, he would have jabbed the spike into his carotid artery so that the precious secretions on it
could be carried quickly to his brain. Now he eected to use it more cautioudy. He pulled the tiny bag
from his belt and rammed the spike into hispalm.

In seconds he felt his heart began to pound as adrenaline surged into him, granting him a second wind.
Hiseyes misted, and akilling haze settled over them.

So he pounded through the deep grass, blazing atrail for Kirissa, until he neared the hill.
The hunters camefor him then, howling and laughing in sport, rushing up behind.

They were dmost on him now. He could practicaly fed their hot breath on the back of hisneck. Hewas
amogt at the top of the hill. There was just one steep rise between him and the far side.



"Run!" he shouted to Kirissa. "It isme that they want."

He whirled to meet the tormentors, pitting the old magic of the harvester spike against the new magic of
the Runelords.

Kirissaran like the wind, and Cullossax whedled on hisfoes. The wyrmlings that raced toward him hardly
looked like men. Their faces were pocked and reddened from sunburn. Their eyes were glazed from
physicd abuse.

The men raced toward him at three times the normal speed, but the harvester spike had worked its
magic. Time seemed to have dowed for Cullossax, dilating asit will when the passonsrun high.

Heraised hisjavelin and feinted athrust to one man's face, but instead hurled it low, catching the
harvester in the hip. The man snarled in pain.

Thefelow lunged a Cullossax, hurtling through the air like a panther.

The harvester spike was no match for endowments. Cullossax tried to dodge, but the man plowed into
him anyway.

Cullossax was abig man, larger by far than most wyrmlings.
| do not haveto kill him, Cullossax thought, only wound him.

He grappled with his attacker, pulling himin close, grabbing him in abear hug and then crushing with all
hismight.

He heard ribs snapping, smelled the tormentor's swegty clothes, saw the wyrmling's eyeswiden in fear.

Then the attacker wrenched his arm down with surprising strength, and drew the black knife from its
scabbard. Cullossax knew what the man was trying to do, and tried to stop him by hugging him tightly,
holding hisarms againgt his chest, but the attacker was too strong, too quick.

Cullossax felt three hot jabsin quick succession as aknife snicked up into hisrib cage. Hot blood boiled
from hiswounds.

| do not haveto kill him, Cullossax thought, only wound him.
With dl of hismight, Cullossax jerked hisarmstight, sngpping his attacker's back.
The knife came up, dashed Cullossax across the face, and then Cullossax hurled the tormentor away.

He stood for amoment, blinded by his own blood. The man that he'd wounded with thejavelin had
pulled it free, and now was limping toward him.

Blood bubbled in the cavern of Cullossax's lungs, and he grew dazed. His head spun.

The wounded tormentor hurled hisjavein, catching Cullossax in the sternum, just below the heart. The
power of the blow, combined with his own dizziness, knocked Cullossax backward.

Cullossax lay on the ground, gripping thejavein.

He missed my heart, Cullossax thought. He threw too low. Buit it did not matter. Hislungs had been
punctured, and hislife would be over in amatter of seconds.



His heart was pounding, and histormentor laughed at him in derision, when suddenly Cullossax redlized
that he heard the thunder of hooves rising through the ground.

He heard Kirissa shout something strange, "Gaborn Va Orden!™ The name of her Earth King.
And suddenly he redlized that they had reached human habitations.

Kirissamust have dashed over the hilltop just as a phaanx of horses crested from the other side.
Cullossax wrenched his neck and peered up the hill. HEd never seen horses before, not like this.

These were blood-red in color. They wore stedl barding on their heads and chests, and the metal masks
made their faces |ook hideous and otherworldly.

Thelr riderswere just asterrifying—uwild human women with frightening masks and long white lances.
Some of the women bore torches, and the horses red eyes seemed to blaze in thefierce fireight.

Their captain saw the three wyrmlings and shouted in some strange tongue. The riders charged toward
the lone scout who was il standing, lances lowered.

Cullossax's eyes went unfocused then, as the wyrmling assassin met hisfate. His degth criesrent theair, a
wailing sound like adog dying.

Grinning in satisfaction, Cullossax faded toward unconsciousness.

Run, Kirissa, he thought. Perhaps when dl the worlds are bound as one, we will meet again.



10
ONE TRUE WORLD

Wyrmlings are such needy creatures. Food, water, air—the Great VWrm has provided for all of
our needs. She even offers us immortality, so long as we obey her every demand. Blessed be the
name of the Great Wyrm.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Tdon waked into the Bright Ones sanctuary down along winding tunnel, where the curved wallswere
as smooth as eggshell, asoft cream in color. The floor was formed from dabs of stone, with strange and
beautiful knots and whorls chisdled into them. At the landing, the entryway fanned out into agrest hall. It
was unlike anything that Talon had ever imagined.

The room was large enough to hold ten thousand refugees and more. The walls off to her right seemed to
be natura stone, as pale as cloud, and severa waterfals cascaded down over some rocks into a broad
pool, raisng agentle mist. Lightslike stars blazed above. They hung motionlessin the air, only adozen
yards overhead, bright enough that they held the room in an enchanted twilight, asif just before the crack
of dawn. Up near thetop of the waterfdls, the stars gave just enough light that they nurtured some
strange creepersthat hung like tapestries from the rock, the pale leaves dotted with brilliant red flowers.
White cave crickets sang in the wan light, creating a gentle music that merged with the tumble and tinkle
of fdling weter.

Hallways and corridors yawned ahead, and many in the company forged deeper into the cavern, into
antechambers where they might find some privacy and collapsefor the night.

Few of the Bright Ones seemed to be here in camp. Talon saw no more than two dozen of their men and
women in the cavern. Severd of them moved off with Daylan Hammer into asmal vestibule to hold their
counal.

She saw bright flashing lights afew moments later, and she went near the vestibule on the pretext of
caming one of Alun's madtiffsthat was trotting around, woofing in excitement.

Taon halted beside the stream, called to the dog, and scratched at its neck, beneeath itsfearsome collar.
A white cricket fell from the roof and landed in the water. The stream boiled as afish lunged up to tekeiit.

Tdon glanced into the side tunndl.

The Bright Ones stood with Daylan Hammer in acircle, each of them gazing down at around stonetable
asif deep in thought. Above them, creatures circled, like birds made not of flesh but of light, each about
the length of aman, with etheredl wingsthat did not move. They were the source of the flashing lights that
had drawn Tdon.

Glories, Taon redlized. According to legend, the Glories were the spirits of just men who had forsaken
their own flesh—much like the Desth L ords, Taon mused, though she suspected that she had it
backward. Legend said that the Glories had existed long ago, back in the dim recesses of time, but the
Degth Lords had to be more recent, for legend said that they had been created by Despair.

The Glories seemed to exude life and light, but the Degth L ords of Rugassahad no life or light in them;
they survived only by draining life from others.



The Degth Lords are but avile mockery of the Glories, Talon redlized.

As Tdon's eyes adjusted to the light, she studied the room. The vestibule was circular in shape, with a
table made from asingle piece of jasper. Fine chairs carved from cherrywood lined the outer wall.
Tapestries of red embroidered with threads of gold carpeted the floor.

Erringde was spesking in the council chamber, but hisliquid voice mingled with the sounds of running
water, the chatter of people, and the chirp of cave crickets. Talon could not make out what he said, and
even when she could make out the liquid tones of hisvoice, she could not understand him. It was asif she
could understand hiswords only when he willed her to.

Inthe great hall, people fanned out. Some went to the lake and began to drink. Others unpacked
bedrollsto deep on, for they had not dept in nearly two days. Somejust threw themselves to the ground
in exhaugtion.

Alun cameto retrieve his madtiff, and as he stood beside Ta on patting its muzzle, he too peered into the
council chamber.

Alun was an ill-formed man, with big ears, a crooked nose, and spindly arms.

A voice spoke at Talon's back. "So, what you thinking?' 1t was Drewish, one of the sons of the dead
Warlord Madoc. Drewish and his brother Connor stood leering over Alun.

"Thinking?" Alun asked. "Nothing." Somehow, it seemed that he did not want to be accused of thinking.
Tdon imagined that he didn't want to have to reved histhoughtsto the likes of Drewish.

The Madocs seemed not to even notice Talon. Shewas, after dl, only ayoung woman, and o, like
Alun, was beneath them.

"A smart man would be thinking about how to better hislot inlife," Drewish said. "A smart man would be
thinking about how to get himself someforcibles. That'sthe way of the future. All of our breeding, it
won't count for aturd—not when aman like you could take the strength of five men, the wisdom of ten,
and the speed of three."

"What are you taking about?' Alun asked.

Taon knew that Alun had heard about this new runelore, of course, but apparently he hadn't entertained
the notion that he might actudly be granted endowments.

"Forcibles, you know," Drewish said. He reached into histunic, pulled out along purse, and let it sway
likeabell. Tdon could hear forcibles clanging together, like dry pieces of wood.

"Where did you get those?" Alun asked. He reached up to grab the bag.

But Drewish pulled them just out of hisgrasp. "The blood meta is everywhere. No big trick to having
someone make afew forciblesfor you, if you know who to talk to. The big trick now will befinding
someone who iswilling to give you an endowment. Take your pick—wit, Samina, grace? Who will give
you theirs? What coin can you offer to get it?"

"I don't know," Alun said, mydtified.
Certainly, Taon thought, no onewould give Alun an endowment.

He must have thought the same. "What are you offering?' Alun asked. "Do you want my endowment?



"Not yours," Drewish laughed. "Y our dogs. A dog can give up an endowment aseasly asaman. You
want strength? Those madtiffs of yours haveit. Y ou want samina, speed? There'sadog for that. Scent
and hearing too. But we need the dogs to give up those endowments. We need their master to coax the
giftsfrom them. That's where you comein. The dogsloveyou. Y ouretheir feeder, their handler. They're
completely devoted to you, not to us."

Drewish took out apair of forcibles. "Oneforcible for every six dogs,” Connor said, "that'swhat I'm
offering. You'll beaRuneord if you takemeup onit.”

Alun considered.

Taon knew that it was tempting. Alun had fourteen dogs. If he sold Connor and Drewish adozen
endowments, hed have apair of forcibles and could take two endowments himself.

He'd be a Runelord. Perhaps with some strength and stamina, he could become more of awarrior, raise
hisownlotinlife,

But Connor and Drewish would both gtill be far more powerful than he. Right now, they loomed over
him, subtly threatening.

And wherewould Alun go to get endowments from humans once his dogs had all been used up? No one
would give them to someone like him.

It wasn't much of an offer, Talon decided.
Petty bribes and threats, that's how the Madocs | ed.

She wondered if she might buy the endowments from Alun herself, but she had little coin to offer. There
were afew treasuresin her dowry box, but she'd been forced to leave that back in Cantular.
Doubtlesdy, her pair of fine gold rings would end up decorating some wyrmling lord's nogtrils.

From the council chamber, she heard Daylan cry out in anguish, "Thereisno law against compassion. It
istruethat | broke your laws, but | did it only to obey a higher law. How can we serve society if we do
not servetheindividud firs?"

Therewas abrief moment of silence, and Daylan cried out again. "'If you would resist evil, you cannot
just stand idly by and watch its dominion spread. Y ou must thwart Despair's every design!™

Both Connor and Drewish turned to glance into the council chamber.

Taon redized that Daylan wasin the other room searching for away to save the world, while she,
Connor, and Drewish were plotting how to overthrow it.

| don't want to be like them, shetold hersdlf.

And suddenly she knew that she could not let the likes of Connor and Drewish get control of those
dogs—or take endowments from any other man or woman.

Heisafool who empowers his enemies, Taon thought. It was something that her father used to say.

Connor and Drewish were rotten to the core. Their father, despite al of histalk of serving the people,
had been no better than his sons, and in the end, when Taon had watched him fal to his death from the
parapet at Caer Luciare, she had felt no more loss than if she had ground a cockroach under her hedl.

"How can wedo this?" Alun asked the Madocs. "How can we grant you these endowments? People will



see what we're up to. Some will object.”

"Wewill doit with their permission,” Connor said. "The jewders and smiths are dready at work making
theforcibles, putting the runesin them. Daylan Hammer and the emir plan to lead ateam to Rugassato
free Areth Sul Urstone and that runt of awizard Fallion. | want to go with them. | want to be among the
heroesthat hel psfree them.” He hesitated for amoment, asif Alun might object, but Alun held histongue.
"So when the time comes, | want you to offer your dogs as Dedicates, and suggest that we be granted
those endowments. It will sound better coming from you.”

Taon wondered. She could think of no good reason why the Madocs would make such agrandiose
gesture asto join the rescue.

Connor was rumored to be an outstanding siwordsman, but in raids againgt the wyrmlings, neither he nor
Drewish bloodied their weapons. They consstently failed to prove themselvesin battle.

They preferred to stand back from the front and observe the engagements, asif they were superb
drategists who were studying wyrmling tactics so that they might use their knowledge to great advantage
to win somefuturewar.

Meanwhile, Talon thought, Alun has risked his neck and cut down the wyrmlingsin ahaze of rage.

Even that runt Alun is better than them, Taon thought. They might have the breeding for war, but they
don't have the heart for battle.

No, she did not trust the Madoc clan.

Taon began to suspect the Madocs of darker motives. Neither of the Madocs would want to see Prince
Areth Sul Urstone take the throne.

It would befar better for them if he died, dong with Fallion, the emir, and anyone €lse who took that
journey.

Taon suspected that she understood precisaly why Connor and Drewish hoped to join the rescue party.
But Alun could not deny them, not without incurring their wrath—and risking retribution.

"Il doit," Alun said. Connor reached out a hand to shake. Alun shook at the wrist, as was the custom
with warriors. Moments later, the Madocs stalked away .

"Y ou can't help them," Ta on whispered when they were out of earshot. " Those men are up to no good.
Y ou can't empower your enemies.”

"What else can | do?" Alun asked.

"Offer the dogsto the emir,” Talon said.

"What? And wind up with my throat cut in my deep? No thank you."
"I'll protect you," Taon said. She meant it.

"What, a girl—protect me?1'd rather you let medie”

Taon suddenly redlized that he had never seen her fight. In fact, on hisworld, hed never seen awoman
warrior.



It was hourslater when the council finaly broke up.

Erringdeled the way from the darkened council chamber, with the emir, Daylan Hammer, the Wizard
Sisd, and the rest of the Bright Ones behind. The Glories had departed.

Tdon could see from the smile upon Daylan's face that the council had gonewell. Insde the greet hdll,
Erringade climbed a short landing beside theriver, and began to spesk in his strange tongue, the words
filling Tdon'smind.

"The White Council has spoken," Erringale said. "The Bright Ones and Glories of our world have dl been
consulted, and a consensus has been reached.”

Taon wondered at those words. Certainly these few Bright Onesin the sanctuary couldn't be"dl" of the
Bright Onesin the world.

So Taon could only imagine that Erringae had spoken to their minds, as he spoke to Talon now.

"The people of Luciare are freeto remain here for three days, to rest yourselves, recover from your
injuries, and refresh your spirits. But at the end of those three days, you must return to your world.”

At that, the people around Talon gave acheer. Erringale raised his handsfor silence and in afew
moments, the people quieted. "Daylan Hammer has petitioned our help. He hopesto free your prince,
Areth Sul Urgtone, from the wyrmling horde, long with our Torch-begrer.

"We aso wish to see them freed.

"But our people cannot lightly interfere in the affairs of the shadow worlds. Therefore, we offer aid inthe
form of council: we urge you to do harm to no man, be he human or wyrmling. To do violence to another
istoinjure your own soul.

"Still, we recognizethat it is not dways possible to remain free from another's blood.”

New thoughts struck Taon as Erringae spoke, strange notions that she had never considered. It was as
if agreat argument had been raging for eons among the Bright Ones, and now a thousand thoughts came
swirling into her head.

The war between the Bright Ones and Despair was an endless one, and was not awar between
creatures of flesh. Rather, Taon recognized thet the life of the spirit was more important to Erringale and
his people than the life of the flesh. And certain acts did not just injure the spirit, they could wound it to
desth.

A man who steals from another, Erringde warned, a man who does injury to the truth, or who does
violence to another, wounds his own soul in the process, and weakens his spirit. We warn you
against such things. It is only as you remain true to your conscience that your spirit can grow and
mature.

Taon was baffled by that. She considered Erringa€'s argument, and then just as quickly set it aside,
neither wholly rgecting it nor accepting it.

She had been trained to fight wyrmlings from birth. They had murdered millions of her people over the
past few centuries.

Of course shewould kill them in battle. She could see no dishonor in that.



"Though we cannot offer our servicein battle," Erringae said softly, "we wish to send emissariesto your
world. I wish to come. | would commune with the True Treg, if you will let me."

Taon understood more than the words that were spoken. She redlized that Erringale would not visit her
world unless he had an invitation fromits people.

Asone, thefolk of Luciare said, "Come."

At that, the emir of Daharristan got up to speak. "For far too long, my friend Areth Sul Urstone has
languished in the dungeons of Rugassa. He was once like a brother to me, and already | have told you of
his character. | pray that heistill dive, though long have | feared for him. Now it istimeto set him free. |
ask for help asafriend, not as your leader. High King Urstone was your leader, and Areth ishisheir.
Thereisnone worthier to lead us, none braver or wiser, none more compassionate or just.

"Few of you here knew him as| did. Few of you can cal him friend. But | need you to look into your
hearts and seeif you can serve him now.

"] have sworn to the Gloriesthat | will free Areth Sul Urstone and Fallion Orden, and that | will do it with
aslittleviolenceas| can.

"But | am only one man. | need the strength and speed of many if | am to accomplish thistask. | would
take endowments from the othersif | could—from the smdll folk of the world, who will soon be caught
up in our war. But we stand in desperate need now. | cannot go searching afar.

"Among the Bright Ones there was once arace of lawmen called the Adl. They were given endowments
by their people, strengthened by them. The Bright Ones have agreed to grant endowments once again,
thefirst in many long years.

"Who among you can find the daring within yoursa ves to come with me? Who among you can offer up
an endowment, that you might free your king?"

Therewas dead silencein the great hdl. All that could be heard was the tinkling of water, the cal of cave
crickets. Asawhole, the people of Luciare did not understand much about the endowment system yet.
But Tdon knew it well.

If you gave up your wit, you gave it up so long as both you and your lord should live. The chances were
good that you would die anidiot, unable to feed yourself, unable to recognize your best friend or child or
even the woman that you loved.

If you gave up strength, no matter how mighty you were, you became so enfeebled that you might not be
able to hobble across aroom or draw enough breath to speak. Many were the men who died after giving
strength, for their hearts soon wore out. To give an endowment was a curse.

Taon was standing beside Alun. Suddenly Connor whispered "Now!" and gave Alun ashove, so that he
went lurching forward.

Alun cleared histhroat. He did not have to feign nervousness, for it came to histongue naturdly. "I—I,"
he sammered. "1 would like to offer my dogs. . ."

And hethen fumbled, asif he could say no more.

Smart boy, Taon realized. He could not refuse to offer the dogs to the Madocs. But by feigning
nervousness, hed made haf an offer.



Let the emir have the dogs strength and speed. Let the emir be empowered. And Alun could only hope
that Connor and Drewish did not exact too much revenge.

A brief slencefollowed asthe emir consdered the offer. Seeing that Alun had fumbled hiswords,
Connor stepped forward.

"l would join you in thisquest," Connor said. "And it iswith heartfelt thanksthat | accept Alun's generous
offer.”

The emir gave Connor apiercing look. Certainly he suspected Connor's motives. "l believe," hesad
dryly, "that Alun offered hisdogsto me."

At that moment, a man stepped forward, awealthy merchant of forty years whose finery was perhaps
unsurpassed in al of the warrior clans. His name was Thull-turock. In Caer Luciare he had been a
wedlthy merchant, but Taon recognized him as aman who had lived adoublelife. Upon Falion'sworld,
he had been a powerful facilitator, aman who made hisliving by crafting forcibles, choosing potentia
Dedicatesfor hislords and then transferring endowments.

In ameatter of two days, Thull-turock had risen to become one of the most influentia men among the
clans

He strode forward, with glittering eyes like asnake's, and shouted into the emir'sface. "And how do you
propose to regain this prince of yours without taking endowments? For surely you will not receive them
frommy hand."

"l ..." Theemir sood, confused. Thull-turock had long been afriend, and had dined with the emir at the
lords table many anight, reveling in the emir's presence, jesting with him. Now Thull-turock had turned
agang him.

"I will not grant you endowments," Thull-turock repested. "Once | caled you friend, but | know you too
wdl!"

Taon was stunned. She thought, The Madocs seem to have corrupted more men than | thought possible.
"What?' Tuul Rademanded of Thull-turock. "Which of my good deeds do you decry?'

"It isnot your good deeds upon thisworld that | decry,” Thull-turock shouted. "It was what you did upon
the shadow world. It iswhat | suspect that you are destined to become that | decry.”

From an old woman at Taon's back came a shout, "Murderer!” From around the camp arose cries of
"Hend!" "Warmonger!" "Monger!"

From the rage on various faces, Talon redized that hundreds of folks had evil memories of the emir, and
afull third of the camp had heard rumors of what he'd done on Fallion's world.

Taon had lived on both worlds. She fdlt that she should know what was wrong, but right now, she was
baffled.

The emir only gaped in astonishment. His dark-skinned daughter, Siyaddah, cameto hisside defensvely;
tears sprang to her eyes, and she stood peering about like awounded dove, shaken.

"Wait!" Daylan Hammer cried, cdling for quiet. He spoke to Thullturock in asoft and reasonable tone.
"Doesyour law dlow you to condemn aman for acrime that he has not committed? The emir is
innocent. Y ou know that! Look in your heart, and you must find him innocent.”



"Until now Tuul Rahas shown no desire to take endowments," Thullturock explained, "and so | have
kept my slence. But you must know, | will not grant endowmentsto him. He must never taste the kiss of
theforciblel”

Daylan said in a soft tone, reasonably, ™Y ou think that ataste of the forcible will corrupt him?"

"It has corrupted other men. It corrupted his shadow self. Asafacilitator, | swore an oath never to grant
endowmentsto aman that | mistrust.”

"The emir ismade of better stuff than other men, | think," Daylan argued. " Surely you would agree?”
Thull-turock growled, ™Y ou know what he did in Indhopd.”

Suddenly Taon understood—the Fiend of Indhopal, Rgj Ahten. She had never met the man. Her father,
Borenson, had helped kill him before she was born. Could the emir be the Rgj's shadow salf?

It seemed impossible. Rg had been an old man when held marched againgt the nations of Rofehavan.
But had he been old, Taon suddenly wondered, or had hisforcibles aged him?

Hed taken thousands of endowments of brawn, wit, and stamina, of course. And held taken many
endowments of metabolism.

Like any man, he would have aged quickly afterward. If held taken eight or ten endowments of
metabolism, he might have grown old and died within a decade.

Y et the emir seemed young to her—younger than Sir Borenson.

Then, sheredized, her father had taken endowments of metabolism, too. Both men had aged
preternaturdly.

The emir stared at Thull-turock in blank horror. "What did | do on that other world?" he begged. "Téll
me. Accuse me.”

"That was not the emir," Daylan argued, forestdling the inevitable revel ation with awave of the hand. "It
was but a shadow, a creature that this emir could have become.”

"And yet," Thull-turock countered, "it seemsthat thereis a pattern to things. In Indhopa, Rg Ahten was
the most powerful lord of histime. In thisworld, the emir is much the same—a man with an unnatural
taent for war."

"And so0 you fear that he will become another Rg Ahten?”
"I cannot help but see the potential,” Thull-turock said.

"Don't be afraid to give him endowments," Daylan said. "It istrue that the kiss of the forcible corrupts
many, but it will not sway the emir."

"So say you," Thull-turock argued. "But Rg Ahten loved theforcible, and craved it like nothing else.”

The emir stepped between the men, and raised his handsin surrender. " Thull-turock, if you do not trust
me to take endowments, then | will not. But | cannot go back on my oath. | must free Areth Sul
Urgtone."

"And if you wereto try to break into Rugassa without endowments my friend," Daylan said gently, "it



would be suicide. Even with your talent, | fear that you could not stand against a Rundlord.”

Daylan looked to Thull-turock pleadingly. "The emir isunlike his shadow. Heis mature, and wise. But
Rg Ahten was only achild when first he felt the ecstasy of the forcible." Daylan turned to Thull-turock
and asked, "How many children have you heard of who can resist the forcible, once having been
subjected to it? It isaheady wine."

Thull-turock mused, "A man who will become a sot will do so no matter how old heiswhen he beginsto
drink."

"Perhaps," Daylan said. "But we are not talking about wine here—we are talking about greed, and vanity,
and lust for power. That iswhat destroyed Rg Ahten. But who has seen such vicesin the emir?' Daylan
reached into histunic and pulled out asmall book with adoeskin binding. "'l found thisamong Fdlion's
effects. It isthe Earth King's own journd. It reveals much about Rg Ahten and how heféll." Daylan
raised the book overhead and spoke to the crowd. "Ra Ahten was a young man of fourteen, lusting for
power, when he first tasted the fruits of the forcible. He had seen reaver attacksin hisown land, reavers
daughtering hisfriends and father; ancient guardians reveaed to him that the reaverswere going torise
from the earth in force and that he was among the few who had the means, the strength, and the will to
stop them—"

"Much as our emir hopes to save the world from the wyrmling horde," Thull-turock put in.

"But with one difference,”" Daylan countered, "The Rg was but achild, filled with a child's daydreams.
And he was surrounded by sorcerers, flameweavers that pandered to him and aroused hisludts.

"Theemir isno child," Daylan continued. "He has held power—held it and lost it again, so that itsalure
has faded. Now he rgjects your honors. He does not ask to be your king. He asks only for the boon of
saving the best man among youl.

"He haslearned the price of leadership. He does not ask to direct these people, rather only that he be
ableto restore the rightful leader to power.

"How can you argue againg that?"

Thull-turock inclined his head, thinking. He took astep away from Daylan Hammer, and peered off into
the dim recesses of the cavern while he consdered. "Both Rg and the emir were convinced that they

were doing what was right when they started down this path. And Fire whispersto them, seeksto claim
them. Surely you cannot ask me to grant endowments to someone that you know to be aflameweaver.”

"Ishe aflameweaver?' Daylan asked. He turned to the emir. "I have never heard such.”

The emir could have lied, Tdon thought. But he admitted softly, "I have some smal skill. | can keep
smoke from following me at thefire, and | can twist flamesif | want. But | have never sought that power,
andinfact | shy away fromit. It fillsyou with ahunger that can never befulfilled, and so it must be
shunned.”

That satisfied some, but others remained unconvinced.

"Ra Ahten became the greatest flameweaver hisworld had ever known," Thull-turock said. "In the end,
helogt hishumanity.”

"But our emir has not gone down that path," Daylan countered. "If | were you, | would rejoice that our
Emir Tuul Rahasthisgift. If we areto rescue Falion Orden and Prince Areth Sul Urstone, we will have
need of aflameweaver. Vulgnash has consummate skill in the art, and he has endowments to boot. Thus



Fdlion has proven hel pless againgt him. But perhaps Fallion and the Emir Tuul Ratogether . . ."

Daylan let the thought hang in the air. "But we cannot rely upon their skill aone. We have no way of
knowing how many endowments V ulgnash has garnered; we must suspect that he will be one of the
wyrmlings grestest champions.

"Thus, the emir may be our only hope. And he will need to have more than just endowments—he must
begin to develop Rg Ahten's magtery of Fire."

Taon had been inclined to give the emir achance, to judge him on his own merits. But suddenly she
found her heart thrilling from fear.

"Thisismadness!" Thull-turock exclaimed. "Y ou would creste anew Rgy Ahten?’

"Not al flameweaversare evil,” Daylan said. " There are men who have mastered their passonsto such a
degreethat Fire could not control them. In ancient times, some of these men were more than monsters.
They became vessdls of light, pure and radiant, filled with wisdom and intelligence and compassion. They
were greet heders. Fire revealed the future to them, and hidden dangers, and thus they were a boon to

their people.

"Hence, they were caled the 'Bright Ones," and even today, the ignorant people of Fallion'sworld cal dl
men of the netherworld such, not realizing that thereby they are bestowing fa se honors upon many.”
Daylan jutted his chintoward Lord Erringale, and Talon knew that he, too, must be a skilled
flameweaver. "Of dl Bright Ones, the man you cal Falion Orden was perhaps the greatest.”

"My little Fallion?" Thull-turock asked in astonishment.

"Has been born time and again,” Daylan said, "athousand times over. For eons he has sought away to
bind the worlds, and finally he has succeeded.

"If the Bright Ones prophecies prove true, great things are at hand: awar that will rage acrossthe
universe, and that, if dl goeswel, could end with al of the worlds reuniting into one perfect whole, where
death will be but amemory, and dl pains and wants vanquished.

"That world iswhat Falion seeksto create. That iswhat our enemy hopes to thwart—or to Seze."

The emir had been listening carefully, and now he seemed lost in thought. Talon knew what Daylan was
asking of him. He would have to sacrifice much. By taking endowments, he would be giving up hislifein
sarvicefor hisfdlow men. By studying the lore of flameweavers, he would be giving up hislifein service
toFire.

It was adippery tightropeto try to walk. No man can serve two masters. Rgj Ahten had failed
miserably.

How could the emir hope to do more?
"Daylan,” Thull-turock said, "if you think thereis nothing to fear from the emir, then you are mad!"

"No," Daylan said. "l am not mad. But | am desperate, and one might reason that desperation isitsown
kind of madness. Certainly, too often it leadsto folly. But only in taking this desperate course can we
hope to win anearly impossible reward.

"But | must tell you, Thull-turock, that | believe that your fears are not judtified. It was neither the love of
theforcible nor of flamesthat Rg Ahten succumbed to in the end. At the very last, Rg Ahten demanded



that others call him by anew name—Scathain, Lord of the Ashes. Have you heard this?'
"I have heard that he went by that name,” Thull-turock said. "What of it?"

"That nameiswell known herein the netherworld,” Lord Erringde said loudly, hisvoice cutting through
the room. He gazed down, held his hands reflectively. "It isthe name of apowerful locus, awyrm if you
will. Among theloci, Scathain was second-in-command to Despair hersdf. Many worlds hasthat one
destroyed.”

This news seemed to discomfit the emir more than anything that had been said. He was at a disadvantage
in the argument, for he could not have known what had happened with Rgj Ahten. But he understood the
lore of wyrms.

"If thisistrue," the emir reasoned, "then when your Rg Ahten waskilled, hiswyrm did not die with him!
How do we know that this Scathain will not seize me? How do we know that | am not aready host to a

wyrm?

Around the circle, there were cries of agreement. Talon glanced at Drewish Madoc and saw the young
man's eyes glimmering insanely. He loved this. He loved watching agood man be destroyed.

"Condder this" Daylan cdled to the crowd, "the emir isagenerous man, agiving man, and a courageous
one. He has aways spoken the truth in my presence, so long asit is polite to do so and not too hard for
his hearer to bear. Hisword has ever been hisbond. He isfaithful to his people, and hasno lust for
honor, no craving for wedth.

"A man who isinfected with awyrm doesn't retain such virtues. And Scathain is one of the most snister
of dl wyrms. Even if Scathain had entered the emir and tried to hide hislusts and deceit, he would not be
ableto do so for long.

"The emir is pure. No wyrm has taken him. And so long as he remains pure of heart, none can, not even
one so powerful as Scathain.”

At that there were a so cries of agreement. Daylan Hammer had assuaged nearly al of Thull-turock's
concerns, and Taon could fed that the crowd was swaying toward Daylan's cause.

"It may be," Daylan said loudly, addressing the crowd, "that the only reason that the rg succumbed to a
wyrm had more to do with the rg's ignorance than his wesknesses. Thelore of the loci had been dl but
lost upon hisworld.”

"They knew nothing of theloci?' Lord Erringale asked, astonished.

"The knowledge of loci was purposely hidden from the popul ace thousands of years ago. Therewasa
time on Fallion's world when those suspected of harboring alocus were executed summarily, and many
innocent men and women died; much evil was donein the name of sdf-preservation.

"Thefolk of Luciare have had smilar purges, though never to the same extent.
"And so that knowledge was concealed.”

"Thus aman who might have been agreet aly on Fallion'sworld succumbed to awyrm, never suspecting
that such a creature even existed. The rgj took one misstep at atime, heedlesdy bumbling down the path
of destruction, until at the very last he became <o filled with rage and lust for power that he could not
withstand the wyrm when it seized him."



There were looks of astonishment on people'sfaces. From birth, Talon's mother Gatunyea had ingtilled a
fear of evil in her. Taon had been trained to fear nothing so much as the thought that she might someday
be saized by awyrm.

Daylan said at last, " So, it will not happen to the emir. He has known of the existence of wyrmssince
childhood, and he has ranged far to avoid the danger.”

The facilitator clagped his hands behind his back, and peered down at the ground. "I don't like this,"
Thull-turock said. "I don't like the way we're rushing into this. The emir needs to be tested in so many
ways. Y et you urge me to hasten to make forcibles.”

"We have no choice," Daylan said. "Our enemies have set the timetable. Already the wyrmlingsare
digging up amountain of blood meta and have sent thair first shipment to Rugassa. The journey there will
take them three nights—perhaps | ess, snce they will bein ahurry to please their lord.

"Think what will happen once the emperor gets those shipments: helll begin creeting his own championsin
earnest. And who will he grant the endowmentsto?”

"The Knights Eternd," Thull-turock said, asif chilled by the thought.

"The emperor has millions of people that he can use as Dedicates. What's more, Rugassalies close to the
borders of Beldinook. By now, the emperor is dready getting acquainted with his new neighbors. What
do you think hewill do with the samdl folk?'

In the old days, Taon knew, the wyrmlings would have just butchered them, harvesting their glands for
their fearsome dixirsor smply using their bodiesfor meat. They would not even have considered taking
daves. But in thisnew world, the wyrmlings would put the small folk to better uses: they could put them
to theforcible, take their attributes.

"l see" Thull-turock said.

"We cannot | et that happen. We cannot let any forcibles reach Rugassa. We must act swiftly. We must
have awar party take endowments and be ready to leave tomorrow—at the latest. And we cannot fail !
My heart warns me that we may get only one chance at this, one chance to save ourselves before the
wyrmlingstake their mountain of blood metal and seize control of the world for dl time.”

"A singleday isnot much timeto grant endowments.”

Daylan said, "Our champions won't need afull complement. They won't need to be battle-ready. We
only need them to get started. We can pass more endowments to them asthey travel, vectoring them
through Dedicates. Erringa€'s people will help you makethe forcibles.”

"How many shall we send into battle?* Thull-turock asked.

"Wewill need some men to help carry those that we rescue. Well need othersto act as point and rear
guards. At aminimum, we need four champions, probably five. | would like more, but it would stretch
our resourcesto try to endow so many. | would invite the Cormar twins," Daylan suggested. "They
aready have some endowments and they proved themsalves at the battle for Caer Luciare. | would like
to go, too, for | have afew endowmentsto my credit. That leaves only two openings. The emir isthe
best man for thejob. . . ."

Instantly, Talon knew that she had to be among that war party. Fallion was more than just afriend to her.
He'd been raised as her brother, and she loved him dearly. 1t was only right that she go with the rescue

party.



Thull-turock said, "Y ou sent Fallion's woman, Rhianna, to seek for Dedicates among the smdl folk. Can
we afford to wait for her to return?'

"I sent her mainly to forewarn the smal folk," Daylan countered, "so that they can protect themselves
from the wyrmling troops. We must hinder the wyrmlings any way that we can. It may bethat the small
folk will offer us some support, but we cannot rely upon them, and we dare not wait.”

Taon wished that she had known where Rhiannawas going earlier. She would have hugged her and
bade her farewell. 1t would not be easy trying to find dliesfor Fallion. But no one in the world loved
Fdlion as much as Rhiannadid. No one would try as hard as she.

"Y ou propose taking agrest risk,” Thull-turock said.

"Taketherisk with me," Daylan begged. "We need to stand together on this. We need the emir, and he
will need your people to grant him endowments.”

"And what if wefall? What if this great wrym takesthe emir? What if we bresthe lifeinto amonster?’

"Thereisafiendin each of us" Daylan said, "in every man, woman, and child. The emir wrestled hisinto
submisson long ago.” Daylan said thiswith findity, asif hewas sure of hisargument.

"Andif it escapes?”
“Then | will kill the emir mysaf," Daylan replied.
The emir shook hishead in dismay. "I would take my own life, rather than dlow awyrmto haveit.”

All of them were quiet for amoment. The facilitator ssemed unsure. "Help us,”" Daylan begged
Thull-turock. "Help usdl create a better world. Thisisnot just about me and you. It isnot just awar
confined to these few thousand people. Worlds are at stake here. Eternities are at stake. Wefight for
things beyond your ability to even dream. . . ."

"Isnot every war such awar?' Thull-turock asked. "At least, wetdll ourselves so."
The men stood a moment, poised in thought.

Taon wondered at the consequences of this public argument. In order to grant endowmentsto another, it
had to be done willingly. But who would give endowments to the Emir Tuul Ranow, knowing what al of
them knew? Even if their minds wanted to give up the endowment, the heart would balk.

Daylan Hammer seemed to have won his argument, but he had done so only in appearance.

The emir held his daughter, Siyaddah, trying to comfort her. But it seemed to Taon that the emir wasthe
one who would need comforting. Thull-turock had poisoned the crowd againgt him.

After alifetime of proving himself to Taon's people, the emir needed to do so once again.

Siyaddah peered up a the emir and declared loudly. "I want to befirst to offer an endowment to my
father. | grant you my speed, that you might hurry into bettle, if you will teke it?*

No daughter had ever broken her father's heart so cruelly. The emir needed endowments. He needed his
people to step forward, and by offering her speed, Siyaddah was urging othersto follow her example.

At the sametime, shewas placing herself forever beyond his reach. For once she gave an endowment of
metabolism, she would fal into an enchanted dumber, never to waken until he died, or elseto diein her



deep.

More than that, she was placing hersdf beyond the heart of any man. The emir had long hoped that she
would marry his closest friend, Areth Sul Urstone. She hersdlf was more interested in Fallion. Now,
neither of the men would ever win her heart.

It wasacrud gift to offer, for the emir could not refuse it. He had sworn to save hisfriend.

"Very wel," Erringde said. "It isin the finest tradition of the Adl that those who know the candidate best
befirg to offer up an endowment. Who el se among you will grant this greatest of gifts?’

There was amoment of utter sllence as each of the emir's supporters waited for someone elseto offer an
endowment.

Thisian't right, Talon thought. The emir is one of the best swordsmen in the clans, and heis by far the
finest strategist. He knows the enemy better than does any other man.

And suddenly, Taon redized how the emir might prove himself to his people once again.
She strode to the emir and slapped hisface, hard.

"Emir Tuul Ra," shesaid, "I chdlengeyou to adud. I'll fight you for theright to win aplacein thisrescue



11
BEAUTY

Power is beautiful, and the Great Wyrm s the most beautiful of us all.
—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Rhianna saw that the horse-sisters preparation for the raid on the wyrmlings took precedence over all
elsethat night. They immediately went to work setting al in motion for battle. Because Caer Luciare was
far away, thefirst order of business among the ssterswasto feed their horses miln, arich mixture of grain
and molasses, to ready them for the long run.

Then the sisters began to pack, taking only light weapons and armor. That decision aone astonished
Rhianna. To fight awyrmling was an act of courage. To fight onein nothing but a horse-sster's|eather
jerkin was heroic.

Meanwhile, facilitators, smiths, and jewel ers began making forcibles—recasting each meta rod with the
proper rune a itstip, and then filing and hammering the soft blood metd into shape.

Once each forcible was deemed usable, the facilitators could transfer endowments from one horse to
another—gjiving each horse two endowments of metabolism, one of brawn, and one of stamina.

The smithsworked fadt, far faster than the men of Caer Luciare had been ableto. In part they sped along
because they knew how to make forcibles. It was an ancient art here. In part they worked quickly
because the women's smd|l hands and nimble fingers found it easier to do the work. In part they flew
through the work because the magter craftsmen each first took endowments of metabolism. Thus, they
hoped to accomplish in one day what might otherwise have taken weeks.

The making of force horseswould proveto be their greatest problem, Rhiannaknew. It wasa
time-consuming process.

With horses, an endowment could only be transferred to the leader of aherd, whether it be astallion or a
mare.

Thus, creating aforce horse sounded asif it should be easy. Y ou could just cut the leader from the herd,
and then draw endowments from the colts above one year of age.

But it wasn't so easy asdl of that. Y ou didn't want to take endowments from just any colt. For brawn,
you might want a heavy war horse, perhaps one of the imperial breed. For speed, aracehorse from the
desert. For stamina, asimple workhorse might do, though mules were sometimes used. For wit, there
was abreed cadled the Carther Mountain ponies.

And so before the facilitators could endow a horse, they had to take the strongest adults, horses two
yearsor abit above of age, and corrd them with five or six others, cresting asmal herd, and then give
the animalsaday to fight.

Once a herd leader emerged, the endowments could be stripped from the others.
By dusk, Rhianna hoped, thefirst forty force horseswould be ready to go.

But humans were not so finicky when it came to granting endowments, and before dawn afacilitator
cameto Rhiannastent. She was asmall woman with dark hair, in costly attire.



"We are reaedy for the ceremony,” she said. "Which endowment would you like firs?'
Rhianna hadn't given it much thought. Brawn, she wondered. Or speed.

In that moment's hesitation, the facilitator made up Rhiannas mind for her. "Glamour," she said. "When
creating apowerful Rundord, the first few should adways be glamour—and then voice. It makesit easier
for othersto give their endowmentsto those that they love, and you will be stronger for it in thelong run.”

Rhiannas heart skipped a best at the thought. Glamour. Rgj Ahten had been rich with it, sorich that
women who should have hated him werefilled with lust, and would spread their legs for him. Men who
saw him imagined that there could be no mdiciousnessin him.

"When you seetheface of pureevil,” an old saying went, "it will be beautiful "

Rhiannawanted to be beautiful, asfair asa summer morn, as powerful as atempest. She had heard of
Rg Ahten'swife Saffira, with hundreds of endowments of glamour. No man could resist her. To look
upon her made men weak with desire.

Falion will love me, Rhiannathought. | can make him love me more than he could ever imagine,
And as quickly asthe thought came, she repented of it, trying to force the selfish desire away.
"Glamour," she confirmed.

The endowment ceremony took placein Sister Daughtry's pavilion, with Rhiannaand her new Dedicate
resting among plush cushions.

Her first Dedicate was ayoung girl, perhaps no more than sixteen. In the blush of youth, her eyeswere
bright and her skin aswhite as cream.

"In giving this gift," she said, looking noble and tragic, "I honor you, and | give mysdlf for my land. Use
my gift well, milady."

The girl's courtly mannerisms were overstated. Shetried to look brave, but she was trembling in fear.

"Beof comfort,” Rhiannasaid. ™Y our gift doesyou honor. | promiseto engageit in the service of our
people, and | will remember aways this covenant between us."

But even as Rhianna said the words, she wondered how she could keep such apromise. She wanted the
girl's beauty so badly, she ached for it.

The facilitator took aforcible and ingpected it, then began her harking song as she sought to ease the
mind of the Dedicate. All too quickly, the forcible began to glow white-hot. The facilitator touched it to
the back of the girl's neck, and then pulled away a snake of light. It seemed to extend from the girl,
growing longer and longer, asthe facilitator examined it.

Rhiannawaslost in her imaginings al through the ceremony, wondering how well Falion might love her.
And in amoment, the facilitator touched the forcible to Rhiannas breast, and her mind seemed to
explode. The feding of hedlth that entered her, of well-being and ecstasy, was something she could never
have imagined. It struck through her like lightning, and for an instant the pleasure was so intense that she
blacked out.

When she cameto, afacilitator's aide put arobe over the new Dedicate, and pulled down a deep brown
hood, so that Rhianna could not seethe girl'sface.



Rhiannaknew what the girl would look like, though. Those fine bright eyes would be dull and lusterless,
their whites having gone to sickly yellow. Her smooth skin would be dry and papery. Her gleaming hair
would have turned limp and dull. Her face would be awreck.

Thefacilitator sudied Rhiannafor an instant, the way that a scul ptor might look &t his own work,
searching it for defects. "Beautiful,” she said. "Y ou look so beautiful .

It was near dawn, and the campfires sputtered and raged in a contrary wind outside the tent. War horns
blew in the distance, and there was some commotion as riders came into camp, announcing that they had
caught awyrmling woman. Rhiannawent outside to see the cause of the commotion, and saw only a
young girl, giant though she was. Her hands were tied together, and she had been forced to run for miles
while horse-sisters drove her from behind at lance-point.

"What isthis?' Sister Daughtry called to the Sisters as they brought their charge toward camp.

"One of thewhite giants,” the horse-sisters said. "We found her to the north, with three men on her tail.
She speaks Inkarran.”

Sigter Daughtry studied the girl, impressed a her Sze. "So thisis one of your wyrmlings,” she whispered
under her breath to Rhianna. "Thisiswhat we must fight?*

Sigter Daughtry called out to the girl, "Kwi et choulon zah?!

"KirissaMentarn,” the girl answered. Then she began to speak rapidly. Sister Daughtry inclined her head
and frowned.

"Wasthere aman with her, ahuge wyrmling?"
"Therewas," onerider answered.
"She askswhat happened to him.”

"He's dead. He fought two other wyrmlings, and wounded both before they killed him. We avenged him,”
therider said.

Sigter Daughtry broke the newsto the girl in halting words. Thewyrmling girl did not seem surprised, and
though there was sadnessin her face, she was not overwrought with grief.

Instead, she kept peering at Rhianna, at her wings, asif Rhiannawere someicon of great power. Indeed,
though she faced the others, her eyes stayed riveted upon Rhianng, asif she believed that Rhiannaled the
clans

Kirissakept talking, spewing out wordsin flawless Inkarran so quickly that Sister Daughtry seemed
incgpable of following. " She says that when the worl ds were tied together, two halves of herself became
one," Daughtry explained. "At least that iswhat | think sheis saying. She found herself among the
wyrmling horde, and tried to escape. She wantsto go home, to Inkarra."

Rhiannasaid, "Ask her if she has seen awizard, ayoung man with wingslike mine."

Daughtry asked the question, and the girl nodded violently and began pointing to the ground, asif to
explain where she had seen him. She demonstrated how the man had wings like Rhiannals.

Fdlion, Rhiannaredized. Thiswoman had seen Fallion. Everything in Rhianna made her want to grab the
wyrmling girl and force the information out of her, but Rhiannaknew only afew words of Inkarran.



Sister Daughtry grew thoughtful. "We must find atrandator. The girl knows of your man. She has not
seen him persondly, but knowswhereto find him. I do not speak enough Inkarran to trust mysdlf to the
task of trandating.”

One horse-sister offered, "Sister Gadron spesks the tongue well. Sheisriding in the Winters Camp, last
| heard.”

"Go and beg her to join us," Sister Daughtry said. Then shetold theriders, "'Feed and water thisgirl.
Untie her. Treat her asaguest. Though sheisagiant, sheisnot much more than achild. When Sster
Gadron arrives, well learn what we can learn.”

Rhianna studied the girl, who sguatted on the ground timidly while children from the camp circled her,
gaping. For her part, the girl peered up at Rhiannain frank wonder and jutted her chin toward Rhiannas
wingsonce again, asif to remark upon them. Then the girl lowered her head in token of respect.

She knowswhat | had to kill to win these wings, Rhiannaredlized. What she doesn't know is how many
more of the Knights Eternd | plan tokill.

Rhiannawent back into the tent, and left the wyrmling girl out on the plains, the wind blustering through
her hair while smoke from the camp-fires roiled across the ground.

By noon Rhianna had taken eighty endowments, including enough brawn, grace, samina, and metabolism
from the clan's strongest men that she could fight any wyrmling warrior.

But more than that, she had three endowments of voice from the horse-ssters finest singers. Hearing and
scent were taken from camp dogs. Endowments of wit came from three of the horse-sisters brightest
young students.

Rhianna had never imagined what it would be like to be a powerful Runelord.
With three endowments of wit, she was ableto recdl nearly everything that she saw and heard flawlessly.

Her endowments of hearing and scent seemed to open whole new worlds of perception, for with
endowments of scent from dogs, the world seemed to expand, and her mind came alive to nuances of
smell and taste that had aways been beyond mere mortals. She could taste the scent of blood on the
wind from miles away, and suddenly she redized how this keen new sense might warn her of future
dangers.

With three endowments of hearing, she became aware of women whispering in their tents ahundred
yards off. With endowments of sight, finches and sparrowsin the far fields seemed to stand out with
cryddlinedarity.

She had gone nearly two dayswithout deep, but with her endowments of stamina, she did not fed

weary.

| need never deep again, Rhiannaredized.

Late that morning, the trandator arrived to question Kirissa. Sister Gadron was a small mousy woman
who rode ablood mount. She smelled of sheep and children, and had marveloudy white skin—amost as

pale asawyrmling's. Her long silver hair hung neatly down her back, and dark tattoos snaked dong her
leg and circled her wrigt like bangles. She was obvioudy afull-blooded Inkarran.

Rhiannafollowed her into atent, where Kirissa hid from the daylight benesth a sheepskin.



The sun besting through the red silken walls of the tent burned Kirissa's eyes so that she kept her heed
turned aside and down, and closed them as much as possible as she spoke with the Inkarran.

The presence of one of the winged onesin the room made Kirissa nervous. Among wyrmlingsonly the
Desgth L ords wore wings, as did the royals. Kirissa could not be sure whom the woman had killed for the

wings

At fird, the questions were easy: What is your name? Where are you from? Why are you herein the
desert?

For two long hoursthe trandator asked questions, and Kirissaanswered them al. Only afew timesdid
the questions stump her. Thefirst was of her lineage. It wasimportant in Inkarra, and Kirissawas ableto
tell Sister Gadron about her family there, but among the wyrmlings family was nothing—unless one was
of roya blood.

Then it was queries about ancient history. Where did the wyrmlings hail from?

It was aquestion that Kirissa had never heard an answer to. The study of history was not important to
wyrmlings. Timewiped away al cluesto the past.

The horse-ssters grilled her about |eadership. Sister Gadron asked what the emperor planned to do with
the small folk? What would he do if he was attacked?

Kirissatold her, "I can only guess at the emperor's plans, but what does that matter? The Great Wyrm
now waksthe labyrinth. Despair himself isin charge. The emperor isnow just another Degth Lord, a
shade™

"Who isthis Great Wyrm?' Sister Gadron asked.

"Despair, the creator of heaven and earth, the great lord of al wyrms. It takes human form from timeto
time, and two nights ago, the Great Wyrm seized the body of anew host.”

At last Sster Gadron was satisfied with Kirissas story, unsettling though it might be. Now the questions
turned to Cull ossax.

"What did Cullossax do in Rugassa?' Sister Gadron asked.

Kirissaanswered, "He was atormentor. It was hisjob to torture and punish those who broke wyrmling
laws, whether their offense congsted of actively doing wrong, or failing to do well. By killing the wesk
and unruly, he culled the horde.”

"Why did he run? Was he your lover? Y our father?'

Kirissa hesitated. "1 think he wanted to destroy the horde, to help create a better society.”
"So you converted him?"

Kirissashrugged. "It appeared s0."

"Can many wyrmlings be converted, do you think?"

Kirissahad never considered that question. "No," she said. "Most of them would be too afraid to run.
They have heard of the terrors of life outside the keep—the burning sun, the merciless humans. | ran only
because | knew that there was a better life."



Sigter Gadron's next query wasfoolish. "Did he love you?'

"Humanslove," Kirissaanswered. "Wyrmlings merely spawn. It isnot the same.”
"Why do you have nubs on your head?' Sister Gadron asked.

"Because | am old enough to grow them.”

"Do you have awyrm feeding upon your soul ?*

"How would | know?"'

"Why do you want to give your soul to awyrm?"'

Again, Kirissahesitated. "I never wanted that. Not all wyrmlings do. Only the most devout have such
hopes. | was dways afraid that the wyrms wished only to feed upon us."

"How many of your own wyrmling people have you killed?'
"Two," Kirissasaid. "l killed another girl when | wasfour, and onewhen | waseght.”
"Why did you kill them?"

"They angered me. Among the wyrmling horde, what | did was not considered wrong. | fought them with
knives, and won the respect of others.”

"Do you know right from wrong?'

"I know wyrmling law," Kirissasaid, "and | know Inkarran law. | have afeding that matters of right and
wrong go deeper than either [aw.”

"You sad earlier that when Cullossax took you from your school, he was supposed to lead you to
daughter. Have you eaten the flesh of your own people?’

"| ate what was put before me," Kirissasaid. "Among thewyrmlingsthereisasaying, 'Heshisflesh.' It
does not matter whether it is human or anima, but some prefer wyrmling flesh.”

"Why isthat?"

"It issaid that wyrmling flesh tastes better than that of other animals. The mest of achild is sweetest of
al”

"When you killed other children, did you eat them afterward?’
"That isan honor that | won,” Kirissasad.

Sister Gadron rephrased some of her questions. The small woman asked again about wyrms. Do you
have awyrm in you? Do you take orders from awyrm? Are you infested with awyrm?

At last when she was satisfied, the woman with wings asked aquestion, and Sister Gadron trand ated.
"Can you draw amap of Rugassa?'

Kirissa hesitated. For two hours she had been burning with curiosity about the winged woman. Now she
dared ask the question that haunted her. "First, may | have the honor of asking some questions?”

Thetrandator sad, "l suppose.”



"Who did you kill to get those wings?'

The trandator spoke to the winged woman, and she answered, "1 dew aKnight Eternd, at the battle of
Caer Luciare."

The news made Kirissas heart swell with relief. She began to weep tears.
"Why are you crying?" the winged woman asked.

"Because the Knights Eternd can bekilled,” Kirissasaid. At her hosts expression of bafflement, Kirissa
continued, "From the moment that | decided to run, one question has burned in my mind: will the
wyrmlingskill usdl, or will we be able to fight and destroy them. When the Earth King died, he warned
me that ‘the time will come when the smd| ones of theworld must stland againgt the large.’ But having
seen thewyrmling horde, | am terrified. My fear isthat they will overwhelm us. | have heard rumors of
strange things happening—beasts being brought from shadow worlds, and the coming of Despair. The
wyrmlings are more dangerous than you know."

Kirissacontinued, "But if you can kill aKnight Eternd, if you can strike down their leaders, then thereis
some hope."

Kirissa studied the winged woman, her pale red hair and strong cheeks. There was an air of
dangerousness about her. She had the taut posture of one who has practiced with the sword for long
hours, and the thickness of her thighs, calves, and biceps dl bore witnessto such labors.

"Do you have aname?' Kirissa asked.

"Rhianna," the woman said, and Kirissarepeated the namein her mind, over and over.

Rhianna, she thought, my savior.

Rhianna asked her question again, thistime speaking in Inkarran. "Can you draw amap of Rugassa?’

"That would beimpossible” Kirissasaid. "It issaid that no one knows the [abyrinth in whole—at least
not among the common folk. Thelabyrinth isvast, and there are many passages with many twists and
turns. The corridorsrise and fal, so that you never know what level you are on. | knew only asmall part
of it. | could try to make you amap, but | know some passages by their look. If | were to miscount the
doors you had to passto get somewhere, you would be forever logt."

"Do you know where the wizard Fallion Orden iskept?' Rhianna asked through the interpreter, and there
was adepth of longing in her voice.

"Heisin the dungeon, in the human wing," Kirissasad. "l saw him."
"Weashedive?'

"Yes" Kirissasad, "last that | saw.”

"Do you know where Areth Sul Urstone is kept?'

"l do not know what cdll heiskept in."

"Ishedive?'

"] do not know."



"Could you lead me to them? Do you know the |abyrinth well enough?*

Kirissa pondered. "No. | wasthere once, but only once. My tormentor cuffed me unconscious aong the
way. | don't remember how to reach the dungeons. I'm sorry."

Suddenly Rhiannafell silent, became thoughtful.
Kirissaasked, "Areyou going to free me?"

"If you were free, what would you do?' Rhianna asked.
"Go home," Kirissasaid.

"How could you go," Rhianna asked, "knowing what the wyrmling horde is going to do? Would it not be
better to fight?Y ou could be agreet help to me."

Kirissabit her lower lip, and considered. Somehow, in the back of her mind, she'd known when she left
the keep that it would cometo this. The Earth King himsalf had warned her that this time would come.

"Il hep you," Kirissasaid. "What will you ask of me?"
Through her interpreter, Rhianna said, "We are going to rescue Fallion Orden and Areth Sul Urstone.”

Kirissarecalled the guard that she had heard about in Fallion Orden's cell. "That will be difficult.
Vulgnash guards him, and it is rumored that he has taken many endowments.”

"Of course," Rhiannasaid, undeterred. "We anticipate that the wyrmlingswill do al within their power to
thwart us. But we must try anyway. Will you help us?' she asked. "'Y ou have said that you want to make
abetter world. Thiswould be afine placeto start.”

"If | go back with you," Kirissasad, "my lifeisover. My only hope for survivd isif you grant me
endowments.”

Rhianna studied her, eyes narrowing, showing the smalest worry lines. "Who would grant endowmentsto
awyrmling?' she asked. "Perhaps we can find another way. . . ."

In the early afternoon, Rhianna paced through the camp. She felt so strong, so full of energy that she
could not hold still. That was part of her problem. But more than anything €lse, she worried.

Sister Daughtry came and walked beside her. "Y ou've heard troubling news?!

Certainly Sister Daughtry had heard everything that Rhianna had. Still, it hel ped to have someoneto talk
with.

"If Kirissaisright, thereisanew enemy leading the wyrmling horde, one that has gone by many
names—the Great Wyrm, Despair, the One True Master of Evil.

"Daylan Hammer and the others need to know this. But there is no way that | can reach them."

Sister Daughtry's face was an unreadable mask. Rhianna suspected that she wastrying hard to hide her
owndam.

"Y our friends said that they would make their attack on Rugassawithin three days, isthat correct?"

"Yes," Rhiannasaid. "But I'm worried that they will take too long. Rugassa's new master will need



forcibles, thousands and thousands of them."

"And of course" Sister Daughtry said, "thewyrmlingswill be out to impresstheir new master. You sad
that the wyrmlings can be expected to travel ahundred milesin anight. But your little Kirissahas shown
usthat awyrmling can travel by daylight, if the need is strong enough.”

"Exactly,” Rhiannasaid. "Daylan Hammer, I'm sure, imagined that the wyrmlingswould travel only by
night. He may beright. The blood metal is so precious, they'll want to have Deeth Lords and Knights
Eternal to guard their caravan, and the Death L ords cannot abide the day.

"But for the sake of haste, the wyrmlings might elect to move the blood meta by air, using their giant
graaks. Even aKnight Eterna might carry afew.”

"If youreright," Sster Daughtry said, "it might well be that the wyrmlings have dready moved some ore,
flown it from Caer Luciare to Rugassa.”

"I doubt it," Rhiannasaid. "The wyrmlingstook the city at dawn two days ago. | saw no sign of them
mining by daylight when weleft. That meansthat they waited until sunset to begin. They would have
darted digging last night. But the refining processis easy, and it won't take long.

"Blood metal boilsat alow heat. You must heet it, stir, let theimpurities settle and cool a bit, then pour
off the clean metal from thetop. Severa times, if | recal.”

"Twenty timesisbest," Sister Daughtry said. "Though it can be done fewer.”
"So refining it will dill take morethan asingle night,” Rhiannathought aoud.

Sister Daughtry said, "They would have taken the ore into the fortress and worked on it throughout the
day."

"That meansthat their caravan probably did not get on the road until last night, at sunset, at the earliest.”
"If the blood metal was sent by graak,” Sister Daughtry said, "then it may have dready reached Rugassa.”
Rhiannafought back the urge to pace.

"Y ou will not rest until you know wherethat shipment is" Sister Daughtry said, giving her aknowing
look.

Rhiannadid not hesitate. She legpt in the air and took off in arush of wings, flying toward Rugassa. She
was determined to go there first, then trace the route south as she searched for the wyrmling convoy.

With so many endowments of metabolism and brawn, she sped through the air like abolt. In lessthan an
hour she neared Rugassa. With her endowments of sight, she could see the roads well enough to
recognize that there were no convoystraveling in the afternoon sun.

Her only hope wasthat the convoy was il farther south.
She veered, hurtling dong. Her four endowments of metabolism made her swifter than afa con.

Rhianna skirted above the trees and brush, staying nearly haf amilein thear. Much of the country was
lush fidds that had gone brown with the summer sun. The intermittent oakswere adark green.

Shefound the convoy none too soon. The sun wasfdling in ared haze.



A giant black graak could be seen ahead, deeping beside arocky crag, in the shadows on the northern
exposure of awooded hill. It raised its snake-like neck and peered up into the trees. She could see
perhaps a dozen wyrmling guards breaking their camp, some of them hauling cheststo load onto the
graak while others puttered around.

Rhiannawas |oath to do battle with so many wyrmlings, but she had no choice. If she left them to their
own affairs, their load of forcibleswould reach Rugassa tonight.

And if shedid not attack now, she would lose the advantage of daylight.
She climbed highintheair, flying toward the sun, then folded her wings and dove toward the guards.

They never saw her coming. At the last instant she folded her wings, molding them to her body, and went
hurtling just overhead of the huge grask—a sharpened sword snicking the neck of the graak, then taking
the heads off of two guards.

The graak roared in panic and tried to lift into the air, but a grest leather rope bound it to atree, so that it
flapped and roared and lurched about angrily asit died.

The wyrmlings were thrown into apanic. Their reaction surprised her. Six of the guards scattered, rushing
blindly into the shadows of the trees, trying to escape. Two othersthrew down their weapons, hoping for
mercy.

Only two of them prepared for battle.

Rhianna suddenly redlized that she was moving so blindingly fast that the wyrmlings hadn't got agood
look at her. They saw only the wings, and most of them seemed to believe that she was one of their own
Knights Eternal. Perhaps they feared that they had displeased their masters somehow.

With arush of insgght, Rhiannarealized that she would not need dliesfor thisraid.
| am an army, she thought.
With that she doveinto the wyrmlings, to take vengeance for the man she loved.

She swept into two defenders who had kept their wits. One of them hurled an iron war dart, but she
eadly dipped awing, dodging the missile.

Heraised hisax high, and Rhiannafolded her wings at the last instant, |etting her weight carry her under
his guard. She cut him down at the knee, hurtled past him; then in athunder of wings she dowed her
coursg, flipped inthe air, landed, and faced the next challenge.

The second guard roared and spun to meet her with such speed that Rhiannaredized that he must have
taken afew endowments himsdf, but she was endowed like one of the great Rundlords of old, and he
was no match for her. She plunged her blade into him three times before he could raise ashield to defend
himsdlf, and while he began to stagger from his death blow, she whirled and went after the surrendering
guards, cutting them down even asthey redized their error.

Then she flew into the woods, giving chase to those that had fled.
Two minutes|ater, not awyrmling was | ft.
The giant graek lay onitsbelly, bleeding itslife away, panting from exertion.

There were half a dozen chests on the ground. Rhiannallifted one, heard the clank of forcibles. By its heft,



shefigured that it weighed ahundred pounds, and held athousand forcibles,

One by one, Rhiannalugged each chest into the sky, and then flew them to an abandoned well near an
old farmhouse some twenty miles off.

There was no way to erase the Ssgns of her battle. The enormous graek lay in aruined hesp, and Rhianna
could not afford to waste time by trying to hide the body.

Asatrophy of war, she carried a chest with athousand forcibles back to the horse clans.



12
ORACLES

The appearance of weakness invites attack. Therefore, show weakness only when you want to lure
othersinto battle.

— ord Despair
The sun had just begun to fal beyond the horizon when Lord Despair sensed the attack.

He was a the summoning fields, hidden within the bow! of the volcano that was Mount Rugassa. Here
Zul-torac had opened the gate to a shadow world called Thiss, and even now emissaries from that brutal
world awaited him—the Chaos Oracles.

They stood in the gloom of the evening. Thefirst star shone overhead, and bats flitted about in the sky
above. But the Chaos Oracles could not be seen, not clearly at least. VVague forms could be sensed,
monstrous creatures with spurs of bone that rose up from their backs and heads like crudl thorns, but a
storm seemed to swirl about them—ragged bits of cloud and triations of darkness screaming in awhirl,
hiding their forms, so that dl that could be seen from time to time was the odd horn or glowing eye.

There werefour of them in thefield, or perhapsfive. Even Lord Despair could not be certain, and the
folksin hisretinue reacted to the strangers with amixture of fear and revulson.

Strange thoughts passed through Despair's mind—wisps of memories of torture, half-forgotten dreams,
the voices of people who had died long ago, the faces of strangers seen in childhood. Therewasno
order or coherence. Random images and sounds flashed through his mind. It was a sensation unique to
those who met Thissans.

At Despair's sde was his trusted servant Emperor Zul-torac, a sorcerer who had forsaken hisflesh, and
now only hovered, draped in awispy black cowl to lend him some form. At their backs was a retinue of
adozen wyrmling dignitaries—apair of Degth Lords, apair of Knights Eternd, and the High Council
from the Temple of the Wyrm. Last of al came the emperor's own daughter, Kan-hazur, who had just
escaped two nights ago from Caer Luciare. Thegirl limped dong dowly, her visage gray and weary.

Her yearsin prison have made her weak, Despair thought. We should put her to work in the mines,
toughen her up.

Despair's fearsome servants did not seem to know how to react to the Thissans. The strange visonsand
distorted sounds had frightened his men.

Despair stood, studying the Thissanswarily.
"Why do they not speak?' one council member whispered.

"Itisacustom on Thiss" Despair answered. "When strangers mest, they announce their benevolent intent
by standing silently for severd minutes, regarding one another. The Thissans are searching your minds,
sfting through your dreams and ambitions, reliving the memoriesthat have shaped you. They are getting
to know you better than most of you will ever know yourselves.”

The wyrmlings seemed to accept the statement, but after along moment Emperor Zul-torac asked, "Why
can we not seethem?' His voice whispered like the wind among dead grasses.



"They can bend light to their command, just asdo my Darkling Glories or the strengi-saats,” Despair
explained. "Night hunters on dozens of worlds have deve oped this skill—but few of them so powerfully
asthe Chaos Oracles.

He said no more, but one of the High Council memberswhispered, "Ah, | see: that iswhy you are
bringing usdl together.”

Dull creature, Despair thought. He should have seen it much sooner.
Despair marked the man for degth.

"But darkness has nearly fdlen,” Emperor Zul-torac noted. " Surely these ones can let their mists
dissipate.”

"No," Despair whispered, "they will never let the mists of darkness down. Among the shadow worlds,
the Thissans are unique. Their forms are hideous even to themsalves, and to others of their own kind.
Thusthey have learned to clothe themselvesin mists and wisps of darkness, to hide themselvesfrom
themselves. They do not look upon one another, even to copulate.”

A Knight Eternd, Kryssdia, said boldly, "I want to see them anyway."

"And if you saw one," Despair said, "you would regret it for aslong asyou live. Theimage would haunt
you, torment you, and drive you mad. Be thankful that they hide themselves.”

Theworld of Thisswas unknown to Despair's ancient enemies, the Bright Ones of the netherworld.
There were so many worlds to monitor, to map, that the Bright Ones had given up long ago. Despair, of
course, had made certain that they were too occupied to turn their eyesto these far places.

Thisswas but one of tens of thousands of worlds that had fallen into Despair's grasp. While the Bright
Ones remained woefully ignorant of such worlds, Despair comprehended them dll.

At that moment, Earth's warning struck, and Despair gasped. " Something iswrong," he said. " Something
in the world has changed. Our enemy hasraised his hand againgt us."

The emperor shifted at Despair'sside. "Areyou certain?'

"The Earth Spirit has been whispering to me for days that an enemy iscoming,” Despair answered,
"telling me that my servants should flee Rugassa. | have ignored the warnings. My shipment of blood
metal should be here soon, and our alies are coming—things that should tip the scalesin our favor. But
something has happened. . . ."

"Perhaps your enemies have begun taking endowments,” the emperor said, his robesfluttering just above
the ground.

"We need not guess at our enemy's plans,” Despair said. "We have the Chaos Oraclesto guide us.
Ligen...."

He had waited afull five minutes to address his guests, time enough for them to get acquainted.
"Have my servantstold you why | summoned you?' Despair called out.

From within the vortex of swirling mists and tatters of night, a voice answered. "No one hastold, but we
know." The accent was strange, soft and crackly, and the voice was filled with hisses and pops, like the
sound of meat Szzling above aflame. It carried the hint of the Thissian tongue, but the Thissians had sfted



through the wyrmlings memories and learned their language well.

"Tel me, why | have sent for you then,” Despair said, "so that my friends may begin to understand your
worth."

"Y ou seek to creste an dliance so powerful that you will overwhem the inhabitants of the universe. You
seek to dominate them for dl time. Y ou need usto trandate your desiresto creatures from athousand
worlds"

"And can my plans succeed?' Despair asked. Thiswas aquestion in hismind. He had pondered the
plansfor eons, and he wished to know if al wasin order. Despair planned to creete aliances among the
cruelest racesin the shadow worlds.

"Y our planswill succeed, O Great Darkness," a Thissan answered. "Worlds shall grovel at your

One of Degpair's men whispered, "How can they know?" His voice was so soft that the question should
not have been overheard, but a Thissan answered.

"Canyou not seeit? Timeislikeariver, flowing downstream, but not dl of the water moves one way.
There are eddies and whorls and backflows, if you look closdly. Timeisthisway. Not al can be seen,
but glimpses can. | behold countless worlds, groaning beneath Despair's burden. | behold seas of blood.
| witness darknessfaling across the heavens, smothering out dl light.”

Despair felt pleased, and helooked to see hiswyrmlings reaction. Some seemed doubtful, others eager.

"What do | offer for your aid?' Despair asked, not because he doubted that they knew, but so that the
Thissians could prove their powersto the others.

In answer, a hand rose above the swirling mists of darkness—a hand with but two enormous fingers,
both of them twisted and covered with bony thorns. It pointed toward the first star of the night. "Worlds
without end,” the Chaos Oracle intoned, "al under our sway."

"And do you accept the offer?’

There was hesitation. ™Y our people are strong in the ways of war, and races from among the stars shdll
flock to your cdl. But none are like us. None are like the people of Thiss. Y ou are unperceptive, hardly
more sentient than stones.”

"That cannot be helped,” Despair said.
"Weareso dong," the Thissans mourned.

"Nor can | offer any comfort to you," Despair said. "In the whole universe there are no otherslike you.
Y ou will remain done, yet | will cherish you abovedl other dlies” Despair paused. "Will you share my
fate?"

The Thissans hissed and crackled for amoment as they spoke in their own tongue; after abit one
answered, "Weghal."

Despair smiled in satisfaction.

"Now," he said, "the Earth warns that my fortress will soon be under attack. From what quarter comes
the danger?'



The Thissans hesitated amoment. "There is atreasure that you seek—rods of blood metal. They have
fdleninto enemy hands. . . ." After abit longer, "They will usethem . . . they come. . . to freethe
Worldbinder."

"Can wethwart their plan?'
"Yes, O Great Wyrm, easily. Send your Knights Eterndl. . . ."
Despair stood facing one of his Knights Eterndl, Kryssidia

"Take your companion and fly to Caer Luciarein al haste." The Death Lord in command of Caer
Luciare had been dain. Despair did not even know the name of the wyrmling now in charge. "Tell the
commander of the fortressthat | need a shipment now—enough blood meta for two thousand forcibles,
noless"

Degpair fdt in his heart. Giving this command would make a difference, the Earth agreed. The danger
diminished, but did not dissipate completely. Despair did not understand why. Perhaps two thousand
forcibles was not enough. Or perhaps they would not arrivein time.

He considered ordering alarger shipment, but that did not ease his mind. No, he needed them
quickly—just asthe Thissans had warned.

It was along way to Caer Luciare. The Knights Eternal would not be ableto fly there and back in a
single night. They would be forced to land short of their mark, wait out the day tomorrow. So he added,
"Let nothing delay you. Fly there and return without rest. It would be better for you to break your necks
inyour haste than to let me down.”

Kryssidia glanced uncomfortably upward to where the thin evening light streamed above the rocks along
the bow! of the volcano's cone, but he did not hesitate. He dropped to one knee, put a hand upon the hilt
of hissword, and said, "Y our every desire commands my deeds.”

Then he nodded to his companion and the Knights Eternd legpt into the sky.

Despair wished that he had more knightslike these. His Degth Lords, with their ability to communicate
from spirit to spirit across the leagues, had certain advantages, but they could not take endowments.

He made amenta note to have some warriors go down among the wyrmling horde to find some pregnant
females. Knights Eterna could only be recruited from stillborn babes. The rites necessary to creste the
proper conditions were long and arduous, and as part of the ceremony, his priest needed to Strangle a
fetuswhileit was il in thewomb, and then rip it from its mother. Asthe child lay dying, it would crave
arr, cravelife, and if the child was cunning enough, the Deeth L ords had a brief window of opportunity to
teach it the spdlls necessary to tear the life force from those around it.

If it survived thefirgt five minutes out of the womb, itstraining would begin in earnest. Only onein
thousands survived thosefirg five minutes.

Y et even the diligence of the Knights Eternd did not lessen the coming danger.

Despair stood for amoment in the cone of the volcano and peered upward, gazing at the starsfor along
moment before he headed into the fortress,

There is much to do, he thought. There are worlds to conquer.

Held captive in his own body, Areth Sul Urstone was witness to the evil imaginings of Despair's



heart. Despair looked up at the stars and could not admire their beauty. Instead, they were only a
reminder of hisfailure. He wanted only to seize them, bind them, and rule over a world perfect but
for one flaw—himsalf.

Areth considered what to do. It was said that a man could resist a wyrm. Do good, legend said,
and they will fleefrom you. Do evil, and they will bind you and make you theirs.

Already, Areth wondered if he had the will any longer to resist Lord Despair.

For hispart, Despair heard the stirring of Areth within his skull, and mocked. "Plot asyou will, your soul
ismine. You gaveit to mefredly, to save your people. And | shall keep my word: your people shdl
live—under my rule.”



13
THE DUEL

Every creature must struggle for that which it needs. Do not waste sympathy on the vanquished.
The weak get what they deserve.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

"Emir Tuul Raof Daharristan, | chalengeyouto adud!" Taonintoned. "l fight for honor, and for the
right to take endowmentsto battle the wyrmling horde and save my brother.”

The emir'sface was still turned to the side. He worked hislips, and spat blood and spittle onto the
ground. Then he looked up a Tadon and smiled wolfishly.

The emir knew what she was after. The Cormar brothers, Tun and Errant, could gather endowments
eadly. Their skill waslegendary, and those who were capable of sacrificing their own brawn or grace
would gladly make a gift to such worthy warriors. But Talon was no one, agirl, and among the warrior
clans no woman challenged aman, unless she sought only to humiliate him.

"Areyou of an age where you can even make such achdlenge?' the emir asked.
He studied Taon's demeanor. She was a handsome girl, and strong. He admired her spirit.

But he could not |et her make afool of him, not if he hoped to win the endowments that he'd need to free
Areth Sul Urstone.

His question seemed to have caught Ta on off guard.

"Onyour world," shesaid, "l am eighteen years. But on the other | was seventeen. It isnot that | was
born at different times, but that the years on thisworld are shorter than on the other.”

She stopped her rambling, focused on the question. "In both worlds, | am old enough to make my own
decisonsinlife”

"Then | hope you know what you're doing,” the emir whispered. "Thisis dangerous. | won't hold back.
For my people's sake, | can't hold back.” It was not an idle threat. The Emir Tuul Raknew that he was
the finest warrior of his generation.

Taon gave him awolfish smile of her own. "I can take the best that you've got—and more.”
The emir sghed. He didn't want to fight her, but neither could he refuse the challenge.

In part he did not want to fight her because Taon was the daughter of afriend. And she was young, too
young to know what she was doing.

But more important, he had just been in acouncil meeting attended by Glories. There had been a
sweetnessin theroom, afeding of inner cleanliness, so profound that it had made him want to weep.

It made him want to be like them. He wanted to fed haly, to carry his own inner peace with him.
How could | bear it, hewondered, if | wereto tekethelife of thisgirl?

Y et he knew that he was the best warrior for thejob. Thelife of afriend and comrade hung in the



balance. He could not spare the girl, for to do so would put hisfriend, and the future of his people, in
jeopardy.

"I have no choice but to accept your chalenge,” Tuul Rasaid.

It was raining when they exited the cave. The thunder that had shaken the sky earlier was gone, but the
emir could hear it growling on the horizon. The skieswere so leaden gray that it seemed that it was night,
and rain wasfaling in sheets out on the grasdands.

But the magnificent pine of the netherworld held the storm at bay. A few gresat dirty drops splashed from
the limbs of thetree, but it shed most of the water well beyond where they stood. The storm's only effect
was to make arushing sound as the wind tore through the pine boughs, and the treetops swayed under its
ondaught.

Taon followed the emir onto their battleground, out at the far edges of the tree, where the light would be
better. Pine needles and twigslay thick all around, creating a soft carpet that crackled underfoot. The
emir reached down with atoe and dug alarge circlein the ground, roughly forty feet in diameter.

"To crossthislineisto admit defeat," he said.

Taon nodded in understanding. Asthe challenger in thisduel, she was forced to ask, "' Choose your
wegpon!*

Choose the sword, he thought. It would be the gentlemanly thing to do. A bastard sword would be
perfect for her, both in weight and size. He wanted to give her that much advantage. But a skilled warrior
would recognize what held done.

"Wyrmling battle-ax,” he said. It was a heavy weapon—amost too heavy for ahuman to use. But it was
afavorite of wyrmling warriors, and no doubt, if the girl hoped to enter the wyrmling keep, sheld haveto
show that she could deflect ablow.

The wespons were brought forward, and Talon regarded them in silence.

The wyrmling ax was not awegpon to betrifled with, nor wasit easily controlled. If the emir took a
swing, heredlized, he could not pull back.

Taon would either have to block it or dodge it—or get diced intwo.

They took their axes, heavy things with double blades. Each weighed roughly thirty pounds. They were
made for lopping off heads and arms.

The emir felt the edge of hisblade. It wasfilled with nicks and had grown dull. There was blood onit.
Thiswas not aweapon human-made. Someone had taken it as atrophy of war, won it at the battle at
Cantular.

If Talon got hit, her death would not be pretty.
If he got hit, his death would not be easy.

| cannot win this battle by daughter, he suddenly redized. If the girl defested him, no one would grant him
endowments. And if hekilled her, the horror of the spectacle would turn the people againgt him.

The only way to win, heredlized, isto throw her from the arena.

One of the warlords stepped forward and drew aline at the center of the circle. The warriors faced each



other, one on each side of theline.
Thewarlord held acoinintheair. When helet it drop, the battle would begin.

The emir sudied Tdon for amoment, eyeing the way that she held her ax. There were numerousfighting
styles with the ax. Some men might hold it near the end of the handle, and take large, sweeping strokes,
relying upon the weight of the weapon to do its damage. Such men were dangerous on the attack, but left
themsdvesvulnerable.

Other men sought to balance the ax. They might block ablow with their axhead, hoping to ruin an
attacker's wegpon in the act. Or they could reverse the ax and use its handle to stab quickly.

A man who was quick with his hands could adjust his grip from one second to the next, using anumber
of tactics.

Tdon held her ax with both hands, keeping it firmly balanced, unwilling to give away her battle tactics.
The emir spun hisax in one hand, limbering hismuscles

"Tdon," theemir said. "1 don't want your blood on my hands. Thereis till time to withdraw—uwith honor.
| beg you to do s0."

"If I'mwilling to risk my life againg wyrmlings,” Tdon said, "I'll risk it againg you. It makeslittle
differencewherel die"

The emir nodded his agreement, and Talon added for good measure, "If it isany consolation, | don't
want your blood on my hands, either. | urge you to withdraw. If you don't . . . well, one of uswon't be
going homefor dinner.”

Thewarlord looked each of them in the eyein preparation for the battle.

The Emir Tuul Rathought, Thereisno room for error with these weapons. | can't just look good, | must
be good.

The warlord dropped his coin, and both combatants instantly sprang back astep, giving the warlord time
to bresk clear of the battlefield.

Taon stood perfectly still, conserving her energy, sSizing up the emir. She did not want to reved her
tactics, or her repertoire of skills, too early in the battle.

The emir took his battle-ax and began stalking around the circle, twirling it in one hand, ready to lungein
and swing.

After aningtant, he paused, stood with hisax lowered a his Sde, and offered, "Ladiesfirg."
Tdon couldn't resst.

Shetwirled her own ax, not as ademondtration of her prowess, but in the "Circle of Sted” style—which
lent itsdlf to defense but could swiftly turn into an attack.

Then she exploded for thekill. Sheraced in, her eyes pinned to the emir's, watching in order to anticipate
his next move. Sheraised her own ax dightly, asif she would go for the throat, then dropped beneath his
guard, rolling as she swept past hisfedt.

The crowd erupted into shouts of astonishment at her speed, and she nearly took hisleg off with her first



swing, but her ax met only empty air.
The emir legpt so high that he nearly seemed to take flight.

Many in the crowd gasped in astonishment, for though they had heard rumors of his prowessin bettle,
they had not dl seenhimin action.

He came down, his own ax damming toward her.
His heart wasfilled with regret, for he knew that it was akilling blow.

Tadon waited until he was committed to the attack, and the last instant planted the handle of her own ax
firmly into the ground with the head of the ax up high.

She caught the head of hisax on her own.

His blade shattered; sparks and shards of stedl flew out. One hit Talon in the throat, and instantly blood
coursed down her neck.

But hedidn't give her timeto recover; the emir reversed his axhead so that he came at her with afresh
blade, and struck again.

Taon leaned away, and the emir's blade narrowly missed her foot.

With one ax blade broken, the emir's weapon would no longer be balanced. It meant that his swings
would require more energy to control, but were also more likely to go awry. It was adubious advantage.

Taon swung at his unprotected back.

The emir tried to dodge, but she grazed his flank, then danced out of range.
"Getting dow in your old age?’ Tdon asked. "Theres ill timeto withdraw.”
The emir grinned. "What, and miss sparring with such alovely opponent?’

Tdon glanced back, grinning at him, her eyes flashing dangeroudy. He had never fought awoman before,
and suddenly her beauty and her vulnerability smote him.

He stepped back a pace, wishing that he were not here, fedling like a cornered animal. I'm not just
fighting her, heredized, I'm fighting al of my protectiveingincts.

The emir circled wide, then rushed at her again. He was used to ranging the fields and woodlands, doing
ahard day's work, and he knew that he could put up agood, long, sustained fight. But what he couldn't
know was how hard she had trained, in those days when with every moment, she had to watch her back
for assassins.

For the next five minutes, the two of them raced around the ring, putting on a demonstration of skillsthat
both of them had purchased with alifetime. Many were the cheers and the oohs and ahs of the crowd.
Many times he feared that he would kill her with the next swing, and many times she survived, until he
began to redize that he might well have met his match.

Sweat began to glaze his brow, and it made Talon'slong red hair cling to the sides of her face. Both of
them began to pant from exertion, but she seemed to be ableto go on al day.

The axeswhirled and sang. The two of them danced away from blows and took them head-on.



Some old graybeards began to murmur in astonishment, "In seventy years, never have | seen two such
worthy opponentd ™

Within moments, the entire crowd began to take up chants, some cheering for the emir, some caling,
"Tdon, Tdon, Tdon!"

Theemir felt grateful. He suddenly redlized what Talon had done. Whoever won this battle would truly
gain the support of the people, enough support to take endowments.

But he could not let her win.

Thisis Aaath Ulber's daughter, he thought. We fought sde by sde. Dare| betray afriend so? Darel kill
hischild?

Suddenly he redlized that he had been holding back, making a show of it. He hadn't truly committed to a
killing blow.

If shelivesthrough this next one, he decided, she will have earned avictory. If she can beat me, shetruly
deserves the honor of saving her brother.

He swung mightily, giving it dl that he had.

It was dangerous for her to try to block such ablow, for her ax handle could easily break. But among the
warrior clans, awarrior needed to demonstrate the strength to take ablow in order to win her peopl€'s
gpprova. Tdonlunged in, forcing the emir to try to shorten hislop in midswing.

She brought up her ax handle and braced hersdlf for acrushing blow. It landed with such ajolt that the
emir'sjoints ached and his bones seemed to shiver.

The audience cheered.
To the emir's astonishment, she not only managed to block the blow, she smiled through it.

Then Taon pushed her weight back and legpt in the air, doing a complete somersault. Two more legps
and she was at the edge of the circle.

The emir charged, his ax spinning, though with one blade shattered it was abit wobbly. He tried to swing
with hisown version of the"Circle of Stedl," but had never had to practice with such an unwieldy blade.

Taon committed to alop, adownward stroke that could split aman in two. He halted a hairsbreadth
before the blow landed and had brought his own ax handle up to block.

It will beasmple matter to kick her from the ring, he thought.

Her blow landed, and immediately the emir prepared to kick her in the chest, pushing her from thering,
but quicker than thought Talon grabbed his ax and somersaulted over his head. She held on to the handle
assheflew, sothat it roseintheair.

Instantly she was over his head, and she jerked the handle tightly, so that she and the emir were standing
back-to-back, with her gripping the handle while it rested againgt histhroat.

Her momentum gave her the advantage, and when she hit the ground she merely arched her back, tipping
the emir up onto her shoulders, so that she had him in astranglehold.

The emir's back was upon hers, and though he kicked, he could find no place to land hisfeet. She had



the ax handle to histhroat, and he could not break her grip. She was strangling him. He kicked and
twisted, struggling to break free.

Where did she learn this move? he wondered.
Not on thisworld, he redlized. I've seen hundreds of ax fights. Thistactic is not from thisworld.
The crowd gasped and broke into applause for Talon.

The emir struggled, strangling, as she balanced him on her back. It would have been asmall maiter for
her to jerk the handle forward while shrugging at the same moment, and thus break his neck, or at the
very least, crush his esophagus.

The crowd was wild with anticipation, watching their finest warrior struggle, a the mercy of amere
woman.

She has them, the emir thought. She haswon.

Taon turned a hdf-circle and lifted up a bit. The emir gasped, and then got afresh grasp on the handle of
his ax. He planned to renew the fight—just as Talon dropped her shoulder and threw him—out of the

ring!
Amid the cheers and the applause, the emir sat among the pine needles for amoment, gasping.
Taon picked up her ax, then offered him ahand up.

The emir waved her away; hewas dtill struggling for air. When he was able, he climbed to hisfeet and
stood beside her, raising her hand in sign of victory. There was no anger in his heart, only well-earned

respect.

"Aaath Ulber hastrained his daughter well," the emir said, asthe people cheered. "For my part, | believe
that she has won theright to fight in Rugassato free her foster brother, Fallion Orden. If anyone here
would like to argue the point—well, then you try fighting her.”

There was agood dedl of clapping from the crowd. No one chalenged her.

The emir added, "And if there are any who are willing to grant her their endowments before she goesinto
battle, I encourage you to do so."

The applause faded, and one woman shouted, " Speed, | can give her my speed.” "Grace," a second
woman said. And others called out their offers—all women, offering to gift their champion. A young man,
aboy of perhaps seventeen, caled out soberly, " Shell need aman's strength. I'll give mine.”

Then the offers began in earnest.

The emir patted her shoulder, and headed back under the base of the tree. He fdlt like afailure, likea
whipped dog dinking away from afight. Hed felt thisway far too often before—but only after battling

wyrmlings

"Where are you going, Tuul Ra?' one old warlord called. It was grandfather Mallock, ascarred old
graybeard who had survived many campaigns but was so crippled by arthritis that he had been forced
into retiremen.

The emir wasn't certain where hewas going. "1 want adrink, something strong, though | doubt that much
can befound in camp.”



Old warlord Malock laughed and reached down under his breastplate and pulled out aglass flask with
honey-colored liquid. "Will whiskey do?'

The emir took the proffered bottle, downed a swig.

He thought his old friend would offer condolences. Instead Mallock was studying the emir's face with
reverence. "1 saw Bannur Crdl fight with awyrmling'sax back in my youth. Hewasalegend in hisown
lifetime, but you could have bested him eesily.”

A couple of other graybeards stood at Malock's back, and they grunted agreement.

"I haven't got much timeleft on thisearth,” Malock sad. "The wyrmlingstook my home, my family, my
country. But I've got my wits till. Will you carry them into battle one last time for me? Perhapsthey'll do
you some good."

The Emir Tuul Ramerdly stood for amoment, too surprised and too overcome with emotion to answer.
"Wit!" Malock shouted. "1 offer my wit to the Emir Tuul Ral™

"Brawn!" another graybeard called. "I'm still as strong as any man in this camp. | offer my brawn.”

The emir saw what they were doing. These were old men, venerable. They were showing him more
support than he had dared dream.

A young woman cdled out, "Grace. I'll give you my grace. Y ou both fought asif you had harvester
spikesinyour necks. I'd like to see the wyrmlings try to stand againgt the pair of you.”

So thefolk stood out in the gloom for fifteen minutes, while night fell upon the meadows around them and
afacilitator registered the offers of endowments.

When the offers were done, the emir had been promised nine to Talon's ninety. He would not be her
equa in combat, far from it, but then, hetold himself, | wasafool to think that | ever was her equal.

The crowd filed off, back down into the cavern benegth the pine. For some reason, the emir did not want
to go back. The battle fury was still upon him, making his hands tremble. Apparently Taon felt the same.
Shetoo lingered outside and leaned with her back against the tree. Behind her was one of the huge
carven faces of the Wode King. It wastaller than she, so that her back arched againgt its chin.

Daylan Hammer hesitated before heading for cover, and warned, Do not stay out long, and do not leave
the shdlter of thetree. Night is coming, and with it the Darkling Glories begin their hunt." He cast aglance
out into the gloom, "Though | daresay with thisrain, not many will be about.” Daylan rushed down the
hole, beneath the tree.

Theemir amiled a Tdon. "Congratulations,” he said. ™Y ou won your endowments. And you gave me
mine. Wasthat your plan? Areyou redly such aclever girl?"

The two of them gtill stood in the gloom while out beyond the shelter of the tree the rain Sizzled amid the
open fidds, and overhead the great pines creaked and sighed softly in thewind.

Shegrinned. "'l had hoped that they would give you more. Isit enough, do you think—nine
endowments?'

"I've fought the wyrmlingsdl of my life with only the strength of my own two arms. So | will go. | had
hoped to lead this expedition, but now I'll be satisfied if | can only keep up with you."



He came and stood close to her, only an arm'’s breadth away, and smiled in satisfaction. He had never
been in the presence of awoman as powerful as Talon, awoman that he respected so much. He found
himsdlf attracted to her.

A lovey girl, hethought. It isashamethat sheisnot older.

In his native Daharristan, it was the custom of old lords to marry young women, in hopes of siring one
last extraordinary child. But it was not a custom that he ever hoped to engagein. The very thought
sckened him. For him, marriage was alifelong commitment. He believed that men and women should be
of equal age when they married, so that they might mature, grow old, and die together. In an ideal world,
the two might stand together at the last, holding hands, and die in one another'sarms.

But men who married young girlsin the hope of siring children upon them were sdlfish. He could not
imaginefeding any kind of peace ashediedin old age, knowing that he had |&ft his children only
haf-grown.

So he held back from Talon, as a gentleman should, determined to concedl his attraction.

But thereis a closeness that two people share when they have faced death together—even when they
have faced death at each other's hands.

The passion that the battle had aroused in Taon came swiftly.

She grasped him by the shoulder, then pulled him close. Asif reading hismind, she said, "I'm old enough
to know what | want."

She kissed him then, and he was surprised at the ferocity of it—and at his own passion.

They stood for along moment thus, holding one another, hearts besting aslips met. 1t felt good to bein
her arms. It fdlt like coming home after a hard day's labor. He had never felt so.. . . honored to have the
love of awoman. He had known love before, but in his society, awife wasrarely consdered aman's

equdl.
"What would your father say of this?' the emir asked softly.

"Which father? Aaath Ulber loves you like no other. He would leap for joy to have such amatch. Y ou've
saved his hide more than once.

"But Sir Borenson, | fear, would be incensed to find that | love the shadow of Rgj Ahten. He killed you
once. And if he knew that you kissed me, hed try to kill you again.”

"Well then," theemir said, "let us break the news gently.”
He held her, and suddenly became worried that in the coming battle he might lose her.
After long minutes, Tuul Rapulled out of her embrace and prepared to go back down into the cavern.

"One question," he asked last of dl. "On that shadow world, how was|, the mightiest of all
flameweavers killed?'

"Rg Ahten'slimbswere lopped off with axes," Taon said. "Then he was wrapped in chains and thrown
in alaketo drown. My father had as much to do with it asanyone.”

"So | waskilled by good men?!



llYall
The emir absorbed the news. "It was an act worthy of ahero. | must thank him, when next we mest.”

It was with a heavy heart that the emir ducked beneath the hanging roots of the great pine, shoved the
door securely closed behind him, then descended the stone stairs with Talon at hisside.

At thefoot of the stairs the great room opened up; once again the emir was struck by the magical
atmosphere of the place.

Crowds of folk were settling in for the night againg the walls, having laid their bedrolls upon rafts of dry
moss. No cooking fires burned. Crickets chirped merrily, while out among the crowd atrio of musicians
played softly on woodwinds. The air was thick with the scent of water and clean soil. Stars seemed to
hang in the air above them, and it seemed lighter now than before. But that had to be anillusion, he
decided. When first he had entered the shdlter, hed come in from the harsh light of day, and al had
seemed dim. Now he had come in from the gloom of dusk and storm, and the same room seemed bright.

Inafar chamber, the emir could hear the facilitator Thull-turock chanting. He was dready preparing to
gtart the endowment ceremony.

"How soon shall we leave?' Taon asked the emir.
"A couple of hoursat most," he said.

"That is not much time to say good-bye." Talon had probably been thinking of her own mother,
Gatunyea, but the emir drew asharp breath of pain. His daughter, Siyaddah, had offered her own
endowment to him, and once the endowment was transferred, he would never be able to spesk with her
again. It was aterrible sacrifice, and the emir spotted Siyaddah down in the crowd, waiting near the foot
of thegairsfor him.

Alun stood at her Sde, and as the emir approached his daughter, Taon withdrew afew pacesto offer
some privacy. Siyaddah strode forward, her eyes glistening from tearsin the light of the false gars.

"Father" was dl that she managed to say.
He stood before her, admiring her, but could not spesk.
"Tdl her not to doit," Alun suggested. "1 will give you one of my dogs. Y ou won't need her."

"Andif | back out,” Siyaddah said, "won't the others who have offered their endowments fed decelved?
They made their gesturesin part because of my sacrifice.”

The emir did not answer. Shewasright. Hejust held her eyes, admiring her.
Such strength, such goodness, he thought.

He admired her more than words could tell. But he spoke aswell as he could: "Why are there not more
men with such great hearts asyours?'

"You can havedl of my dogs," Alun offered. "I don't care about them.”

But no one waslistening. To sted endowments from adog would be a churlish thing, the emir decided.
To take advantage of adumb anima because of its faithfulness—it was beyond his power. He did not
havethat kind of crudty in him.



"Take my endowment!" Alun offered.

The emir smiled at the young man. Alun wasamongrel, an ill-bred man, but it was obviousthat he loved
Siyaddah. It wasjust as obviousthat her affection for him was asafriend, not alover.

My daughter seemsintent to break many hearts today, he thought.

"| thank you for the offer, Alun,” theemir said. "But | fear that | would be taking it under false pretenses,
and that would be dishonorable.”

"I love your daughter,” Alun said. "Thereis nothing fasein that. And because | love her, because | wish
to honor her desires, | offer my endowment. She made her offer because she believesin you, believes
that you are the best hope for thisrescue. | think sheisright.”

The emir needed endowments, that much was true. Another one, offered honorably, would be greetly
vaued. But he did not want to give Alun false hopesthat he might win his daughter's hand. Nor did he
wish to take an endowment from someone whose motives were not entirely pure.

Alun was hoping to buy Siyaddah'slove, and the emir knew that it could not be purchased.

Had Alun begged to give his endowment in order to free hisking, or to save his people, the emir would
havetakenit gladly.

But the Emir Tuul Rahad recently been in a council meeting attended by Glories, and he wanted to be
like them. Something inside him whispered that taking Alun's endowment would be wrong.

It isnot agift that he offersfredly, heredlized. It isabribe, onethat carries an onus.

"| thank you for your offer," the emir said, "but | must decline. Y ou hope to win my daughter's heart, and
it may bethat you shal. But you will have to find another way."



14
FORWARD INTO BATTLE

Battles are seldom won with an ax and shield upon the field. More often, they are won by cunning
before a blade is ever swung.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Things moved quickly for Taon after her match with the emir. The endowment ceremoniestook only an
hour. The facilitators had put the finishing touches on afew forcibles during the march, carefully filing the
runes upon the heads of each. Thus Talon and the Emir Tuul Rawere ready to garner their first
attributes—one endowment each of brawn, grace, metabolism, samina, Sght, smell, and hearing.

The ceremony took placein asmal chamber away from the public, where only afew potentia Dedicates
and their families could St at once. Theair smelled fresh here, for acrack in the high stoneroof et Talon
see up anatura chimney to where the stars shone. The stream that had falen into limpid poolsin the
great room earlier now flowed into this room, becoming aburbling brook. There was no furniture here,
only rocksto sit upon and some rafts of mossto lie upon.

Daylan Hammer presided over the ceremony, with Lord Erringale standing tall a hissidein raiment that
shimmered like sunlight upon green leaves. Each of them inspected the forcibles before therite
proceeded, Erringde frowning at the forciblesfor along moment.

"Y ou taught the shadow folk well," he said to Daylan, with an undertone of subdued anger, "though you
were sworn to secrecy.”

"The Runélords of that world discovered most of thelorethemsalves" Daylan said. "l gavethem alittle
help, mainly to stop the horrifying experimentsthat they were performing.”

Taon wondered at this news. The discovery of runelorewaslost in history. She had not suspected that
the technology wasfirst a product of the netherworld, or that it was meant to be hidden from them.

"It was not well done," Erringale said. "There are no more true Adl anymore, not since the shattering. The
power to grant proper endowments has been lost. There can be no more Adl.”

"It istrue that the rune lore does not work asit once did,” Daylan said, "and the Runelords are seldom as
honorable as our Adl once were. But overdl, the good that has been done has outweighed the bad."

Erringde said no more.

The Cormar twinswerefirgt to take attributes. They had aready been granted dozens of endowments
before thefal of Caer Luciare, but now they asked an honor that Daylan Hammer was |oath to give.

"Wewish to twin our mind," one of them said. Errant, Talon thought it was, though she could never be
certain, for the two looked so much dike. "Thull-turock has said that among the ancient Rundlords, this
was sometimes done.”

"Sometimesit works," Daylan said, "but more often it leadsto grief. | would advise you againgt it."

"But you will not stop us?' Tun asked. Or at least she thought it was Tun. Her father once said that Tun
was ahair taller, and abit more reckless. Taon could not tell them apart, either by voice or by
appearance.



"I don't have the authority to stop you,” Daylan said. "I am not your king, nor your lord. As| seeit, no
man is. | suggest that instead of asking me, you put it to your comrades, as representatives of al your
people. They are the oneswho will be most affected, if thisfails.”

So the Cormars stood before Talon and the Emir and offered their argument.

"By twinning our minds, Errant and | will be able to read one another's thoughts, to fight as a perfect
team—two men, four arms, but only one heart. And if it works,” Tun said, "it will be agreat benefit. | will
aways know what my brother isthinking, what he sees and hears.”

"Yes, and if it doesn't work," Daylan said, "it will lead to madness and aloss of self-control.”

The emir studied the men, looked to Talon for her thoughts. ™Y ou're the one with experiencein such
matters,”" he said. "'l know nothing of Runelords and their strategies.”

"I know alittle about it," Taon offered. "In ancient times, it was sometimes done. There were some greet
fighters, the Sons of Wonder, who did this. Most often, it was done with men who were raised astwins,
who often sparred with one another, and so were dready intimately familiar with each other.”

"And what factorslead to madness?' the emir asked.

"Sdfishness” Tadon sad. "Twinning works best with those who love one another truly, who share no
secrets from each other.”

The emir thought for along moment. Errant Cormar urged, "We are going up againg the combined might
of thewyrmling horde. We are going to fight wyrmling lords and Knights Eternd with endowments of
their own—how many we cannot know. And the Death Lordswill be there, led by their emperor. We
need every advantage.”

Obvioudy, the Cormars were concerned. The emperor's troops loomed large in their imaginations. In
their world the wyrmlings were seen as unbeatable. But Talon had lived in both worlds. AsaRunelord
she knew what kind of damage asingle highly endowed assassin might do. History could show dozens of
ingtances where entire kingdoms fdl within moments as Dedicates were brought low.

After along moment the emir sighed. "l would advise againgt it. Thisisanew art to me, and by nature|
mistrust it. Y et so much depends upon us. The world depends upon us to succeed, to bring Areth Sul
Urgtone and the Wizard Fallion home. | cannot advise you yeaor nay."

"| think it iswell worth the gamble," Thull-turock said.

But of course you would say s0, Talon thought. Y ou're afacilitator, and if you succeed inthis, it will
greatly add to your reputation.

Shedidn't dare voice her thoughts. Talon worried that they were too small-minded.

And s0, leaning upon their own counsdl, the Cormar twins granted one another an endowment of wit. It
was a ceremony that offered littlein the way of danger. For one moment after surrendering hiswit, Errant
Cormar became agibbering idiot. But then his brother granted an endowment in return, and then both
men looked normal.

They did not begin twitching and shrieking, as it was said sometimes happened when two men fought for
control of their joint mind.

Y et it was obviousto Taon that they werein turmail, for they stood for along moment, both of them



gazing off reflectively astheir eyes darted thisway and that.

They're sifting through one ancther's memories, Taon redlized, learning the things that they thought no
one would ever know about them—their most secret memories, their hopes and fears.

Daylan saw it, too, and said, "Gentlemen, come with me for amoment. We need to talk of supplies, and
srategies. | would like your ideas on how to proceed. . . ." And he led them from the chamber.

Hée'strying to distract them, and focus them, Talon realized. And suddenly it was her turn to take
endowments.

There werefew surprisesfor Talon in the ceremony. Asachild, she had seen the white scars | eft by the
branding irons upon her mother and father, and with wide eyes had asked about the rites. "What does
this one stand for, Mother?" she had asked, looking down at the squiggly linesinscribed withinacircle.

It was no design that could be easily described. All runes seemed to have alook of rightnessto them, as
if in form aonethey held some power, but you couldn't tell what that power was just by looking at the
rune.

"That one sandsfor hearing,” Myrrima had answered.
"Who gave you thelr hearing?'

"I got onefrom adog,” Myrrimahad answered, "a specid little yellow dog, bred to give hearing to
Runelords.

"Didit hurt?"

And Myrrimahad told her, "It'saterrible thing to take an endowment. It didn't hurt me at al—or if it did
hurt, it hurt because it felt so good. Thereisapoint where pleasure can be so gredt, it feedsamost asif it
will take your life. I've seen Runel ords siwoon from the pleasure when they take an endowment.”

"l wish | felt that good," Talon had said.

"Ah, but it hurtsthe giver. The dog that gave me his endowment, he yelped and yelped in pain and would
not stop for haf an hour. Tears cameto his eyes, and he ran away from his master who had been holding
him during the endowment ceremony. The dog felt bewildered and betrayed.”

"But did you hear better afterward?"

"I heard surprisingly well," her mother had answered. "I could hear the high-pitched squesks of bats at
night so loudly that sometimesit would keep me awakeif | tried to deep. If | lay down on the ground, |
could hear mice burrowing benesth the grass, and the baby mice squeaking as they cried for their
mother'steats. Then of course, there was dways your father. | could hear his somach gurgling and
churning from his evening medl, and if he began to snore—wall, | could forget al about deep!™

Her parents had seemed amogt . . . disfigured to her. Masses of white scars covered her father's chest
and arms. Sir Borenson had dways pretended that he could not remember where most of them came
from. He'd been only sixteen when he took his first endowments, and over the years he claimed that his
memories had faded.

When questioned, he would act befuddled, and then find some excuse to walk off.

Tdon had thought that he was hiding something until her mother explained, "Y our father took



endowments of wit when he was young, so that he could learn to fight more quickly. But when his
Dedicates were dain, the men from whom he had taken wit had died, and your father forgot agreat dedl.
Imagine for amoment that you took four endowments of wit, and studied hard for severd years, then one
day someone stole four-fifths of al that you had learned. That'sthe way it iswith your father.

"It'snot that heis embarrassed to talk about it, | think. But it hurts him to admit how much he haslogt, for
you see, each Dedicate who died, your father took asasign of hisown failure.

"It isaRunelord's duty to protect his Dedicates. It's not important to do it just to make sure that you
keep your endowments. It'samatter of honor. The people who give you your endowments, they're
people just like you—with homes, and families, and hearts that break. Y ou get to borrow their strength,
or their vigor, or their beauty. And while you rgjoice, they suffer terribly.”

Taon's curiosity about her parents scars had never really waned. She'd heard stories about them so
often that in time the tales of the ceremonies seemed more like memories than history.

So she knew what to expect—the harking chants of the facilitators, the smell of charred hair and burning
flesh, the glowing worms of light that came from theforcible asit was pulled away from the Dedicate's
skin, the rush of ecstasy that came at the touch of the forcible to her own skin.

Taon took her endowments before the emir did. Many of those who had offered attributes were girls
who had been friends when shewas smdll. They had played games together, chasing blue-bellied lizards
among the rocks dong the hillsde of Caer Luciare, planting flowers amid the vegetablesin the garden,
and studying at the creche school astoddlers.

Before the ceremony ever began, the facilitator Thull-turock took the potential Dedlicates aside and
asked if they understood what they were doing, if anyone had tried to coerce them into this agreement,
and if they understood what they would be giving up.

He was pleased to see that so many of her friends came forward of their own volition, offering their
attributes because they believed that it was right to do so.

And so for each endowment, one of her closest friends offered up an attribute.

It broke Taon's heart to see ayoung warrior give up his strength. His name was Crel-shek, and asa
youth he had hoped to marry her, but Taon'sfather had forbidden it, claming that he was of inferior
breeding.

As she garnered dtributes Talon grew stronger and suppler, inhumanly quick and filled with vigor. Alun
brought his dogs, and she took endowments of scent and hearing from them, while an old man with
uncommonly keen night vison gave hissight, and thus Taon sharpened her senses.

But dl of my virtues are bought with blood, she redlized, and suddenly she began to understand why her
father had never wanted to speak of his past asaRunelord.

When she had taken her endowments, the emir findly was granted his. First came his daughter,
Siyaddah, and he went to a corner and talked to her softly, saying his good-byes. Talon could not help
but overhear. With her sharpened senses, even her own breathing seemed loud.

He spoke the words that any father might speak at such amoment, telling her of hislovefor her, hispride
in her, hishopesfor her future, for alifewdl lived and well loved.

But it was hisfind wordsthat caught Talon's attention, for before he left, he whispered, "Seep
peacefully, my child. | borrow your speed for but awhile. It shall not belong before you wake."



That'swhen Taon knew.
He plansto return his endowmentsto the givers, Taon realized.
But the only way that he could do that would beto give up hislife.

He can't do it before the battle iswon, Talon thought. He must make certain that the wyrmlings are
defeated.

So hewill dieat hisown hand theresfter.
It was anoble thing to do. Few were the Rundlordsin history that had undertaken such afest.
But Taon knew of the emir's courage and determination. Hewas just the kind of manto doit.

The thought both thrilled and horrified her. It thrilled her to think that he was so noble of heart. It horrified
her because it made her desire him more.

The emir's face was stoic as he began taking his endowments, and then it wastime for Taon to go.

She went first to her mother, Gatunyea, and to her little brothers, and said her farewells. Then she gave
her thanks to her Dedicates, and to those who would yet grant endowmentsto her through those
Dedicates.

Taon went to get her pack, and sat quietly examining her clothes and her small stores of food, deciding
which to take. Nearby sat Alun, who was quiet and sullen. He hunched over hisdogs, caring for them
from long habit. Now ayoung girl knelt beside him, his new gpprentice.

| should go and thank him, too, Talon decided. He loves hisdogs asif they were hisown children.

The camp was sttled for the night, and in afar room someone was singing, filling the chamber with sweet
sound. Nearby, the water |apped on the shore of the underground pool.

Two of Alun'sdogs cowered close. These were the ones that had given hearing and scent. They peered
up a him with sad eyes, asif stricken and betrayed. After dl of their love and service, he had donethis.

Other dogs—Wanderlust and some of the old ones—hovered nearby.

Alun sat there petting the dogs. He hadn't liked taking their endowments. Each time an attribute had
passed into Taon, the dog that gave it had yelped in pain, then floundered to the ground or crawled off,
dternatdy yelping and whining. They could not understand how deeply Taon needed their gifts, or how
grateful shefdt. But now Alun sat petting them, and the dogs licked hishands, asif to tdl him that dl was
forgiven between them.

There was movement nearby. Taon ignored it, thinking that someone must just be going to relieve
themsdvesin the night.

"Back with the mutts?' Connor Madoc asked, dipping up behind Alun.
Taon turned to see Connor and Drewish hovering above Alun, leering down.
"Jugt putting them to deep,” Alun said, "for the night.”

"Those should have been mine," Connor said, nodding at the dogs. "We had an agreement.” He leaned
close, threateningly. Talon could not help but notice that Drewish had his hand on the pomme of his



dagger.
"I, 'msorry,” Alunsaid. "I, | got so nervoud”
Tdon did not hestate.

She legpt up, rushed five paces, grabbed Connor by the collar of his shirt with one hand, by the belt with
the other, and then hurled Connor asfar as she could out into the pond.

He only went ten feet, but she was gratified to see how far Connor flew.

Drewish did not have timeto react. Taon's endowment of metabolism saw to it that before Drewish
could draw his dagger, he went hurtling, asif intent on catching his brother in midair.

Both of them landed with asplash, and from afew yards off came heavy clapping.

"I'm glad to see you pultting those endowments to good use," Daylan Hammer said. "I daresay that those
two can use the bath.”

"Aye" Tdon agreed. "But thereisakind of filth in them that water cannot remove.”
The Madocs peered up at Taon, then at Daylan Hammer, and went dogging off without another word.

Daylan came close to the dogs, knelt next to Alun, and patted Wanderlust, smoothing out the grizzled
hairson her snout. "Do not use this dog for endowments," he said. "She'stoo old. | fear that shewould
diefromthetrandfer.”

"I wasn't thinking about that,” Alun said. " She's earned her retirement. | just want her to liveto aripeold
age”

Daylan amiled. "Let ushopethat that isavery long timeindeed.”
That dog might live longer than me, Taon thought, for | am going into thewyrmlings lair.

Evenif she survived, Talon would be taking six endowments of metabolism from men and dogs, so that
she might move swiftly. But in doing o, it was like taking poison. Her life would pass away asif it werea
dream. A day to her would seem like seven, and if she should ever have adaughter, Talon would age
and die before the girl ever grew old enough to bear her own children.

| will wither before my parents do, Taon realized.

Daylan said absently to Alun, "Our facilitators are taking arest now, but when they have recovered, they
will prepare more forcibles, and grant us more endowments.”

"But, aren't you leaving sooner than that?* Alun asked.
"Y es, were leaving, but our Dedicates are staying. They can take endowments for us now."
"How can they do that?" Alun asked.

"Imagine that aman gives you his strength. When he gives that endowment, his strength flowsto you, like
agtream of water flowing into alake.

"Now, imagine that another man gives more strength to your Dedi cate through another endowment. His
stream of water flowsinto that man's flow, just as happens when the winter showers create new streams.



What happensthen?"
Alun'sface crinkled up as hetried to envisoniit. "Thereis more water in thefirst sream?”
"Exactly. The strength does not pool in your Dedicate. Instead, the strength of both men flowsto you.

"Thus, as Talon's Dedicates take endowments, and vector those attributesto her, shewill gain their
powers as the day progresses. From time to time, she may fedl a surge of strength, or arush of
wholesomeness when saminais added.”

Heturned to Talon. "Areyou ready to go?' Daylan asked. "Have you said your good-byes?' Hisvoice
was sober. He knew that they might be going to their deaths.

"I've spoken my farewdls,” Taon said. "Isthe emir ready? The Cormar twins?'
"Give them afew minutes more," Daylan suggested.

Taon glanced across the chamber and saw the emir talking to some old battle companions. The Wizard
Sisd and Lord Erringde stood at his side, waiting for him to finish. At his back were the Cormar twins.

One of the twinswas gazing off, deep in thought, when suddenly he burst out laughing. The emir turned to
seewhat had caused the outburst, and the young man said, " Sorry, just thought of ajoke."

Taon turned back to Daylan.

"Daylan," she asked softly. "I heard Lord Erringae say that you had been banished from thisworld. Why
wastha?'

Daylan smiled, considered how to answer. "Ages ago, there was a great danger on your world, theworld
of the Rundlords. It was thousands of years ago. A young king had arisen, and his people were set upon
by reavers. He begged for my help. His people were dready studying rune lore, and they knew how to
give one another 'blessings,’ by drawing runes upon their friends with their fingers. But it was acrude
craft, barely understood, and those who gave the blessings failed far more often than not. Besides, such
blessngsfade quickly.

"So they begged for my help.

"I had only begun to suspect something back then. The Bright Ones call thisworld the 'One True World,'
and for countless ages the Bright Ones and Glories dike have thought that when the binding came, it
would be upon thisworld, that it would be bound to some lesser world.

"You see, not al worlds are equa. Many of them are deeply flawed, and of dl the worlds, thisone
reminds us most of what the world should be.

"But | had begun to suspect that looks can be deceiving. For rune magic worked on Falion'sworld. In
some cases, it worked better there than it does here. It was asif this True World' of ours was only partly
true, asif it had some fundamental flaws.

"Each of our worldsislike apuzzle with missing pieces, but no two worlds are missing the same pieces.
Thisworld, Falion'sworld, the wyrmling's world—each seemed to contain something that the others had
log."

Taon asked "What powers were on the wyrmlings world that the others lacked?"

Daylan hesitated, asif he did not want to answer. "The dead were more dive there than upon other



worlds. The barrier between the physical world and spirit world was thinner there. That iswhy they had
the Death Lords and the Knights Eternal .”

"'So you were banished for teaching runelore?’
Daylan nodded. "I brought my friends before the White Council, and | pleaded their cause.

"But the Bright Ones did not want to interfere. They knew the dangers of teaching such lore. They were
afraid that evil men would take the rune lore and useit for sdfish reasons. And they wereright. Many evil
men have been empowered by it. But the Bright Oneswere afraid of something more: they were afraid
that the lore might be spread from one shadow world to the next, athousand times over, becoming a
plague that runsthrough the universe.”

"And hasit?' Alun asked.

"No," Daylan said. "Men do not long to conquer worlds that they have not seen, or that they have never
dreamed of "

Taon redized that Daylan was right. She'd never seen any worlds but her own, had never imagined that
there could be other fine worlds.

"Arethereworldsthat are not in peril?' Taon asked. "Fine places, | mean. Worlds where you might go
just to rest from your cares?’

Daylan laughed, asif it were anaive question. "As| said the other night, there are more worlds than you
can count, more than you can imagine. Some have life on them, and others are void. Some have people
on them, not too different from you.

"But the worlds mirror each other. Somehow, even on worlds where one type of mold is struggling to
dominate another, the great dramaunfolds.

"No," Daylan laughed, "there is no fine place where you can redly ret—unless, of course, we manage to
bring peace to your world."

"And if we do, won't peace cometo dl of theworlds?"

"l supposeit will."

The emir, the Cormar twins, the Wizard Sisdl, and Erringale were il saying their good-byes. Daylan
glanced at them, got ady look on hisface, and whispered to Talon, "Come here.”

He went to the back wall, and embedded in it were tiny soneslike diamonds no larger than an infant's
thumbnail. They glowed softly, so that from adistance they had looked like stars. It was these stones that
lit al of therooms, Talon redized.

Daylan sad, "Thefolk of thisworld cal these 'sunstones,’ for when left in the sun, they storeitslight. The
beams then leach from the stones at night when darknessfalls.”

"They're pretty,” Tdon said. "A stonelike that would be worth aman's weight in gold on our world.”

Daylan pried asunstone from the wall, cupped it in his hand so that the light would be hidden, then
pinched it hard. Thelight flashed brightly.

"The harder you pinch, the brighter it flashes. Try it. The stone gets quite warm when you do. The sun's
heet is stored in them, too.”



He held the stone out for her, and Taon's fingers wrapped around it. She held it in her fist so that no one
would see. She squeezed it briefly, fdt it flare. It waslike atiny firein her hand, leaking light so brightly
that it glowed red through her fingers. Shehad to dropit.

Suddenly, understanding spread across her face.
"A flameweaver could make good use of these,” Tdon said.

"They are quite common here," Daylan whispered. "The Bright Ones mastered the craft of making them
ages ago. | cannot explain the process fully, for it would take hours, but it requires only coa from thefire
and sand, along with bits of shaved metals—zinc, silver, and othersthat your peoples have no namesfor.
Then the ingredients are blended and crushed under great weight until the pieces fuse.

"Now, Erringdewill not allow weapons from thisworld to be taken to yours. But if afew sunstoneswere
tofdl fromthewall, hewould not missthem. . . ."

Tdon saw the possibilities. "How would the wyrmlings have fared againgt us" Taon wondered doud, "if
we had borne sunstonesinto battle? Our whole world might have been saved.”

"It might yet be saved,” Daylan suggested.
"And Falion will be able to make use of these. If | but pinchone. . ."

"The stones are everywhere here in the sanctuary,” Daylan said. "L ook around, while go speak to
Erringde”

S0 heleft Taon done for amoment. She was not athief. She would not have taken a man's purse no
meatter how much gold it held.

But she knew what Daylan wanted. Perhaps he feared that Erringale would have him searched before
they left. Or perhaps taking the stones would violate one of his oaths. She knew full well that hewasa
man of high idedls—too high, sometimes.

Y et he had given knowledge to her peoplein times past, and now he was asking her to sted light and fire
from the Bright Onesin this hour of need.

In afew moments, Talon had five sunstones hidden in her leather purse.
Then she heard Daylan call "Tdon?" and it wastimeto go.
Erringal€'s people provided packsfilled with food and flasks of warm beer, and then they were off.

The good folk of Luciare cheered them on their way as they raced up the steps of the tunndl, and exited
out of the greet tree, then stood there in its shadow.

Full night was upon them, and the storm had passed. Broken clouds sailed through the sky like the
wreckage of ships upon adusky sea. A moon larger and fuller than that on Talon's world gave copious
light, but they did not set off through the fields, which were still wet with rain-dicked grass.

Instead Erringale raised asmall stick and traced a pattern in the air, until suddenly agust of wind blasted
them dl in the face, and they stood peering back into aduller world—aworld of stunted grasses and
twisted trees and air that somehow smelled fouler and more acrid than the air of the netherworld.

No wonder Erringale's people think o little of us, Tdon redized. We are like poor cousinsto them.



The Cormar twins rushed through, followed by Daylan, Taon, the emir, and finaly the Wizard Sisdl and
Lord Erringde himsdf.

They found themselves stlanding on anasty plain thick with grass, tangled with weeds. The bitter scent of
wild carrotsfilled the air, and the white tops of their flowers grew an arm's length away, risng dmost to
her chest.

Taon thought &t first that the air smelled so badly because of her new endowments. But she noticed that
the grass nearby |ooked more sere and dry than it had before, and the leaves on the trees were going
brown.

The curse, she recdled—the wyrmling curse. Before the binding of the worlds, the wyrmling world had
been dl but free of plant life. Only the nastiest and most unwholesome till survived. But with the binding,
entire forests had appeared, ablessing from Falion'sworld.

Now those trees were dying, blasted by the wyrmling curse.

That isthe cause of the samdll, Taon thought. The good plants are dying, while the evil onesthrive and
choke them out.

Though it had been full night in the netherworld, the sun here was nearly up, just breaking free of some
golden clouds on the horizon. Y elow moths dipped and glided al around, and the air wasfilled with
morning birdsong.

Good, Taon thought. The wyrmlingswill be looking for placesto hide for the day.
The company halted, peering around, trying to get their bearings.

"Over there,” Sisd said, pointing just to the south. A low hill rosein that quarter, with stately ems
spreading their branches wide. Just beyond them, Taon could see the gray stone tops of the fortress at
Cantular.

"But our road liesthat way," Daylan said, pointing eest.

Tdon had traveled this same highway only two days before, with Rhianna, Jaz, and Flion, after High
King Urstone had rescued them from the wyrmlings. So much had changed.

I'm adifferent person dtogether, she thought. She had taken endowments from men and dogs, and felt so
much power coursing through her, so much health and energy yearning to bresk free, she dmost
imagined that she was like ayoung robin in its nest, yearning to escape and take flight.

The scents of dry grass and bitter weeds came so stronglly it was asif she had never smelled before. The
cheeping of birds, the bark of adistant squirrel, sounded so loud that it felt asif shedd gone through her
entirelifegtraining to hear anything a dl.

But she had taken endowments from more than dogs. Sheld taken them from half a dozen good men and
women from thewarrior clans.

Shefelt eager to run to Rugassa. But the Wizard Sisel and Lord Erringale would never be able to match
the grueling pace that the otherswould set.

"Itistimeto part,” Sisdl said, asif reading her thoughts. "Erringde and | will go west, to commune with
the One True Tree. But you must go north to rescue your friends. Any last words?'



"Bewel," Daylan said. "May you find joy benesth the True Tree"

"Thereislittleadvicethat | can give" Erringdetold them. "I have fought enemies much like your
wyrmlingsfor far too long. | have only one find word of advice. Free your friends, but do aslittle harm as
possible. It is better that you die than that you put astain upon your soul.”

"I would gladly givemy soul if in so doing | might freemy friend,” theemir said.

Erringde gave him aharsh look, asif to rebuke him, but thought better of it. "Our enemy isdevious," he
said. "Never trust such atrade. Let your conscience guide you."

Tdon grunted asif in agreement, though she could hardly imagine how they would break free of Rugassa
without letting flow ariver of blood.

Erringale bade them farewdl, placing hisright hand upon Daylan Hammer's shoulder and then squeezing.
Hewhispered, "Y ou have ever been faithful to your vows as an Adl. By keeping them, you have kept
your soul. Yet | fear for you now. The path before you is dark, and not even a sunstone can light your

way."

Tadon'sheart fdl, for shefelt certain as she looked into Erringale's wise eyes that he knew that she and
Daylan had congpired to stedl the sunstones.

Then Erringa e gragped the emir upon the shoulder and squeezed, and Erringal€'s eyesfilled with light.
For just abrief ingtant, therein the Bright One's eyes she beheld avision; Talon saw the emir wrapped in
flames. Erringde backed off in surprise. "Often upon your hunts for the wyrmlings have you walked
crooked roads,” he said softly, "but the road before you isglorious.”

He grabbed the Cormar twins by the shoulder, holding each for along second and peering into their
eyes. At last hesad, "Bewell, my friends. Bewell."

Last of al hetook Taon by the shoulder and peered deep into her eyesfor amoment, probing, asif to
peer into her very heart. She saw only kindnessin his eyes, and wisdom deep and profound. Erringale
looked worn, asif he had been endlesdy longing for peace.

Hedidn't see us stedl the stones, Talon decided. He wasn't watching. It'sjust that now he seesthrough
us

"You go in search of abrother," Erringale whispered, "yet your heart istorn, for you fear for afather and
mother, too. | seethem. | seethem. A white ship is setting sail from adistant shore.”

Thewords were totally unexpected, and they brought tearsto Talon's eyes. She legpt forward and
hugged Lord Erringale out of pure joy, then pulled back, embarrassed, for she did not know whether it
was gppropriate to treat alord of hisworld so.

Then she hugged the Wizard Sisdl, and the two lords said, "Farewell," and took off to the west, the
Wizard Ssd griding through the bitter grasses with his staff swinging inlong arcswhile Lord Erringale
marched grimly at hisside, asif the entire world before him was repugnant.

Daylan Hammer, invigorated by endowments of hisown, said, "Let usbe off!"

He leapt away, and soon arace was on, with the Cormar twins taking the lead while Taon, the emir, and
Daylan Hammer followed close on their trail.

Taon loped along easily. She was bred to the warrior clans, and as such, it was expected that she be



ableto run eight milesin an hour, ahundred milesin aday.

Now, with her endowment of metabolism, she could run twice that pace with ease. And with
endowments of strength and stamina, even while running she did not weary.

The landscape was much as it had been two days before. Thiswas a desolate land. Farmsteads huddled
here and there, spread out across the wilds—places where the smal folk had lived before the binding of
the worlds. But the cottages had been knocked down by wyrmling troops, their roofs thrown off and the
inhabitants taken.

The sght saddened Taon.
After five miles, they stopped to knedl at astream and drink, for even a Rundlord needsfood and water.

"Milords," the emir asked, "does anyone here have a plan for how we might break into the fortress at
Rugassawithout taking afew thousand lives?' Away from the prying ears of the Bright Ones, he
gpparently fdlt free to broach the dilemmafor thefirst time.

Daylan suggested, "Wewill enter by stedth, if we can. The wyrmling stronghold was not made to defend
againg Runelords. | suspect that we can find away in, either by climbing walls or legping over them. By
day the wyrmlings deep, and if we go in the middle of the day we may get far without being noticed.”

"Thereisno night and day in Rugassa," the emir argued. "In its depthsthere is only endless darkness. |
have trod those roads before. Wyrmlingswill be about.”

"Then," Daylan said, "wewill do aslittle harm aswe can.”

There had been littlein the way of planning so far, and thisworried Ta on. "When we get to Rugassa,
how are we going to find the prisoners?’

"WEell learn when we get there," Daylan said. "' have no plan. | don't think any of usdoes. | have never
been to the depths of Rugassa. None of us have. All that we can do is search for our friends until we find
them, and that may take avery long time.”

Taon scratched her cheek and sat there wondering and worrying.

"Have no fear," Daylan said, smiling at her befuddlement. "Our chances are better than you might think.
Rugassas forces have been drawn thin. Tens of thousands of wyrmlings were required to take Caer
Luciare. And if these broken cottages along the road are any indication, Rugassa must have sent troops
scattering in every direction to probe their borders and welcome their new neighbors.” Daylan smiled at
hisown jest. "Thus, the military might of the fortressisless now than it has been in two dozen years."

"And not dl wyrmlingsarewarriors," the emir added. "Mogt of them have more humble
professons—miners and craftsmen. Or course, most of them are but women and children. | cannot
imagine that there will ever be a better time to break into Rugassa and free our friends than thereis now."

They'reright, Taon thought. There won't be a better time to probe the wyrmlings defenses. Y et she
could not fed at ease.

She peered up at the sky. "How do you think Rhianna has fared?"

Daylan cupped ahand and drew water from the stream; he spattered it on hisface and wiped his brow.
""She should have found some help by now. When you're giving away forcibles, it isn't hard to find hands
willing to take them.”



"I worry about that,” the emir said. "What kinds of friendswill shefind in thisworld?*

"People not much different from your own," Daylan said. "I asked Rhiannato watch thisroad if she can.
We may meet up with her soon."

Taon worried. She knew what small folk around here were like. The whole of Mystarriahad been
carved up by itsenemies. Falion Orden wastherightful king of thisland, but hisrivas had hunted him
since childhood and driven him to the ends of the earth. On hisreturn, he should have had akingly
welcome. Instead he had found hislands beleaguered, his country embeattled and torn, lorded over by
brutish men.

Where would Rhiannago for help?

If she did offer these lordsforcibles, surely they would take them. But like arabid dog, they would then
turn and rend her.

Rhiannas treasure might lead to her own demise.
"Let'sgo,” Taon said, eager to have some of her questions answered.

Soon, Taon received more endowments. Shefet adistinct dowing of time as her Dedicate was given an
endowment of metabolism. The emir must have gotten smilar endowments, for in afew minutesthe race
began to grow morefurious.

They charged over the broken road at thirty or forty miles an hour, going airborne when they topped a
small rise. Around them, the world was revealed as never before. Though adight wind was blowing, as
evidenced by abending of the grass, Talon could not fed it.

Bumblebees that rose from the stubble seemed to hang in the air, and she could see their wings clacking
together where there should have been only ablur. The sun seemed to hang as motionlessas ashield
upon the wall of some keep, and when a cottontail tried to race from the path ahead, Talon could easily
have reached down and snatched it by the ears.

Theroad itself was an odd thing, broken up in the great binding. Rough grasses, weeds, and the
occasiona gorse bush had sprung up during the change. So it was easy to see where travelers had

passed recently.
Wyrmling sign was heavy. Severd handcarts had left their marks upon thetrall.
Talon shivered. She had been down this road before.

All too quickly, the company reached an abandoned inn among some trees, where the folk of Caer
Luciare had fought the wyrmlings only days before, when Talon and her friends had been rescued. The
roof had been blown off of the building. The cloying scent of blood filled the glen. It had been afierce
struggle, but the forest showed little sign of violence. The squirrds till barked in the trees, and the mother
robins il flew to their nestsin the bushes. The sunlight was danting brightly into the little clearing. It was
asif dready the forest was erasing al evidence of the battle, eager to forget.

But flieslay thick upon the corpses of the few wyrmlingslying there by theinn, warriors whose fingers
had gone black and whose bodies had bloated. The human men who had died so bravely here had been
laid to rest in nearby graves.

How much easier this battle would have gone, Talon redized, if even afew of my people had taken a
handful of endowments.



Taon and the men hurried on for severa miles, racing over along, low hill. They had not gone far when
Daylan cdled for ahalt. "It'stimeto eat,” he said. "Listen to your ssomach. A Runelord cannot chooseto
eat with the rising and the setting of the sun. It takes as much energy to run adozen milesfor aRunelord
asit doesfor acommon man. But with your endowments of slamina, it becomes easy to ignore your
basic wants, such as hunger.

"Y our body needs sustenance, and you will need to eat often. The battles ahead are hard enough, without
battling hunger a the sametime.”

Taon stopped, and the company got food from their packs. There was venison with onions and
mushrooms cooked into pagtries, and some sort of sweet roll with elderberries. The fare was hearty but
light. For drink, Talon sampled from her skin. What came out was aremarkable beer, dark in color and
hearty in tagte. It seemed to renew her and take awvay small aches of the journey at the sametime.

The company wolfed down their fare and soon was off again.

Endowments were being added quickly now, one every few minutes. At times Tdon would fed renewed
vigor, or her thoughts would feel more cogent or her senseswould sharpen as various attributes were
passed on through her vectors.

Taon wondered at Daylan's warning about the battle ahead. Right now, shefedt so powerful that she
could not imagine a skirmish that would be hard. She suspected that she could cut down wyrmlingsdl
day, felling them like cordwood, without breaking a swest.

But the wyrmlings had begun to take endowments, too.
And among them were fell sorcerers whose powers might dismay even aRunelord.

For thirty milesthey ran, following hard on thewyrmling trail. Twicethey saw villagesin the distance
where the small folk had lived. But the roofs had been torn off of houses and the animals were gone,
proof that the wyrmlings had aready taken their toll.

Stll, after abit, Daylan called another hat, and the company set aquick camp in such avillage. They
gathered chickensfor lunch, raided vegetables from a garden, and made aquick stew in order to
supplement their rations.

Tdon searched for any sign of survivors, but the wyrmlings had left none. She found evidence of children
snatched from their rooms, babes robbed from their cradles. She found blood-smeared walls, and the
bodies of apair of young lovers whose heads had been taken so that the wyrmling harvesters could
remove their glandsto makefoul dixirs.

Anger seemed to harden in her somach, and Taon longed for retribution.

Erringde warned me not to strike in anger, she thought. But how can | not hate the wyrmlings who have
robbed so many of so much?

The party finished their meal and sprinted forward again, traveling a dozen more miles. They neared a
smdll, heavily forested hill when suddenly Taon caught afamiliar scent in thewind.

"Halt!" she cried, and drew her blade. She stood warily at guard, and the Cormar twins drew their own
Wegpons.

"What'swrong?' they asked.



"l smell death," Talon said. The endowment of scent that sheld taken from Alun's dog was serving her
well. "1 smell fear, too. A battle happened here not long ago.”

Tdon cautioudy led the othersto the top of the hill, and in the morning sun began to find wyrmling
corpses littering the woods. On the far side of the hill was a giant dead graak, il tied to an enormous
pine.

"There has been abattle here," one of the Cormar twins said, Sating the obvious. "But who fought, over
what, | cannot tdll."

There were no horse tracks. The wyrmlings were large, and some of them weighed as much asfive
hundred pounds. With such weight, their feet had |eft deep gougesin the dry forest floor asthey
skirmished. But their foes seemed to leave little Sign. There were no heavy tracks from awarhorse, no
tracks from men.

In the depths of the trees they found a cave near the crest of the hill, its opening obscured by brush. A
cooking fire had burned there recently. The ashes were till warm.

"The wyrmlings camped here," Daylan said. "But they were attacked last night. But by whom, | wonder?!

"Perhgps the wyrmlingskilled each other,” the emir hazarded. "The only sgn that | seeisfrom wyrmlings.
Seethere?' He pointed to two bodiesthat had fallen near one another, asif they had dain each other ina
dud. "It looks asif thiswas arobbery of somekind.”

"Wyrmlings often fight one another,” Daylan confirmed. "But usudly not on such ascade.”
Asthey neared the giant graak, Talon caught afamiliar scent.

"Rhiannawas here," she said, astonished.

"Areyou certain?' the emir asked.

"Yes," Tdon sad, rgoicing to know that her foster sster was il dive. "I smell the jasmine perfume that
she often wears. Itisdl through her clothes."

She studied the scene with new eyes. The wyrmlings lay scattered about in every direction. Rhianna had
taken them on the wing. She would not have had to land in order to fight, and even if shedid land for a
moment, her smaler weight hadn't Ieft much in the way of tracks on the ground.

The wyrmlings had not been dead long. Their ssomachs had not grown distended; the blood on them was
congesled but not crusted.

"They fought only afew hours ago, it would seem,” Talon said.

Taon detected something €l se—a coppery scent very much like blood, but subtly different. "There were
forcibleshere”

Likeabalt, understanding hit her.

"Yes" Daylan said. "The wyrmlings were shipping them to Rugassaon their foul grask. Rhiannamust
have wiped out the guards and stolen their treasure. Good girl, to keep it from Zul-torac's troops!”

"Rhiannamust have taken afew endowments of her own,” Tun Cormar suggested. "She was not such a
warrior when last we met."



Taon bit her lip, peered around. "If Rhiannawon the wyrmlings forcibles, where did she take them? She
could not have flown far with so much weight.”

The emir suggested, "Ah, but if she had endowments, thereisno telling how far shetraveled. We could
spend dl day searching for them in these hills. | suggest that we ask her when she comes.”

He peered up dong the horizon, asif searching for Rhianna, and suddenly his face went pale and
gricken. "Hide!" he shouted, and he grabbed Tdon's deeve and pulled her back behind the dead flier.

Shelooked up to the south, saw what he had feared. In the distance severd milesaway wasacloud, a
gray haze hurtling toward them just above the tree line. Within the haze she could see wings flapping, and
the crimson robes of Knights Eterndl.

The five of them scattered, racing to the giant black graak, crouching beneath an outstretched wing.
Bladeswere drawn, and thefivelay quietly.

"Knights Eternd flying in daylight?" the emir whispered.

"From Caer Luciare," one of the Cormars added.

"Their busnessmust be urgent,” the other said.

Taon's heart was beating. She had not fared well againgt the creatures when last they had met.

They might have seen us dready, she thought. She hoped not. The sunlight was anathemato wyrmlings. It
blinded them.

But even if they haven't spotted us, Taon realized, they'll see the dead wyrmlings below them, the dead
graak. They may cometo investigate.

The otherswere dl breathing heavily, each of them filled with dread.

"If it comes down to afight,” Daylan Hammer whispered, "don't hesitate to attack. The sunlight makes
them more vulnerable. Take off their headsif you can.”

No one spoke for along minute. The only sound that Talon could hear was the begting of her heart, the
rush of her breeth asit filled her lungs.

Then came the pounding of wings overhead, the labored flapping. Darkness blotted out the sun. They've
spotted us by now! she thought.

Oneof the Knights Eternd called out, howling like awounded wolf.

Taon knew that howl. She had heard it from her father. It wasn't acry of warning or distress. It wasa
wyrmling cdl, asduteto falen comrades.

They aren't gopping, sheredlized. They don't need to investigate. They aready know what was done
here.

The Knights Eternd flew off into the distance, wings flgpping thunderoudly.

The Cormar twins both stuck their heads out from under their gruesome shelter at the same instant,
peered up at the passing enemy.

Why can't just one of them look? Talon wondered.



When the Knights Eternal werewell gone, the Cormars whispered in unison, "They were carrying
something—clutching bags.”

What could they be carrying that is so important? Taon wondered.

But the answer was obvious. Theflierswere coming from Caer Luciare, heading toward Rugassa
"Forcibles" Daylan Hammer whispered.

The emir looked Daylan in the eye. "We mugt attack before the enemy can put them to use.”
Daylan clagped him on the shoulder. "We shdll."



15
THE BRAT

Greed is how a man motivates himself frominside. It isour lust that drives usto work long hours,
to train hard for battle, to succeed.

But it isfear that motivates man from the outside. It is through terror and intimidation that a
lord forces his servants to conformto his desires.

Do not be deceived. The humans sometimes try to motivate through other means, but they
almost always fail .

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

It was well past midnight when Rhianna reached the horse-sisters with her treasure of forcibles. The
ssters had broken camp and st off to the east, astride their blood mounts, riding swiftly.

It had been a generation since such acavary rode. Though they were but forty women with lances,
bows, and blades, they were all Runélords, for each warrior had an endowment of brawn, one of grace,
one of metabolism, and one of stamina. And each rode upon awarhorse that was both well trained and
endowed. In but afew short hours, they had traveled nearly ahundred milesin the night.

Thesght of it made Rhianna giddy with hope. It was asmall contingent in number, but great in power,
and it brought to mind the glory of ages past.

Aside from the horses, there waslittle in the way of supplies. A wagon carried some food; another
carriage of sortsfollowed bearing the wyrmling girl Kirissa

Rhianna called out agreeting from the sky as she neared the troops, then swooped and landed in aflurry
of wings.

She dropped the cask of forcibles onto the ground, produced akey still smeared with wyrmling gore,
and pulled the chest open to reved its contents. She was breathing hard.

Sigter Daughtry climbed down from her mount, pulled off her war mask, and looked narrowly at the
forcibles. "We can't use that many. We have people willing to become Dedicates back at camp, but we
don't have the resourcesto care for them. For every Dedicate, we need at least a dozen peopletottill the
soil, weave cloth, act as guards, and otherwise nurse them.”

Shewasright, Rhiannaredlized. The horse-ssters werefierce warriors, but they never had been largein
number. Beyond that, they were spread out over thousands of square miles. It would take weeksjust for
themto assemble.

"The timewill come when we haveto look esewhere for Dedicates," Rhianna suggested. "Y ou're dready
traveling through Beldinook. We can take endowments here.”

Beldinook was alarge country and wedlthy. But Beldinook had long been an enemy to the horse-sisters,
to Mystarria—and to the rest of its neighbors for that matter.

Old King Lowicker of Beldinook had once bdlittled the Earth King, Gaborn Va Orden, demanding a
display of his powers.

Gaborn had proved his powers by summoning an earthquake, one which startled Lowicker's horse,
causng himto fall. Lowicker died from the injury, and his daughter Rialahad nursed her hatred for



House Orden. Because of her frequent tantrums, people had called her "the Brat." She died only aweek
into her short reign, and ayounger sster, Allonia, took the thronein her place. But Alloniasfoul temper
exceeded Ridlas. So when the kingdom fell to her, thetitle "the Brat" camewithiit.

Alloniawas her father's daughter in every way. Once the Earth King had passed away, she struck
quickly and in concert with Gaborn's enemies. She managed to carve out afine chunk of Mystarriain that
manner.

Rhianna suspected that Sister Daughtry would be pleased at theidea of taking Beldinook. But Daughtry
only frowned. "Y ou would have me become another Rgj Ahten, strengthen mysdlf by taking other

kingdoms?'

"No," Rhiannasaid. But the more she thought of it, the more she redlized that they would be forced to
dedl with Beldinook. "Beldinook haslong been atorment to dl of its neighbors. It boasts the finest sted!
and the largest cavary in theworld. And with the fall of Mystarria, it also boasts the strongest castles.
Y ou will need those castles to protect your Dedicates. That isthe one great weakness of the

horse-sgters: you love the open plains and your pavilions, but you have few strongholds stalwart enough
to house Dedicates.

"More importantly, the Brat of Beldinook will live up to her name. She has dways been eager for
conquest. If she gets her hands on some blood metal, you know that she would not spare you. Itisonly
by overwhdming this enemy that we can hopeto retain power.

"So we must strike firdt. Y our horse-ssters could drain endowments from the strongest lordsin her
reslm, turning their strengthsinto your strength. Her serfswill take care of your Dedicates. Her sted must
become your sted. Her fortifications must become yours.

"Taking them does not make you into another Rg Ahten. He took endowmentsto gratify hisown lusts.
We will take them to save theworld.”

"And what kind of world will it be?' Sister Daughtry asked. "It was perilous enough when forcibles were
rare. What will become of it if blood meta proves so common that any man with a pair of dogs can make
himsdlf into aRundord?'

"l can't say," Rhiannareplied. "But you and | know what kind of world it will becomeif the Brat and her
aliestake control.

"And the danger isredl. I've seen amountain of blood metal near Caer Luciare. Who knows how many
more there might be? Who knows what new veins of ore might lie exposed within Beldinook's
borders—or those of her dliesin Internook? Right now, the brutish warlords of Internook may be
digging up their own hills of blood metal and dreaming of conquest. Or perhapsin Indhopa some band of
cutthroats has aready seized anation and iseyeing amillion potential Dedicatesin its own ream.

"My heart tells me to move dowly, to be generous and optimistic, to take only as many endowments as
we need. But who knows how many endowments we need? The safest course—the only wise and sane
course—isto seize theworld by the throat while we can.”

Sister Daughtry looked dully at the forcibles. Reluctantly, she conceded. "We go to fight an army of
wyrmlings. My warriors are strong, but they will need to be stronger till. 1 see no flaw in your argument.
| only wish that such arguments did not need to be made. | fear that children in Beldinook will see what
we do, and think us evil. Beldinook isagiant of anation, adeeping giant. We wakeit a our own peril."

Thejourney to Castle Lowicker did not take long. Two hours past dawn, the horse-sisters had crossed



the leagues, and al too soon the riders found themselves outside a grest fortress, Sitting on their tired
mounts, peering up at the massvewals.

Asfortresses go, there was none larger in athousand miles—at least nothing of human make. Castle
Lowicker had been growing for two thousand years, and now it sprawled atop agreat long hill intiers.
The imposing outer walls stood a hundred and twenty feet high and were topped with crendlations. At
the foot of the outer wall stood a lake.

Thiswasno ordinary castle. It had been erected to withstand the ondaught of powerful Runelords, and
thus the outer walls were well plastered, so that even the most powerful lord could not get afingerhold
between the stones. The lake provided safety from siege towers.

Atop thewadlls, ballista towers had been erected every eighty feet, and the balista bows were made of
fine Sylvarresta sted. The balistae were made in the style of Toom: a cranking winch would let aman
tighten them, and then the whole ballista was mounted upon a seet that pivoted so that the marksman
could quickly adjust hisaim to theright or left, while the bow itsalf was perfectly weighted and could be
raised and lowered. Thus awdl-trained marksman could swivel quickly to take aim on any attacker and
send abalt flying.

Within the outer walls, the city rosein sections, seven walsin al, climbing more than athousand feet
abovetheplains. At the very crown of the hill stood the lord's tower, wherein days of old dozens of
far-seers had watched from the highest ramparts, and within the lord's tower was the Dedicates keep;
nearby stood a broader, squatter tower—the graakerie, where the castle's messengers were housed
adongsdether giant flying reptiles.

The wadlls atop this mgjestic fortress were dive with soldiers—archers and marksmen by the thousands.
Rhianna had never seen so many warriors gathered in one place.

"It lookslike an ant mound,” Sister Daughtry said. "The troops must have discovered that they have
wyrmlingson their border. They'reon high dert.”

"WEell never breach thosewalls," one of the horse-sigters said. "It doesn't matter that we're Rundords.”
"It looks like agood place to take endowmentsto me," Rhianna countered.

Sister Daughtry shook her head. "How do you propose that we takeit? Those archers will make
pincushionsof us. | fed very smdl, squatting out here.”

Rhiannastudied the walls. Forty Rundordswould find it hard to take the place. But the castle had its
weakness. It had not been made to defend against an aeria attack. Until now, there had never been a
need for such defenses.

"Give meamoment,” Rhiannasad. She steded her nerve. Then sheflapped and roseinto the air, lazily,
likeagraak gaining dtitude. She climbed in aspird, winging above the outer walls, high above dl of the
walls, until she wasfifteen hundred feet intheair.

Shefound currentsto her liking up there, warm thermalsjust beginning to rise from the plains, and she
rode them like agraak, her great leather wings held taut as she glided above the uppermost tower.

And then she dove, plummeting at eighty milesan hour.

There were no defenses to stop her from above. The archers on the outer wall had steel bows and the
marksmen had their balistag, but there were no defenders atop the lord's tower—only apair of far-seers
keeping watch.



As she neared the tower, she poured on speed. Five flaps of her wings sent her hurtling through the air at
over ahundred miles per hour, faster than afacon. She banked and rolled, dodging the pair of patry
arrows that assailed her from one of the battlements far below, then stretched her wingsto bresk her fall.

Atop thelord's tower, the pair of old men who apparently still had endowments of sight backed away in
terror; one of them grew so frightened that he tumbled over therailing.

Rhiannaleapt past the last man, unlatched the porta from above, and legpt down into the tower,
dropping forty feet, ignoring the ladder and breaking her fal with her wings.

Shehit thefloor running.

There were no guardsto stop her. They were dl down at the lower levels. She unlatched doors and
raced through unopposed, and with her endowments of metabolism it took her twenty secondsto reach
the queen's gpartment.

They'relucky that I'm not a Knight Eternd, Rhiannaredized. Castle Lowicker isindefensible from the
ar. Which meansthat | must hunt the Knights Eternal down and day them one by one, asquickly as
possible, lest they come and kill my Dedicates.

A pair of guards stood at the queen's door. To Rhianna's surprise, in these days when so few men had
any endowments, this pair was ill strong.

But the battle was brief. The men had endowments, but had not seen aforciblein years. Mogt of those
who had given them grace, brawn, and stamina seemed to have died long ago, so that they had mainly
gpeed to their credit. A well-balanced Runelord needed strength and grace aswell as speed. But these
men were "warriors of unfortunate proportion.”

Shetook pity on them, and did not day them. She broke one man's arm when he tried to block a blow
from her sword. She kicked the other savagely, smashing ribs, and left them both in ahesp on the
ground.

Better to leave them dive, she thought. They can vector their endowmentsto others, and make my
people strong.

Insdetheroya apartment, AlloniaLowicker was till adeep at thislate hour, lying on agrest four-post
bed that could have dept aharem. Sheer curtains of lavender gauze hung like anet over above the bed,
whileits sheets and numerous pillows were al covered in whitest slk with lavender trim. The room was
overly perfumed.

Queen Lowicker had never married. Rhianna discovered that she had afondnessfor young maidens.
Half adozen of the naked creatures graced her bed.

They screamed like children and raced to cover themsdlves at the Sght of Rhianna bursting through their
door, with abare blade in hand.

AlloniaLowicker stirred hersdlf, looked up at Rhiannawith puffy eyes. She was ayoung thing, not yet
twenty-two years of age, and she was prettier than Rhianna had expected. Rumors of her older Sster's
unfortunate appearance had prepared Rhiannafor the worst.

"My," AlloniaLowicker said, "aren't you alovely thing. Are they wasting forcibles on glamour
nowadays?"

Rhianna had dmost forgotten that she had taken endowments of glamour. She had dways had acertain



sterile beauty, but now it was much enhanced.

"Queen Lowicker," Rhiannasaid, "surrender your readm.”
"Towhom?' Alloniasaid.

"The horse-sisters of Fleeds."

"Mongersto the east of me and Rundordsto thewest," Alloniasaid. "What ever shdl | do? Oh, | know.
Y ou want my kingdom?Well you can have it."

Those who called her the Brat had spoken truly, Rhianna decided. There was ajarring petulant quality to
thiswoman that Rhiannafound disquieting. Almost, Rhiannawished that she could send the queen flying
over the nearest parapet.

But the bravado was false. Rhianna could see that Allonials face was pale, and her heart was besting in
her chest like acaged bird. Her eyes were puffy. Obvioudy she had not dept well. Perhaps she had been
up worrying about her kingdom through the night.

"I'll want your endowment as proof of surrender,” Rhiannasaid. "And you must also convince your
troopsto lay down their arms. Those monsters at your door, they're called wyrmlings, and they're worse
than anything you might have dreamed. | can save you from them. | can save your people. But | can't do
itif I have to watch out for you over my shoulder.”

The two endowments of voice that Rhianna had taken must have done their trick, for tears sprang to
AlloniaLowicker's eyes, hot tears that went legping down her cheeksin a stream.

"I know," she said, asif relieved to berid of her kingdom. "I'll giveit to you, whatever you want. Please,
savemy people.”

Wit, Rhiannadecided. She had to take Allonias wit. A person who had given grace or ssaminamight be
weakened, but they could till plot against you, still whisper into the ears of would-be conspirators. But a
lord robbed of wit was nothing but a burden to those who cared for her—a creature that needed to be
digpered and fed and sung to like a child.

"Wit," Rhiannasaid at last. "'l want your wit."
Rhiannatried to demand the endowment stoicaly, but insde shefdt that she was breaking.
| am becoming Rg Ahten, she thought. | am thinking as he thought, acting as he acted.

She knew the danger. She had shed blood before, and been seized by alocus. Fallion had burned the
creature up, and said that she no longer had a stain on her soul.

But Rhiannawaswaking athin line. Shewas acting like awolf lord.

"You can haveit,” Alloniasaid. "With what I've heard about the feeding habits of our new neighbors, |
don't want to know what happens.”

By midmorning, the Brat had arune branded on her forehead, and Rhiannahad her wit.

Queen Lowicker had severd facilitators on staff, and they were quick to presslocd jewelers and
slveramithsinto service, preparing forcibles. Rhianna hersdlf took a dozen more endowments each of
glamour and voice.



Some women gazed upon her now and grew sick with envy. They looked upon her lustrous skin, her
radiant eyes, and they despaired of ever being loved, while men gaped at her and seemed amost beyond
restraint, like men who are dying of thirst and are suddenly confronted with water.

Rhiannatook afew more endowments from Lowicker's nobles—sight, hearing, and touch, so that she
would better find her way around when she breached the defenses of Rugassa, along with more brawn,
grace, wit, and stamina.

Near noon, she went to where the wyrmling Kirissawas hiding from the sun. The wyrmling girl was
forced to gt in an enclosed wagon, a crude carriage with windows that could be shuttered againgt the

light

Inside the wagon, Kirissagpplied asave to her sunburned skin. One of the horse-sistershad givenit to
her. She had not asked for it, and it seemed a great boon. In Rugassa, awyrmling was expected to bear
her pains soicaly, asasgn of strength. No balm like this existed.

If thewyrmlings knew of such medicines, Kirissathought, they would kill their masters and storm out of
Rugassa, never to return.

So she rubbed it on the bridge of her nose and on her ears and cheeks and hands, the places where sheld
burned the most. The burn was araging fire, but the touch of the balm soothed it instantly.

She prepared to hide the balm under her seet, in the wyrmling manner, to savefor later.

Y et something about the salve intrigued her. 1t was a symbol. She had not asked for it. The horse-sister
who had given it to her had done so for no other reason than that she saw that Kirissawasin pain, and
the girl desired to help. She asked for no coinin return.

These people bear one another's burdens, Kirissaredlized. They do not use others astools, or seek
soldy to profit from them.

Kirissawas having ahard time divorcing hersdlf from the wyrmling catechisms. Before the binding, part
of hersdf had lived among the Inkarrans, but that shadow sdlf had never been philasophicdly inclined.

In Kirissa's mind the whole notion of asociety built not upon greed and fear, but upon love and
compassion, seemed revolutionary.

Her thoughts began to explode. She could see how smple acts of kindness, multiplied over and over as
tens of thousands of people per day made smdll gifts, might be the foundation for anew world.

In Inkarra, her people had prided themsalves on fairness. Y es, e ements of fear and greed were used to
motivate people, but primarily her society was founded upon fairness.

Perhapsthings were different here.

She had heard of the horse-sisters, but Kirissa had lived so far away that the horse-sisters were no more
than fables. Legends said that these women had the bodies of horses and the heads and breasts of
women, because long ago they bred with horses.

So when the winged woman, Rhianna, came early that afternoon with Sister Gadron to the wagon to
speak, Kirissawas eager to get to know Rhianna better. Earlier, Kirissa had been able to ask only afew
questions.

Rhianna began spesking through the trand ator and began to query Kirissain detail. "When wereach



Rugassa, how can we enter without being seen?’ she asked.

"You cant," Kirissasad. "Thewyrmlings watch by day and night. Many eyeswill befollowing you as
you approach.”

"How many guards are a each entrance?’

"l don't know," Kirissasaid. "I saw adozen when | |eft the fortress, but that was the only time I've ever
been through an outer gate.”

"What defenses do the guards employ?*

"There are kill holes above each entrance," Kirissasaid, "and hidden tunnels behind the walls. Once you
enter the labyrinth, you must fear getting lost. There are other defenses. Some of the main tunnels can be
flooded with magmaif the need is pressing.”

Rhiannawent on like thisfor an hour, grilling Kirissaabout troop strengths, about the quarters where the
Knights Eternd dept, about the habits of Death L ords—asking questions that Kirissaredly could not
answer. Rhianna asked about other thrests—the emperor himsdlf, the Great Wyrm, and the kezziard
pens. She asked about other creatures within the pens—giant gragks and things that were stranger
still—but while Kirissa had heard tales of creatures from the shadow worlds, she had never seen such
things herslf.

At the end of that hour, Rhianna began speaking to Kirissain Inkarran. Rhiannas vocabulary was limited,
childishly so, and in some instances she confused the order of words, but the words were precisely
formed and Kirissa could understand her intent.

More interestingly, though Rhiannawas human, she spoke to Kirissain her own voice, in the deep voice
of awyrmling.

Shelearnsfaster than any wyrmling, Kirissaredized. She has memorized every word that | have spoken
in the past hour.

Kirissastared a her in awe. Rhiannawas of the smal folk, and her size was unimpressive. But it had
been hundreds of years since ahuman had dain aKnight Eternd.

Thisisamighty lord, Kirissaredized, as dangerous as Emperor Zul-torac himsdlf.

But she had little time to ponder the implications of this observation, for Rhiannaimmediately began to
delveinto new topics, having the trandator ask, "How do you tell awyrmling to surrender? How do you
say, Throw down your wegpons.™

"| think that it isunwise to ask them to surrender,” Kirissasad. "They will only arm themselves again
later, and come after you in greater numbers.”

Then Rhiannaasked her onefina question. "If you were to return to Rugassa, what would be done to
you?"

Kirissathought long about that. "They would kill me," she said. "But they would torture mefirst, in order
to punishme.”

"Will they take you to the dungeons where Falion is kept?!

"Yes," Kirissasad, growing worried at her line of questioning.



"If | asked you to do thisfor me, would you do it? Would you let yourself be captured?”

Kirissarecognized what Rhianna needed. Kirissawould not be able to find her way down to the
dungeons. Even if she had known the way, she would dow down a pack of force soldiersintent upon a
quick strike.

"How would you know where they take me?' Kirissaasked.

"I'maRunelord,” shesaid. "I have asmal tincture of perfume, sandal-wood ail. | would placeit on you
and then follow the scent. No matter where they took you, | would be able to find you."

Kirissawas afraid to volunteer for such aruse. The Earth King had warned her long ago that the time
would come when the smdll folk of the world would need to stand againgt the large, but she had dways
thought that she would meet her enemy with agood blade in hand—an ax or scimitar.

It was only the Earth King'swords that gave her the courageto say, "Yes, | will go down with you. But
we may need Cullossax's key if we are to breach the dungeons.”

Rhianna gave a meaningful look to Sister Gadron.
"I'll get right on it," Sister Gadron said.

Asit turned out she did not haveto go far to get the key. A wyrmling's necklace with an ornate key
carved from bone had seemed afine trophy to one of the horse-ssters.

The summer sun shone down with the intengity of a blast furnace as Rhianna came winging to Caer
Luciare, itswhite granite wals gleaming.

She flew over the market Streets, with their cobbled stones and quaint shops. Thefolk of Caer Luciare
had favored vivid colors—bold peach, avocado, and plum—but now the gay shops clashed with the
meacabre decor of the new inhabitants. The wyrmlings had aready begun marking everything with their
crude glyphs—images of Lord Despair asaworld wyrm, rising up. Other glyphs showed the image of
the Stedler of Souls, aspidery cresture, or of various clan markings that she was just beginning to
recognize—the dog's head of the Fang Guards, or the three black skulls of the Piled Skulls clan.

Every cottage and market was somehow defiled. Either windows were shattered or doors caved in, or
vile drawings covered thewdls.

Like dogs, Rhiannaredized. Thewyrmlings are like dogs peeing on trees and bushes. Thereis some
inner dictum that forces them to mar or destroy the lands that they take.

But it was more than just the paintings that adorned the places. The carnage looked worse than she
remembered. It wasn't just the new damage to structures or the sickening graffiti. The wyrmlings had not
yet begun to reclaim their dead after the battle, so now their white corpses lay strewn about, ssomachs
bloating and festering, oozing foul smellsthat rose up on the thermas. With her endowments of scent, the
odors seemed overwhelming.

The dead were not just part of the decor, sherealized, they were the centerpiece.

Rhianna dropped to the ledge of alower wall, near where Jaz had died. She saw bloodstains on the
cobblestones that might have been his. His body lay hacked and ruined.

My brother, she thought, look what they've done to him.



Shedid not careif the wyrmlings saw her there. She suspected that some were watching from Caer
Luciare, from the dark corridors. Certainly there were enough spy holesin the place. But none would
dareissueforth in thisblazing sun to test her prowessin battle. And if they did, she would be happy to
show them athing or two.

So she stood for along moment, weeping above Jaz's corpse. " The wyrmlings have alot to answer for,"
shesadto him."And | shal make them pay."

But first, she thought, | need aweapon that will kill a Death Lord.

That was what she had come for. She had lost her staff while fighting against V ulgnash, the staff thet the
Wizard Binnesman had inscribed with runes and magic stones for the Earth King Gaborn Va Orden.

V ulgnash's endowments of metabolism had been too much for Rhiannato overcome. She hadn't been
ableto even come close to hitting him. And after the folk of Caer Luciare had fled, she'd been afraid to
return for the staff.

But now she was ready to meet VVulgnash once again.

Sheturned and flew to the upper wall, where Fallion had taken hiswound, and where shehad daina
Knight Eternal. She found the mummified corpse il lying on the ground, its crimson robes draped about
it. Rhianna kicked the corpse over. Carrion beetles crawled about undernegth it, went blindly scattering
thisway and that, seeking to escape the sunlight.

Rhianna separated the robe from the corpse.
Odd, she thought, that the wyrmlings haven't scavenged from their own dead.

But then she began to wonder. Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps it wasn't out of 1aziness that the
wyrmlings had |eft their dead on the battlefield untouched—but more out of respect.

These wyrmlings had died on the field of honor, and now it appeared that they would remain—in some
sort of macabre memorid.

Rhianna had heard of peoplein Indhopal who would not touch their dead for three days, as atoken of
respect.

It might only be something like that, she thought.

She threw off her own robe and draped herself in the cowled bloody red robes of aKnight Eternd.
Hying fast, she wouldn't be distinguishable from one of them.

She flew to the base of the mountain, benegth the parapet where Warlord Madoc had falen.

The Earth King's staff should be near here, she thought. But she could not find it. Warlord Madoc lay
dead and broken upon arock, his back arched painfully, arms spread wide, his dead eyes gazing up into
the sun.

But Rhianna couldn't see the saff.

She hoped that wyrmlings had not defiled the weapon, asthey had the buildings. She knew that the
Death Lords had tried to curse the weapon, destroy it that way.

But after several seconds, she could not seeit.



There were anumber of large rocks here, scree from the tunneling in the mountain up above.

Perhaps, she thought, it has falen under the rubble where | cannot seeit. She began to peer around,
peeking down under the shadows.

Just then, she heard anoise above. She glanced up to see alarge boulder bouncing down from a
parapet. She legpt aside asit dammed into the ground, then went bouncing away.

Perhapsthe sunisnot as great adeterrent as|'d imagined, Rhianna thought.

She heard the gruff laugh of awyrmling coming from somewherefar up the mountain, drifting down. He
caled out ataunt.

Shedid not need atrandator. Thetone said it al: | know what you're looking for. Come and get it if you
dare.

Suddenly, she realized how dangerousthat just might be.

Thewyrmlings have had anight to dig up ore from the mountain, and two full daysto refineit and take
endowments. Surely they have done so by now.

Their taunts are not idle threats.
Rhiannalegpt up and flew away.
| will have to go to Rugassawithout my staff, sheredized.
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ILL MET BY DAYLIGHT

Trust not in your own arms, but in the Great Wyrm. No chick falls from its nest without the
Wyrm's knowledge. How much mor e then does the Great Wyrm know your needs. It alone knows
all, and has all power.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Lord Despair wasimpatiently touring hisarmory when his Knights Eternd returned that morning, three
hours after sunrise.

He was studying the wyrmling weapons mounted on the walls—axes for chopping, hooks for grabbing
one's prey, battle dartsin various weights and sizes, war bows and spears. All of them were overlarge for
ahuman.

But Despair wasn't interested in wegpons for humans. The Emperor Zul-torac had opened a door to the
netherworld, and now the Thissans were negotiating with amurder of Darkling Glories. The Darkling
Gloriesnormally hunted with only teeth and talons, but Despair felt that they might benefit from wyrmling
technology.

All day, his unease had been building, like the static that builds before astorm, waiting to be unleashed.
He wanted to know what was happening at Caer Luciare. He wanted his shipment of forcibles. Three
days ago, it would have been no small thing to look into the mind of his Deeth Lord and learn what was
going onin Luciare. But now his Death Lord there was gone, and Lord Despair had no ideawhich of his
warlords now ruled in Caer Luciare.

The Knights Eternd stopped outside the armory, and both of them hesitated at the door.
They looked haggard, bleary-eyed.
"Yes," Despair demanded. "What word do you have of my forcibles?"

The Knights Eternd cringed, ararething. Their kind were usudly fearless. Lord Despair knew ingtantly
that the newswould not be just bad, it would be horrific.

"We have returned from Caer Luciare, and the newsis not favorable,” Kryssdiasaid. "But we have
brought agift of blood metd, in hopes of turning aside your wrath."

The Knights Eterna each dropped a heavy black sack at their feet, and pushed it forward. By the size, it
had to represent a hundred pounds of blood metal, perhaps enough to make a thousand forcibles.

| shal haveto send it to my facilitatorsimmediately, Lord Despair thought. A thousand endowments will
give methe strength | need to resist the coming attack.

Insde, something eased. The Earth'swarning was not as persistent. But it was ill there.

"Your gift isgppreciated,” he said, turning away from the wall of weapons and drawing closer. "Now, tell
meof theill news™"

Kryssdiaknelt. "Master, your warriors at Caer Luciare have discovered the pleasures afforded by the
forcibles. The Fang Guard have taken over the fortress, and they are taking endowments from many



warriors. The placeisfilled with carnage, with fallen warriors strewn about by the thousands. They have
not been felled by axes—but with forcibles.

"The Fang Guardsimagine that they are agreat nation, and that Caer Luciare now rivas Rugassain
power. We demanded forcibles, but their leader, Chulspeth, brandished a weapon from the smal folk at
us—a powerful staff filled with runes—and said, 'Tell your emperor that | have sent him al of the
forcibles he will get. We have taken many endowments, and we have awegpon now that will kill the
Degth Lords. Tel him to surrender. If hewantsto live, hewill do so under my rule. Tell him to come
himsalf—and grove before me. Perhaps| will let him lick my boots.™ Kryssdiaadded. "Since they
would not give usforcibles, we dug some blood metal oursaves.

Despair's blood rushed from hisface, and he stood for amoment fighting back a cold fury. He had not
received asingleforcible from Chul speth.

Thefool.

He considered how to fight, what warriorsto send. It had to be someone he trusted, and it had to be
someone who could battle a Runelord with hundreds of endowments.

Lord Despair had no warriors with endowments to match, but he had servants with other powers.

Vulgnash. He fdt insde himsdlf, and felt peace. He had used his Earth Powers to choose Vulgnash, put
him under protection. And so he could send the Knight Eternd into battle. The Earth did not warn against
it. Vulgnash's kills as aflameweaver would do nicdly. And with his endowments of metabolism, he could
fly to Caer Luciare and back in only afew hours.

Y es, hewould do nicdly. It would give him achanceto atone. Thismess, after dl, was hisfault. He had
gifted the Fang Guards with endowments of bloodlust, and had left them untamed.

But Despair could not spare his pet a the moment. The human attack was imminent, and V ulgnash would
be needed here.

"I will send VVulgnash tonight. Tell him what you've seen. Y ou will go with him to punish the Fang Guards.
Tdl him to burn Chulspeth. Thereisto beanew lord at Caer Luciare, one who will do my bidding. . . ."
Despair considered. He needed someone he could trust, but someone whose presence he could spare.
Kryssdiahad been gifted with adozen endowmentsin the past two days. Over the last few millennia,
Lord Despair had devated his Death Lords to the highest positions because he could commune with
them from afar. But having a physica body, it seemed, now offered more substantial benefits. "Y ou,
Kryssidia, shall keep the order a Luciare. Y ou shal take endowments there, no less than two hundred,
and you shdl hold thetitle of emperor of Luciare.”

"l am honored," Kryssidiasaid, bowing low.

Despair had taken some endowments aready—brawn, stamina, metabolism, and grace. He would need
more for the coming battle. "Take the blood metd to my facilitators quickly, and have them begin making
forcibles and extorting endowments. | want a thousand endowments in the next five hours."

The demand was outrageous, impossible. There weren't enough facilitators to do the work. But the need
was upon him.

Despair fdt ingde himsdlf, listening to the Earth'swarnings.

Y es, the danger was il there, but it had grown less. The humans were coming soon, but not with
sufficient force.



Deep insde, he heard the voice whispering. "Now isthe time. Choose to save the seeds of mankind.”

But Despair had no desire to choose further. He'd tried to use the newfound protective powersto
choose his Death L ords, but they were so far gone toward death that he was powerless to save them.

All right then, he thought, | will choose.
The Knights Eternal had picked up the blood metal and wereracing to take it to the facilitators.
Heturned to the fleeing Knights Eternd. "1 choose you," Despair whispered.

He felt a connection made, weak and tenuous. With one foot in the grave, and one foot out, the Knights
Eternal were dmost beyond his powers to reach. He wondered if, when he sent them word of danger,
they would even be ableto hear hiscal.

That isthe Earth Spirit's problem, he thought, and laughed.
Human flesh. That was what the Earth wanted him to choose.

Lord Despair opened alatch to the nearest door and found one of his guards. "O Great Wyrm," the
guard said, "we have brought more smdll folk to give you endowments, as you requested. They await you
in the Sanctum.”

"Well done," Despair said. "l shall be there shortly."

The smal folk. They could be both acursing and ablessing. He considered the Wizard Falion. There
was adight chance that the smdl folk would succeed in rescuing him.

But there was away that Despair could keep track of him.
The Earth Spirit wishes me to choose, Despair thought, and so | will choose.
Heimmediately called his guards to escort him to the dungeons—to the cell of Fallion Orden.

Vulgnash sat over thewizard, aforciblein hand, filing arune at its head. Theroom wasascold asanice
field with the north winds lashing acrossit. VVulgnash legpt up as Despair neared; he raised hiswingsto
full span, asif insalute.

"What would please my master?' V ulgnash asked.

Despair peered down at Fallion Orden, who lay sprawled unconscious upon hisbelly. Frost rimed his
collar, and he was barely breathing. Using his Earth Powers, Despair looked into Fallion's heart.

Here was aman who dreamed smple dreams. Fallion did not want to rule the world. Lord Despair had
never wondered what the young wizard might desire most of al, yet Despair knew that he would need to
know.

Thereit wasin hisimagination—asmdl fishing boat, a coracle that he could row out onto the sea at
dawn, and there cast his nets and hopefully be done with work for the day by noon. He wanted a cottage
at the edge of the seawith afine thatch roof to keep out the winter rain. He wanted children sitting on his
knee as he told them bedtime stories. He wanted awife to hold at night, and to cherish.

Such ample things. So repulsvely wholesome.

"Yes," the Earth's voice whispered deep insgde him. "This oneisworthy to inhabit the world to come.”



Despair raised hisleft arm to the square and said, "The Earth hide you. The Earth heal you. The Earth
make you its own. | choose you through the dark timesto come."

When it was done, Despair stared down at the wounded boy.
Now you are truly mine, he thought. Wherever you might go, | will be ableto find you.

"Vulgnash," hesaid. "It istimeto begin the torturesin earnest. Give another hundred endowments of
compassion to Falion Orden today. It istimeto force Falion to tell uswhat we need to know."
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FLAMES

Despair isthe greatest of all teachers. Others may instruct you in some matters, but Despair can
teach you all that you need to know.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

The Emir Tuul Rafdt taut with anticipation. The five heroes had spent the better part of the morning
racing toward Rugassa, and he knew that they were near. He felt so overwhemed with emotion that he
wanted to shout.

There was hope, yes. Finally the people of Caer Luciare were going to strike back against Rugassa. But
therewasfear in hisheart, aso, and mourning. His people had been driven from their homes, from the
very world of their native birth, and now squatted beyond its borders, plotting revenge.

But revenge would be hard to come by. The wyrmlings had amountain of blood meta, and they knew
how to bend it to their will. In ameatter of days, the wyrmlingswould haveit in their power to take so
many endowmentsthat the folk of Caer Luciare might never be ableto bresk the wyrmlings stranglehold
on theworld.

So there was amoment, abrief time that they might be able to strike. Today isthe day, he thought.

Preparations were being made. All morning he had felt endowments being vectored to him, some from
men.

Metabolism, that was most of what he got. Seven endowments of speed. He was not the strongest in the
group, far fromit. But he would be the quickest, and he had learned long ago that great speed is enough
in battle.

But now his quiver was full. The endowments had stopped coming an hour ago, though he could il see
Tdon growing in power from moment to moment.

They raced now aong a broken road. In the binding of the worlds, the old human highway had crossed
through the wyrmling wastes. The road was here, and it was serviceable for the most part. But in many
places rocks had risen, creating anasty path, and thorns and thistles burst up through the ground
everywhere. Still, it had been beaten down some. It was rife with wyrmling sign. Troops had marched
over it recently.

So the company raced through open fields in the lowlands, and over wooded hills, each of them running
with superhuman speed.

The Cormar twinstook the lead, sprinting Sde by side. They moved like dancers, each stepping forward
with theleft leg at precisaly the sametime, each swinging the right forward the same.

Y et their movements were too choreographed. They weren't dancers. They were marionettes, moving to
asnglewill. Thesght of it was somehow profoundly disturbing. The strangeness of it only seemed to
grow.

The group stopped for abrief med just after noon. Therewaslittlein theway of forma plans. They
hoped to meet up with Rhianna, find out what news she might haveto tell. But if they did not, so beit.
Their assault would continue today, as soon as Talon and the Cormar twins finished getting endowments



vectored to them.

So the five stopped at midday and set asmall fire, agleaming gem of heat and light that beckoned to the
emir as aways, and they prepared to cook some mest. It had been easy enough to come by. Asthey
had run through the woods, apair of grouse had fluttered up at their Sides.

With his endowments of speed, time seemed to have nearly stopped, and the emir watched them—fat
and ponderous and tempting—as they sought to escape.

He dtered his course in midstride, legping into the air, and harvested the pair of them, and now after
pulling off the skin and putting them on a skewer, he went down to wash his handsin anearby brook.

Taon squatted beside the stream among some willows and splashed water under her arms, then ran it
over her face and neck as best she could.

The emir was downstream from her a pace. He washed off his own hands quickly, scrubbing them with
coarse sand from the bottom of the stream, then et the dirty water glide away for amoment. He then
cupped his hands and took along draught, unconcerned that the water might be mingled with Taon'sdirt
and swest.

It wasn't that he didn't notice her muddying hiswater. But he was used to fighting in skirmisheswith small
bands of men. He was used to tight quarters and alack of privacy.

The emir leaned back on hishedls, and sighed. "I thank the Powersthat bethat | have lived to seethis
day," hesaid, glancing over to Tdon. "Findly, | hopeto free my brother, Areth Sul Urstone.”

Areth Sul Urstone was not his brother by blood, of course, only abrother-in-arms. They were as close
astwo men can be.

"Itisagreat day,” Tdon replied.

"Hmmm.. . ." Theemir sgnded his agreement, then peered a Taon inquigtively. "It issaid that you knew
Areth's shadow sdf?'

"l did," Taon agreed. "We caled him Gaborn Va Orden, the Earth King."

"l have never known another man like Areth Sul Urstone,” the emir said. "Never could there be a better
friend. He was not just generous. Some men can share what they have. But Areth was the kind who
would give you al that he had and regret that he did not have moreto give.

"It was not that he was courageous. Many men can go into baitle with little fear. But Areth had akind of
courage that went deeper than that. He had the courage to stick to his principles, regardless of the
consequences.

"It was not that he was honest, it was that he was unwavering in hisfaithfulness. Areth Sul Urstone's
word was stronger than flint.

"Tel me," the emir asked, "isthat the kind of man that he was on your world, too?'

Taon thought for amoment, asif trying to decide how to frame her answer. "Hewasdl of that and
more. He was aman of such degp compassion that it became avice. Heloved others too much for his
own good."

"Aaaah," theemir said. "1 have dways believed that of Areth, too. He suffers when others are hurt. Many



times | have thought, 'l should gather aband of men, break into Rugassa, and set him free.’ Yet | knew
what it would cost. Even if we managed to free him, the backlash would have been unbearable. The
wyrmlings would have struck so hard, Caer Luciare would have been destroyed—and Areth would
never have been able to be a peace with that. Indeed, | think that he would rather have rotted in his cell
for an eternity, knowing that others lived with some degree of peace and prosperity, than to be set free.

"That iswhy | captured the wyrmling princess. | hoped that by taking her, | could buy hislife.”

"And do you think heiseven gtill dive?' Taon asked. "I mean today—now that the wyrmlings have got
their princess back?'

"l hope so."
"Andif heisdive, ishedill the man that you knew fourteen years ago?"

The Emir Tuul Radid not answer quickly. He lowered his head in thought. Talon knew that men could be
broken. With enough pain and deprivation, even the strongest men turned into craven animals. And the
tormentors of Rugassa had turned the breaking of men into an art form.

"I can only hopethat my brother isdive, and thet there is something left of what he oncewas. | intend to
st him free, and if the people will accept him, | hope to see him st upon the throne. No manismore
desarving.”

"Heisfortunate to have you asafriend, and an dly,” Tdon said.
The emir did not like compliments. He never quite knew whét to say.

"Now," theemir said, "I must ask you of this Fallion Orden—the son of his shadow sdif, the son that, in
my world, at least, he never had. What kind of manishe?’

"Heisayoung man,” Taon said. "l have followed at hisback sincel could crawl, and so | know him
well, perhaps aswell asanyonedive. . . ."

"So | have heard,” the emir said.
"Everything that you have said about the father, is doubly true of Falion. . .." Here she hesitated.
IIBlJt?I

"Everything but the compassion,” she admitted at |ast. "The Earth King's compassion was the stuff of
legend. Heloved his people so much that in the end he gave hislifefor them, and went traveling the
world, seeking out good and humble folk, and bestowing his blessings upon them. Even long after the
threat was over, he kept traveling the world, never ableto rest.”

"Perhagps,” the emir said, "he could not rest because he knew that the war was not over. My father said
that sometimeswhen awar iscoming, you can smell it far off, years or decadesin the brewing. Other
timesit isthrust upon you at amoment's notice.”

"Yes" Tadon sad. "l supposethat could be. Anyway, Falion isnot like hisfather. Heloves, but not
indiscriminately. Heisaman of . . . tremendous discipline.”

Taon seemed not to want to say more, but the emir said, "Heisaflameweaver, ishe not? It would take
tremendous discipline for onelike himto lead anormd life, to take on the responsibilities of ahome and
family, wouldnt it?"



"Yes," Tdonsad. "Y et you manageit, don't you?'

"I have never given mysdf to theflames" he said after along moment. Then he glanced back toward his
pair of roasting grouse.

Thefirelicked their flesh, and their fat dripped into the flames and Szzled, sending up aswveet-smelling
smoke.

"It'stime,” hesaid. "I'll befacing Vulgnash, aKnight Eternd, aflameweaver of considerable power.”
| should have begun thisingtruction years ago, he thought.

"Wait!" Tdon sad.

Theemir turned to her.

"Y ou're agenerous man, too," she said heditantly. "Y ou're planning to end your life when thisisover, give
back your endowments—aren't you?"

"Let usjust say," he answered, "that if you see mefal in battle at the end of the fight, do not come back
to save me."

"Do you think that that iswhat S'yaddah would want?"

"I think that she would be hurt," the emir said, "but in time she would think of meless and less often.”
"| think that some pain can never die,” Taon argued.

"Whatever happensto me," theemir said, "tell her that | died vdiantly, in battle.”

"What if | don't want you to diein battle?' Taon asked.

Tuul Rahad no answer for that.

Herose, and climbed up from the cattails at the edge of the brook. He went beside the smdll fire. Little
smoke came from the dry wood, and it was being dispersed by alight wind and by the trees.

In fact, the wind was strong enough that the flames sputtered with every gust, asif the fire would go out.

He had dwaysfelt uneasy around fire. Hed always been aware of how it pulled at his sanity, sought to
command him. But today he felt more wary than ever.

He had learned what kind of man he had been on the shadow world—faithless, brutal, an enemy to all of
mankind.

Of courseg, that's not me, isit? That was someone se, in another life.
But somehow it fdt like him.

Fire was the connection. Fire was dwaysthere, at the edge of his consciousness, calling to him: Use me.
Y ou need me. Y ou are not whole without me, and | am not whole without you.

| was the most powerful flameweaver in the history of the shadow world, the emir thought. And | could
be the most powerful in mine.

Y es, the fire seemed to whisper, its bright tongues speaking to some primal part of the emir's soul,



piercing the base of hisbrain. Y ou could be powerful. The world needs you to be powerful, to give
yoursdf to the flames. How dse will you conquer the wyrmling hordes?

How e seindeed? Tuul Rawondered.
It isasmdl matter, the fire whispered. Step into the flame. Give yoursdlf to me.

It was atemptation. It had aways been atemptation. Tuul Ra often suspected that his skills could
blossom if he but let them. HEd dared imagine himsdlf fighting the wyrmling horde, striding into Rugassa
with abdl of sunlight baanced in his hand, one so bright that it would make thewyrmlings eyessizzlein
the backs of their heads.

They are an evil people. Someone needs to destroy them.
The emir knelt in front of thefire, asif before an dtar, and gazed into the flames.
Filled with curiogity, Taon, Daylan Hammer, and the Cormar twinsal gathered around him.

The emir had long been able to bend smoke to hiswill. It was ataent he had noticed in childhood. And
he could make flames rise up and dance like snakes at his command. But it was not a gift that he lusted
for, or that hetook pridein.

He studied the flames now. His pair of grouse was cooking unevenly. He sat staring at the flames, tried to
twist them upward and to the south, so that the birds would cook more evenly.

But after what seemed like several moments, nothing happened. Fire was aware of him, of that he felt
certain. Hewasdrawn to it, asit was drawn to him. But it would not bend to hiswiill.

"You cant just forceit," Daylan Hammer said. "Fire dways requires a sacrifice. Go fetch some wood.
Try building it up."

"I'll get some," the Cormar twins said in unison, and they glanced at each other, laughed maniacaly, and
then leapt up and raced into the brush, each step choreographed, each move perfectly matching the
other.

The emir consdered waiting for thewood. But he knew that wood was not the only sacrifice that might
be given. He reached up to hisneck and pulled at aleather cord so that a sheepskin pouch popped out
from beneath hisring mail. He opened the pouch and dumped alock of hair into his hand, black and

ghiny.

Hetossed the hair in, watched the fire consume it greedily, tiny flamesflickering green and blue asthey
consumed the oilsin the hair.

It had been the last memento from his dead wife.
In the hissing of the flames he heard the words " Serve me."

"l will feed you," hereplied. Y ou may have my service, but not my soul.”



18
A GATHERING OF HEROES

Joy isthe object of our creation. When one is united with a wyrm, it produces an abundance of
joy. Therefore, always conduct your affairsin a way that makes you worthy of a wyrm.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism
Once Tdon and the others had finished eating and broken camp, the emir kicked the coals from thefire

off into the nearest bushes, seemingly with athought the fire raced among some dry leaves and began
licking the trunks of the nearest oaks.

What good will it do him, she wondered, to give himsdlf thusto Fire? All it will do iswarn the wyrmlings.
They'll seethe smoke.

Daylan watched the flames for along moment and said softly, "It iswritten that Rgy Ahten fed hisfires
day and night, burning entire forests. | suppose that such sacrifices must be madeif you areto gain his

powers."

"Itisnot much of asacrifice” theemir said. "Thereisablight upon theland. The treeswill be dead within
amonth anyway, | fear, and then thefirst spark would set thiswhole land dight.”

"Sooner than amonth,” Daylan said, "unless we can break the wyrmlings hold upon the [and.”

Taon did not have any idea how that might be done. She wasn't sure that Daylan knew. How were the
wyrmlings even poisoning the land? Wasit some sort of runelore, like the reavers had used a Carrisin
her father's day?

The Cormar twinslaughed at some private joke, then sprang off along the road, their steps perfectly
meatched, thelr arms swinging in unison.

We can't be far from Rugassa, Taon thought, though she could seeno sign of it yet.

They raced on with renewed fury, running forty milesin the next hour, until swest weighed down Taon's
tunic. They stopped to drink at streams along the way, but each time it was only agulp, stolen quickly,
and then they were off again.

Soon, amountain began to loom in the distance, dark and forbidding, its coned peak looking blue at first,
and then gaining definition as the heroes neared.

From timeto time, they continued to pass villages—all of the houses broken and destroyed.
We're near thetown of Ravenspdll, Tdon realized, consulting amental map.

It was late morning when they reached it, crossing afine stone bridge into awalled city. Thewalls here
were not high, only twenty feet or so. The gates of the city had been broken down, and like the villages
before, the houses had been demolished, their thatch roofs pulled off, their doors smashed.

Taon had no desire to ingpect the ruins. But as the three sprinted through the city streets, rushing at forty
miles per hour, it was asif her mind was storing pictures—a burned hovel, a dead man sprawled on his
belly while a buzzard flapped heavily into the air, afrightened dog rushing into the ruinsto hide.

Suddenly they rounded a corner in the market section of town, and there she was—agirl of five or Sx



with long blond braided hair there at amarket stall, hunched over apile of cloth.

She must have heard the noise, for she turned and shrieked, peering at them briefly in terror but not redlly
seaing them.

The girl leapt over the counter of the market stal to hide.
The company cameto ahalt, and dl of them stood for amoment, panting, each wondering what to do.

"Looks like the wyrmlings missed one," the emir said. He peered to Ta on, then to the others. "What shall
we do with the child."

The Cormar twins laughed mirthlesdy at some private joke, then said in explanation, "Were not carrying
her into baitle."

"Wecan't leave her here” Taon said. "Shell garve, if thewyrmlingsdon't find her firgt."

"Nor can we take her with us," the emir said. He looked about helplesdy. "All we can dois pick her up
on theway back. If al goeswdl, we will be done with our business before dark.”

"'She has managed to hide from the wyrmlingswell enough for at least three days," Daylan Hammer said.
" She should manage well enough for afew hours more.”

But Talon could not leaveit a that. The girl wasterrified. She had seenitin the child'sface. That kind of
fear can turn aperson into an animdl. If nothing else, Talon needed to soothe her mind.

"Stay here" Tdon sad.

She approached the market stall quietly. The roof of the building was made from pine poles draped with
red linen curtains. The curtainswereripped and bloody, flying like bannersin thewind.

Approaching cautioudy, Taon cdled out, "Little girl? Little girl? Areyou dl right?*

She went and |ooked over the plank counter. Therewas apile of cloth benegath it. The girl washiding
there beneath some rumpled cloth, trembling, so that the whole pile shook.

"Do you have aname?' Talon asked.
The girl was shaking frightfully. Talon could only see aportion of her leg.

"My nameis Taon. I'm hereto help you. I'm with friends, Rundlords. We're going to go kill the monsters
that attacked the city.”

"You're mongters!” the girl cried. She pulled the wrinkled fabric away but merely st there, in afetd
position, too frightened to do anything but look. Her eyesroved over Talon'sface.

She seesthe ridge bone on my face, and the nubs of my horns, Talon redlized. | don't look human to her
anymore.

"I'm not like those mongters. They're caled wyrmlings. They'relarger than me, and they're very evil. If
I'm amongter, I'm agood mongter.”

"How can| tdl?"

"If I was one of them,"” Talon said eadlly, "I would have taken you aready.”



Thegirl thought about this, but kept trembling in fear.

"Doyou have afamily? Isanyonedsedivein thiscity?"

The girl shook her head no both times.

"Do you have aname?"

Thegirl shook her head no again, and shrank back against the wall of her little cupboard.
"l think you'reteasng me," Tdon said. "Everyone hasaname.”

Thegirl turned her faceto thewall, and just Stared t it.

"I'm going to have to go fight the wyrmlings now," Talon said. "I don't want to leave you aone, but | have
to. I'll comefor you when | get back. I'll take you to safety. Y ou can wait for me, can't you? Y ou can be
brave until then?'

Thelittlegirl did not answer.
Tdon turned to leave.

| can track her by smdll if | haveto, Taon told herself. She hesitated, and whispered, "Be well,” then
walked away.

"No!" the girl shrieked. Talon turned as the child came legping over the counter of the little market sal.
Then the girl grabbed her by theleg and held on, terrified that Talon would leave.

"Come here," Taon said, reaching down and grabbing the child.

"Don't leave me!" the girl shouted. "Don't ever leavel” She peered into Talon'sface, stricken. The girl's
eyes were bloodshot from lack of deep, her face dirty. She smelled of dog hair and swest. But shewasa
pretty thing, in acommon sort of way.

Daylan and the others came over, sood at their sde. ™Y ou can't take her with us" Daylan said in the
tongue of thewarrior clans. "We go to save aworld. We cannot wait upon this child.”

Tdon gave him areproving look.

"Shecan't just leavethegirl," the emir said. "Her mothering intincts are too strong.” He grimaced and
looked down. "Nor can | leave her. What kind of men would we beto do so?"

"Wise men?' the Cormars said asone.

Daylan grabbed the girl and gently pulled her from Talon'sarms. He set her on the ground. "Well be
back for you," he said sternly. "Go find aplace to hide until then.”

The girl lurched toward Taon, but Daylan reached down, grabbed her by the forehead, and pushed her
onto her butt.

"Stay there," hewarned. "' don't have timeto be nice about this."
The child looked at him, terrified, and while she was frozen with indecison Daylan said, "L et's go."

The emir took Taon by the deeve and whispered, "Hurry. Don't ook back."



Taon ran, but her heart grew heavy as her legs stretched, carrying her away from the town. They raced
through empty streets, where emslined the path, and they leaped over another quaint stone bridge. She
could hear the child screaming behind her, "Come back! Come back!"

What would | do if that were one of my own little Ssters? Talon wondered. How would | want her
treated?

And then she knew. She would want the soldiers who were out to save the world to turn a.cold shoulder
to her little Sster. She would want them to fight al the more vaiantly to avenge her. She would want them
to do their job.

"Come back!" the girl called asthey raced into the fields beyond the edge of town. Taon's keen hearing
let her detect the sound two miles away.

| will, Tlon promised. | will.

They had not gone ten miles when they spotted another Knight Eterna al dressed in red, flying from the
south. They were walking along the road at the noon hour when they saw it coming over the treetops, not
amile behind.

"Hed" theemir hissed.

But Daylan just stood for asecond, gazing up at the Knight Eternd. It came hurtling toward them so
swiftly that Taon amost didn't have timeto draw her wegpon.

"Fear not," Daylan cried. "Itisonly our friend Rhianna."

The robed figure landed before him in aflutter of wings, and Rhianna pulled back her crimson hood, her
red hair spilling out in atide. She smiled at them, and the emir and the Cormar twins all stepped back and

gasped.

Much had changed. Rhianna shook her hair loose, and it seemed asif it wasfull of light. Her eyes
gleamed like starsin anight sky, and seemed to beg for al to gaze upon their glory. Her skin had grown
softer and more radiant than before. She was like some great queen of legend, so beautiful that she
would turn men's kneesweak with desire.

"Don't beafrad,” Rhiannasaid. "It'sonly me." Her voice was as pure as water, asmellow asa
woodwind.

Daylan peered at her angrily. " So, they're wasting forcibles on endowments of glamour nowadays?"

Rhiannalooked down, embarrassed. "The horse-sisters gave them to me. It encourages othersto do the
samne”

"How many?' Daylan asked. "How many of glamour, how many of voice?'
"Perhgpstwenty indl,” Rhiannasad.
"Or thirty or forty?' Daylan suggested.

Rhianna shot him an angry look. She was obvioudy embarrassed. She had wasted forciblestaking
beauty when she could have used them to boost her strength and stamina. " The people have been
generous," Rhiannaargued. " They've granted me more than three hundred endowmentsin the past day.
How many wereyou given?'



"Did they givethem," Daylan demanded, "or did you sted them?"
Rhiannaglared at him but held her silence.
"Y ou know thelaw of the Adl. Taking another's glamour isforbidden!™

"I'm not Adl," Rhianna shouted, "and | never shdl be. Y our grand folk in the netherworld wouldn't even
let me stay a season there. I'm aRunelord, and I'll do as | please. I'll do what | must!"

Taon glanced from face to face. She knew what Daylan was afraid of. He was afraid that Rhianna's
beauty would corrupt her.

And maybeit shdl, Taon thought.

"Let'sgokill wyrmlings" Rhiannagrowled. Shelooked north. "I have aconvoy of horse-sstersfrom
Fleeds ahead. | saw them from the sky. They're only three milesfrom here. They have awyrmling with
them, agirl who can lead usto the dungeons.”

The moment of tension eased.
"Why would she do that?' Daylan asked.

"Shewantsto fight thewyrmlings," Rhiannasaid. "In the binding, two of her shadow sdveswere
bound—awyrmling and an Inkarran. The Inkarran had been one of Gaborn's chosen ones.”

Taon wondered at that, wondered how many more Inkarrans might be bound into the wyrmling horde,
wondered how many of them Gaborn might have tried to sway.

"We saw your handiwork on the road a hundred miles back," Taon said. "Good job, that. Did you get
meany forcibles?'

"A few thousand. | couldn't let them reach the wyrmling horde.”

"Some got through anyway," Daylan said. "We saw Knights Eternd flying north not an hour ago, carrying
cargo. We mugt fear for the wors.”

Rhiannabit her lip.

"WEell release the wyrmling girl," she said, "afew milesfrom thefortress. She can go to the doors, beg for
mercy. The wyrmlingswill take her to their dungeon for torture. | can track their path by smell. |
promised that | would go infor her in lessthan an hour.”

It did not seem like much of aplan to Talon. She wanted things locked down better, more secure. But it
was the first and only plan that had been introduced so far.

Daylan Hammer said, "And once we get into the fortress, what next?"
"Wekill anyonewho standsin our way," Rhiannasaid, dl business.

Taon could not help but hear the ghost of the Bright One's warnings. Erringae had told them to spare the
enemy, be aslenient as possible, lest they stain their own souls.

Almost Taon thought to object to the plan.

But why should | bother? she wondered. The wyrmlings have been a scourge upon the earth for far too



long. They've dl but destroyed my people, and if l&ft to their own ends, they will exterminate us. We are
strong. The six of us could wipe out the whole wyrmling horde.

Shelooked to the Cormars, saw that they grinned, their smiles obscendly identical. Therewasaglint of
madnessto their eyes.

Y et Taon couldn't imagine engaging in daughter. There were innocents among the wyrmlingstoo,
children and babes. There might be more wyrmling girlslike the one that Rhianna had found, people who
longed to be free and who were willing to fight for it, to diefor it.

"l go to Rugassato freemy friend,” the emir said, "not to wash in wyrmling blood.” Hesaditin
Rofehavanish. His accent was thick, hiswords unsure, but he managed to say it. Talon was surprised that
he could speak thetongue at dl given their short conversation. Then he switched to the tongue of the
warrior clans. "Takealifeif you must, but only if you must." There was rage on hisface, atemper barely
under control. "Wearein dire draits,”" he said, "but | swear, if any of you take an innocent life, you will
have meto ded with."

Daylan Hammer trandated hiswords for Rhianna, then gave him an gppreciative look and added, "And
I’m"

Tdon admired their courage. "And me."

The Cormar twins peered at them with glinting eyes, and Taon could read their thoughts. We could take
them, they were thinking. We could kill them all, and then kill thewyrmlings

Suddenly they both laughed, each chuckle precisdy synchronized. Daylan glanced at Taon, giving her a
look of warning.

They'velost themsalves, Tdon redized. Somehow in twinning their minds, they've lost themselves. We
should go to battle now, before they go completely mad.

"Let'snot argue,” shesaid. "Weve got ajob to do.”

So they plotted their attack. Rhianna related what intelligence she could, telling of her bargain with the
horse-ssters and her overthrow of Beldinook. She told of the dangers she had faced at the Courts of
Tide, and her hopes that the warlords there might form adiversion. She repeated reports of reavers
surfacing near Carris, and relayed how the horse-sisters scouts warned that they were marchingina
northeasterly direction. Shetold how the wyrmlings at Caer Luciare had begun taking endowments, and
described where she had hidden the forcibles that she'd stolen from the wyrmlings—news that was
important, should shefal in battle.

Tdon reated dl that had happened to her, including Erringaes vision of Borenson salling to their aid
upon awhite ship.

It seemed asif they spoke for an hour; but al of them had taken endowments of metabolism, sointruth
not five minutes had passed before Rhiannalegpt into the air and flew north to meet the horse-sigters.

Then the company began their race again, sprinting down the broken road to Rugassa

Holding ablanket over her head to protect her bleary eyes, Kirissa scrambled down out of the forest and
over the uneven black paving stonesinto Rugassa, afortress built into atal volcanic cone of black basdlt,
smoothed on its dopes so that one could see where hundreds of towers and walkways and air shafts had
been carved.



She had hoped never to seethe fortress again, but the Earth King's words resounded in her mind.
The time was coming when the smdll folk of the world would have to stand up to the large.

But hedidn't say that I'd live through it, Kirissaredized.

She stumbled, her toe catching on an uneven stone, and fell to one knee, then climbed up carefully.

The defenses of Rugassawere dl underground. From the outside it looked asif you could just walk in.
There were no tall wallswith guards waking them, as you would seein ahuman castle. The wyrmlings
didn't like being so exposed. No, the defenseswere all inside, underground, so well concedled that those
who managed to breach them never got back outside to tell how far they had gone.

So Kirissawaked across the dark stoneswith the sun blazing above her, abit of sasndawood perfume
upon her hed, until she reached the south tunndl.

Deep within its recesses, fifty yards from the entrance, guards were waiting. A greet iron door stood
closed before her, and the guards peered out through a dit, so that she could see only their white eyes.

They did not ask her questions. They only opened the door, winching it dowly, until the guards stood
before her, great brutesin armor of bone.

One guard lunged for her, grabbing her in astranglehold, then threw hisweight against her so that shefedll
to thefloor. Helanded on her ribs, forcing the air from her sharply, so that she could not breathe. Two
other guards grabbed her from behind and began fedling through her clothes, ostensibly searching for

Wegpons.
One of them hissed, "I would have thought that you would be smart enough to stay gone."
"I came back," Kirissagrunted, "to serve the Great Wyrm. | waswrong to leave. | know that now."

"Oh, she knows that now!" her strangler mocked. The otherslaughed harshly as his grip tightened on her
throat. Kirissagasped for air and struggled for al that she was worth for fifteen seconds.

As her lungs began to burn, she went limp, feigning unconsciousness, but the guard kept strangling.
Don't let me die, she begged the Powers. Please don't et them kill me now.

Taon and the heroes waited on a pine-covered hill with the horse-sisters of Fleeds, afearsome company
of women upon blood mounts, red warhorses with red eyes, their flanks painted with mystic runes.

Though the horse-ssters armor was light, consisting of boiled-leather cuirasses enameled in green and
gold, their lances were sharp, and they wore fantastic enameled masks over their hdlmets—images of
stags with antlers, and boars with tusks, and bears with long fangs, and the green man with leaves for
hair—so that they looked more like fearsome beasts than humans.

The forty women were four miles from Rugassa. The pines grew thick around them, but not so thick that
the company couldn't see the entrances to the fortress from here.

They could not go to battleimmediately. They needed to give the wyrmlings time to take their prisoner
into the dungeons.

If they take her to the dungeons, Tdon thought.

There were no guarantees. Rhianna had warned that the guards might kill her outright.



Tdonsad, "That girl isshowing greet faithinus.”
"Let usliveworthy of it," the emir agreed.
It was early afternoon, a perfect timeto strike.

Taon took afew minutes to sharpen her sword, then her daggers. The others did the same. She got out
her sunstones, and gave one to each of her companions. She had only five, and so the Cormar twins
were forced to share.

But Daylan Hammer urged, "Keep them hidden. Use them only asalast resort. If Vulgnash seesthem, he
will draw thefire from them and turn their power against us." So Taon hid her sunstonein her shoe. It
was uncomfortable, but it was afamiliar pain. Asachild she had often hidden coinsin her boot when she
went to thefair.

The memory made her amile, reminding her of more innocent days.
It seemed that the sun crawled through the sky. Talon saw the emir wander off into the trees.
Shefollowed him, until they found aprivate placeinasmdl glen.

He did not speak. Hetook Taon's hand and squeezed it. It wasn't that he had nothing to say, she
realized. It wasthat he had too much to say, and words did not suffice.

So shekissed him again, and held him for atime.
"Don't dieon metoday,” Tdon sad.
He made no promises.

Am | not reason enough for him to live? she wondered. But she understood his math. He had taken
endowments from people, and he needed to give them back. The happiness of the many outweighed the
happiness of two.

At lagt, Rhiannagave asmdl shout. It wastimeto fight.

Thetwo of them walked up the hill, hand-in-hand, until they reached its top.

Daylan Hammer and the Cormars were itching to go. The horse-ssters were al mounted, ready to ride.
"Good fortuneto you in your hunt,” Sister Daughtry said.

"Areyou going to rideto Caer Luciare now?" Taon asked her. Almost she wished that the horse-ssters
would join theraid, but none of them had taken the number of endowments that would be needed for
such afight.

"Yes," Siger Daughtry answered.

"Don't try to tekeit yet," Rhiannasaid. "Y ou don't know what you'l find there. There will be Death Lords
for certain, and Rundords. Find a place to camp for the night, and hide well. We will join you as soon as
possible, if we can!™

"Well spoken,” Sister Daughtry said.

Raising their fistsin salute, the horse-sisters urged their mounts forward one by one, and headed down



the road to the south.

When they were gone, Rhiannaleapt into the air and led the charge, flapping madly, flying low above the
road, veering among the trees, building up incredible speed—until soon she wasablur, fagter than a
facon.

She had volunteered to hit the gate first, take out the guards, and leave the way open for the others.

The five stood upon the hill, watching her fly, and in moments she waslost in the trees. Just as Talon
began looking for her, suddenly Rhiannawas there at Rugassa, risng up out of the forest and hurtling
over thewall. She could not have been visible for two seconds before she disappeared into the fortress,
choosing ahuge black gaping tunndl a the southernmost face.

"Good hunting," Talon prayed, as she raced to catch up.

"Come, and see this, my friend,” Lord Despair said to hisvistor. "Forces are coming to attack the
fortress. | believe that they are humans, empowered by runes. Y ou should enjoy the spectacle.”

The creature beside him was covered with coarse dark hair, and stood nine feet tall, but the vast wings at
his back rose even higher. He samdlled like astorm, and normally would have wrapped himsdlf in clouds
and darkness, drawing al light from the room. But herein Rugassa, he felt at home. Hewas a Darkling
Glory from the netherworld, but he was more than that. There was awyrm feeding on hissoul, a
powerful wyrm named Scathain, the Lord of Ashes. For nearly twenty years now, Scathain had been
feeding upon the Darkling Glory.

Despair wasfilled with nervous energy. Hundreds of endowments he had been granted this day, sent
through various vectors. He had not wasted his time attending the rites. He'd been too busy negotiating.
Hed taken so many endowments of stamina, he almost felt asif health and vitality must be radiating from
him, bursting like beams of sunlight from every pore. His endowments of brawn were so greeat that he felt
asif hewas hardly touching the floor. His own welght seemed indgnificant, asif he floated abovethe
ground instead of walking. It was all that he could do to restrain himsdlf, to keep from running.

Scathain followed a his sde, walking in ahunched manner. Lord Despair said, " The attackerswill come
down thisvery tunnd."

"How can you be certain?' Scathain asked.

"My Earth Powers," Despair said. "Some of my chosen servants are down the corridor. | sense the

danger coming.”

Lord Despair could see the attackers path in hismind's eye. They would leave atrail of dead—dll the
way down to the dungeons, if he did not stop them.

"Yes, they will come," Despair said, hisanticipation risng pleasurably.

"Would you like meto ded with them?" Scathain asked.

"No. My wyrmlingswill handletheintruders.”

"Yes, Great One," Scathain said. Despite his size, the Darkling Glory walked lightly.

Despair had ordered a certain member of the High Council to watch the southern passage. That was how
he knew exactly where the enemy would enter. He could fed death approaching the fool. But Despair
dared not use his Earth Powersto warn him. If the wyrmling lord warned others, it could cause a panic.



People would flee, defenders might gather. Despair could not alow that. The enemy could not suspect
that he had set atrap.

But what isthe source of the attack? he wondered. Mogt likely it was humans, since they were attacking
in the early afternoon, when the sun was the brightest.

It could be the Fang Guards coming from Caer Luciare, he decided. But wyrmlingswould traditionaly
travel at night. Still, he supposed, if it were members of the Fang Guard, they might have taken enough
endowments of slaminato resist the sun's burning powers.

But something else came to mind. What if the Fang Guards had discovered some other way to abide the
daylight?

What would happen, Lord Despair wondered, if awyrmling took an endowment of sight from anorma
human? Would he suddenly be able to withstand sunlight better?

What afearsome thing that would be, Despair considered—awyrmling that can abide thelight.
He sent aguard to tdll hisfacilitatorsto test the theory.

Or perhaps, he wondered, it is neither the folk from Caer Luciare nor the Fang Guards. His warriors had
been harrying the smdl folk on his borders now for three nights running. Perhaps some of the small folk
had found some blood-metal ore and taken endowments. Perhapsit was a contingent of these that were
coming, aband of Runelords who planned an attack for reasons of their own.

He was s0 in tune with the Earth Powers, he could amost count the seconds until the attack. It would
come at the southern gate, in only afew moments.

Running now, Lord Despair charged up the stairs to his chambers, three steps at atime, until he found
himsdf in hisrooms. He went to his parapet, and crouched there in the shadows in his black robes beside
the gargoyles, watching to see what enemy would come.

Scathain raced up to hisside, and knelt like agreat black gargoyle himsdlf.

The sun stood il in the sky, and the air was dmost perfectly cam. Only the dightest afternoon breeze
played across his brow.

With his endowments of hearing, birdsong seemed to risein a chorus from the forest in every
direction—the cooing of wild pigeons, the ratcheting of jays, the chirps of songbirds.

The plains before the gates of Rugassa were empty now.

In the nights, the fieldswould come adive as his minionstoiled by the tens of thousands, a dark mass of
wyrmlings coming to feed the city: huntsmen bringing in handcarts piled with carcasses to feed the empire;
skirmishersleading bands of smdl folk in chains, to be stripped of endowments; woodsmen tugging carts
filled with cordwood for the cooking fires, wyrmlings bringing anima skinsfor clothes, and ingots of iron
from the mines, and dl other manner of goods.

In such athrong, it would have been difficult to spot intruders. They might have hidden among carts or
worn disguises.

But the plains were empty now.

Despair saw no armiesin the distance. With a dozen endowments of sight taken both from wyrmlings and



from the smdll folk, hewould have spotted them acrossthe miles.
Y et darmsblared in Despair'smind. "Death iscoming. Tell your chosen oneto flee.”

At last something caught his eye on the horizon to the south: aflash of red in ashaft of light—the crimson
robes of aKnight Eternal.

It was hastening toward the fortress, flying low through the pine trees that ran aong the road.
Kryssidia? Lord Despair wondered. What is he doing out?

The Knight Eternd that flew toward the castle had endowments, it was obvious. He wasflying at
tremendous speed, perhaps two hundred miles per hour, making toward the southern entrances.

"Fleg," the Earth Spirit said. "Warn your chosen to flee. Death is coming.”

Could it be Kryssdia? Despair wondered. Dismay filled him. If hisKnights Eterna wereto turn againgt
him...

Then he spotted movement in the distance—too far for the city guard to see. But ahandful of warriors
was a0 racing toward Rugassain the midday sun.

Humans. So, the heroes had cometo rescue Fallion.

Degth wasimminent for the High Council member at the south gate. The Earth Spirit seemed dmost to
be thundering in his ears. The attackers on the ground were till miles awvay when the Earth screamed its
find warning, and it took agreat of amount of discipline for Lord Despair to withhold aid.

So theflier isjust the vanguard, Despair redlized.

Kryssdiawould not bein league with humans,

It isone of them—a human with stolen wings and a Knight Eterna’s robes.

"Theflierisone of the attackers,” Despair told the Darkling Glory. "But others are following.”
"The enemy flies swiftly and well," the Darkling Glory said. "I would be honored to fight that one.”
Despair smiled.

When death came to the High Councilman, Despair felt acrudl sense of loss, asif hisvery heart wastorn
from him. It wasthe Earth Spirit, punishing him for alowing the murder. Any other man would have
crumbled to the floor and wept bitter tears, so overwheming wasthe loss.

But Despair smply whispered to the Earth, "Patience, my dear friend, patience. The onewho died wasa
fool, and therefore worthlessto me. | repent that | ever chose him. But | have othersthat | value more.”

The Earth did not answer. Despair felt its spirit withdraw, and worried that it might flee him forever.

"Wemust hurry," Despair said to the Darkling Glory. "I have prepared amost specid welcome for our
gueds”

Taon ran through the forest toward Rugassa, heart pounding, and watched for Rhiannassignd. Talon
was gtill two miles out from the city, probably too far for the wyrmling guards to see. But she felt exposed
here. The black volcano rose up from the plains, looming above her. As she drew nearer she could



descry thousands of dark holesin the basalt, windows and air vents for the wyrmling labyrinth. And at
each one, she knew crud eyes might be watching.

Rhiannahad hardly touched down in the tunne when her signal came—three bright flashesfroma
sungtone at the mouth of the tunndl.

She had taken out the guards.

Now the race began in earnest. The Cormar twins led the way, giggling a some private joke, followed
next by Daylan Hammer, the Emir Tuul Ra, and last of dl by Taon.

Each of them had copious endowments of metabolism; now the Cormar twins sprinted at breakneck
speed, matching each other stride for stride, fifty miles per hour, sixty.

They raced under the pines, through the shadows thrown by the midday sun.
Even awyrmling can't see usyet, Tdon thought. The sunisin their eyes, and we are dl in shadow.

So shetried to comfort hersalf with reassurances of her own lack of vighility until a last the comrades
exited thewoods, passing agreet basat wall someforty feet high, and ran now through barren fields,
subject to the scrutiny of any who might be watching.

It was gtill amileto the gate, black and yawning ahead.

She waited for some darm, for surely, she thought, someoneis aware of us by now.
"Runfagter," Daylan cried.

The lesstime that we are exposed, Taon thought, the less chance that we will be seen.

At sixty miles per hour it would take nearly afull minute to cross the open plains. Only the greatest stroke
of luck would let them make it unseen.

They would haveto rely upon their own speed and fighting skillsto get them to their destination.

Before she ever reached the gate, agong sounded. It was a bell more massive than any she'd heard
before. Thetolling of it sent athrill through the ground.

Twelve seconds later, the company burst into the tunnel and were soon at an iron gate that had been
thrown open. Guards lay dead and bloodied, while Rhianna stood over their corpses, ablack long sword
in hand.

She pocketed her sunstone, waited a heartbest, then turned and led the way into the fortress.

The Cormar twins charged in at her back. Suddenly both of them cackled and raced to take the lead,
gprinting down the corridorsin unison, cutting down any wyrmling that stood in their way.

There was no resistance. None of the wyrmlings had endowments asfar as Talon could tell. Some had
timeto register alook of shock. Some warriors even had their hands stray toward aweapon. But the
battle was over beforeit ever began, with the Cormar twins artfully hacking the defenders down, one
man swinging high, another low, so that heads and legs came off at the same ingtant.

It felt too much like murder. Taon could hardly ssomechtit.

We havethat right, Talon told hersdlf, after all that they've doneto us.



Taon wasin the rearguard, and as such she kept alookout behind. But her job, it seemed, consisted
mainly of trying not to dip on thetrail of blood left by those who blazed the path ahead.

As sheran, she had timeto natice the little things—the glow worms grazing on the wals, wyrmling glyphs
painted in white to mark the doorways. The air waswarm and sultry inside the tunnels, stuffy and filled
with the acrid scent of sulfur and the stench of amillion wyrmlings. She saw kill holes and spy holesin the
walls—and in one she glimpsed an eye, the pure whiteiris of awyrmling, gazing back at her in fear.

She had no idea how to reach the creature. Surely some hidden corridor would lead her there, but she
did not know which bywaysto take, or how many turns she might have to pass.

They're watching us, she thought. They know everything that we do. We can only hope that they don't
have enough power to do anything but watch.

She lunged toward the spy hole and thrust her blade through before the wyrmling had time to back away
or even blink. Her blade did through the eye socket and clunked asit hit the back of the wyrmling's skull.
The blade came out covered in gore.

Taon raced down the tunnel, following her comrades. They had not gone far when she heard a
tremendous rattling. She turned and peered back in the gloom. A hugeiron portcullis was dropping,
gravity bearing it inexorably down. It looked asif it weighed severa tons, and the whole tunndl shook. If
she had not had endowments, it might have seemed to fall ingtantly, but with her speed it seemed to take
apair of seconds before it dammed into the ground with findity.

Our exit is blocked. There's no way out!

Her heart raced, but Talon realized that there had to be a path out. She'd seen thousands of windows
and ar holes. Surely there was more than one exit.

No one &l se seemed to worry. They battled on.

Only once did Tadon provide any red help. They were following the scent of sandawood on Kirissa's
trail, but even with endowments of scent, the others could not be sure which way to go.

"Arewe heading down the right tunndl?' Daylan cdled.

"Yes," Tdon shouted back. Her voice sounded stressed, frightened. She redlized that from the timethey
had entered the labyrinth, amaost no one had spoken.

Suddenly the corridor ahead darkened and a great red shadow filled the hallway. Taon saw wingsrise
up, and realized that a Knight Eterna stood before them, barring the way.

Therewas anervous cry of warning from Rhianna. She raised her sunstone and squeezed it so that it sent
out apiercing light. The Knight Eternal squinted abit, then swiftly raised ahand.

The sunstone flared impossibly bright. A whirling torrent of fire went streaming out from it into the Knight
Eternd's hand, and the sunstone shattered in Rhianna's fingers. Fragments went scattering like hot sparks
acrossthe stonefloor.

"It's Vulgnash himsdf!" Daylan shouted, and Taon felt her bowd s quiver.

The Cormar twins cried out in anticipation, like dogs eager to attack. But their perfectly choreographed
moves ceased. In their haste, one of them stumbled.



They're fighting each other for control, Taon redized.

The stumbler regained hisfeet, and the two bounded forward; one swung low while the other went high.
But their movements seemed dow, jerky, uncoordinated.

In aheartbeat VVulgnash legpt and ducked at the same instant. He did not seem faster than them. Indeed,
he barely seemed to escape alive.

Then he went on the attack.

His own black blade swung and lunged and siwung again with such ferocity that the Cormars were driven
back. He pressed the attack, rushing forward, and in the dim light had some advantage.

He has endowments to match our own, Talon redized, maybe even more.

Out of the darkness at VVulgnash's back, specters appeared—a pair of shadows clothed in the ragged
black robes of Death Lords.

Theair suddenly chilled, the temperature dropping and becoming numbingly cold. The air fogged from
Taon'smouth. Then the Degth Lords shed their robes. They became indistinct shadowsin the darkness.

No mortal blade could kill aDesth Lord. Their very touch would freeze aman's soul, leaving him
pardyzed.

The Cormars fought to fend off Vulgnash's ferocious assault, but the very sight of the Deeth Lords
unmanned them. V ulgnash sivung mightily. One Cormar tried to block with hisax, but Vulgnash's greet
sword landed with such ferocity that there was a snap.

Tun Cormar's arm shattered.

Instantly Vulgnash legpt, hiswings flapping once, so that he flew over the young man's head—and
kicked, sending Tuninto thewall.

Tun's head hit with asmashing sound, and he began to dump to the ground, leaving abloody red stregk.
No endowments of brawn could save his bones from such abuse.

Hisbrother Errant cried out in anguish, and legpt at V ulgnash's back, armsflailing in an unrestrained
attack.

Tunisdead, Taon redized. His brother fedsthe loss of a Dedicate.

But the Knight Eternal ducked benegath Errant's blow, stepped backward, and clubbed the young warrior
with an elbow.

Errant Cormar was thrown backward—into the arms of the Death Lords.
They took him, black shadows clawing at hisface greedily asthey consumed his spirit.
Errant's scream rent the air, and he kicked in vain.

Taon could not see what happened next, for VVulgnash raised hiswings high, so that they spanned the
entire corridor. Helifted his sword in salute, inviting the next challenger.

Something'swrong here, Talon redized. Vulgnash istoying with us.



Shewondered if he had more endowments than it seemed.
"Run!" Daylan cried. "To theright!"

There was adoorway to their right, just behind Talon, alarge corridor with an arched roof. Talon was
rearguard, so she whirled and raced down the corridor with only glow wormsto light her way.

Shedid not like the smell of the room aheed. It tasted of blood and putrefaction, like a daughterhouse.

The emir was at her back. He reached into his own pouch and grabbed his sunstone, held it up and
pinched it. The sunstone flared into light.

They were standing in ahuge room, circular in shape. There were high wallsal around them, twenty feet
perhaps. And above those walls were segts.

We'rein acoliseum, Talon redlized, aplace for blood sports.
"Welcome," aman cdled out, "to the Arenaof the Great Wyrm."

Taon hated, heart hammering, and saw a man standing before them in fine robes at the very center of the
ring. At hisside stood adark creature, hairy and winged. Taon had never seen such, but she recognized
it from her mother's description. It was a Darkling Glory.

Behind the man, apair of burly guards were holding the wyrmling girl, Kirissa

"Areth," avoice cried a Tadon's back. "Areth Sul Urstone!” The Emir Tuul Rasprang forward, confuson
thick in hisvoice, asif he wanted to embrace his old friend but suspected that he should flee.

"Areth Sul Urstone no longer exigts," the swordsman said. "'l am the master of thishouse. | am the king of
the Shattered Earth. | am the Great Wyrm that haunts your nightmares. | am Lord Despair.”

At their back, Talon could hear heavy feet. VVulgnash and the Death L ords had stepped in to block the
company's escape.

The emir looked crushed, confused. He staggered forward, asif he might embrace Areth.
But Daylan warned him back. "Hold, my friend. Thisisnot the Areth that you so loved."

"Arethl" the emir shouted in anear panic. "Resist him. You canress evil. Ress it, and it will fleefrom
yw!"

Despair laughed. "No, thereis not much left of himin here. What remainsishardly aware. Like amouse
stung by the venom of ascorpion, heistorpid. Yes, that isit, amouse. Heisamouse hiding in my skull,
afrightened mouse shivering in the recesses of my consciousness, dreaming of escape. He cannot resst
r.rell

"But, Areth,” the emir cried, "were hereto rescue you."

"Too late," Despair said. "Y ou should have come years ago, fourteen years ago. Y ou could have offered
ransoms. Y ou could have fought vaiantly."

"Thereisno coin that we could have paid with," the Emir objected. "There is no chance that we could
havewon."

"Ah," Lord Despair said, "that iswhere you are wrong. Y ou could have fought. It istrue that you would



have died, and Areth would have been saddened for amoment. But he would have aso been comforted
by the depth of your love. The knowledge of what you had sacrificed might even have stedled him, so
that he could endure dl of our torments. But das, well never know. All hefdt for you in the end was hurt
and betrayd."

"That'salie" the emir said. "Areth knew that | loved him asabrother. | would have comefor him years
ago. | would have come and died. But the wyrmlings would have destroyed our people in the backlash.
Areth knowsthat, too, | am sure. And he would have suffered for an eternity rather than see that.”

The smile the crept across Lord Despair's face was terrible to see. It was cruel beyond torture, and it
mocked dl who behdd it.

"He held on to such noble sentiments for aslong as he could,” Despair said. "But herein Rugassa, we
have perfected torment, and in the end, pain drove al such thoughts from hismind.”

The Emir Tuul Ra attacked then; with acry of anguish he drew hisblade and lunged. Tdon fdt surethat it
was alast desperate attempt to rescue Areth Sul Urstone, to free his soul, to save him from what he had
become.

With the strength of aRundord, the emir legpt thirty fet, blinding in his speed.

But Despair blurred into motion himself, easily batting aside the emir's wegpon, and then landed a
crushing blow with the butt of a dagger to the emir's head.

The emir fdl to the ground with acrash, his sword clanging to the arenafloor, then ringing asit spun
away.

Taon amost charged next, but Daylan warned her back. "Ware! Ware! He has more endowments than
we do, and he has the powers of an Earth King besides.” There wasfear in Daylan's voice, and regret
and horror.

Lord Despair studied the falen emir, asif dissecting him with hiseyes.

"Fourteen long years Areth waited for you," Despair said. "Fourteen years of torture. Let's see how well
you bear up asyou suffer hisfate."

Then he turned his cold gaze upon the rest of the company. He glanced at Kirissa, who struggled in the
grasp of her wyrmling guards.

"Fools," Despair said. "Why do you even bother to resst?"

"Ah," Daylan said, "and that iswhere you are wrong. We are not fools. Therules| live by are not the
rules of this physicd world. They arethe rules of theinvisble world. By abiding by those laws, Despair,
we gain power that you never could comprehend, nor control.”

Despair dismissed him with aflick of hiseyes. "If youindst," he said. "But what hasdl of your power
ganed you? Yes, you resist me, but your efforts are of no consequence.”

"Until now," Daylan said. "Y our timeis coming to an end. The True Tree has been reborn. The
Torch-bearer has returned. The Restoration of All Thingsisat hand.”

"The remains of the True Tree arerotting away at Castle Coorm," Despair said. "And the Torch-bearer
writhesin my dungeon, and shdl soon bejoining me."



Without blinking, Despair must have uttered some silent command, for from the corner of her eye Talon
caught amovement. She whirled with her wegpon in hand just in time to see pecters hurtling toward her
dlently, asinsubstantid asamigt. In their shapes, she thought that she saw theremains of their

forms—skulls shrunken and mestless, with pitsfor eyes. A ghostly hand reached out to touch her with
fingersof bone,

She cried out and tried to lurch away, but the finger brushed her hand. Ingantly it felt asif the blood froze
in her veins, racing up her arm, and her entire right side went numb.

Theicy sensation swept up her arm, paralyzed her shoulder, and stopped her heart with its piercing cold.
She heard Rhianna cry out and arush of wings as the woman legpt into the air.

"Run!" Rhiannashouted.

But Taon could not stagger a step. The wight had taken her by the hand, and she could not break free.
Even with the strength of a dozen warriors of Caer Luciare, her knees suddenly felt too wesk to hold her,
and she collgpsed to the arenafloor.



19
THE FLIGHT

Thus sayeth the Great Wyrm: | am your god. Above me there is no other. Thou must serve me or
perish. The dumb man seeketh to disobey, and the fool seeketh flight.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism
With aglimpse of the shadow wights rushing up behind her, Rhiannalegpt into the air with a shout of

warning, and flapped up into the darkness. The arenawas about one hundred and fifty yards across and
had a high ceiling, but in the darkness she could not be certain how high.

She glanced below. A wave of wights had rushed in behind Vulgnash. Talon whirled to do battle, but it
wasinvain, for awight merely took her hand, and its paralyzing touch drove her to the floor.

Daylan Hammer sprang forward, bringing hiswar hammer to bear on Lord Despair, raining blows upon
him like ahuman cyclone. But Despair merely danced back, parrying every blow with his great sword,
until after adozen blows from Daylan's wegpon awight legpt into the air and grabbed him from behind,
arms locked about histhroat in adeath grip, and rode him to the ground.

With her companions al either dead or paralyzed, Rhianna had no choice but to seek escape.

Sheflew up, circling the arenalike abird that had flown into a house through an open door. She flapped
higher and butted her head against the celling, ablow that nearly sent her redling to her doom.

In the darkness she could see little, even with her endowments. Glow worms had not been placed up
here, and apparently found little to eat upon the stone. She spotted doors at both ends of the arena,
doorsfor wyrmling spectatorsto gain ingress, but the misty forms of wraiths streamed into the arena,
blocking her escape. She could not get past them. There was no room.

She flapped about, peering down, and the wraiths stared up at her hungrily, eager for her degth.

"Take her!" Lord Despair shouted, and Vulgnash legpt into the air, too. The Darkling Glory at Despair's
back roared in mirth to see her predicament. There was not enough room for her to elude Vulgnash for
long. All that she could do wasto fly in desperate circles.

Nor can | fight, sheredlized. Vulgnash is under the protection of an Earth King, atwisted Earth King, but
an Earth King nonetheless.

Her heart pounded with terror, and she was so frightened that she almost missed it. She felt a sudden
updraft.

Anair vent, sheredlized. The arenahad an air vent at itstop.
Vulgnash was hot behind her. Rhianna flapped harder, pressing in her need, and he fell back afew paces.
I'm faster than heis, sheredlized.

Whether it was because she had taken more endowments of metabolism or because she had taken more
strength, she could not be certain, but Vulgnash fell behind.

Rhiannawheeled, then folded her wings and dropped into adive. She swept low, just over the heads of
the wights, and drew stedl, asif to whack one with her blade, then rose up in the air.



She peered hard, looking for the air hole, and findly saw it—athin circle of gray in the stone, where light
shone down along narrow shaft.

She flapped her wings hard and rose. Vulgnash whedled with a shout, and came screaming toward her,
trying to block her escape.

Isthe hole wide enough to let me through? she wondered. It will haveto be.
Rhiannaburst upward, reached the air shaft.

She folded her wingstight, |etting her momentum propel her upward. She found hersdlf in anarrow
chimney, no more than two feet wide. Her shoulders were so large that she dmost could not fit. Up
above, she could see sunlight not sixty feet away.

I'm aRunelord, shetold hersdlf. | can make mysdlf fit.

She dropped her blade and contorted her shoulders, bringing them together in away that no human
should. With adozen endowments of grace, it was not hard. Then she clawed her way up the hole,
scrabbling as quickly aspossible.

Vulgnash grabbed her hedl, and she considered kicking him, trying to knock him back, but some blind
ingtinct drove her upward.

Claws of iron seemed to be wrapped around her foot, and Rhiannakicked, struggling to break free. His
clawsraked her, drawing dick blood, and suddenly VVulgnash lost his grasp.

Quick asan ed, Rhianna snaked up the hole.

Vulgnash roared in anger, and Rhiannareached sunlight, grabbed the lip of the hole and threw hersdf out,
just asafiery blast shot through the chimney.

She stood in broad daylight for a second, wondering if Vulgnash would be able to squeeze through the
hole, wondering if there was any way to go back down and save her friends.

But she could not think. She heard growls and scrapesin the air shaft. Vulgnash was coming up. He had
taken endowments of grace, too, and though he was larger than her, it seemed that he would fit.

In ablind panic, Rhiannaredlized that whether he made it up the shaft or took some other route,
V ulgnash would be after her soon enough.

In amad rush of wings, she launched hersdf into the sky. She flew up and up, then peered back to see
Vulgnash charging after her, rising up from below, his massive red wings pumping furioudy. Hewas
horrifying in his persistence, inhuman. Somehow, he had managed to squeeze through the chimney, and
now he peered up at her, blinking in pain at the sunlight, and gave chase.

I'm faster than him, Rhiannatold hersdlf. | haveto be. She flapped madly, hurtling away from Rugassaas
fast aspossible.

Vulgnash was on her tail. Like acrow chasing agtarling, Rhiannathought. Heislarger and more
ponderous than me. He cannot hope to follow for long. The sunlight blinds him.

But from the vent bel ow, she saw a second form emerge, black and sinister. The Darkling Glory was
joining the chase.

Rhianna pumped her wingsfurioudy, terrified. The cresture was an unknown. She could not imagine how



it got through that hole.
How fast can it fly? she wondered. How well can it seein the daylight?
Suddenly the sky went dark from horizon to horizon.

Rhianna had only heard of such thingsin legend, from taes of her mother'stime. Only the most powerful
of flameweavers could do that. Fallion was able to draw heet from afire, but he couldn't yet bend the
very light to hiswill.

Is Vulgnash doing that, Rhiannawondered, or the Darkling Glory?
A glancereveded that it was Vulgnash.

Ropes of light began to weave together above her, whirling from the sky in streams of fire, tornadoes of
white-hot flame. She veered to avoid one of the tornadoes.

Hée's catching the light in his hand, she realized. HES going to try to burn me out of the sky. Helll takeaim
and then hurl aball of fire. Inthat ingtant, | must change course.

The darknessfled, and Rhianna peered down, but could seellittle. There was amist of shadow benesth
her, impenetrable to the human eye. Within it she could see only parts of the forms of crestures, struggling
toward her. A firebal suddenly roared from the mist.

She banked hard to the | eft and folded her wings, going into avertica dive. Thefirebdl roared overhead,
expanding and dowing. The heet of it gave her athrill of fear, for it was like standing too closeto aforge.

Rhianna unfurled her wings and flattened her trgjectory, then flapped al the harder.

She peered back. The mists of darkness followed, but could not match her pace. She veered to theright,
lest another ball of fire come at her, and drew farther away. She veered up suddenly, heading toward the
un.

Increasing her speed, Rhiannaraced ahead, mile after endless mile,

She had headed south by ingtinct—toward the horse-sisters, toward help. But she redlized the danger in
exposing the position of her troops. Better to lead her pursuers away from her dlies.

So Rhianna veered to the west, so that the demons would have the sun danting into their eyes.
She consulted amenta map. There waslittle in the way of human settlements here for many, many miles.

Vulgnash and the Darkling Glory dowly receded into the distance, becoming nothing more than adark
blur on her trail, miles behind. Soon, the Darkling Glory gave up the chase.

Y et Vulgnash clung to her trail. Perhaps he feared to displease his master, and it wasfear that drove him
to mindlesdy follow. Or perhaps he thought that he was like ahound, and she was afox that could be run
to the ground.

Rhianna soared over what had once been Mystarria—Ilush lands with rolling hills, rich with farmsand
towns dong therivers, and sweeping fields and forests el sawhere.

But all wasin ruins. Entire cities had been battered down and laid to waste.

Juxtaposed over thiswas the landscape of the wyrmlings shadow world: occasiond fabulousruins,



wesgthered and beaten, what had once been "human” cities; monoalithic towers and columns, al white as
bone, were covered with obscene scrawlsin the wyrmling tongue.

After fifty miles, Rhiannasaw moreinteresting sgns. A contingent of Queen Lowicker'stroopswere on
the move, unaware that their queen had been vanquished. Or perhaps they had heard and just did not
care. In any case, along column of knightswas riding east toward Rugassa, asif to do battle, their lances
raised to the air. But there was no one nearby for them to fight. The wyrmlings had razed their cities and
then faded from the land for the day. They would be hiding in some dark hole where warhorses and
lances would do no good.

Rhiannakept flying, winging into the wilderness as the sun continued to dant toward the horizon.

Sheflew over adesert that should not have been there—a rugged place of rock and sand—and on its
borders she saw herds of shaggy elephants being trailed by packs of dire wolves and great hunting cats.

Three hundred miles from Rugassa, her sharp eyes descried something interesting—a cloud of dust to the
south. At first she thought that it might be agreat herd of shaggy eephants, but the formation wastoo
tight. It could only be caused by vast forces marching in the wilderness.

But whose?

She veered toward it, hardly changing her course at dl. Five miles|ater she was able to descry what
troops marched there.

It was reavers, tens of thousands of them, marching roughly toward her. In the distance, they looked like
great black beetles, though Rhiannaknew that they were not smal. Each reaver weighed more than an
elephant.

As she neared, the sound of their marching feet made the earth tremble and groan; the clashing of their
cargpaces againg the ground was like weapons clanging upon shields.

Rhianna had never seen areaver. They were the stuff of legend, cresturesthat lived deepinthe
Underworld. She wanted a closer look, and with V ulgnash following, she wanted him to get agood look
at them, too.

Thereaversare marching in amost the right direction, she redlized. In aday they could well be at
Rugassaswalls. What would the wyrmlings make of the threat?

Rhianna swooped lower, dropping within a hundred feet of the ground, and winged toward the reavers.
The cloud rising from the ground smelled of dust and some strange musky scent.

Each reaver had four legs for walking, and two heavy armsthat they used to bear weapons—greet long
hooks called "knight gigs," or enormous swords that could flatten a horse and rider with asingle blow.
Most of the reavers were gray-black in color, and thus were common fighters. But here and there among
the hive she spotted smaller reavers, reddish in color, carrying bright crystalline staves. These werethe
scarlet sorceresses.

Other creatures marched near the ends of the line—enormous spidery creatures that carried packs upon
their backs, and enormous white worm-like creatures that she recognized as " glue mums.”

Thereavers are coming for afull-fledged war, Rhiannarealized. She had an dmost primal fear of reavers.
It was the fear of such creatures that had driven her ancestorsto develop their runelorein thefirst place.
It wasthe fear of them that had caused the Runelords to build their vast fortifications.



It was tales of the depredations of reaversthat had kept her awake with nightmares asa child.
So she swooped low above the reavers, and watched as the creatures raised their heads and hissed.

The reavers had no eyesin their heads. But that did not mean that they could not see. They had phillia
dripping from their chins and from their bony ridge plates, and with these they sensed her presence, by
scent and motion. The hissing noise came asthey raised their abdomens and sprayed odorsinto the air,
amelsthat they used to warn their neighbors.

Sheflew above the reavers, redoubling her speed, for fifteen miles. That is how long their column was.
She estimated their numbers at fifty thousand strong.

How will Vulgnash like this? Rhiannawondered.
She kept flying, looking over her shoulders.

Vulgnash ill followed, his blood-colored wings flapping vigoroudy, but he seemed to dow into aglide
above the reaver horde, and findly wheeed about.

It was still midafternoon when he began to recede quickly, racing northeast toward distant Rugassa.
Her hunter had turned back.

For along hour, astimeis measured by the sun, Rhianna continued to wing away from Vulgnash, lest he
renew the chase. To her, it felt like Sx hours or more.

At last shereached the Alcair Mountains, and flew to a huge white pine that had been taken by lightning.

The skies above were the perfect blue of asummer afternoon, and the world at large seemed asit should
be. The starlings and wild pigeonsthat flew up from the pines sang their songs, seemingly unaware of
Rhiannas desperate plight.

What will | do? Rhiannawondered.
My loveisdtill in the dungeons of Rugassa, in the hands of the wyrmlings.
Rhiannafdt sck with anguish.

There seemed to be only one place to go—to the horse-sisters. But what could they do? Grant more
endowments?

Despair had more than she did, and he had the powers of an Earth King besides. She could not day him.
She dared not even try.

Shefdt overwhelmed by doubt.

Shewondered if the Wizard Sisdl might help. Daylan had said that he was abroad in theland, traveling to
communewith the True Tree.

He'shad dl day to find it, she thought.

But it wasalong hike. A man of the warrior clans was expected to run ahundred milesin aday.

If Sisdl left from Cantular a dawn, helll make it there by sundown.

The notion of going to see him pleased her. Shelonged to go to Castle Coorm and seek refuge beneath



the One True Tree, and throw her problems upon the shoulders of the wizard and his guest from the
netherworld.

But what can they do? she wondered.

The Bright Ones had never shown her any kindness as ayouth; their laws forbade them to interfere in the
affairs of lesser creatures like her—the so-called shadow people.

Appeding to the folk of the netherworld would do her no good, and while the wizard had strong
protective magic, he had never goneinto battle.

Worse than that, she had no time to seek hisaid. The reavers were marching toward Rugassa.

By tomorrow thistime they could bethere, Rhiannaredized. What if they attack? They could kill Falion.
| haveto get him out of there, she thought.

But how do | kill an Earth King? Or failing that, how do | defeat one? What weaknesses does he have?

Rhiannathought back to the day that the Earth King Gaborn Va Orden had died. She had never been
chosen by him, had never been put under his protection. But Fallion and Jaz had, and they had often
recited the words that they had heard in their own minds during Gaborn's final moments. It was part of
the creed of the lords of House Orden: "L earn to love the greedy as well asthe generous. Love the poor
asmuch astherich. Lovethe evil man as ardently asthe good. And inasmuch asispossiblein thislife,
when you are beset upon, return ablessing for every blow."

In that ingtant, Rhianna felt dmost asif Gaborn stood at her side, comforting her. She thought about
Kirissa

Could it be that he redlly had known that some Inkarran child would someday have to face the Wyrmling
Empire?

Shefdt certain that he had.

Rhiannawondered about the Earth King. What were his weaknesses?
Borenson had said that it was his compassion.

Certainly, Lord Despair will not have that weakness.

And suddenly the answer hit her. Gaborn himsdlf had given her the key.

| can't face an Earth King, she thought. | should not even try. With his power, helll sense the danger.
Which leaves only one dternative: return ablessing with every blow. Solong as| present no danger,
Despair cannot be forewarned of my attack.

Rhiannawondered, could sheredly free Fdlion without harming aliving soul?

Despair would not suspect such abold move. Indeed, he was probably incapable of thinking of it. "Of
course any intruder would kill the guards.” That ishow he thought.

But Rhiannaknew of at least one air vent that was not guarded.

She had great strength. She had the speed. She had the key to the wyrmling dungeon on athong around
her neck.



| haveto try, shetold herself.
With that she took to the air, heading for abrief stop in Beldinook.



20
DESPAIR

The Great Wyrm shall put down all enemies. No weapon created by man can prevail against her.
—From the Wyrmling Catechism
In thefortress at Rugassa, wyrmling guards furtively dragged Despair's captives across the floor of the

areng, laying them side by sde, face up, arranged from largest to smallest, much as a fisherman might
display the salmon that he had caught.

Thewyrmling guards were terrified. The Death Lords hovered over the bodies, specters of shadow
garbed in black robes of such thin weave that they were dmost insubstantial. The Death Lords lightest
touch had devastated even the most powerful of the Runelords, leaving them paralyzed and half-dead.

Even now, the Death Lords radiated an icy aurathat seemed to penetrate even Despair's thickest cloak,
for it was not a cold that chilled the body so much asit chilled the soul.

The touch of a Death Lord was the touch of the grave. Had they wanted to, the Death Lords could have
dainther victimswith that touch. But Despair had warned them to keep the people dive.

Y et the nearness of the victims, the tastiness of their souls, tempted the wightsto feed. They werelike
dogs upon a hunt, scenting blood while the bloodlust is at its height, unable to forbear when a spear
brings down a stag.

Thus, thewyrmling guards cowered, lest they brush up against the hunger-maddened wights.
For their parts, the wightsloomed above the fallen ones, trembling with anticipation.

"What shall we do with them, Great Wyrm?' awight asked, itsvoice ahiss,

Despair approved of their lugt, for it served him well.

"Leavethemto me" Despair said.

"But . . . we hunger," the wight complained.

In touching mortd flesh, the wights had tasted their victims spirits. For the wights, gazing down upon their
victims would be like aman standing over atremendous feas—where fresh |oaves of warm bread filled
the room with their scent, while del ectable meats and pastries and puddings begged to be eaten—and
being told that one might only have asingle nibble.

"Y ou have served mewell," Despair told them. "Go to your chambers. We have fresh captivesfrom the
wild—small folks whose souls are sweeter and more succulent than any wyrmling. The guardswill bring
someshortly."

The wights scattered at his command. A wind seemed to rise, and they floated away upon it, their black
garmentsfluttering.

Despair bent over hisvictims and studied their faces. Each of them had gone as white as awolf's tooth.
Each of them bore awound—a single place where a Death Lord had touched them. All breathed
shdlowly, and werein danger of dying.



But they were young and strong, and had endowments of staminato boot. It was difficult to know if their
stamina could keep them alive, for the touch of a Death Lord wounded the soul more than the body.

Mogt likely, Despair decided, they will each wake in afew hours, feding more dead than dive. Intime,
even awound to the spirit can hedl.

"My lord," aguard asked, "shall we execute any of them?”

Despair peered at his captives, wondering how best to use them. He recognized some of them. Despair
had taken over Areth Sul Urstone's body, and thus could access the prince's memories.

The Emir Tuul Rahad been Areth Sul Urstone's most bel oved friend a one time. The emir's people had
been destroyed, and thus Despair considered that he might be of little worth asa politica prisoner. Yet
one never knew. Who ruled thefolk of Caer Luciare now?

Vulgnash had killed their king, and Areth was hishar. That meant that they had no king a the moment.
Had the people chosen the emir to act as regent?

It would have been awise choice, Despair considered.

Thus, the emir had possible worth asapalitica prisoner. Thefolk of Caer Luciare might offer bribesfor
hisrelease. But there was a greater hope.

Why had the emir come? To save Areth Sul Urstone done? Or could he have, in his short span of time,
forged somekind of bond with Fallion?

That was the question that nagged Despair. Who among these would Falion value most? Who might he
want to save?

Daylan Hammer of course had lived for an eternity. Despair had killed him time and time again, but his
Spirit was strong, and within days of his death, he would re-corporate.

How much has Daylan taught Fallion? Lord Despair wondered. What kind of bond have they forged?

He studied the girl that they had captured, leaned over her. Shewas petite for agirl of the warrior clans,
and her hair was unusually dark. Most of those in the clans were redheaded, but her hair was a deep
chestnut in color.

Despair reached down to her tunic, opened it dightly. She had runes of power branded there, just below
her neckline.

Vulgnash had said that Fallion was traveling in company with two girls and ayoung man, another of the
gmall folk. So Despair had suspected that one of his companions might cometo his rescue, but he had
not expected the two girls.

What luck! hethought. | have one of the girls, and Vulgnash will capture the other. Surdly he loves one of
them—perhaps both. What would he give up, in order to save them from the tormentors?

He reached down and stroked the girl's cheek. Such a preciousthing.
"Kegpthem dl dive" Despair said, "until | have a chance to question them.”

"Eventhisone?' aguard asked, kicking the wyrmling girl. Her guards had let her break freefor just an
ingtant in the battle, so that awight might take her.



Despair consdered. Of them dl, it seemed least likely that Fallion would have forged ardationship with a
wyrmling. But one never knew.

In the binding of the worlds, many folk had merged with their shadow slves—humansaswell as
wyrmlings. Had Fdllion known this girl's shadow sdlf? Isthat why the girl had turned against her own
kind?

"Keep her dive, too," Despair said.
"Will our dungeon hold them?' aguard asked.

"The cells were made to withstand even the toughest wyrmling warriors,” Despair said. "And though
some of these may have the strength of ten men, their bones are as brittle as ours. They won't be able to
batter down theiron doors, and even the smallest of them could not squeeze between the bars.

"Still, put only one captive to acdl. Search them thoroughly and remove any wegpons. Then chain them
securdly; dlow none of the guardsto get near their cells. Vulgnash aonewill bether jaler.”

At that Despair hesitated. Vulgnash was off chasing the winged woman, and would soon return either
with or without her. Despair hated consigning V ulgnash to such amundane task as guard duty. But
prisoners such as these demanded his kills.

Despair dared not let common troops near the Runelords.

Yet. . .therewere other dutiesthat Vulgnash needed to attend to. There was the uprising at Caer
Luciare, where the foolish Fang Guards were taking endowments from their kin, believing that they could
best Despair.

They had to be punished. Despair considered sending his troops, captained of course by his chosen
warriors. But the Earth warned againgt it. None of hislords could withstand the new powers that had
arisen at Caer Luciare—none but Vulgnash.

So Vulgnash would have to go. Despair needed to regain control of the blood-metal mines, for he sensed
acoming danger. Not today, not even the next. It might be days away—aweek. But an attack was
coming.

There was nothing for it. Despair needed V ulgnash to pull double duty.

The guards lifted the prisoners and carried them down to the dungeons. Despair followed, to make sure
that none of the captives woke or tried to escape.

Oncethey were dl stripped of weapons, and shackled in their cells, Despair stopped to check on
Falion.

He was dead adeep, with the frost still riming hislips. The room was bone-numbingly cold.
Fallion cried out in hisdeep, "No! Not that!"

Despair smiled and wondered what the tormentors were doing to the boy's Dedicates. Fallion had been
given another hundred endowments of compassion. Right now, the tormentors were in the process of
removing the excess body parts from Fallion's Dedicates. Despair had told the tormentorsthat in his
opinion, any body part on a Dedicate was to be deemed "excessive."

"Seep, my little friend,” Despair whispered. "All too soon, we will wake you to your horror.”



Lord Despair |€ft the prisonersto their cold cells, took athumb-lantern, and went stalking to histhrone
room with his head bent, hisbrow furrowed, to await VVulgnash's return.

The glow worms that adorned the cellings and wals did not give enough light for hisal-too-human eyes.

In histhrone room he took reports from hisfacilitators. Despair had garnered his dlotment of athousand
endowments, and Fallion had been given his. A test had been run on awyrmling, to learn if by taking an
endowment of sight from a human, he might abide the daylight. The results were good, but not

impeccable.

This pleased Despair. He ordered more endowments, but found that his supply of blood metal had been
exhausted, so he sent his chief facilitator away, promising to get more ore soon.

Afterward, he went to his map room and brooded.

If my enemies are taking endowments, he redlized, they must have Dedicates. All that | need to do to
ease the danger isto send my troops to daughter those Dedicates.

He consdered the map, but it was of little use. So much had changed in the binding. His scouts were
going out by night, telling of citiesthat had sprung up where none should be. Histroops had dready
vanquished everything that they'd seen. But ahundred milesfrom Rugassa, al was unknown.

He did not have enough Knights Eterna to scout the lands nearby.
Lord Scathain will lend me some aid, he thought. A few thousand Darkling Glories should suffice.

His earth senseswarned of dangersfar off. That news gladdened him. Nothing would disturb his
preparationsfor days.

Or isthe danger redlly so far away? he wondered.

By sacrificing one of his chosen, he had disappointed the Earth Spirit that loaned him its powers. He
knew that. He had fdt the spirit withdraw from him, and when it cametimeto fight, he had felt it difficult
to advise Vulgnash of danger.

It was awarning from the Earth Spirit itself. If Lord Despair did not submit to the Earth's wishes, he
might lose his protective powers.

He could not | et that happen.

Inthefuture, | cannot let one of my chosen people die, Despair decided. | must heed Earth's every whim
for thetime being, regainitstrust. | must act the perfect Earth King.

But it galled him. Lord Despair was on the verge of seizing control of worlds. Who was this Earth Spirit
to tell him what to do?

It was |ate afternoon when V ulgnash returned, with the Darkling Glory at hisside. The two seemed to
have become fast friends. Quietly they approached Lord Despair's throne.

Thethroneitsalf was a massve thing, with aback that rose ten feet in the air. It was carved from the
bones of aworld wyrm, and thus was yellow-white, the color of aging teeth.

Vulgnash strode into the room, head down. Hiswingswere raised in salute, but Lord Despair noticed
that they were not raised to the full. He looked weak, submissive. The Darkling Glory stood at his back,

glaring.



"I havefailed you, my master,” Vulgnash said. "The girl escaped. | followed her asfar as| could, until |
began to go dayblind.”

For along moment, Lord Despair sat in disbelief. Hed fet certain that VVulgnash would catch the girl. In
part he felt that way because he had supreme confidencein Vulgnash's abilities. In part held ft certain
because he sensed acomplete lack of danger.

Thegirl could be athreat, but he cast his mind about, and once again he felt sure that his empire was
secure. There would be no attack upon him for days.

"Do not worry," Despair said at last. "Thereisno harm done.”

"The girl could pose adanger,” Vulgnash objected. " Sheis apowerful Runelord. She could gather an
army and return.”

"If shedoes," Despair said, "we shall have another chance to catch her. Won't we?”
Vulgnash looked up, thoughtful.

Despair assured him, " She will not attack soon—not today or tomorrow or the day after. Of that | am
certain. Shefearsus.”

"But. . ." Vulgnash said. "This one has taken many endowments.”

"Of course," Despair said. "And shewill try to get more—which meansthat it isall the more important
that we secure our ore at Caer Luciare. Right now, that ismy greatest concern. The Fang Guards there
have rebelled, and now refuse to send meforcibles. | want you to punish them, with finaity."

"l will leave at dusk," Vulgnash promised.
"I have a better idea. Do you have any moreforcibles?’

Vulgnash had been toying with them in his cell while he guarded Falion, creating new designsfor his
measter. It was he who had devised the rune of compassion. "A handful isdl.”

"Makeapair of forcibleswith arune of sght. Then force the smal folk to grant endowmentsto you and
Kryssdia"

"My lord?" Vulgnash asked.

"The amdl folk seewdl infull sun. | had afacilitator do atest while you were hunting. Once ahuman

gives an endowment of sight, our wyrmlingswill be able to abide the daylight." VVulgnash smiled, hishuge
canines showing.

"Thank you, master,” Vulgnash said. But he did not leave. Instead he dropped to one knee. "Thereis
another matter. .. ."

"Whichis?'

"Whilefollowing the girl, we saw reavers, agreat throng of them. They are alittle more than two hundred
milesfrom thefortress. If they stay their course, they could reach ustonight.”

"They pose no thregt," Despair said. "Mogt likely they will turn asde. The Earth givesme no warning.”
He was growing tired of worrying. " Go to the dungeons before you leave, and make certain that our
prisoners are secure, one last time."



"Vey wdl," Vulgnash sad.

The Knight Eterna rose from his knee and went stalking from the room, hiswings raised more proudly.
That |eft only the Darkling Glory there before the throne.

"Well now, my friend," Despair said, "let us go and have some dinner, and we shal consider how best to
conquer amillion million shedow worlds."



21
ALITTLE VENGEANCE

All men should strive to be cunning and strong. The Great Wyrmwill take vengeance upon those
who prove to be weak and foolish.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Vulgnash fdlt a peculiar craving. The dead are not subject to most human passions, at least not to the
same degree as humans. Hunger they fed asaprimal craving for lifeforce, one that makesevery cdl in
their bodies ache with need, much as a choking man burnswith need for air. But thereislittle placein
them for lugt, or vanity, or compassion.

So this craving annoyed him. It was an ache for vengeance. The human woman had escaped him, had
shown him to be weak in front of Lord Despair.

Vulgnash had seen hislord's displeasure.

The dungeons again, he thought, as he climbed down the winding stone stairs. | will be forever inthe
dungeons.

He yearned to be off on some more dangerous assignment. Watching over the Wizard Fallion had its
dangers, it wastrue, but Fallion posed little threat.

V ulgnash went to the dungeons, found Fallion there. The floor was rimed with frost, and now snow fans
were forming on the bars and walls. Fallion was out cold. Sound adeep, nearly comatose.

Therest of the prisoners were much the same. Taon lay Hill, barely bresthing. The wyrmling girl
appeared to be dead. Daylan Hammer's breathing was equally shalow. Only the emir seemed to be
breathing heavily, and he groaned in hisdeep asif a anightmare.

Vulgnash tried rattling the doors. They were solid iron and each weighed a thousand pounds. He could
not move them. The locks were secure.

Vulgnash paid onelast call upon the Wizard Falion.
Hewasfirmly chained by aleg tothewall.

Vulgnash decided to have some fun with him. He took a cot from another cell, and took some old rope,
then bound Fallion'sarms and legs so tightly that it would cut off the circulation.

Then he dragged a cot into the cell, laid Fallion upon it faceup, and held Fallion's head back so that he
could not see hisown body.

He gave Fdlion just enough heat to warm him o that he began to revive. Falion came awake, regaining
consciousnessin fits and starts, so that he muttered and shook, trying to rouse himsaif.

When consciousness reached him, Fallion smply lay there on the cot with growing horror on hisface. He
struggled and tried to move hisarms and feet, but could get no fedling.

Vulgnash knew what he was thinking. Dozens of his Dedicates had been mutilated, their arms and legs
removed, and Falion could not tdll if he had any appendages.



"Fool," Vulgnash hissed. "Without arms or legs, you look like aworm. Squirm for me. Squirm for your
meder.”

"No, pleasel” Fdlion cdled, trying to wriggle, trying to seeif he had arms.
Vulgnash merdly set afoot upon hisforehead and held his head back so that he could not see.

"Y ou thanked my master for letting you fed the pain of his subjects. So asyour reward, he has cut the
arms and legs off of thousands of them, and he has|et you fed their pain. Would you like to see them?'

Suddenly Falion lashed out with his senses, tried to pull heat from thewalls of the cell. But the Ssonewas
cold and held dmost no heet at dl. Falion'swas a pitiful attempt at escape.

Vulgnash pulled the heat from Fallion once again, sent him deep into asvoon.
That should hold him for afew more hours, Vulgnash thought. And hewill dream. . ..

Vulgnash stalked out of the dungeon, found Kryssdia, and took hislast four forciblesto the chief
facilitator. It did not take fifteen minutes for the facilitator to round up some smdl folk and rip the sight
from two of them. The effect at first seemed minimal. He could not see any better in the darkness, but
now the glow worms on the wall gave off a color hed never seen—adim green.

With the last two forcibles, VVulgnash took more endowments of metabolism, and told Kryssdiato meet
him in hischambers,

Quickly Vulgnash raced up through the tunnels, climbing the sairs, like a caterpillar winding itsway up a
twig, until he reached his own spartan quarters, where his crypt lay.

The sun was dying on the horizon, abloody thing dropping toward its grave. Red clouds scudded aong
the sky line, promising acoming storm.

For thefirst timein hislife, Vulgnash looked out upon aworld of color—blues and purplesin the sky,
graysand tans and greensin the forests.

So thisiswhat a human sees, he thought in wonder.

The endowment had worked well enough. The daylight annoyed him, but it did not hurt as much now. It
was bright enough so that the idea of flying repelled him, but darkness would be here soon.

He went to his closet, got afresh red robe, and strapped on a sharpened long sword as black as
obsdian.

He hdted for amoment near the door to his own paragpet and glanced longingly at his own tomb.
Ah, he thought, to deep, perchance to dream.

Vulgnash felt at peace. Torturing Fallion had salved hiswounds, fed some of his need for vengeance.
But more than that, he felt secure knowing that he would be going into battle with Despair at hisside.

AsaKnight Eternd, VVulgnash had never been truly aive. He had no soul, and could not harbor or feed a
locus. Thus, there was no way that he could communicate across the leagues with Despair, asthe Degth
Lordsdid.

But now Lord Despair was displaying some new power.



He can speak to my mind, VVulgnash realized, with the powers of an Earth King, though he cannot hear
my thoughts.

This development ddighted Vulgnash. It dmost made him equd to the Death Lords, and it raised his
valueto the master. At the sametimeit afforded him some privacy.

But an onus was upon Vulgnash. His master would be angered if he took too long to punish the Fang
Guards.

Kryssidia came shortly, and the two of them raced to the nearest window and leapt from the tower,
unfolding their crimson wings and taking flight.

They swooped low, so that the shadows of distant mountains covered them, and flew madly above the
trees, careering thisway and that, using their own momentum to hurl them forward faster and faster.

Day faded to dusk, and dusk surrendered to darkness.

Asheflew even with Kryssdia, the Knight Eterna apprised him alittle better of the Stuation at Caer
Luciare. The Fang Guards were taking endowments, and they thought themselves powerful enough to
challenge the empire. They wereled by an egotistical fool named Chulspeth who did not know yet that
Despair had taken physical form and now dwelt at Rugassa. Nor of course would Chulspeth be aware
that Despair had gained unheard-of powers, the protective gifts of an Earth King.

Vulgnash knew Chulspeth. He was the leader of the Fang Guards. V ulgnash had personally chosen the
man for the honor of being thefirgt to take an endowment of bloodlust.

Once again, Vulgnash thought, | have not served my master well.

Kryssdiagrew hungry, and the Knights Eterna dowed their flight for atime, veering from their course as
they hunted. They found asmall settlement where alittle smoke from evening cooking fireshung ina
heze.

It was aguard post of somekind for the small folk, amountain village with nothing but awall made of
wood. Guards paced about in towers.

The Knights Eterna swept into the village, dodging arrow fire asthey came. They spotted children
playing in the street, children that legpt up in terror at the cries of their parents.

V ulgnash swooped low and scooped up atoddler on thewing, and Kryssdiadid the same. The parents
screamed frantically and chased after them, shaking their fists and hurling curses.

We arelike jays, robbing the nests of lesser birds, Vulgnash thought as he placed his hands over the
squirming boy's face and began to drain him. Child or adult, the spirits of these creatures provided the
same amount of nourishment. So he and Kryssdiadrained their prey, then let their corpses, their empty
husks, rain from the sky.

Moments later, he heard his master's voice in hismind. When you finish punishing my enemies, return
with all haste. Bring back more blood-metal ore for forcibles.

"Yes, Lord," Vulgnash whispered to the wind, for he knew that his master could not hear him.

Asthey neared Caer Luciare, Vulgnash heard his master's voice in hismind once again. Careful, my
friend. Careful. The enemy has set a trap. When you land, they will attack. It is not with a sword
that you can win this battle.



Vulgnash sgnded to Kryssdiawith adight tremor of the wing, and both of them veered to the left and
landed in the woods.

"Our master bidsus go inwith fire," Vulgnash said, and without preamble he kicked afew dead leaves
into apile, dong with some wind-fallen twigs, then used a portion of hisown body hegt to give birthto a
amdl flame

Helet it lick at theleavesfor afew moments, growing in power and might, then twisted the flames so that
they took asmall alder. A warm breeze nourished the flames until soon they raged and leapt up the tree,
and from there began to spread through the detritus on the forest floor.

Vulgnash strode into the midst of the burgeoning inferno and basked in the hest, like alizard in the
morning sunlight, until theinferno did not just warm him but permeated hisflesh.

Then the two Knights Eterna roseinto the air and went winging up the mountain.

The dead wyrmlings from the recent battle were strewn about, littering the ground where they had fallen.
To beleft upon the battlefield was considered agreat honor, and it was the wyrmling belief that any
warrior left thus would rise up from the battlefield, weaponsin hand, on that day when the Great Wyrm
made flesh cleave to rotten bones and brought forth her honored warriorsfor the last greet bettle at the
End of Time.

Thethree great arches of Luciare were no longer lit by the spirits of the human ancestors; vulgar glyphs
now adorned the bone-whitewals, sgnaling that thiswaswyrmling territory.

No proper guard seemed to be watching the doors. Perhaps there was no one left who could. Kryssdia
had described the scene ingde while on the wing—fallen wyrmlings strewn about the great hall, each with
an endowment wrung from him, until few wereleft ganding.

Never had Vulgnash heard of such abandonment, such debauchery.
Vulgnash settled on the ground at the mouth of the central arch, and caled out, " Chulspeth, come!™
No one stood at the door, but after along moment, avoice cried out, high in pitch and fanatica.

"Am | acur to be commanded s0?' From the sound of hisvoice, Chulspeth had taken too many
endowments of metabolism—yperhaps twenty or more. Though hetried to dow his speech so that it might
be better understood by common folk, it sounded squeaky and high, with strange lapses.

"You'renot acur,” Vulgnash said, hoping to sound reasonable, hoping to lure his enemy into the open. "
honored you, and respected you. Y ou were thefirst of our master's servants to taste the kiss of the
forcible. It isrumored that you now craveit like wine, and you have logt dl composure. | have cometo
reason with you, to offer you a chance to serve our master once again. Y ou could be hismost valued
warior."

"I would rather serve abull's pisser than our craven emperor!" Chulspeth squeaked. Still there was no
sgn of movement from within the fortress.

"The emperor no longer rules Rugassa,” V ulgnash informed him. "Despair has taken flesh, and now walks
the labyrinth among us”

The news should have inspired aproper sense of religious awe in Chulspeth, or even fanatica zedl.
Instead, there was only ayelp, followed by a snarl and athrest.



"l do not fear Despair!™ Chulspeth cried. "What are you, Vulgnash, nothing but a serving boy, bringing
your lord dinner one moment, then pleasuring him the next?'Y ou should have a place of honor beside
your lord, not groveling at hisfeet." Now Chulspeth tried the inevitable bribe, one that V ulgnash had
heard athousand times before, though it varied in particulars. Y ou, VVulgnash, should dwell with us. You
would be welcome here. Y ou would have honor among us, and be agreat lord. The finest food would be
yours, the finest women.”

A soft chuckle rose from Vulgnash, cool and deadly.

"I do not desire such things," he said. "And it would not be an honor to be counted among you. Lord
Degpair has come among us, and he has strange powers, unheard of among mortal men. | fear that if |
were among you, hewould crush us al beneath hished, asif wewere mice.”

Chulspeth roared in anguish.
Attack! Despair'svoice raged in Vulgnash's mind. Vulgnash raised a hand, prepared to unleash afireball.

Suddenly, from the recesses of Caer Luciare, Chulspeth rushed from the shadows. Never had VVulgnash
imagined such speed. Chulspeth came sprinting from the darkness, running a well over ahundred miles
per hour, ablack iron javelinin hishand.

Vulgnash hurled afirebal, white-hot and roaring in itsfury. It wasthe Sze of hisfist when he hurled it, but
asit traveled it expanded in Sze, so that it was a dozen feet in diameter when Chulspeth came bounding
throughit.

For aheartbeat, V ulgnash imagined that hisfoe would smply race through the flames unscathed, like a
child legping through acampfire.

But Chulspeth hesitated an ingtant before it struck, long enough to hurl hisiron javelin.

Thejavelin hurtled through the flames faster than any bdlista dart. With hundreds of endowments of
brawn to his credit, Chulspeth's attack was devastating. The javelin struck Vulgnash in the chest at dead
center and hit with such force that it passed cleanly through him.

No matter, Vulgnash thought. Thisflesh will knit back together intime.
Then Chulspeth bulled through the fireball.
He might have done better to dodge it.

Perhaps Chulspeth did not imagine that the flames would be as hot as they were. Or maybe with so many
endowments of stamina coursing through him, heimagined himsdlf to beinvincible. Or it might have been
that the endowments of bloodlust he had taken had merdly driven him mad.

For whatever reason, Chulspeth legpt through the fire and came roaring out the other side, hisflesh
blackened and 0ozing, his clothes blazing like an inferno. Thefirewrung cries of agony from him, yet he
charged toward Vulgnash, haf-sword drawn, eager to battle to the death.

Flee! the Earth King'swarning came.

Vulgnash flapped hiswings, lunging into the air like abolt of lightning, and though Chulspeth lespt to meet
him, the bones of his legs snapped from the exertion, and hefell far short of hisdesired target.

Soaring high, Vulgnash left the High Lord of the Fang Guards there on the ground, sputtering and



burning.

Now Vulgnash dove toward the central arch of Caer Luciare, where the remains of hisfireball had
blackened the pale archways and melted the gold fail.

Timeto finish this, he thought.

He worried that he might meet strong resistance insde, but no warning from Lord Despair sounded in his
mind.

Helanded in the archway, and gathered heat once again. Kryssidiamarched at his back. Together they
strode into the tunnel, and there found the fortress as Kryssdia had described it: wyrmling warriorslay

sprawled upon the floor in hegps asif they had falen during drunken revelry, arms and legs spread
akimbo.

They had not falen from wine, but rather from granting endowments. Even now, somewererising to their
feet, regaining the precious strength, stamina, and speed that they had granted to Chul speth.

V ulgnash was sickened by thiswaste of power. Thefoolsin the Fang Guard had not realized what they
were doing. They were leaving Dedicates unprotected, perhaps unaware that if aDedicate was dain,
then its master would lose the use of its attributes.

If the humans had tried to return and take the fortress, V ulgnash thought, they would have found it an
easy target.

Ahead, down the hdll, he suddenly saw some Fang Guards ready to oppose him—half a dozen warriors
standing shoul der-to-shoulder.

Their faceswerefilled with fear and rage in equal measure, and every musclein their bodies seemed
strained, ready to spring.

Y et they were not eager to fight.

"Areyou such fools?' Vulgnash cried. "1 could kill you dl more easily than | dispatched Chulspeth. |
should leave you to the mercies of the humans. But | will need force warriorsto guard thisfortress against
the day of their return. Oh, and they will return—soon, and in great numbers. They left amountain of
blood meta behind."

Vulgnash's words decided them. Seeing that there was hope of forgiveness, onewarrior hurled his
battle-ax to the floor in aclatter, then dropped to his kneesto do obeisance.

In seconds, the rest of the Fang Guards followed suit.

Kryssdiawent gtriding forward, into the midst of them. " Cower before me," he cried. "For the Great
Wyrm has chosen me and made me alord over you. The Great Wyrm has come in the flesh, and now
rules Rugassa and the world. But here, herein Caer Luciare, | shall be your emperor, and you shall be

my people.”

With the battle won, VVulgnash set to work on his next chore. He demanded blood metal, and the
wyrmling troops showed him to afoundry, where hundreds of pounds of forcibles had aready been
poured into molds.

Vulgnash smiled. His master would be well pleased, and V ulgnash imagined that he would be rewarded
with more endowments.



Beyond that, Vulgnash had gotten something that he had wanted this day—alittle vengeance.



22
ONE TRUE TREE

In the world to come, every tree shall be thrown down, and nature itself shall be humbled by the
Great Wyrm.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism
It was late evening when the Wizard Sisel and Lord Erringae reached the One True Tree. All through the
day they had marched, and Erringale was witness to the rot and filth of the shadow world, the blight that

afflicted the trees, the frequent ruins abandoned by the defected warrior clans, and the bitter scent of
desth.

He had never witnessed such things before.

"| thought that things were harshin my world,” he said at one point in the journey, asthey hunched insde
theruinsof anold inn. "I have seen placeslike thisin the Blasted Lands, but never have | seen
destruction so unrelenting.”

"Thereisawholeworld of ruinshere,” Sisdl had said. "Beyond the mountainsto the south, they are
mostly covered by vinesin the jungle. But far to the east there are fresher ruins, vast fortresses, eegant
and strong, that are no more than tombs, filled with the bones of their defenders.

"Our battles againgt the wyrmlings have been long. For five thousand years have we fought. Sometimes
we would prevail for afew centuries, and then our people would grow complacent, and the wyrmlings
would gtrike in greater numbers. Other times, we lost vast expanses of land, never to regain it.”

Lord Erringdelistened soberly. "Daylan told me that the Great Wyrm has brought foul cresturesfrom
other worlds to boost hisarmies. What can you tell me of them?”

So the Wizard Sisel described what held seen. The folk of the netherworld knew some of the dangers:
the Darkling Glories were their mortal enemies, but Erringale was horrified to hear of strengi-saats that
filled thewombs of children with their own eggs so that when the young hatched, they would have fresh
mest to feed upon.

"Where did they find such fell creatures?" Erringale wondered aoud.
"I do not know," Sisdl said. "Yet | am surprised that your people withhold wegpons from us.”

"If we gave you superior wegpons,” Erringde said, "the wyrmlingswould smply take them, and intime
your fate would be worse than at firg.”

"Ah," thewizard argued, "s0 you think it wise to withhold your knowledge from the shadow worlds. Tell
me, if one of your own people were dying of thirst, would your law forbid you from telling him where to
find an oass?'

"Of coursenoat,” Erringale sad.

"So what is the difference? One man needs water to survive, the other needs awespon.”

Erringdefel slent and did not speak for many miles. Instead he bowed his head, consumed in thought.
The sun was setting beyond the hillslike ared pearl gently faling into abed of rose petals. Thewood



doves were cooing out in the oaks on the hills, while cicadas sang in the fields.

The Wizard Sisdl strode through ameadow with Erringale by hisside, feding at ease. Asan Earth
Warden, he had been granted a specid gift. He could move through the woods and meadows unnoticed
by enemiesand friends alike, if he so chose. Now he did so, and arabbit beside the trail paid no more
noticeto him than if afly had landed onitsear. A stag had cometo drink from the still waters of the
moat, and as the two men passed, they never caught its eye.

So the two reached Castle Coorm at sunset and found the drawbridge thrown down. There was no
sound of dogs barking or children playing in the castle, no singing of washwomen or an old man calling
his children homefor dinner.

It was obvious that the castle was empty. Itsinhabitants had fled.

The men crossed the planks of the drawbridge, their feet thumping lightly. Even their shadows upon the
water did not frighten atrout that was lying below the surface.

Just within the wall, they found the object of their desire. There was aroundabout in the courtyard, so
that wagons could maneuver onto various roads as merchants brought their wares. At the center of the
roundabout was awall made of stone, about four feet high. It wasfilled with earth and rocks, cregting a
garden; araised planter. At the pinnacle of the rocks hunched a stone gargoyle, aman with wings
covering hisface, tongue thrust out. Water poured from a spigot in his mouth.

There a hisfeet wasthe base of the True Tree. Above the gargoyle the tree's leafless branches arched in
surredl beauty, asintricate as afine piece of cord.

Never had the Wizard Sisel seen atree so blasted. It was amarvel to behold. Every leaf was down, and
fungi in colors of cream and canary covered it thicker than hoarfrost. AlImost it seemed asif it were
layered in snow. The setting sun painted it al in shades of rose.

The pungent odor of rot filled the courtyard, so overwhelming in intensity that Sisel raised hisdeeveto
cover hisnose.

Erringale studied thetree. "It'strue,” he said. "The One Tree did burst forth on a shadow world. But it is
dead now—all gonetorot.”

"Yes" Sisd said, "but thisis not acommon rot. Thistreeis under apowerful curse.”

The sight of it was so overwhelming that it smote Erringae, and the Bright One leapt up onto the rock
wall, strode benegth the tree, and then fell to hisknees, just peering up.

"Itsdead," hesad a last. "Thereisno voiceleft init. | had hoped to communewith it, but it hasfalen
glent.”

He peered down at the dead leaves. The land was scorched here under the tree, as only afew bones of
leaves were scattered here and there. " Perhaps there is an acorn,” Erringale said hopefully. He began
poking among the ashes that lay thick around the bole of the tree.

"An o0ak does not begin to shed acorns until it has lived more than twenty seasons,” Sisel told him. "This
treeismuch like an oak. | think you will not find any acorns. | visited here at Castle Coorm twelve years
back, and thistree had not yet sprouted.”

Erringa€'s heart seemed to break at that moment. He climbed up off the ground and pulled at atwig from
one of the lower branches until it snapped and broke free. "A branch from the True Treg," he said. "My



peoplewill revereit.”

Sisd peered hard at the tree. "' Perhagps we can find somelifein thistree yet. Legend saysthat it isstrong
in hedling powers, and therefore srong in life”

Erringale glanced back at him, asif he were daft. "How could there be life here?’

"When aman fdlsinto freezing water," Sisel declared, "he often diesakind of death. Hislife hides deep
within. He ceasesto breathe, and his heart stops beeting. But thereislife within him till, and if you are
patient, you can revive him.

"A treeismuch the same. It diesakind of death with the coming of each winter. Itsthoughts grow dim
and torpid. And thistree is suffering asif through the coldest blast. But there may belifein it—not in leaf
or limb, bole or branch, but down deep, initsroots.”

S raised his staff, blew upon the tree, and whispered ablessing:

Root, bole, limb and bough,

be strengthened now, be strengthened now.

He pulled back and peered at the tree, asif hoping that leaves might sprout green from the dead twigs.

"There," Sisdl said. "That should stop therot, to keep it from further damage. Now let us seeif we can
find any 9gnsof life"

With that, the two men went and searched through the town until they found the tool s that they
needed—a mattock and spade. Together they began to dig.

"Sisd," Erringale asked when their hole was three feet deep. "Why would thewyrmlingstry to kill the
tree?!

"Becauseit isathing of beauty?' the wizard guessed.

"That does not suffice. The wyrmlings are infested with wyrms. It isthe Great Wyrm hersdf who guides
their hand. Certainly she needsthe tree as much as we do—if she hopesto bind the worldsinto one.”

Sisd stopped digging and thought for along moment. "Now, thereisamystery,” he said. "Perhapsthe
Great Wyrm plansto try to bind the worlds without the tree. That would be her way—to try to twist the
Powersto her own ends.”

"Or perhaps,”" Erringale said, "she fearsthe tree. She may fear its protective powers. Or maybe shefears
what it does, for it callsto men and urges them to be better, to seek persona perfection, and thusit isan
enemy to the Great Wyrm."

S followed that line of reasoning further. "It also cdls men into its service, ingpiring them and filling
them with hope and wisdom, in return for whet little it requires. Y ou may beright. The Great Wyrm sees
it asarivd for her peoples affections.”

"That which Despair cannot control,” Erringale said, "she fedsthe need to destroy.”
"That is certainly the way that she fedsabout us."

"Or perhaps,” Erringde said, "the Great Wyrm hersdlf cannot resigt itsdlure!™



"Aaaaah,” Sisdl said, amiling at the thought. "I see severa reasonsfor the Great Wyrm to destroy it, but
that mogt of dl ringstrue.”

Erringae wondered doud. "I don't know. I'm not surethat | understand. The Great Wyrm tried to kill the
tree, and now she holds the Torch-bearer captive—the only man alive who might have the skill to bind
theworlds. It soundsadmost asif sheistrying to keep him from binding the worlds together at al.”

Sisd had no answer to that. The workings of the mind of the Great Wyrm were devious.
Erringae swung his mattock afew moretimes; then Sisdl bit into the ground with his spade.

In amoment, in the darkness, Sisel reached down into the dirt and pulled out his prize—atiny knot from
the taproot, twisted and maformed. It easly fit into the palm of hishand.

Sisd quickly took it to the gargoyle fountain and let clear water run over it. Afterward hehdd it upinthe
garlight and ingpected it.

"Therot runsthrough and through,”" he said, hisvoicefilled with dismay.
Erringale peered at it doubtfully. "Areyou certan?’

"I'm certain,” Sisdl said. "The sorcerer who cast this spell was powerful indeed. Thereisnothing hereto
be saved." He tossed the root to the ground, shoved it into the loose soil with his heel, and peered up at
thetree.

Erringde stood for amoment, his heart breaking. "Isthere nothing you can do?'

"l suppose,” S said, "that the Earth Spirit will provide anew tree when thetimeisright. All that we can
doiswait."

Erringde said softly, "But we have waited for a thousand thousand years for the tree to be reborn!™

"You will haveto wait alittle longer. Even if one does come again, how do we know that it will not be
destroyed in like manner?!

Erringde peered into the wizard's eyesin the soft evening glow, lit by sarsand anew risng moon. The
Wizard Sisd thought that he saw a hardness growing in Erringal€'s eyes that he had not witnessed before.

| wonder what it would be like, the wizard thought, if Erringde goesto war. What powerswould he
bring to bear? What arms might he muster? What alies can he command?

"Thereisan evil brewing here beyond the understanding of men,” Erringale said. "But | mean to find out
what isgoing on."
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IN THE DUNGEON OF DESPAIR

Every man isbornin a cage. The size of it is determined by limits of our ambitions.
—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Rhianna sped across the miles, flying with al haste. She kept an eye out for Vulgnash, and watched his
gray cloud on the horizon. She reached Beldinook before sundown, the castl€'s white towers and
ramparts gleaming likefiery cord in the setting sun.

Rhiannaflew straight to the palace, and found the horse-sisters facilitators taking the last of the
endowments. Their thousand forcibles were nearly gone.

Standing among the crowds in the town square Rhianna made a heartfelt apped.

"People of Beldinook," shesaid, "I must go to Rugassain al haste. Give me your metabolism, | beg of
you, not for my sake, or the sake of the man | love, but for your own sakes, for your children, your
families, and your kingdom.

"If | fail, the sacrifice that you make will not be for long—an hour at the most.
"But if | succeed, mingtrels shdl make asong of it, and your names shdl be sung forever!”

She did not have to say more. She had taken so many endowments of glamour that she probably had not
needed to speak. She had taken enough endowments of voice that her words smote the potential
Dedicates and softened their hearts.

"l will be pleased, milady," ayoung man cried out, and soon adozen people were offering Smilar
thoughts. Rhianna did not wait for the endowments. She nodded to her facilitator, then went to the grest
room for dinner.

She was famished. She had flown four hundred milesin hours, and though she had the brawn and samina
and metabolism to meet such agod, she did not do it without aprice.

Her body seemed to have dropped twenty pounds during the day. Much of it had been sweet, shewas
sure, but she could clearly see the bonesin her wrists, white and protruding through the skin.

So shefed, eating as much as her somach could hold, drinking until she felt well.
Then she burst into the sky and went winging toward Rugassa at amore relaxed pace.
She had a problem: Vulgnash.

How will | get past him? she wondered. With the facilitators vectoring metabolism to her, she would be
faster than he.

But will | be fast enough? she wondered.
She had no choice but to risk it.

So sheflew over the darkening lands, her wings flapping steadily. She crossed ariver, gleaming slver in
the starlight. Grest flocks of bats had flown up from the trees a ong the river's bank, and now they dipped



and skimmed the water for drinks.

Rhianna dropped and tried it, surprising herself when water sprayed up and splashed her face and the
front of her tunic. She could taste grit and bugs in the water.

| have become a bat, she thought.

Then she hurried on toward Rugassa, and the world seemed to dow even further as endowment after
endowment of metabolism was added to her. At last Rugassas dark cone rose up in the starlight, black
and foreboding.

Thewyrmlingswill be awake, Rhiannathought. They'll be at their most active. Perhaps| should wait until
tomorrow.

But she dared not wait. With every passing minute, the enemy would be taking more endowments,
becoming stronger.

So she winged above the plains surrounding Rugassa at night, and saw the land filled with
wyrmlings—troops by the tens of thousands marching to war, greet armies of hunters heading out with
wagons to harvest meat, loggers and miners and who knew what € se—hundreds of thousands of
wyrmlingstoiling in agreat mass.

She hurtled toward her entrance a two hundred miles per hour, ablinding blur. Many awrymling looked
up to behold aflash of red in the night sky, crimson wings and a blood-red cloak—just alone Knight
Eternd flying to histower. It was asight that they had seen athousand times.

With so many endowments of wit, she did not have to hunt for the entrance. She knew whereit lay.

She hit the airshaft and eeled down headfirst, then opened her wings wide as she plummeted the last few
yardsto the floor of the coliseum.

Wyrmlings working in the arena seemed astonished by the sight, but Rhianna's hood was pulled tight and
she whisked out through the exit, following the sandalwood-scented trail of Kirissaat adead run.

With twenty endowments of metabolism, Rhiannawas but a blur, acrimson figure with vast wingsracing
down the tunne at nearly ahundred miles per hour.

| have taken my death in taking so many endowments of metabolism, she thought. In four more seasons,
| will dieof old age.

But she could not mourn her fate. She had chosen it, and it was only her endowments of metabolism that
might alow her to rescue Falion.

She could have gone faster, but she found that her momentum made it hard to turn corners, so she kept
her speed low.

Shefound surprisingly few wyrmlingsin the hallways. Perhapsit wastoo early for some of them, or
perhaps they were aready working.

But as she passed each one, Rhianna made sure to do no harm. She would duck past one, leap over
others. Those who saw her did not have timeto react.

She heard wyrmlings roar in blind challenge on severa occasions, but Kirissahad taught her a couple of
curses. Rhiannafound that when she roared a curse and raised her wings, the wyrmlings often fell over



themsavesin their haste to make room.

Thus she put her endowments of voiceto the test, perfecting her illusion. The wyrmlings did not even
know what they saw, she suspected.

So sheraced in dark tunndswhile glow wormslit the ceiling of the [abyrinth like asky full of sars,
following tunnel after tunnd until she reached the winding stair and descended, down, down, with akey
made of bonein her hands.

Tadonwasthefirst to waken in the prison. Perhapsit was because she had more endowments of stamina
than the others, or perhapsit was because awight had only touched her lightly on the hand, but she
woke, dazed and trembling, to find Rhianna standing over her.

"Up," Rhiannacdled. "Quickly. Get up or die!"
Therewaswater on Talon'sface. Filthy water. That was what had awakened her.

"Where? Where am |?" she asked. But Rhiannawas too busy to answer. She had taken aguard by the
throat and was shoving him into Talon's cell. In aningtant, Rhiannahad him chained to thewall.

Tdon raised her head, blinking. Her right arm ached. She could fed icein her veins, running straight to
her heart, and it seemed to put astrain on her, asif her heart might stop besating any second.

"Help me," Rhianna pleaded. "The othersare dl adeep, and | can't wake them. I've come to rescue you.
Vulgnash was gonewhen | got here, but there is no telling how soon he will come back.”

Rhiannawas moving with tremendous speed, at |least twice asfast as Taon could. She rushed back out
of the cdll, and moments|later came back with a second wyrmling guard, ahulking brute, dragging him
over thefloor as he kicked and screamed.

Taon climbed to her feet. She had so many endowments of brawn that she did not fed asif sheweighed
anything at dl. Y et she was wounded to the core of her soul, and she felt terribly ill.

Rhianna urged her from the cell, and together they dammed a hugeiron door, locking the guardsingde.

Aningant later, Rhiannahad the door to Falion's cell open. They found him lying upon a cot,
unconscious. Srips of cloth bound hislegs and armstight againgt hisbody. There was an unholy cold in
the room, and hislips had gone blue. The barsto his cell were crusted with frost, and ice fans had formed
upon the sonewalls.

"Try to get himwarm," Rhiannasaid. "'l don't think that awight has touched him. VVulgnash just drained all
of hisbody heat." Rhianna began unwrapping his bindings.

Tdon considered lying down beside him to get him warm, but remembered her sunstone. It was il
hidden in her boot. The wyrmlings had taken her daggers, her belt, and her leather tunic. But they had |ft
her boots.

She pulled off the boot and dumped out its contents. The sunstone fell and lay gleaming upon the floor.
She squeezed it hard and held it up to Fallion's cheek.

Helay there for along second, still barely bresthing, and suddenly he began to rouse. The effect of the
heat was astonishing. His breath had been agonizingly shalow oneingtant, and he suddenly gasped.

Blindly, he reached up with his right hand and tried to grasp the sunstone, but he missed it—or seemed



to. His hand bypassed the stone, but in that instant the light seemed to flash in response to his need, and a
stream of fire as golden as awhest field flared from the stone.

The sunstone was so hot that Talon dropped it, her hand smarting from a savage burn. It left awhite welt
on her fingers. But the fire streamed out of the stone and into Fallion, and he took no harm.

He opened his eyes, coming awake in an ingtant. Flames seemed to be dancing in them, and they were
full of light. He peered up a Taon and Rhianna, obvioudy invigorated. Y et there was no relief in hisface.
His cheeks and brow were haggard, lined with pain.

Rhianna finished unbinding him, and now she used the guards keysto unlock his shackles, then went
racing to another cell. Iron doors began to creak open in rapid succession. She called out to the emir,
Daylan, and thewyrmling girl.

She came back an instant later. "I can't get anyone seto wake," shesaid. "They're bardly breathing.”

Fallion had risen to aSitting position, but he moved with infinite downess, like an old man burdened by
the years. "What's—what's going on?"

"Daylan Hammer and the emir are here with us," Rhianna said before Taon could get aword out. "They
were touched by wights."

Tdonwas till holding her own right hand. She couldn't fed her fingers, and she worried thet at any
moment shewould faint.

"l see," Fdlion said. He thought for along moment, asif he were dtill partly dazed, and said, "There are
some wounds that only Fire can hed."

Hetook the sunstone from Talon, raised it in his palm, and began to draw abright steady flame fromiit.
Suddenly light seemed to burst from his every pore. The light filtered through the whole room. He turned
into aglorious being, and he peered deep into Taon, then took her wounded hand.

Taonlooked into Fallion's eyes, and felt asif she had never really seen him before. There was so much
compassion in hisface, so much sorrow. And here he stood ministering to her, shining like some Bright
One out of alegend.

He's one of them, she thought. HE's more than amorta man.

Taon had dways thought of him asabrother, achild that she had wrestled with, and played with, and
worked beside. Sheld never seen him like this before. Sheld never imagined that he could be like this.

She fet herself warm. It began at her heart, which had felt cold and often skipped abeat. Shefdt a
mellownessin her chest, asif beams of summer sun shone upon her naked bosom, and her heart
responded by beating more easily. Then the sense of vigor and well-being began to move down from her
heart, to her extremities. In amatter of twenty seconds, the warmth spread to her shoulder, then down
her arm, until even her hand felt warm.

Fdlion finished ministering to her.
Then hejust held her eyesfor along second, asif peering into her, seeking other hurtsto mend.

When he was done, he turned away, went ssumbling into the other room. Taon followed and found him
il shining brightly, the sunstone raised in his hand like some talisman, as he bent over the emir.



The sungtone flared again, casting a soft golden glow through the room, aglow that was softer than the
pure white light that issued from Falion.

He stood above the emir, smply shining over him, and the glow centered on the emir's chest. Talon
began counting, to see how long it would take to rouse the man, while Rhiannarifled through keys and
unlocked hismanecle.

It was afull three minutes before the emir suddenly coughed and reached up inthe air, scrabbling asif to
grab something.

Fdlion stood over him, growing brighter. "He took asore wound,” Falion said, intent on his hedling.

The emir coughed again and climbed to his elbows. He was half in a daze as he gazed around the room,
trying to regain his bearings. "What happened?' he croaked.

"We got caught,” Tdon said. "Rhiannacamefor us”

"We haveto get out of here soon," Rhianna said, peering toward the doors. "I got in here without killing
anyone, but | hear bellstalling. Thewyrmlingswill be on my trail.”

Tdon listened. She couldn't quite hear the bells. She trand ated Rhianna's warning for the emir.

"Tdl her to take Fallion and go," the emir said. Hetried to climb to hisfeet, but he staggered and
staggered and lost his balance. He looked up, saw them dl sitting there. "Go!" he demanded. "I'll be
aong. Hesthe only one who matters.”

"He's not the only one,” Tdon said. She knew what the emir was doing. He wanted to give his
endowments back to his daughter. He hoped to die nobly.

Theemir glanced up a her. "Of course not,” he said, peering around. "We must also get Daylan out, and
thewyrmling girl.”

Fdlion went to Daylan's cell, and began minigtering to him. The emir climbed unsteadily to hisfeet, jutted
his chin toward Rhianna. "'Y our winged friend here is the fastest. She has the best chance of escape, and
her charge matters more than we do. Please, tell her to go. | cannot save the father, but perhaps we can
help savethe son."

Tdon trandated the emir's thoughts. By the time that she was through, Daylan Hammer was sputtering
and moaning in the other room.

But suddenly the golden glow of the sunstone faded, itslight al but dying. Fallion came from the room.
Twigting the stone around, Fallion sudied it. It shone likeadull ember. "Thefireisdl but gonefromit.
Do you have another?!

Rhiannalooked to Taon. Rhiannas had been destroyed, and Daylan's and the emir's sunstones had been
taken.

"That wasthelast one" Talon said.

"Go," Tdontold Rhianna. "Take Falion with you. He can do no more good here, and well just dow you
down. WEll follow you out as soon as we can.”

"It won't be easy to carry thewyrmling girl," Rhiannawarned. "' Perhaps we should leave her."

"l can't,” Talon argued. "Besides, wed have to carry her regardless. Without endowments, she's nothing



but dead weight.”

Rhianna hesitated, asif trying to think of a sound reason to stay with them, but reluctantly she nodded her
agreement. Sheld take Fdlion. "Remember, kill no one. So long aswe pose no threst, their fase Earth
King will not know wherewe are.”

"That may be easier said than done," Taon argued.

Then Tadon rushed into the wyrmling girl's cell and lifted her gently. With Talon's eight endowments of
brawn, the girl seemed bulky, but not too heavy to bear. Ton'srea concern wasn't that she would tire,
but that under so much weight one of her bones might snap and she would be left hobbling about, unable
to bear her charge.

She left Daylan Hammer and the emir to help one another.

So they began their journey, racing asfast asthey could through the labyrinth, toiling up the winding
gairs. The emir led the way, followed by Rhianna, who had Fallion clinging to her back. Without
endowments of metabolism, he couldn't even begin to keep pace with the others.

The digtant tolling of bells must have caled the wyrmlings out. The company met them in the corridor at
nearly every turn. Each timethat they did, Rhiannawould smply roar a them like aKnight Eternal
sounding a battle cry. With her flawless memory, she knew the call well. With her endowments of voice,
shecould mimicit perfectly.

The emir shoved aside those who did not get out of the way. With his speed and brawn, the smallest
push sent the wyrmlings toppling.

And as they moved through the hot corridors, Fallion began to recover his strength completely. He drew
heet from air, channding it into himself so that he glowed brightly. Thewyrmlingsroared in pain a the
sght of him and backed away.

Rhiannareached the top landing, and charged down awide corridor. Talon could hear thetoll of the
warning bell clearly now.

Ahead, acontingent of wyrmling soldiers marched toward them, four aoreast. There were perhaps thirty
indl. They cringed from the light, and Rhiannaroared, but she did not give them time to withdraw.

Sheflapped her wings once and legpt, went soaring above their heads; some troops turned to engage
her. In that ingtant, the emir and Daylan Hammer rushed in among the wyrmlings.

None of the wyrmling soldiers had endowments, it seemed. The emir and Daylan shoved the wyrmlings
asde, haf to theright, half to the left, so that they fell in tangled heaps. They'd cleared apath for Taon.

She rushed through, trampling over the few falen wyrmlingswho tried to rise.

We're lucky that there were no Death L ords among them, Taon thought. But her hope was that the
Death Lordswould be dow to come.

The emir grabbed weapons from the fallen soldiers—afew daggers and apair of heavy axes.

They reached agreat archway, and suddenly Talon knew where she was. They'd reached the Arena of
the Great Wyrm. Taon could smell thefetid air inside.

Rhiannabypassed it and led the way down the tunnel toward the southern gates.



Taon recalled the gresat iron doors that had fallen behind them earlier; she worried that she and her
friendsmight <till belockedin.

Thewarning bellsweretolling heavily, making the wals vibrate with every resounding gong.

The company sped through in haste now, and as they sprinted ahead, Talon saw the great iron doors
beginning to fall. Rhianna reached the spot and ducked benesth, but Talon was lugging the big wyrmling
girl and could not match her speed.

I'm not going to make it, she thought.
The emir raced to the door and rolled under, while Daylan dropped to his belly and skidded.
For an ingtant Talon feared that they had al left her behind.

But then the door dammed to ahdt, and she saw what had happened. Two wyrmling axes had been
placed benesth the door, their pommelsin agroove in thefloor, their heedsup forming aT.

The emir had paved the way for her escape.

Taon reached the door, dropped her charge, and rolled under. By the time that she got to her feet,
Daylan and the emir had pulled the wyrmling through, and the emir urged Taon, "Y ou go aheed. I'll give
you ared."

Tdon redized what he was doing. She had far more endowments than he. She might well be needed if it
cameto afight. She didn't dare waste her energy being apack mule.

So she went charging down the corridor, now racing ahead of Rhianna. Wyrmling troops were suddenly
thick in the tunnels, and Taon had to shove each of them aside, gently, asif shewere only practicing
movesfor asparring match.

Suddenly she reached the exit, smelled open fields and pine trees, and went charging out into the night.
The sky seemed to yawn wide overhead, and stars powdered the heavens. Off to the east, the dender
crescent of anew moon was just clearing the mountains.

Down below her, tens of thousands of wyrmlingsfilled the courtyard.

Lord Despair wasin his private quarters, dining with Scathain and making plansfor the future, when he
heard the warning gongs. Scathain raised a brow, giving Despair an inquisitive look, and Despair
wondered what had happened. He felt insde himsdlf, seeking the counsel of the Earth Spirit. Therewas
no attack. Neither he nor any of his chosen lordswere in danger, of that he felt certain.

"Probably one of the tunndls has collgpsed,” Despair told hisvisitor. "That isaconstant danger when
living underground. In the recent binding of the worlds, the ground here has been destabilized. A couple
of small sections of tunnel have collapsed in the past few days. It is probably nothing.”

It took severd long minutes for the captain of the guard to bring word, interrupting dinner.
"Lord Despair,” the captain cried as soon as he entered the door, “the prisoners have escaped!”

Despair stared blankly at the man for half asecond, unsureif he believed hisears. Thiswasaterrible
embarrassment.

"Impossible,” Despair sad.



| chose my prisoners guards, he thought. The earth should have warned me if they had been killed.

Helooked into his heart, fet for the guardsin the dungeon. His earth senses |et him pinpoint their
location.

They weredive. They werewell. They were a their posts till.
Suddenly Despair laughed a hisown folly.

"That clever girl," hetold his guest. "She camein right under our noses and stole my prisoners—without
takingasnglelifel

"But it will do her no good. Falion isone of my chosen ones. | can sense hiswhereabouts.”
Hefdt the young man, fleaing swiftly from the fortress.

Despair rushed out to the parapet of histower, and in one mighty leap he was atop one of his stone
gargoyles, peering down from it, using its head as his vantage point.

The Darkling Glory raced up behind, flew atop agargoyle beside him.

Down below were his prisoners, streaking out acrossthe plain. Fallion was glowing brightly, abrilliant
and unearthly white.

The prisoners were racing away o fast that Fallion looked almost like a comet streaking across the dark
plain. Wyrmlingsfdl back from thelight by the score, and Rhiannaroared in warning, so that his people
cleared atrall for the prisoners. In seconds they were beyond the wal and off into the brooding pines that
surrounded the fortress now, and then Falion let his brightness fade.

The Light-bringer lives up to his name, Despair thought.

Despair consdered going down among the fools, doing battle. He felt no fear of his enemy's champions.
The Earth did not warn againgt it, and he knew that they could not day his body.

But Fallion had apower that no other flameweaver had ever displayed. He could shine so fiercely that he
could day alocus, incinerateit.

Would the Earth Spirit warn me of such danger? Despair wondered. No, it wouldn't. A locusisnot a
human. The Earth Spirit would not vaueitslife.

| dare not try to take them aone, he thought. | need VVulgnash.

But VVulgnash was hours away, and his quest was of tremendousimport. He had to win control over the
blood-metal mines, and until he was finished, he could not be spared nor distracted.

And what harm doesit do to let them run? Despair wondered. None of my servantswas killed. My
enemies only deceive themselves. They believe that they have freed Falion, not knowing that he can

never escape.
The guard had rushed in at Despair's back, and now he begged, "Shall | have men give chase?'
"Y ou can't catch them,” Despair said. "And if you did, it isnot in your power to take them.”

But Despair had a servant who could. He sent athought to Vulgnash: When you finish punishing my
enemies, return with all haste. Bring back some blood-metal ore for forcibles.



"Would you like some help?' Scathain said. "'l can have amurder of Darkling Glories here within
minutes”

Lord Despair smiled.
"Get them. It'stime that these fools get ademondtration of what will come.”

The Darkling Glory did not walk back into the tunnel. Instead he legpt from the gargoyle's head and went
winging up the mountain, toward the cone of the volcano, where the door to the netherworld stood open.

Despair turned to the captain of the guard. "Téll the tormentorsto get to work upon Falion's Dedicates. |
want him reding in agony."



24
TWILIGHT

At the End of Time, darkness shall cover the world, and gross darkness shall fill the hearts of
men.

—From the Wyrmling Catechism

Just outside the wals of Rugassa, the Emir Tuul Rahdted long enough to sted avehicle. It wasasmple
wyrmling handcart—two wheels and attiny bed, with a couple of long polesto use ashandles. The
handcart was empty, and the wyrmling woman who was pulling it never knew what hit her. A smpletap
from behind sent her sprawling into the dusty road, and the emir had her cart.

The emir knew the wyrmling tongue well. He had not wanted to hurt the woman. There were no words
to make gpologiesin the wyrmling tongue, o he called out, "We have great need. Be well.”

He urged Taon to throw Kirissainto the cart, and Rhianna dropped Fallion on the back, and off they
went, racing down the road, running at Sixty milesan hour.

By the time that the wyrmling woman recovered enough to climb to her feet and hurl some curses at the
thieves, the cart wasfar, far up the road.

Rhiannaled theway, clearing the trail before them. The emir pulled the handcart, while Taon pushed it
from behind. Daylan Hammer could not match their speed, and so they asked him to jump aboard so that
they could make better time.

The green around the fortress had been clogged with wyrmling foresters and hunters, miners, and
soldiers, for many in the great horde had come out to work for the night, but it was not yet an hour past
dusk, and two miles from the fortress the roads were clear.

So Rhianna, Talon, and the emir ran.

After five miles, they topped awooded hill and gazed back toward Rugassa. The trees overhead
covered the company like acloak, making them fed warm and safe. The woods werefilled with the
buzzing of cicadas.

They stopped only for amoment to catch their breeth, but the emir felt sorely famished, more than he had
ever fdtinhislife

Hewasn't surewhy. Perhapsit was the touch of awight that had doneit. The hurt to his body had been
tremendous, but he fdlt that its touch had even been more devastating to his soul.

Or maybein part it was Smply because he had taken so many endowments of metabolism, and he had
been adeep, pardyzed, for hours, after running for hundreds of miles.

"I don't suppose you had the foresight to bring along any food or drink?' the emir asked Rhianna, for the
wyrmlings had stolen their packs down in the dungeon.

"Food isfor the weak," Rhiannasaid, then laughed, shaking her head.

She peered back over the road behind them. The great volcano rose up, black and dominating in the
distance.



Rhianna had enough endowments of sight so that she could see the road well enough under the starlight.
"Thereisno sign of pursuit yet," she said after amoment.

"That won't lagt,” Daylan Hammer said with certainty. "We have stolen Lord Despair's prize, and he will
gpare nothing to retrieveit.”

The emir looked to Rhianna, but told Taon, " She should take Falion to safety. She should leave us. The
Knights Eternd will be on our trail al too soon. Shelll have a better chance of escaping if we do not dow
her down."

"I'm surprised that the Knights Eternd are not aready in pursuit,” Daylan said. "The emir isright. Rhianna
should teke Fallion and go."

Tdon trandated for Rhianna
"Where would you have me take him?' she asked. "Where shall we meet?"

The emir could think of nowhere. There was nowherein the world that felt safe anymore. Rhiannahad
mentioned the horse-ssters of Fleeds, but they had littlein the way of fortifications.

"We should take him back to the netherworld,” the emir said. "If heisto fight VVulgnash, he will need
proper endowments, powerful weagpons, and timeto train.”

The emir looked to the others for comments. Rhiannajust shrugged, asif the destination did not meatter.
Taon waswilling to concede the argument, for she seemed to have none better of her own. But Daylan
Hammer knew the folk of the netherworld better than any of them, so the emir looked to him most of all.

"I do not know," he said. "The Bright Ones understand dl too well what kind of danger he will bring. We
cannot hide thereforever.

"Andyet," he continued, "Fallion brings hope with him, and Erringal€sfolk might easlly welcome him,
"l supposeit could not hurt to ask his permission.”
That gave them a destination. Erringale and the Wizard Sisal had gone to gaze upon the One True Tree.

At that very moment, lightning flashed in the sky behind them at the crown of the volcano. The emir
glanced back and saw aroiling mass of darkness there, obscuring the volcano's crown. It was asif
clouds had sprung forth from it in amatter of seconds, and he worried that the volcano was about to
blow.

But the clouds were strange in shape—oddly flattened on top, so that they circled the volcano's crown
like agreat whed, and the mists that had suddenly risen were rapidly expanding, blotting out the Sars.
Lightning flashed again and again, sending percussve booms over the land, and from those clouds he
could hear strange sounds, ped s of evil laughter and terrifying cries.

A bear roared in the forest nearby, and night birds began to peep and call out in terror.

"Well, | don't think that we have to worry about the Knights Eterna coming for usany longer,” Daylan
sad. "It looks asif the Darkling Glories will beat them to the task.”

Over the tree-covered hillsthe party ran. Rhianna raced to the back of the handcart and began to push,
urging the group forward. The emir was forced to sprint asfast as he could, stopping only for adrink
from an occasiona brook. They cast their eyes back furtively many atime, and watched asthe storm



around the volcano's cone intensfied, the clouds growing thick, the lightning flickering wickedly, sorming
inthenight.

For ten or tweave minutes, as common men count time, the sorm intengfied, until the crown of the
volcano was hidden from sight.

During that time, the heroesran, covering another dozen miles or more.

The emir sprinted beside the cart. It bucked and legpt over the broken road, and after only afew miles
the wheels began to squeak. He worried that the car would hit arock too hard and suddenly explode on

impact.
But it was a stout thing, made for wyrmling workers, and it held together.

Each time that he glanced back, he peered at the growing cloud, and he was able to take some comfort
in the notion that the Darkling Glories had not set out after them—that they were only gathering, likea
great flock of crows.

But as he peered back, time after time, he noticed that Fallion was gripping the sde of the handcart asif
afraid that he might fall off. Hisface had been sickly pae, but now his head |olled, and he seemed barely
CONSCIOUS.

He has taken some terrible wound, the emir thought.

There had been blood on his tunic, matted and dried, and the emir wondered if that was the cause of
Falion'sdigtress.

The emir glanced back at Rhianna. She was pushing the cart, her face drained of emotion from fatigue.
But shedidn't seem to fear the Darkling Glories. The object of her fear wasright in front of her. Fallion
hed takenill.

"What'swrong?' shecaledto him at lagt.

Fdlion's voice came softly, dowly, and as dways Taon offered atrandation. "My Dedicates. . . the
wyrmlings are torturing them.”

"What?' she asked, for hiswords made no sense.

The emir could not help but note the darm in Rhianna's voice. Sheloved the boy. He could hear it in her
every word. He drew the cart to a halt.

At that, Fallion reached up to histunic, pulled it open. Strange runes were branded on his chest, dozens
of them, larger and more intricate than any that the emir had taken in his own endowment ceremonies.

"What arethose?" Taon begged.

"Compassion,” Fdlion said. "They're runes of compassion. | can fed the pain of others—their loneliness,
their love, their horror. | fed when afoot is severed, or an eye gouged out. The wyrmlings are punishing
me now through my Dedicates. Lord Despair is|etting me know—I can never go free.”

The emir gazed at the runes, dumbfounded.
"l can go back," Rhiannasaid. "'l can find those Dedicates, release you from your pain.”

"Certainly Lord Despair has chosen those Dedicates persondly,” Daylan cut in. "If you try to kill them, he



will be ready for you."

"Dont try it," Fallion begged. "They're innocent people—women and children. Y ou cannot kill them
without forfeiting your own soul. Even if you succeeded in freeing me, once you came back, you would
not be the woman that | have grown to love.”

He peered up at her then, pleading. There were tears of pain in his eyes—pain that he could not run
from, pain that he could not bear.

"How many endowments did they give you?' Rhiannaasked, asif she might charge into Rugassaand
murder his Dedicates anyway.

Fdlion shook hishead in anguish. "Dozens,” he said. "Hundreds maybe, through those who act as
vectors. Despair said that he will give me thousands of them, millionsif he hasto: until | break, until |
becomehim.”

Immediately the emir cast his mind about, seeking a solution, but very quickly he redized that there was
none. No matter what they tried, Despair would win. Falion could not run from the pain, and they could
not free him.

"What can we do?' Talon asked.
"Don't take me anywhere," Falion said. "It only puts you and others at risk. Send me back.”
"I havekilled mysdf to save you," Rhiannasaid. "I'm walking dead. | won't et you go."

Fdlion took her hand, squeezed it tightly, and just peered into her eyes. She was a Runelord now,
powerful and beautiful, swift and deadly, with so many endowments of speed that she would never again
be able to relate to those in the mortal world.

"You've saved me," he whispered. ™Y our love has saved metime and again, and if you desire, | will stay.”

In the distance, lightning began to flash brighter, and the sound of thunder was a solid roar. The ground
was trembling beneath the soles of the emir's boots. It felt like the end of the world.

A blast of wind struck. The treesthat had been sitting in sllence dl suddenly bent beneath agale, and the
leaves hissed like adistant sea.

"The Darkling Gloriesare coming,” Falion said. The emir peered back toward Rugassa; the ring of
clouds and lightning was expanding outward in every direction, and he suddenly redized that it was not
one vast cloud that covered the crown of the volcano but dozens or hundreds of smaler clouds. Within
each, aform moved, asingle Darkling Glory. They were separating now, winging away from the volcano
in every direction, though alarge contingent of them was heading south.

Taon whigpered to the emir, "In my father'stime, asingle Darkling Glory wresked grest havoc upon an
entire kingdom. He was unstoppable. Now we must face an army of them.”

"It'snot an army,” Daylan said. "It's called a murder—amurder of Darkling Glories."
"We should hide," the emir suggested. "We should get underground.”
"They'll check every building, every tunnd,” Daylan said.

"TheWizard Ssd can hide awarhorse behind awheat sak," Tdon offered.



"If youcangettohimintime" Rhiannasaid.
Shelooked at Taon and the others.

"Wemust get our forcibles" Rhiannasaid, "take them with us. Without them, we cannot fight the coming
darkness." She was speaking of the forcibles that she had hidden to the south. It was not far. But to
retrieve the forcibles and then reach the True Tree sounded nearly impossible.

The emir looked into Talon's eyes, and knew ingtantly that they had to try.

Immediately Rhianna grabbed the handles of the wyrmling handcart and raced away. It was dl that the
emir could do to keep up.

The gdewasganing in intensity, and now the trees shuddered under the impact of blasts of wind, their
leaves hissing and branches swaying.

Taon raced at Rhiannas side, glanced back at the darkening sky. "If they get too close, take Fallion and
go."

Rhianna shot back, "Run fast enough, and they won't get too close.”
The company charged south afew more miles and entered afamiliar town, barren and broken.
With agart, Tdon cried, "The girl! We must get her.”

The emir had nearly forgotten about the child. He peered about blindly, searching the rubble for asign of
the child. He didn't have Tdon's many endowments of sight and smell.

Taon raced ahead, veered to the right and dodged into aruined hove. She came out with the girl in her
ams, the child clinging to her asif Taon was her long lost mother. Thelittle girl wasweeping in relief.

In moments, Talon set her in the bed of the wagon, throwing her own tunic over the child asashield
agang thenight.

What have we saved? the emir wondered, peering over his shoulder at the advancing storm. The
Darkling Glorieswill haveusal.

Over hillsand through fields they went now, running for what seemed hour after hour, though the moon
on the horizon and the starsin the sky moved hardly at al.

The Darkling Gloriesfilled the heavens. The emir imagined that with his endowments, he was running
gxty miles per hour. But even on the wing the Darkling Glories could not keep pace. They werefaling
behind.

Forty or fifty miles per hour, heredized. That isdl they are doing. The creatureswere flying dowly,
searching the ground methodicaly.

After what seemed to be arun of six hours, they came upon the site of Rhianna's daughter the day
before, and chased off afew wolves they found feasting upon wyrmling carcasses.

"I'll get theforcibles," Rhiannasad. "Stay here.”

Shelegpt into the air and sped off, winging to the west. In moments she was lost from sight as she sped
just above the treetops.



Every eyein the group kept peering back to the north, toward the flashes of lightning that flickered
beneath the starry sky. The company had pulled ahead of the Darkling Glories. But soon the emir knew
that the heroes would have to veer east, and then the Darkling Glories would gain on them.

Taon paced about near the handcart watching over the child, who had Fallen adeep. Taon looked likea
nervous wreck.

She has never been tested in battle, the emir realized. If she were one of my men, | would go whisper
words of encouragement.

He went to her, took her hand. Talon stopped pacing, and her eyesriveted on his.

"Thegirl issafenow,” theemir said. "I think she hasnot dept in days. Well bedl right. Y our friend
Rhiannawill be back soon. She knows how much isresting upon her."

Tadon didn't answer. Instead she threw her arms around him, hugged long and hard.

"Thiswar isn't over, isit?' shesad. "It'shardly begun.”

"No," he sad, unsure what she was getting at. "It isn't over.”

"Y ou can't give back your endowments. Y our people need you. You're astrapped as Falion is.”

Then he understood what she was saying. She was rgoicing that he was aive, that he would be forced to
day divefor awhilelonger.

She kissed him, and he held her and kissed her in return. He fdlt guilty for taking his daughter's
endowment, for being forced to keep it. He felt lucky to be dive and to have won Taon'slove.

They broke gpart for amoment, and the emir caught Fallion watching them.
What does the boy think of me? he wondered. | am an old man, holding and kissing hislittle Sster.

But there was no disgpprovd in Falion's eyes, only pain from the torments he suffered. Falion flashed
himasmdl amile, asif in gratitude.

He spoke something in his own tongue. The emir's few lessonsin Rofehavanish were not enough to let
him trandate.

Tdon trandated for him, "He said to me, ‘| have often wondered if therewould ever beaman inthe
world worthy of you. At last you have found love, Little Sster. Congratulations.™

The lightning drew closer, and the mass of darkness benesth the stars was growing uncomfortably close
by thetime that Rhiannareturned, lugging the forcibles—four chests, small but heavy. She had to flap her
wings furioudy, and sweet was courang down her face when she landed. She gently laid the forciblesinto
the back of the handcart.

With the Darkling Glorieslooming near, there was no time to waste.

The company headed south for another fifteen miles, then Rhiannaturned onto an older trail that climbed
into the hills, aroad that had been built by the folk of Caer Luciare ages ago, and most likely would lead
into ruins.

"Areyou certain this road goes where we need it to?" Talon asked.



"Yes" Rhiannareplied. "l saw it fromtheair.”

So they raced up into the mountains, heading due east for fifteen miles. The Darkling Glories were rushing
southward like a storm front, growing ever closer.

But asthe company ran eas, it became obvious that the vast mgority of the Darkling Glorieswere
heading south, following the road.

From the peak of ahill, the companions were able to peer east and see the murder of Darkling Glories
now drawing even to their course. There were two or three hundred of the creatures following the
highway.

Suddenly the whole flock came to a hat and began diving to the ground, asif to attack something unseen.
"What arethey after?" Daylan wondered. "The horse-sisters?”
The emir wondered.

"No," Tadon said hopefully, thinking doud. "We warned them to hide well by night. There must be some
other threst abroad in the land.”

Rhianna grinned wickedly. Horns began to sound, burstslong and deep of throat. "Warlord Bairn, from
the Courts of Tide, those are, hishorns. | told him that amountain of blood-metal was on the road north
of here. He must have come looking for it. Too bad for him. If hadn't tried to kill me, perhaps hewould
not have met such amiserable end.”

The heroes turned their attention e sewhere,

Farther to the north, spanning in every direction, were smaller sormswhere single Darkling Glories
searched. Time and again, the emir could see them dipping to the ground or risng up, likefireflies among
the bushes.

They're hunting, he redlized, dropping down to check out every empty farm cottage, every pile of stone
ruins,

Daylan pointed to the front, to the murder. "They're going to Caer Luciare!"

"To get blood metd," the emir said with conviction. "Despair will have thousands of pounds of it before
dawn."

The emir's heart thrilled with battle hunger. He felt the urge to fight back, and glanced at the others.
"Maybel can stop them,” Rhiannasaid. "'l can outfly them. I'm fagter.”

"Can you outfly the lightning bolts that they'll rain down upon you?' Daylan asked. "Don't even try.”

"We can't let Despair get thoseforcibles" Rhiannasaid.

"Wecan't sop him," Daylan said. "Let it go. Let it go."

Rhianna peered to the south, toward Caer Luciare. "Look," she said, "here come the Knights Eternal!"
The emir peered hard, but could see nothing. He didn't have the endowments of sight to match Rhiannas.
"Where?' he asked.



"There, about thirty, maybe forty milesto the south.”

He squinted, but in the starlight could see nothing but hills and forests and barren patches of grass on the
tredessplan.

"Well, at least we know now why Vulgnash has not been on our trail," Daylan said. "Mogt likely, hewas
fetching more blood metd for his madter.”

Luck, the emir thought. It isonly by luck that we are il dive.

"Vulgnash flies swiftly," Rhiannasaid. "In haf an hour, hell reach Rugassa. Ten minutes after thet, hell be
onour trail."

The emir calculated. The Darkling Glories had to stop to search every nook and cranny where the
company might hide, and so they did not present an imminent threat. But Vulgnash had mastered arcane
spdlsknown only to the Knights Eternd. He would find them, eventually.

Our only choice may beto flee thisworld forever, the emir thought.

With that, the company dropped from the crown of the hill, down into the shelter of the deep woods, and
raced for atime quickly, peering over their backs again and again.

In afew minutesthey were out of the trees and onto a starlit plain. The road here was nonexistent.
Grasses had grown over it, tall and golden.

The bent grasswill give away our trail, the emir realized. It will make aroad for the enemy to follow.
The others saw it too. "Quickly now!" Taon shouted. "Thereisno time to waste!™

Twenty-seven minutes later, Vulgnash reached Rugassa and met Lord Despair upon the parapet outside
of hisroom. Vulgnash landed and dropped achest of forcibles at his master's feet.

Despair smiled grimly. "Vulgnash, my friend," he said, "Fallion and his companions have escaped. | want
you to retrieve him for me."

"Escaped?’ VVulgnash asked.

"They will not elude usfor long,” Despair said. "Falion Orden is one of my chosen. | know precisely
where he is headed—toward Castle Coorm, and the One True Tree."

"He shdl find no comfort there," VVulgnash said.

"No, hewon't," Despair answered. "Hewill find you there. I'm sending a great grask with you, with
guardsto bind and secure the prisoners. Y ou will return themto me. . . so that they may be properly
punished.”



25
THE STRUGGLE CEASES

All who struggle against the Great VWyrm struggle in vain.
—From the Wyrmling Catechism

It seemed to Rhiannathat she had been running for days when they neared Castle Coorm. Darkness il
enveloped the world. With twenty endowments of metabolism, she knew that the darkness would stretch
on endlesdy. Ten hours of darkness would seem like two hundred, and she would suffer benesth the pall.

Then the sun would come out, and every day would fed like an endless summer.

But she feared that Fallion would never see asummer again. He was growing worse by the minute. He
lay inthe back of the wagon, hisface blanched with pain. Sometimes when Rhiannaglanced in, she saw
him staring up a some private horror.

Thereisno escape for him, she thought.

They were sprinting across the grasd ands, heading toward aline of trees, when they met the Wizard Sisdl
and Lord Erringde. It was asif the two appeared out of nowhere. Rhianna had a dozen endowments of
sght, and should have seen them miles away, but the wizard and his charge seemed to spring up from the
oat stubble magicaly, not twenty yardsin front of them.

"Hat!" Sisd cried, smiling in greeting. Rhiannaredlized that he had been using his protective magic to hide
himsdlf as he moved. In the distance to the north and west, lightning flashed, though the stars overhead
shone brightly and there was not asign of clouds. She realized that the Darkling Glories had found their
trail over the plains. "Thereisno need to go to thetreg," the wizard said mournfully. "The enemy has
Sruck it down."

The wizard'swords seemed painfully dow. Rhianna's thoughts raced so quickly, she could hardly stand
to wait for him to speak.

"Let usleavethisworld then," Daylan Hammer said, "for there are Darkling Glories on our trail—or
worse."

Rhianna could see the "or worse." Miles and miles away, on the horizon, adark knot winged toward
them. An enormous graak, its eongated body |ooking like a black worm, undulated through the sky. Pde
riders sat upon its back, no lessthan a dozen of them—wyrmling warriorsin their armor of bone.

Toether Sdeof thegraak, apair of fliers came, crimson wings flashing in the pale moonlight, hurtling
above and around the dower graak, like starlings harrying some ponderous owl.

Rhiannajutted her chin. "Vulgnashis coming. | see him, miles away. He's heading straight toward us."
She hesitated. "He's flying fast. He has taken endowments.”

"l don't understand,” Fallon said. "How can he take them? Endowments are gifts from the living to the
living."
The Wizard Sisdl said, "Life and deeth are amatter of degree. A man who isdying can be less than haf

dive. Vulgnashisnot aliving cresture like you and me. It is said that he has no soul—yet | am forced to
wonder. . . . He animates abody, emulateslife. To me thisindicates that he does have a soul, a powerful



and gifted soul.”
"It soundsto me asif thereis acontradiction here" the emir said, "fit to baffle awizard."

"At the very least,” Sisdl said, "he does have abody, unlike the wightsthat he serves, and so our
Vulgnash can take endowments. . . ."

A sudden light filled Ssdl'seyes, asif someingght filled hismind, but rather than voiceit, heheld slent,
and pondered.

Talon looked stricken. She peered north, and said, " So soon? How does he know where to look?"

The others only stared blankly, but Rhiannas thoughts spun ahead. "'If he were following our trail, he
should be coming from behind us. He knows exactly where to look." She turned to Falion. Therewasno
accusation in her voice, only regret. "Lord Despair has chosen you,” shetold Fdlion. "That's the only
explanation. | don't believe that VVulgnash is coming thisway out of dumb luck.”

Fdlion looked crestfallen.
"Isthat true?' Sisdl asked. "Did he choose you?"

Fallion looked around blankly, hisface lined with pain. "1, | don't know. | was unconscious much of the
time. | sometimeswoke to pain and torture, and | recal seeing Despair sanding over me, grinning down
at me. But | don't remember him choosing me. | don't recall anything et al. But . . ."

"What?' Rhianna asked gently.

"A whileago | heard avoice," he said, "Despair's voice—or thought that | did." Fallion looked to the
ground. "1 thought | was just hearing things. it wasawarning. | wastold not to fight. | wastold that if |
surrendered, Despair would not take vengeance upon you."

Now there was no doubt in Rhianna's mind that Fallion had been chosen. If | were Lord Despair and |
wanted to keep track of a prisoner, | would choose him, she thought. Then Fallion could not escape,
could not take hisown life, without me being warned.

Daylan turned to Lord Erringde. "Milord," he said humbly, "I beg your help." He then explained al that
was happening—how the Darkling Glories had cometo thisworld, the danger that Fallion wasin, and
the greater danger that he posed. "We need sanctuary. | ask that you grant it for alittle while, upon your
world, if you can."

Erringale frowned and looked to the ground. In the distance, there was arumbling and flash of light to the
ead.

"Y ou propose to hide Fallion upon my world?" Erringal e asked.
"Yes" Daylan answered.

"Won't thisfase Earth King be able to find him?" Erringale asked. "How do we know that Fallion won't
bring danger to dl that love him?"

"It isachance that we must take," Daylan said.

"No!" Fdlion said vehemently. "I can't go with you, Daylan. Too many of my people would be madeto
suffer for my sske”



"Then what do you want to do?' Rhianna asked. Fallion wasthe onein pain. She wanted to save him.
She would do anything that he asked.

"Send me back," hesaid. "l won't put my friendsin jeopardy.”

"Y ou can't go back," the emir said. "Despair will continue to torture you. Just when you think that it could
get noworse, it will. No one can bear such torment forever. In time, Despair will either drive you mad, or
win you and make you histool.”

Falion shook his head. "Having seen Despair, how could | ever consent to become like him?* He looked
to Lord Erringae. "Y ou were there: you know how Despair was formed. The morethat Y aleen felt
others pain, the more she hated them. But I'm different. The more | fedl their pain, the more | care for
them.”

For once, Taon's thoughts outraced Rhiannas. "Falion, if you return to Despair,” Tadon sad, "al that you
have hoped for will belogt. Y ou will never be ableto bind the worldsinto one.”

Fdlion considered his response thoughtfully. His face was filled with pain and anguish. Despair amost
had him. "How can | hope to bind the worlds now," he begged, "after seeing what horrors| have
wrought?'

Perhgps | should kill him, Rhiannathought. Despair has aready won. | could put him out of hismisery.
Andif | do, sheredlized, what will happen to Falion's Dedicates?

The painsthat he now bearswill return to them in full—the horror of their mutilations, their grief and
terror.

Fdlion knows that. He stands between them and their pain. He can't give it back to them.

No true man would, she thought. For then Despair, in hisfury and petulance, would subject them to
ungpeakable horrors.

Rhianna consdered the arguments, and she knew that she could not kill Falion anyway, evento save him
from historment. She was a strong woman, but she didn't have that kind of strength.

"Theremay beaway," Erringde suggested to the group, hoperising in hisvoice, "to turn the tableson
Lord Despair—if we daretry it!"

Erringaelooked to Falion. "To resst evil, we dmost never need to resort to bloodshed. L et me ask,
could you teach another how to bind the worlds?'

"Perhaps,” Fdlion said uncertainly. "It would be hard, but | could try. It would have to be aflameweaver
of great power, but intime, yes, | think | could teach someone.”

Erringal€'s eyes shifted, focused upon the emir. "Thereis aflameweaver among us, one who has cometo
help you. Upon your world, his shadow was the greatest flameweaver your kind has ever known, but
upon hisworld he has shunned such power. Falion, | would like you to meet the shadow of Rg Ahten.”

Fdlion peered up at the emir, and his eyes went wide.
Rhiannaknew what he was thinking. There was distrust written plainly upon Falion'sface.

"He'sagood man," Tdon said. "He's nothing like the Rg Ahten that our fathers dew. He'srisked hislife
for his peopletime and time again, proven himself over and over. If thereisanyone you can trust with



your secret, itisTuul Ra"
Fdlion shook hishead, unconvinced. But he had little in the way of choices.

"The enemy will be here soon," Lord Erringde said. "We must be prepared to meet them. Come with
me, Fallion, Tuul Ra. Let us prepare.” Lord Erringae nodded toward the hill nearby, covered with oaks
anddms.

"Wewon't havetime," Falion said. "It might take days or weeks to teach him what he needsto know."
"Trust me," Lord Erringde said. "Y ou two will havedl of thetime you need.”

Fdlion shook hishead. "I can't walk that far. The painistoo great. Every musclein my body is
cramping.”

"I'll help," Erringde said, and he went to the wagon and began to help Fallion down.
Rhiannawondered, What is Erringa e plotting?

The Wizard Sisdl strode forward a pace, his russet robes whispering in the dry grass, and peered north
hungrily. So often, Rhianna had seen him with a serene smile on hisface. She would have thought that
nothing could remove it. But now he glared toward the skyline like one eager to do battle.

" think that Erringdeisright,” thewizard said. "There are waysto resist evil without resorting to
bloodshed. Thetime has come for meto ded with VVulgnash.”

V ulgnash spotted his prey ahead, saw Fdlion standing in afied near the treeline on awooded hill, miles
away.

Fdlion was hunched over, armsfolded over his sscomach, in dmost afeta postion. Hisface was gray and
haggard from pain, and his hair was unkempt. The journey had taken itstoll on him. He looked weaker
than akitten.

For the past haf hour, VVulgnash had had endowments vectored to him—metabolism, sight. Vulgnash's
endowments of sight were amarvel ous thing. For ages, hed seen dl of the world in shades of gray, with
an occasiond splash of red. HEd never seen the world through ahuman's eyes.

But suddenly he could espy colors that he'd never dreamed existed—skies of deepest blue and
undiscovered stars of gold glimmering above, powdering the heavens.

He suspected that if he took ahuman body in the future, he might see colors even morevividly.

Never again, he thought, will | take awyrmling's body. From now on, when | need to commandeer a
new shell, I will waystake ahuman form.

He could see other advantages. It wasn't just the sight. The human fliers, with their smaler weight, were
fagter than him.

V ulgnash hastened forward, wings flapping in arush. He heard athroaty grooak, and peered back. The
enormous graak had fallen far behind.

| need them not, he thought. The wyrmling warriors had their place. They could bind the prisoners once
V ulgnash secured them.,

Y et VVulgnash worried about atrap. He saw Fallion waiting in the grass ahead, but not the woman who



had rescued him.

Even as he worried about her, she came swooping up over the hill, speeding toward him, faster than any
facon, her wingsblurring.

She moved at afrightening pace. Before he redized it, she was overtaking him—two miles out, then one.

But VVulgnash had more than endowmentsto his credit. He stretched forth his hand and drew starlight
from the sky. From horizon to horizon, darkness suddenly stretched, while athin light whirled like a
tornado out of the skies, and landed blazing hot in hispam.

When the darkness faded, he peered ahead, but saw no sign of Rhianna.
She hasdived into the trees, V ulgnash reasoned. Smart girl.

He peered down and ahead, where a copse of ems rose beside a stream, their canopy of leaves
shidding the ground from view.

He searched for signs of movement, hoping that she had veered into atree, that its swaying branches
would betray her.

But he saw nothing. Dimly, he became aware of shouting far behind. Wyrmlingswereroaring franticaly.
He craned his neck, looking back. The girl was behind him!

She redoubled her speed during that moment of darkness, he redlized.

And now she was winging toward the giant graak, like afalcon to the nest of adove.

Now we shal see how the wyrmling warriorsfare! V ulgnash thought. He had hated bringing them. They
and their mount only dowed him down. He longed to see them fail, these fierce championsrife with
endowments, al under the protection of their master.

But Rhianna did not dare engage them. She flew straight toward their grak, hurtling in with an
astonishing burst of speed, and then dropped as she neared. The warriors hurled battle darts.

Shefdl, dodging missiles, and the enormous black graak snapped at her as she passed.
Then Rhiannas wings unfolded and shewasrising again.

Vulgnash saw aflash of slver as her blade struck the monster'sright wing, dicing the lesthery membrane
between its bones.

The huge gragk roared in pain; ingtantly it began to fall, unable to bear itsweight. The graak dropped,
flapping franticaly, spinning out of control. Wyrmling warriors cried out and fought to hold on, though
some tumbled from their mount, raining from the sky.

After downing the graak, Rhianna went soaring upward, wings flapping so quickly that she madea
verticd dimb.

Thegirl haslearned to fly well in two days, Vulgnash realized, better than | would have imagined.

Some of that had to do with her endowments of wit, he suspected. She would learn much more quickly,
when sherecdled every twinge of every muscle.



Part of it was her smdll Sze. Thelarge wings gave her greater lift than awyrmling, and alowed for
acrobaticsthat V ulgnash would never master.

But he suspected that there had to be moreto it. The girl had tremendous reflexes. In part she might have
been born with them, but they had aso been trained through years of battle practice.

Y et she did not pressthe attack. She hurtled around him in awide circle, and went winging off into the
distance.

She fearsme, Vulgnash suddenly redized. Sheisnothing.

Shedidn't dare get near him. She was hoping that held give chase. She was only seeking to distract him,
delay him.

Hewhirled and peered forward. Sure enough, Falion and the others had fled the clearing and gone into
thetrees.

Vulgnash growled in frustration, and redoubled his speed, racing toward the meadow at the base of the
hill.

As he neared, he spotted movement in the trees.
The Wizard Sisdl hid there, between the boles of two mighty elms, with Fallion at his back.

The ground was clear beneath him, except for a carpet of desiccated leaves. The wizard raised his gtaff in
hand and held it a one end, swinging it in great arcslike a club, muttering an incantation.

He hopesto cast agpell of some kind, VVulgnash redlized, but Vulgnash had no fear. Vulgnash was under
the Earth King's protection. If Sisel were going to attack, Vulgnash would have heard his master's
warning.

The old wizard knew many tricks, but his spellswere al about hedling and protection. At the bet, he
might hope to avert Vulgnash'sfireball.

Vulgnash glided toward the pair warily, like an eagle on thewing.
He could hear the wizard shouting hisincantation:

Bright flows your blood.

And haeare your bones.

Y our heart isno longer aheart of stone.

Light fillsyour eyes, and brightensyour mind

with longings common to al mankind.

Suddenly the wizard whirled and pointed his gaff, and though V ulgnash was ill aquarter of amile awvay,
too far to hurl afirebal, the effects of Sisd's spdll were devagtating.

A force smashed into him, like a powerful wave that smote him and washed through him. The blow was
minor, not much grester than held fed if agust of wind hit him.

But in an ingtant, the world changed.



Vulgnash suddenly felt apowerful need for air.

In five thousand years, he had never drawn asingle breath, and it was asif hisbody recognized this fact,
andfilled himwith asingular craving.

At the sametime, he was assailed by a consuming hunger. He had never eaten as humans do. He had
adwaysdrawn hislife force from others when the need arose. But instantly he redlized that hisbelly
seemed to be clinging to his backbone.

More than that, there was a tremendous pounding in his chest as his heart burst into motion, and every
sense came dive. Hefdt warm wind streaming through his hair, and every follicle of it was dive. For the
firg time he tasted the smell of the earth—the rich humus of the forest nearby and the drying grasses of
thefields below.

His own robes held the cloying scent of desth, of decaying flesh, and held never recognized his own reek.

A tremendousthirst overtook him, for he had never tasted water, and suddenly the mucusin histhroat
seemed drier than sand.

In shock, V ulgnash peered ahead and saw that the spell had cost the Wizard Sisel dearly. Where once
his robes had been russet and burnt umber, the colors of dying leaves, suddenly they had gone as white
as snow, while his beard and hair had turned to sl ver.

He now leaned on his gtaff, gasping, asif he had just run atremendous race.

The pain that Vulgnash felt was more than he could bear. V ulgnash wailed in torment and lobbed the
fireball from hishand, sent it careering toward the wizard. But he had thrown too soon. Thefireball raced
forward ahundred yards, then began to expand, growing larger and larger, and dowing with every
second. By thetime it reached the trees, it had become nothing more than acloud of burning gas, and the
wizard turned and fled, disappearing from sight.

V ulgnash went whedling down to the earth, damming into atree, then fdling in atangle.

He hit the ground, and such an overwhelming feding of illness coursed through him that he wasreding
with pan.

I'mdivel heredized. I'm mortd.

He climbed to hisknees and peered a hishands, asif held never seen them before. There were holesin
his arm where maggots had burrowed into his flesh, and everywhere that he had a hole, the pain was
white-hot and magnificent.

Lying on hisbelly, Vulgnash coll gpsed among the dead leaves on the forest floor, smelling the rot of
decomposing humus, the scent of mold and soil.

Blood had begun to flow from the wormholesin hisarms, welling up unexpectedly.
Vulgnash folded hisarmsin close, and sat for amoment, rocking back and forth, mind racing.
I'm mortd, heredlized. I'm undone.

His heart hammered with excitement; emotions that hed never felt before assailed him—dread,
hopel essness, fatigue. He'd never redlized how powerful and incapacitating human emotions could be.

I'm mortd.



It was like adow poison.
I might livefor afew years, heredized, but | will surely die.
Infact, he wasn't sure that he could live even afew hours more.

How old am 1? he wondered. He had existed for five thousand years, given a semblance of life from the
timethat hewas adtillborn child, strangled firg, then stripped from his mother's womb.

No human lived so long, and indeed he had sent his consciousness through hundreds of corpses.
So if he had suffered amorta'sfate, he would have died of old age by now.
How old isthe body I've taken?

He did not know. He had taken the corpse from atomb, where it had lain rotting. The hands |ooked
old—with thick veins and dark patches of liver spots.

How had it died? Vulgnash wondered. There were no wounds upon the corpse, no gashes from an ax,
no broken bones. Vulgnash had checked for such things before takingit.

Had it died of disease—a hacking cough, aweakness of the heart?

He had no way of knowing.

Whatever killed the previous owner could kill me, Vulgnash redized. | could die any second.

Few wegpons had ever been formed that could day a Knight Eternal. Now Vulgnash felt vulnerable.

A voice rang out from the trees. VVulgnash peered up, but could not find the source of it. It was asif the
woods spoke to him, not some man. Y et it was a human voice, the crowing voice of the Wizard Sisd.
"Vulgnash," he shouted. "How doesit fed to be mortd ?!

"Why?" Vulgnash screamed, peering thisway and that, trying to find the source of the cal. But dl that he
saw werethe gray boles of trees, spotted with lichens and moss.

"Y ou have taken countlesslives," Sisdl called. "And the thought occurred to me—how can he vaue that
which he has never owned?"

Vulgnash tried to clear the phlegm from histhroat, for it wasthick and crusty. He wanted to shout some
curse, but agreat wearinesswas on him. He had not dept in days.

"S0," Sisdl said, "consder now your adlegiance. Y ou were aservant of death. Y our mastersfed youtill
you grew strong by consuming innocent souls.

"But think: there in that empire of death, what can they offer you now?
"l inviteyou to join us, to switch your dlegiance. | can heal your wounds, help you."

There were no words to express V ulgnash's outrage. He knew curses that he could hurl, but they would
do no good. He peered about franticaly, searching for some sign of the wizard, but the woods were il
and empty.

He peered up, redizing that the voice might have been coming from above.

At lagt, panting from weakness and despair, VVulgnash roared his defiance. "Never!" he cried. "I comefor



you, by dl that isunholy I shal have you!"

Cramped with pain, Fallion Orden hugged Rhiannagood-bye. They stood in the degp woods not two
hundred yards from where V ulgnash roared, hidden by little more than the Wizard Sisdl's spell. Behind
Rhianna, adoor to the netherworld yawned wide.

It was asolemn moment. Fallion did not know if hewould ever see hisfriends again.

For her part, Rhianna stood before him, shaking, looking so week that he thought she might siwoon. All
of her endowments had failed her. None gave her the strength for this moment.

"I loveyou," shesad. "More than you can ever know."

Fallion hugged her hard. Hisbody told him that he was being torn apart—that teeth were shattering in his
heed, that ears were being stripped into ragged bits, that skin was being pulled from hisface by some
brute who widlded powerful tongs.

But he dso fet Rhiannasyidding flesh, and knew that her fierce love wastrue. That memory would have
to suffice. It would have to be something he held on to in the weeks and years to come.

"| should have married you by now," Falion told her. "1 should never have waited, or entertained other
thoughts. | should have seen that you were my destiny.”

Rhianna weypt bitter tears on his shoulder, and kissed him good-bye. It did not seem like along kiss. Had
she had aweek to hold him, it could not have been long enough.

She has twenty endowments of metabolism, herealized. To her it seemslong enough.
Grimacing in pain, Rhiannareached up and covered her belly with one hand.
"What'swrong?' he asked.

Rhianna shook her head in anguish, then gpologized. "I think that some Darkling Glories just found my
Dedicates”

There was such sorrow in her face that Fallion wished that he could take one more endowment of
compassion, take upon himsdf dl of her pain.

Tdon stepped forward and hugged him briefly with one arm. Sheld taken thelittle girl from the wagon,
and now held the deeping child.

"At least we have saved something from thisworld,” Falion told her.

Daylan clapped him on the shoulder, and offered a bit of advice. "Y ou cannot break free, but hereis
something that might help. The emperor's daughter, Princess Kan-hazur, will weaken over the coming
days. Whilein our prison at Caer Luciare, she was poisoned with red-wort. Its effects can kill her asshe
withdraws fromit. | know that you cannot break free, but perhaps thisinformation will be of useto you.
Y ou may be ableto barter for favors—for leniency toward your Dedicates.”

Last of al came the emir. He did not speak. He did not need to. They were more than brothers now, for
they were joined with aspecid bond. Each of them bore the scars of afresh endowment of wit. Falion's
own scar was upon the hedl of hisright foot, where he hoped it might never be seen.

| will be with you, my friend, the emir whispered into Fallion'smind. Through all of your trials, | will
be there to advise you, to console you.



And | will guide you as best | can, Fdlion offered in return, when you seek out the Seals of Creation,
and bind the worlds into one.

The emir clasped Falion on the shoulder, and nodded.

Moments later, Fallion's friends were gone, stepping one by one into a brighter world, where the wind
blew sweeter scents.

Fdlion turned and walked through the brush, partly hunched and racked by pain, until he found Vulgnash
therein the leaves, driven to hisknees.

Fdlion dared not fight him. Fallion hed his skills as aflameweaver, skillsthat VVulgnash could never match.
But they did not lend themselvesto battle. Besides, VVulgnash was a powerful Runelord.

"I'm ready to return to your master,” Fallion said.

Vulgnash glared a him with murderous eyes. The great wyrmling in hisred robes|ooked different now.
Hisgray skin had fleshy huesto it, and there were emotionsin his eyesthat Fallion had never seen
before—rage, self-pity, hurt.

"Where are the others?' Vulgnash roared.
"They've gone where you cannot find them,” Falion said.

Quicker than asnake, Vulgnash reached out a hand and stripped the heat from Fallion's body. He felt
himsdf faling, faling, asif into aseaof ice.

Back in Rugassa, Lord Despair stood upon the gargoyle outside his rooms. He peered down upon his
minions, tailing in the dark fields, and amiled.

Lightning flashed above Mount Rugassa, and thunder pealed.

All was right with the world. The city of Rugassalay beneath adark cloud, one that would never lift. The
Darkling Glories had put apall over the city, so that for miles around, the night would never end.

Thousands of the creatures were streaming through the world gate, eager to hear his command, while the
Thissansingructed them.

To the south, armies of reavers were marching toward him. Y et Lord Despair felt no fear. He had sent a
Thissian ambassador to communicate with them, to invite them to join him, and the reavers would bow
down to him and obey.

The Earth Spirit whispered peace to his soul, and Despair had no fear.
Only the small folk of the world presented any threat now, and that threat was dissipating too.

Darkling Glorieswere dready flying in every direction, hunting down the smdl folk, looking for those
who might have given themselvesto his enemies as Dedicates.

Within amatter of days, the entire world would be under his sway.

Thelittle mouse in the back of his skull fretted and squeaked itsimprecations. ™Y our dying amuses me,
Areth," Despair whispered. "Draw it out for aslong asyou like."

Despair smiled. He could sense Fdlion. At this very moment, the young man was on hisway home.






