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CHAPTER ONE

Escape
L
M IRANDA SCREAMED.

The searing agony that seized her mind relented for the briefest moment, and in that ingtant she found
what she had been seeking. The preponderance of her avareness was occupied with the battle of wills
with her captors, but atiny fragment — a disciplined fraction of her consciousness— had been readied.
Over the days of interrogation and examination she had used every respite to partition off thisone diver
of her intellect, to somehow overcome the blinding pain, and observe. During the last four encounters
with the Dasati Deathpriests she had achieved that detachment and willed her body to withstand the pain.
It was there, she knew, inflamed nerves protesting about the aien energies coursing across the surface of
her mind, probing it, seeking insghtsinto her very being, but she had learned to ignore physica pain
centuries before. The menta assaults were more difficult, for they attacked the root of her power, the
unique intelligence that made her a supreme magician on her home world.

These Dasati clerics lacked any pretence of subtlety. At. first they had ripped open her thoughtslike a
bear pulling gpart atree stump looking for honey. A lesser mind would have been savaged beyond
recovery on the firgt assault. After the third such ondaught, Miranda nearly had been reduced to idiocy.
Still, she had fought back and knowing there was no victory if there was no surviva, she had focused dl

her considerable talentsfirst on endurance, then insight.

Her ability to shunt aside the terrible assault and focus on that tiny diver of knowledge she had gained
kept her sane. Her determination to overcome her captivity and return with that knowledge gave her
purpose.

Now she feigned unconsciousness, anew ploy in her struggle with her captors. Unlessthey possessed
finer skillsthan she had so far encountered, her charade was undetected: to them she appeared
incapacitated. This counterfeit lack of awarenesswas her first successful conjuration since her captivity
began. Sherisked just enough body awareness to ensure that her breathing was dow and shalow, even
though she suspected the Desthpriests who studied her still knew too little about humans to understand
what physical sgnsto observe. No, her struggle was in the mind, and there she would eventualy triumph
She had learned more about her captors than they had about her, she was certain.

Individually the Dasati were no match for her, nor even for one of her more advanced students back
home. She had no doubt without the snare concocted by Leso Varen to disorient her, she would have
eadly disposed of the two Deathpriests who had seized her. But Varen was aforce to reckon with, a

necromancer with centuries of experience, and she aone would be hard pressed to best him: three times

one of hisbodies had been killed that to her knowledge,' by multiple foes and taken by surprise, but till



he survived. Between Varen and the Deathpriests, she had been quickly overwhelmed.

Now she knew the Deathpriests for what they were, necromancers of a sort. Throughout her life,
Mirandahad chosen to ignore clerica magic, aswas common for most magicians on Midkemia, asbeing
some sort of manifestation of the gods powers. Now she regretted that oversight. Her husband Pug had

been the only magician with whom she was familiar who had someinsight into clerical magic, having
made it apoint to learn as much about it as he could, despite the tendency of the various ordersto be
secretive. He had learned agreat deal about this darkest of magic because of his repeated encounters
with the Pantathian Serpent Priests, adeath cult with their own mad ambitions. He had confronted
severd atempts on their part to wreak havoc throughout the world. She had listened indifferently to
severa discussions on the subject, and now she wished she had paid closer attention.

Now, however she waslearning by the minute; the Deathpriests were clumsy and imprecisein their
Investigation and often revealed as much about their own magica nature asthey learned about hers. Their
lack of subtlety worked in her favour.

She heard her captor leave, but kept her eyes closed as she dowly et her consciousness return to the
upper levels of her mind, every ingtant clinging to the indght she had just achieved. Then clarity returned.
And with it, pain. Shefought back the urge to cry out, and used deep breathing and mental disciplineto

manage the agony.

Shelay up on adab of sone, but stone that had its own evil nature, a sense of energy dien to Miranda.
Simply touching it was uncomfortable, and she was strapped to it without benefit of clothing. Shewas
drenched in perspiration and nauseous. Her muscles were threatening to cramp and with her limbs
restrained, the additional pain was unwelcome. She employed every trick a her disposa to control the
urge, calm hersdlf, and let the pain flow away.

For dmost aweek she had undergone the Dasati examination, enduring humiliation aswell aspain, as
they sought to learn as much about her and the human race as possible. She was secretly grateful for their
heavy-handed approach for it provided her with two advantages: they had no experience with human
guile and they vastly underestimated her.

She put aside her speculation on the Dasati, and turned her attention to escape. Once trapped by Leso
Varen and the Deathpriests, she had quickly realized that her best course of action wasto give her
interrogatorsjust enough truth to make credible everything said. Varen, his malignant consciousness

currently inhabiting the body of the Tsurani magician Wyntakata, had not appeared since she had been

taken, afact for which she was grateful, as he would have given the Dasati afar greater advantagein
dedling with her. She knew he had his own mad agendaand had only been in league with the Dasati for
aslong asit suited him, and cared nothing for the success of thelr insane ambitions, only for hisown.

She opened her eyes. As she expected, her Dasati captors were gone. For an instant she had worried
that one might have lingered quietly to observe her. Sometimes they spoketo her in aconversationa
manner asif chatting with aguest, a other times they subjected her to physical violence. There seemed
little pattern or senseto their choices. She had been alowed to keep her powersat first, for the
Deathpriests had been supremely confident and had wished to see the scope of her abilities. But on the
fourth day of her captivity, she had lashed out a a Deathpriest with the full fury of her magic when he had
presumed to touch her naked body. After that, they had reined in her powerswith a spell that had
frustrated every attempt at using her magic.

The screaming nerves of every inch of her body reminded her that they were il in torment. Shetook a
long, deep breath and used Al her skillsto lessen the pain until she could ignoreiit.



Mirandatook another deep breath, and tried to see if what she had just learned from her captors was
true or merdly grasping at vain hope. She forced her mind to work in anew fashion, gpplying aminor
gpdll, saying it so softly there was barely any sound. And the pain dowly leached away! At last she had
discovered what she had sought.

She closed her eyes, reclaiming the image she had gained while being tortured. She knew intuitively that
she had found something critically important, but she was still uncertain of exactly what it was. For an
instant she wished she could somehow communicate with Pug or his companion Nakor, for both had
keen indghtsinto the nature of magic, down to the very bedrock of the energies used by magicians—

what Nakor inssting on caling 'stuff'. She smiled dightly and took another deep bresath. She would have
laughed had she not been in so much discomfort.

Nakor would be ddighted. Her newfound intelligence on thisrealm of the Dasati was something he
would take great pleasurein: the 'stuff of thisrealm was smilar to those energiesfamiliar to every
magician on Sorcerer'sIde, but it was... how would Nakor put it, she wondered? It was bent. It was as
if the energieswanted to move at right anglesto what she knew. Shefdt asif shewerelearning to wak
al over again, only thistime she had to think 'sdeways to move forward.

She reached out with her mind and let menta ‘fingers touch the buckles of her restraints. It took amost
no effort for her to unfasten them. Quickly shefreed hersdlf.

Sitting up, sheflexed shoulders, back and legs, feding circulation returning and a soreness that seemed to
run to her marrow. Miranda had lived alifetime measured in centuries, but she looked no more than forty
years of age. She was dender, but surprisingly strong, for shetook ddight in waking the hillson
Sorcerer's Ide and taking long swimsin the sea. Her dark hair was dusted with alittle grey, and her dark
eyeswere clear and youthful. The effects of magic, she had cometo believe, gave along lifeto certain
practitioners.

She took another deep breath. The churning in her somach subsided. At least the Dasati hadn't used hot
irons or sharp implements, being content for the time being merely to beat her when they thought it might
provide better information.

If she ever saw Nakor again sheld kisshim, for without hising stence that magic was somehow
composed of afundamental energy, she would never have understood what made it work differently here
within the Dasdti redlm. ..

She was certain she was till on Kelewan, in the black energy sphere she had observed moments before
shewas captured. This 'room' was nothing more than asmal compartment and high above was an inky
void, or a least aceiling so high it vanished into the gloom. She glanced around, studying what she should
see clearly, now that she wasn't lashed to the dab. The enclosure was curtained off, but she could seethe
curve of the dome rising above her head, for the stanchions and rods holding the curtains were only about
ten feet high. The materid was uniformly dark grey-bluein colour, if she could judge from thelight inthe
room, apulsing glow from an odd-looking grey stone placed upon atable nearby. She closed her eyes
and let her mind extend and after afew seconds she encountered what could only be the shell of the
sphere.

How then, she wondered, had the familiar rules of magic been replaced by Dasati rules? It was asif they
brought their own world with them. ..

She stood up. Suddenly she understood. They weren't just going to invade Kelewan; they were going to
change Kelewan, convert it into aworld in which they could comfortably live. They were going to
colonizeit!



Now it was impertive that she get free of this prison, find the Assembly at once and return to warn the
Great Ones. The Dasati needed only to enlarge this sphere. It would not be easy, but it was
draightforward. Given enough energy and this sphere would encircle the entire world, converting it into
one like those in the second realm of redity, or at the least turn it into one like Delecordia, the world Pug
found that somehow existed between the two realms.

She sent out her menta probes. Keeping them tiny and weak, preparing to withdraw them the instant
they touched anything sentient, lest they dert a Deathpriest or some other Dasati that she wasfree.

She glanced around the room, saw her clothing tossed into a corner and quickly dressed. While she had
no problem appearing naked in the halls of the Assembly of Magicians, and while the Tsurani werefar
less concerned with nudity than many of the cultures on Midkemia, there was something smply
undignified about it.

Miranda hesitated. Time was pressing, yet she wished she could linger, investigate more, and return to
the Assembly with better intelligence. For amoment she wondered if she could contrive aspell to make
her invisible, so asto cregp around in this... bubble. No, better to carry the warning and return with the

might of the Assembly behind her.

She closed her eyes and probed at the shell above her. 1t was painful, and she quickly withdrew, but she
had learned what she needed to know. It was the boundary between her realm and the Dasati reallm, or
at least the part they had carried with them to Kelewan. She would be able to traverseit, but she
required more time to prepare.

Wondering how many captors were with her, she sent out atiny fibre of perception, aminuscule fedler to
senselife energy. It should arouse no noticeif she managed it correctly. She felt abrushing of energy as
faint as adanddion seed carried by the breeze touching the cheek, and she recoiled ingtantly, lest she be

noticed. That was one. Again and again she quested, until she was certain that only two Deathpriests
were presently in the dome.

She took a deep breath, and readied hersalf. Then she hesitated.

She knew the wise choice would beto fleg, to find her way to the Assembly as quickly as possible and
then return with ahost of Black Robesto crush thisintruson into Kelewan. But another part of her
wished to know more about these invaders, to better understand who they faced. A sense of dread in her
completed the thought: in case Pug did not return from the Dasati world.

She was confident in her power that she could overcome both Deathpriests, and perhaps take one of
them prisoner. She would welcome the opportunity to return the hospitality shown to her. She knew
however that Varen had most likely returned to the Assembly, and when asked asto her whereabouts,
would have smply said she had returned to Midkemia unexpectedly. It could take weeks for word to
reach Kelewan that she hadn't returned home and then the Assembly would begin enquiriesinto her
disappearance. One of the disadvantages of being who she was, of being an agent for the Conclave, was
the secrecy associated with much of what she did. It could be a month or more before she was missed.

She studied the ‘'wall' nearest to her. Probing gently with her senses, shetried to fed the rhythm of the
energies. Thiswould be atricky propostion as she knew little of the surrounding terrain, and a
long-distance jump to afamiliar spot, say in the Assembly, through the dense magic spheredso

presented unknown problems.

She decided it was wiser to jump ashort distance away, to arise she remembered because the lordsbush
flowerswerein vivid bloom, something she had noticed just before cresting the rise and seeing the
sphere.



Then shefdt apresence. At once she turned only to find a Dasati Desthpriest raising adevice of some
sort, pointing it towards her. Shetried her best to apply what she had learned about magic here and sent
out aspdl which should have merdly knocked him off hisfeet. Instead, she felt energiesrush from her, as

if yanked from her body, and saw the shocked expression on the alien face as he was dammed by an
invishbleforce that propdled him through the curtain.

Beyond the curtain was awall constructed of some aien wood. It exploded as the Deathpriest's body
crashed through it and into the cubicle beyond. Hislifeless corpse | eft abloody smear on the floor and
Mirandawas surprised to note that Dasati blood was more orange than red.

The unexpected ferocity of the attack had one unanticipated benefit. The second Dasati Deathpriest was
lying on the floor, stunned sensdless by the impact of his companion as he had flown acrossthe gap
between them.

Miranda quickly inspected the two Dasati, and confirmed that the first was dead and the second
unconscious. Shelooked in dl directionsto seeif anyone else might have escaped her probes but after a
moment she accepted that she was now alone with a corpse and a potential prisoner.

With onewall shattered and another knocked flat shefinaly saw her prison inits entirety. The sphere
was no more than ahundred feet in diameter, partitioned by wooden wals and curtainsinsde which
were two pallets with bedding, a table with writing materias and another of those dlien gonelamps, a
chest and alarge woven mat over the earth floor. She quickly scouted the other spaces and found an
amost incomprehensible array of items. The one thing she failed to discover was the device that had
provided the means to make the journey from the Dasati redlm to Kelewan. She had anticipated
something large, smilar to the Tsurani rift machines, or a least something like a pedestdl upon which to
stand, but nothing presented itsalf as an obvious choice.

Shewas dready angry, and now the frustration of the moment drove her to the edge of rage. How dare
these diens comeinto this realm and assault her! All her life Miranda had bettled a violent temper, a
heritage from her mother and while she maintained ardatively calm demeanour most of thetime, when
shefinaly lost that temper her family had long since decided that giving her awide berth wasthe only
practica choice.

A stack of papers, oddly waxy, lay around the floor, and Miranda knelt to grab a handful. Who knew
what was written upon them, in this dien language? Perhaps some indght into these creatures might be
forthcoming.

She heard a soft groan, and saw the till-living Deathpriest start to twitch. Without thought she stood up,
took one step and kicked hisjaw as hard as she could. 'Ow!" The side of the Dasati's jaw fdlt like
granite.'Damn me!' she swore, thinking she had broken her foot. With the papersin one hand, she knelt
next to the unconscious form and gripped the front of hisrobe. 'Y ou're coming with me!’ she hissed.

Miranda closed her eyes and turned the entirety of her attention to the walls of the sphere she was
probing until she felt the peculiar flow of energy and then atuning hersdlf to it asif turning pegson alute
to change the pitch of the strings.

When shejudged hersdf ready, Miranda willed herself outside, a short distance from the other sde of the
wall. She screamed as her entire body was torn for amoment by cascading energies, asif ice were
cutting into her nerves, then she found herself knedling on the dry grassin the hills of Lash Province. It
was morning, which for some reason surprised her and she could barely stand the pain that came even
from breething.

Her entire body protested the reversion to her native environment. Whatever the Dasati had done to



provide her with the meansto livein their realm, or that piece of it under the dome, the trand ation back
was agony.

The Degthpriest appeared to have dso survived the trangition. She knelt beside him, clutching hisrobe as
if it were the only tether she had to consciousness. A moment passed and the pain lessened, and after
another, shefdt hersalf beginning to adjust. Taking adeep, gasping breeth, she blinked to clear her vision
before immediately closing them again. That's not good.'

Taking another deep breath, she ignored the searing pain that opening her eyes had caused her, and
willed hersdf to the Pettern Room in the Assembly.

Two magicians were in the room when she appeared. She cast her captive down in front of them. 'Bind
him. HeisaDasati Deathpriest.' She did not know if these two were privy to the knowledge Pug had
passed to the Assembly since the Tanoy had been brought to Kelewan for study, but every Great One
living had heard of the Dasati. Finding one lying unconscious at their feet caused them to hesitate for a
moment, but then the two Black Robes hurried to do her bidding. The stress of escape and bringing a
captive had taken Mirandato the end of her already-depleted resources. She took two staggering steps,
and then dumped unconsciousto the floor.

Miranda opened her eyes and found hersdlf in quarters reserved for her or Pug when they cameto vist.
Alenca, the most senior member of the Assembly of Magicians sat on astool beside her bed, hisface
composed and untroubled, looking like a grandparent waiting patiently for a child to awaken from an

illness

Miranda blinked, then croaked, ‘How long?
'One afternoon, last night, and al this morning. How are you?

Miranda sat up, gingerly, and discovered that she was wearing asmple white linen shift. Alencasmiled, 'l
trust you don't object to our having cleaned you up. Y ou were in quite a state when you appeared before
lJS'I

Miranda swung her legs out of bed and carefully stood up. Her cleaned, pressed robes waited for her on
adivan in front of awindow overlooking the lake. The afternoon sun sparkled off the water. Unmindful of
the old man watching her, she dipped off the shift and put on her robes. "What about the Dasati? she
asked, ingpecting hersdf inthe small mirror on thewall.

'Heistill unconscious, and it appears, dying.'

'Redlly? said Miranda. 'l didn't think hisinjuriesthat severe.' She looked at the old magician. 'l need to
see him and we need to call as many members asyou can to the Assembly.

‘Already done," said the old man with achuckle. "Word of the captive quickly spread and only those
memberstoo ill to travel are absent.’

'Wyntakata? asked Miranda.

'Missing, of course.’ He waved Mirandathrough the porta to the halway and followed her, faling into
step beside her. 'We assume heis either dead or had some hand in this!'

'He's not Wyntakata,' said Miranda. 'He's Leso Varen, the necromancer.’

'‘Ah,' said the old man. 'That explainsagreat dedl.' He Sighed as they rounded a corner. 'It'sapity, redly.



| was fond of Wyntakata, though he tended to ramble when he spoke. But he was clever and ways
good company.'

Mirandafound it difficult to separate the host from the paradite that occupied it, but realized the old man
was sincerein hisregret. 'I'm sorry you lost afriend,’ she said, 'but | fear we may lose agrest many
friends before thisbusinessis over.'

She stopped at alarge intersection and glanced at her companion, who indicated they should turn down a
long corridor. 'We have the Dasati in awarded room.’

'‘Good,’ said Miranda.

Two grey-robed apprentice magicians stood guard at the door. Inside the room apair of Great Ones
stood beside the figure of the Dasati Deathpriest.

One, aman named Hostan, greeted Miranda while the other kept watch over the unconscious figure on
the deeping pallet. ‘Cubal and | are convinced something is very wrong with this... man.’

The magician inspecting the Desthpriest nodded. "He has not shown any signs of reviving, and his
breathing appears to be more laboured. If he were human | would say he has afever.' He shook his head
indismay. 'But with this creature, | don't have aremote ideawhat to look for.'

Cubal was amagician who wasfar more curious about hegling arts than most Black Robes, snceit
tended to be the province of hedlers of the Lesser Path of magic and clerics of certain orders. Miranda
thought him an idedl choice to be watching over the Deathpriest.

Mirandasaid, 'While a prisoner, | deduced some things about these creatures.

"The Dasati are not that different from humans, at least in the sense that elves, dwarves and goblinsare
samilar: roughly humanlikein form, standing upright on two legs, eyesin the front of arecognizable face,
al therest you can see, and | know they have two genders, male and female, the women bearing their
young within their bodies. | gleaned that much while being closdy examined by the Degthpriedts. | can't
speak their language, but | did pick up aword or two aong the way and now have some sense of what
they presume about humans''

She turned to a handful of magicians who had come into the room when word had spread she was up
and with the Deathpriest. Sheraised her voice so dl could hear. 'They are physically stronger than us by
aggnificant margin. | judgeit to beaqudity of their nature magnified by their presence on thisworld. But
| think they have some difficulty with the differences between the two worlds, hence the dome of energy
they created in which to reside. But one of their average warriors can overpower dl but the most
powerful human, beit Tsurani warrior or Kingdom soldier.' No time like the present to start planting the
ideaof Midkemian help, she thought.

She looked down at the Deathpriest and tried to reconcile what she saw with what she had observed
while he and his companion had experimented on her. 'He doesn't look well, that is clear.’ She leaned
over and saw a sheen of moisture on his brow. 'l think you're right about the fever, Cubai. | think his
colour ispae, but that may bethe differencein light in thetwo...' Her voice trailed off as she saw the
cresture's eydids flutter. She stepped back. 'l think he's waking!'

Instantly two magicians began incanting wards while others readied spells of confinement, but the Dasati
did not awake or rise. Instead, with alow moan of agony, his body arched and began to convulse.
Miranda was hestant to touch him and that hesitancy prevented her from stopping him from flopping off
the palet onto thefloor.



As hethrashed violently now, his skin started to blister.. Not quite sure why, Miranda shouted, 'Stand
awvay!'

The magicians drew back. Suddenly aflame engulfed the Deathpriest's body and then ahuge discharge
of heat and light nearly blinded those standing nearby, singeing hair and causing everyone within proximity
tofal back.

The stench was that of sulphur and rotting meat being cooked, and many were gagging from the smel.
Moving backwards from the Site of theimmolation, Miranda saw only the faint outline of abody in white
ash onthefloor.

"What just happened? asked Alenca, obvioudy shaken by the experience.

'I don't know," answered Miranda. 'l think that outside the dome they are unable to deal with the
abundance of energy that we take for granted. | think it proved too much for him and. .. well, you saw
what happened.’

"What now? asked the old magician.

"We go back to the dome and investigate," answered Miranda, assuming command of the Situation
without being asked. 'That incursion isathreat to the Empire!

That aone was reason enough to mohilize the Great Ones of the Empire. Alencanodded. 'Not only must
we investigate, we must eradicate this dome.’ He turned to another magician and said, 'Hochaka, would
you be good enough to carry word to the Light of Heaven in the Holy City? The Emperor must be made
aware of what istaking place, and convey to him our intentions of providing afully-detailed report after
wefinish!

Mirandawas amused by the stedly tone taken by the old magician: in hisyouth he must have been an
impressve figure. He was the type of man who often surprised others when he took control, aquiet
authority figure, effective a gaining attention when other louder voices are demanding it and being
ignored.

Mirandafollowed hislead. Quietly shesaid, 'l had to... sense my way around inside the dome before
could escape.’ She paused for effect before saying, 'l ask that you dlow meto guideyou in this!'

The Great Onesin the room looked taken aback by the request —awoman, and an outlander at that,
leading them? But otherslooked to Alencawho quietly said, ‘Itisonly logical.' With those four words he
handed the power of the Assembly of Magicians, the sSingle most puissant gathering of magic on two
worlds, over to Miranda

She nodded. 'Please ask as many of the Assembly as can be here to gather in the Great Hall of
Magiciansin one hour'stime. | will tell what | know and suggest what | think should be done.’

Magicians quickly left to use their arts to summon as many of the members of the Assembly asthey could
reach. Mirandaknew that whatever € se might be true, once word of athreat to the Empire reached even
the most distant member, al would return to hear her warning. Only those out of touch or tooill to travel
would not be in the Hall when she explained that the Empire of Tsuranuanni, and the entire world of
Keewan, now faced the gravest threat ever known.

Mirandaretired to her quarters. She dumped down onto the soft divan. She dared not lie down on the
bed as she knew she would quickly fall adeep again. One night'srest and ameal didn't undo the damage
the Dasati had wrought on her. She had to stay focused on the task at hand using fear, pain and the need



to act quickly asif they were food and drink, for she knew time was working against them.

Whatever processes the Dasati had begun would only become more difficult to interrupt as time went by.
A knock at the door announced the arriva of a grey-robed apprentice, one of the few young women
now a student of magic. She carried atray bearing a porcelain pitcher, acup, and aplatter of fruitsand
breads. 'Great One, the Great One Alencathought you might need refreshment.’

"Thank you,' said Miranda, indicating that the girl should put the tray down. As soon as she left, Miranda
redlized she was starving. Shefell to eating and quickly felt energy returning to her aching, damaged
body. Thiswas one of those times she wished she had been more disposed to study clerica magic, as
her hushand had. Pug had called upon those arts severd times and Miranda knew he would soon have
had her feding asif she had dept aweek and had not endured days of humiliation and torture with an

incantation or adraught of some foul-tasting but effective dixir.

Thinking of Pug made her pensive. She couldn't imagine three people better able to withstand the journey
into the Dasati realm —the second level of redlity asPug called it. Y et sheworried. A complicated
woman with complex feelings, Mirandaloved her husband deeply. Not with the passionate abandon of
youth — she had outgrown that when Pug was still a child — but rather with adeep appreciation of his
unique qudities and why they made him perfectly suited for her asalife companion. Her sons had been
an unexpected benefit of powerful life-magic, and had proven ablessing she had never anticipated. She

might not be the best mother by some peopl€'s judgment, but she enjoyed being one.

Caleb had been a challenge, when it was discovered he possessed no overt talent for the magic arts,
especidly after Magnus proved to be such aprodigy. Sheloved both her sons—with that specid fedling
for afirst-born she had for Magnus, and that equally specid feding for the baby of the family, amplified
by her awareness of how difficult Caeb's childhood had been in acommunity of magic-users. The other

children's pranks had been especidly crudl, and Magnus sticking up for hisyounger brother had been
both ablessng and acurse. Still, both children had grown to be men of exceptiond qualities, men she
looked upon with pride and love.

She sat silently for amoment, then stood up. Those three men — Pug, Magnus and Caleb —were as much
areason as she needed to destroy the Dasati world if need be, for they were moreimportant to her than
any three beingsin her long history. She found herself growing angry and knew thet if he were here, Pug

would beteling her toreinin her fiery temper because it only clouded her judgment.

Miranda stretched, ignoring protesting muscles and aching joints. She would find time later to dedl with
her own physical discomfort. Right now she had an invasion to dedl with.

A knock at the door announced Alencasarrival. They are here,’ he said.
Miranda nodded. "'Thank you, old friend." She walked with him to the Greet Hall of the Assembly of
Magicians,
As she anticipated, nearly every seat wasfilled and the low murmur of voicesfel away as Alencatook
his position on the podium.

‘Brothers... and ssters,’ he began, reminding himself there were now female Great Ones scattered
around the room. 'We are here at the behest of an old friend, Miranda.' He stepped aside letting her take
his place. No onein the Great Hall needed to be told who Mirandawas. Pug's status as one of the Grest

Ones had been established even before Alenca had been born, and Miranda benefited from this
asociaion aswell asbeing apowerful magic-user in her own right.

'Keewan isbeing invaded,’ Miranda said without preamble, ‘At this very moment, adome of black



energy isbeing expanded in avaein the far north. At first | saw it as abeachhead, much like therift your
forebears used to invade my home world.' The reference to the Riftwar was intentiona. She knew that
every student in this Assembly had been taught the entire tragic history of that ill-fated invason in which
thelives of so many had been spent in abid of raw political power. The deadly ‘Game of the Council’
had seen thousands of Midkemian and Tsurani soldiers dead as aploy on behdf of apalitical factionin

the High Council. Severd Black Robes had been party to that murderous plot, to establish the then
Warlord and hisfaction in an unassailable position of power. Only the intervention of Pug, and theriseto
power of aremarkable woman, Mara of the Acoma, had changed that deadly game.

Miranda continued. 'Each of you here knows why the Riftwar was conducted, so | will not lecture you on
what you aready know. Thisisnot aninvasionfor politica gain, wedlth in booty, concessonsin victory,
or any sort of conventional war.

"Thisis not merely an invasion, but the beginning of a colonization, aprocessthat will end with the
complete annihilation of every lifeform on thisworld.

That brought a collective intake of bresth and murmurings of disbdlief. Miranda held up her handsand
continued. "Those who have studied the Talnoy and the Dasati Degathpriest prisoner, | urge you to
disseminate to as many of the other members asto what you know.’

She paused, looking around the room, making eye contact with as many members of the Assembly as
possible. Then she said, 'Hereiswhat | know. The Dasati wish to remake your world. They will change
it, utterly and completely, to resemble their own. They will seed every squareinch of land taken with their
own world's creatures, from the smallest insect to the largest beast.

"The water will become poisonousto drink, the air will burn your lungs, and the touch of even the least
creature from that world will pull thelife out of your body. Thisis no tale made up to scare children,
Grest Ones. Thisiswhat the Dasati are already doing under that black dome from which | escaped.’

One of the younger members shouted, 'We must act!’

'Yes,' agreed Miranda. 'Quickly and certainly, but not in haste. | suggest agroup of those among uswho
are most masterful inthe arts of light, heat and other aspects of energy, aong with those of uswho are
magtersin the arts of living beings— and perhaps we need the most powerful of the Lesser Path
magjicians we can contact, aswell —must go at onceto that valley to weigh and study the threat, and then
we must destroy the dome.’

'When? asked the young magician who had spoken out.

'As soon as we can,’ said Miranda. "We must contact the Emperor, and we will need soldiers. The Dasati
will not sitidly by, | fear, and let us destroy their dome. We arelikely to face beings who are unafraid to
die, beingswho are able to counter our magic, and we will need strong arms and swordsto deal with
them.

Alencasaid, 'l suggest you break up into smaller groups and discuss what has been said and tonight we
will reconvene here, after the evening med. At that timewe will discuss Mirandas warning and choose
the course of action most gppropriate to thisthreat. He dammed down the hed of hiswalking stick on

the stone floor, emphasizing that the meeting was over.

Mirandaturned towards the exit and whispered to Alenca, 'Y ou asked that youngster to stir things up?

'l thought histiming was perfect.’



'Y ou are a very dangerous man, my old friend."

'‘Now we wait, said Alenca. ‘But | think well have afull agreement tonight, and | cannot see any other
course of action than the one you suggest.'

Asthey waked back towards Miranda's quarters, she said, 'l hope so, and | hope my plan works.
Otherwise we must ready the Empire for war againgt the most belligerent warlord in your history.’

Two hundred men stood ready, honour guards from four of the nearest estates in the province, answering
the call of the Great Ones of Tsuranuanni without hesitation. They were arrayed in two groups, each
under the command of a Great One awaiting orders from Miranda. While peace had reigned throughout
the Empire for more than ageneration, Tsurani discipline and training remained unchanged. These were
tough, determined men ready to die for the honour of their lords houses.

Miranda and a dozen Great Oneswalked dowly up the ridge to where she had first caught sight of the
Dasati dome. She spoke softly, 'Everyone ready?

Men nodded and glanced a one another. Not one living Great One of the Empire had seen any sort of
conflict: the last Great Oneto diein combat had done so in the Riftwar, more than a hundred years ago.
These were scholarly men, not warriors. But these magicians were those best able to bring incredible
power to bear if the need arose.

Sowly the thirteen magic-users, arguably the most powerful practitioners of the arcane arts, moved up
thehill. At therise, Mirandaactually stood up on tiptoe to peer over, and then she said, ‘Damn!’

Before them was an empty vale, the only evidence of Dasati occupation being alarge circle of blackened
earth where the sphere had been.

They're gone,’ said one of the younger magicians.

They'll be back,' said Miranda, turning her back. Taking abreath, she said, 'l suggest you spread the
word to every housein the Empire, that every village and farmstead, valley and dell, every isolated nook
and cranny beinspected, searched, and searched again.’ She looked at every face nearby. They will be

back, and next time it won't be asmal dome. | think next timethey'll be coming to stay.’

CHAPTER TWO

Gambit

d A

JOMMY FROWNED.

Sitting under acanvas cloth hastily rigged to provide shelter from the pitilessrain, he hugged his kneesto
his chest, he said, 'But what | don't understand iswhy?

Servan, huddled next to the young officer, replied, 'We don't ask why; we smply follow orders.’ They sat



on ahillsde, overlooking adistant cove: avantage point that prevented anyone from arriving without
being noticed. The problem for the moment was that the rain shrouded the area and lowered visibility to
the point at which someone was required to St close by; in this case, that someone was Servan, and
Jommy had been selected to St with him.

Hisdark hair matted wet againgt his forehead, Jommy regarded his companion. In the last few months his
dender face had aged dramatically. An arduous life on the march had drained pounds from his youthful
frame, while daysin the sun and deeping on the ground had given atough, legsthery qudity to hisskin.
The court-bred noble who Jommy had come to know well over the last few months had been replaced
by ayoung veteran embarking on histhird campaign in as many months.

Never friends, the two, aong with their other four companions— Tad, Zane, Grandy and Geoffry —had
come to gppreciate one another asreliable colleagues. In therelatively short time since they had been
unceremonioudy taken from the university at Roldem and cast into the role of young soldiers of rank,

they had received an intensve tutdlage in the redlities of military life. To Jommy's unending irritation,
Servan had been appointed senior for this campaign, which meant Jommy was expected to follow his
orders without question. So far there had been no hint of reprisal for the mischief Jommy had inflicted on

Servan during the last operation, when Jommy had been appointed senior, but Jommy just knew it was

coming.

The two young officers had been detailed to a position low in the foothills of the region known asthe
Peaks of the Quor, arugged, mountainous peninsulajutting northward from the eastern side of the
Empire of Great Kesh. About a hundred men, including these two young officers, had been deposited on
this beach aweek earlier, and dl Jommy knew was that alanding was expected here, though the exact
identity of the invaders had not been shared with the young officers. All Jommy knew was they wouldn't
befriendly.

Jommy also had aged, but as afarm youth and caravan worker, dready used to aharsher lifethan his
companion, he reveded less dramatic evidence of his recent experiences. Rather, hisaready cock-sure
brashness had evolved into aquiet confidence, and histime spent with the other young officers from the
universty at Roldem had taught him afair dose of humility; al of them were better at something than he

was. Even so, one part of his nature remained unchanged: hisamost unique ability to see humour in most
gtuations. This one, however, had tested hislimits. The downpour had been unrdenting for four days
now. Their only source of warmth was afire built in alarge cave amile up amiserable hillsde, and the
enemy they had been told to expect had shown no evidence of arriving on schedule.

'No,' said Jommy, 'l| don't mean why are we here. | mean why are we here?
'Did you deep through the Captain's orders? came a voice from behind them.

Jommy turned to see a shadowy figure who had approached undetected. 'l wish you wouldn't do that,’
he complained.

The man sat down next to Jommy, ignoring the fact that half his body was till outside the scant
protection offered by the make-shift shelter. 'l wouldn't be much of athief if | couldn't sneak up onyou
two in adriving storm, would 1?7 hereplied.

The newcomer was only afew years older than them, yet hisface showed premature ageing, including an
unexpected sprinkling of grey hair in hisdark moustache and beard, a nestly trimmed affair that revealed
astresk of vanity in an otherwise chronicaly unkempt and dovenly person. Hewas nearly astal as
Jommy, but not quite as burly, yet his movement and carriage betrayed alean hardness, awhipcord
toughness that convinced Jommy held be a difficult man to contend with in astand-up fight.



Servan nodded. 'Jm," he acknowledged. The young thief had somehow managed to get caught up in the
same net of intrigue that had bought Servan and Jommy to thislondly hillside. He had put inan
appearance the week before, arriving on a ship with suppliesfor what Jommy had cometo think of asthe
'Cursed Expedition’.

Servan and Jommy were both currently serving in the Army of Roldem, though Jommy came from aland
on the other side of the world. Servan was nobility, royaty even —somewherein lineto be king, should
perhaps ten or eleven relatives expire unexpectedly. Y et they were now assigned to what could only be
generoudy caled an unusua company, soldiers from Roldem, the Kingdom of the Ides, Kesh, and even

acontingent of miners and sappers from the dwarven city of Dorgin, al under the command of Kaspar of

Olasko, former duke of what was now a province of the Kingdom of Roldem. Once a hunted outlaw
with aprice on his head, sometime over the last few years he had managed to rehabilitate his reputation
and now had specid status with both Roldem and the Empire of Great Kesh. His adjutant was a Roldem
captain named Stefan who happened to be Servan's cousin, which aso made him another distant cousin
to the King of Roldem.

Thearriva of the newcomer had reved ed another puzzling aspect of this expedition. Jm was one of half
adozen men who' were not by any stretch of the imagination soldiers, yet were billeted with the soldiers,
sent out on missonswith soldiers, and expected to follow instructions without question, asif they were
soldiers. All Jommy and Servan could get from the usually voluble self-confessed thief was he was part of
aspecia group of 'volunteers who were here to train with the combined forces of Roldem, Kesh, the
Kingdom, and a Scattering of officers from the Eastern Kingdoms.

The usudly curious Jommy was beside himsdlf with curiogity to discover what was going on, but the last
few months of serving with various forces from Roldem had taught him that a young officer's best course
wasto keep slent and listen. Servan had that knack by nature.

Stll, Jommy's curiogity couldn't be entirely ssemmed, so he thought perhaps a different gpproach to the
subject might get him some hint of what was going on. 'Jim, you're from the Kingdom, right?

'Yes' sad the young thief. '‘Born in Krondor; lived theredl my life until now.’
'Y ou claim to be athief —' began Jommy.

Jm shifted hisweight, lightly brushing againgt Jommy, then with agrin held up Jommy's belt pouch. ‘This
isyours, | believe?

Servan tried hard not to laugh while Jommy snatched back his belt-purse, which had been tucked up
under histunic. 'Very wdl,' he said, 'you are athief.

‘A very good thief.'

'A very good thief," Jommy conceded. '‘But what | want to know is how avery good thief from Krondor
finds himself out here on the edge of the world.'

That'sastory,’ said Jm. 'lI've travelled alot, you see!’
'Oh? said Servan, welcoming the distraction from the tediousrain.

'Y es,' said the agreeable thief. '‘Been to some very odd places. He smiled, and years dropped away from
his visage, showing an dmost boyish glee. There was this one time when | was forced to seek shelter
from just thissort of driving rainin acave on adisantidand.’

Jommy and Servan exchanged a glance, and both smiled and nodded, silently communicating the same



thought: not one word of what they were about to hear would be true, but the story should be
entertaining.

'l was... taking ajourney out of Krondor.'
'‘Business? asked Servan.
'Hedlth, said Jm, his grin widening further. ‘It seemed like agood ideato be out of Krondor for awhile.’
Jommy tried not to laugh. 'So you went... ?

'l took ship out of Krondor, bound for the Far Coast, and then in Carse found alikely bunch of ladswho
had come by someinformation on a... venture that would net dl involved ahandsomeliving.'

'Pirates,’ said Jommy and Servan at the same moment.

'Freebooters, out of Fregport in the Sunset I1dands.’ Jim nodded. 'At the time the captain claimed they
sailed under aletter of marque from the Crown, though | never saw it. But being atrusting lad at thetime,
| took hisword.'

Jommy doubted there had been asingle moment in the thief's life when he had ever been a'trusting lad'
but he |et the comment go.

'Well, | find mysdlf onthisidand, in this cave, with thisef lass.
'Did you leave something out? asked Servan.
'Oh, alot actualy, but I'm talking about strange places I've been.’
‘Let him go on,' said Jommy with ill-concedled mirth.

'‘Anyway, the lads | had shipped with were out looking for me, as| had tumbled to their
less-than-honourabl e intentions asto my share of the treasure—'

Treasure? began Servan, but Jommy held up his hand. He wanted to hear this story.

'Wéll, that's another part of thetade, said Jm. 'Anyway, as| was saying, | was hiding in this cave when |
encounter thisdf lass, name of Jazebe—'

‘Jazebd,' echoed Jommy.

"Jazebd,' repeated Jm. 'And she had her own story of how she'd got there. She was trying to keep from
being killed by these bears, only they weren't rightly bears, more like big furry owls.

‘Big furry owls," said Servan, open astonishment now on hisface. Jommy could barely contain himsdf, all
cold, wet misery forgotten in the moment.

'Well, as| was saying, it was an odd place, far outside the Sunset 19es. She was gathering eggs for some
elf magic. But anyway, she and | managed to fend off the creatures long enough to let my bloody
companions pass by the cave, then we dipped out and got to a safe spot.’

'How did you ever get home? asked Jommy.

Jm grinned. 'She had this magic stone, some df thing, and once we were where she could do some
magic, it took usto Elvandar.’



‘Elvandar? Isthat near Cloud Land? Servan asked, invoking the name of amythica land from children's
taes.

Jommy said, 'Elvandar'sred, Servan. | know people who've been there!'
'Next you'll be telling me you know some elves, too.'
Jommy smiled. 'Not personally, but | know people who do.'

'Well,' said Jm. 'As| had hel ped saved the girl and dl that, the Queen and her husband feted mewith a
supper, gave me their thanks and told me | was welcome any time | wanted to come calling. Then they
hel ped me get to the outpost at Jonril — the one up in Crydee Duchy, not the one in Kesh it's named after
—and from there | got back to Krondor.'

'‘Amazing," said Jommy.
‘Morethan amazing,' said Servan, shivering again. 'Unbelievable’

Jm reached inside histunic and pulled out aleather cord around his neck bearing abeautifully carved
trinket. The Queen hersalf gave methis;' he said. 'She said any df would recognizeit and | would be
named Elf-friend.’

Both Jommy and Servan leaned forward to inspect the trinket more closdly. It was a pattern of
interlocking knots, carved in what looked to be bone or ivory, and there was something about the design
and shape that seemed more than human.

Suddenly serious, thethief said, ‘I'm alot of things, lads: rogue, adventurer, thief and, when needs be,
downright murderous thug, but no man hasever cdled Immyhand aliar.'

‘JImmyhand? asked Jommy.

'My... professona name, asit were. After afamous old thief from back in the day, Jmmy the Hand.
Some say I'm alot like him. Others say he might have been my great grand-da— but | think that was my
mum trying to make mefed specid. So, when | wasaweetykel'd say, "I'm Immyhand”, 'cause | never

quite got the "the" part right. So it stuck. I'm rightly named Jm Dasher.’

In the time he had spent with Caeb and hisfamily at Sorcerer's1de, Jommy had heard afair number of
'back in the day' stories from the old timers, not afew of which revolved around the notorious Jmmy the
Hand, athief who according to legend became an agent of the Prince of Krondor, then later was given a
nobletitle, risng to the rank of Duke of both Rillanon and Krondor, the two most powerful officesin the

Kingdom after the King.

Jommy studied the thief. He hardly knew him, but found him agreeable company, his outrageous stories
were awelcome rdlief from the tedium of days spent waiting for an enemy who might never appear. He
had no doubt Jim was every bit as dangerous as he claimed to be, but there was a quality under the
surface that Jommy had learned to recognized at an early age out on the road alone: an instinct about
who he could trust and who he couldn't. He nodded, then said, 'Jim, I'll never cal you aliar until the day |
catch you out.’

Jm gstared at Jommy for along moment, then the grin returned. 'Fair enough.’

Servan turned his attention back to the distant beach they had been assigned to watch. 'How much
longer?



'Aslong asit takes,' said Jommy.
"Which won't be much longer,’ said Jm, pointing off into the rainy gloom. '‘Boat coming.'

'How can you—' began Servan, then he saw it, atiny dark speck that grew larger by the moment asa
longboat came into the cove.

'Must beaship lying off,' said Jommy.
'I'll tell the Captain,’ said Servan, scrambling from under the lean-to. "Y ou watch them.’
Jommy aso got out from under the shelter. 'Let's get alittle closer.’
Jm held him back. 'Wait. There's another boat.'

After amoment, Jommy could see a second longboat coming out of the gloom, following thefirst by a
dozen yards. 'Now," whispered Jim, though they were far too distant to be overheard, 'what do you think
of that?

Jommy said, 'Well, | can say the intelligence the Captain received was correct so far.’
‘Not about the second boat,’ corrected Jim.
'Picky," Jommy muttered.

The two longboats rowed in to shore, and men legped out of each and pulled them up on the sand,
securing them with stakes and ropes. 'Looks like they plan on being here for awhile,' said Jommy.

'What's that? asked Jim, pointing to the second boat.

The crew of the two boats were dressed like common seamen, though each sported a black headcloth,
tied behind the | eft ear. Most were barefoot, marking them as sailors, though some wore heavy boots.
But the last man leaving the second boat wore robes of dark orange trimmed with black. Hisfeatures
were masked by ahood, but the other men seemed deferentid to the point of fear. None offered to help
him exit the craft and dl gave him awide berth as he came ashore.

'Magician,' said Jm, dmost spitting out theword, 'l hate magicians.'
I'vemet afew | like' Jommy said quietly.

'Wll, | haven't. Damn near had my head removed by amagicd trap down in Darindus onetime. There's
no trap made by the hand of mortal man | can't puzzle out with enough time, but magic...'

'Well,' sasd Jommy, 'I've met afew who aredl right.’

Jm fdl slent asthe men in the boat spread out. It was clear that they were checking the surrounding area
to seeif they were observed. Jommy and Jm reached up and quietly took apart the hastily constructed
lean-to, hiding the canvas behind the treg, then they both moved to adenser stand of bushesto theright.
Without aword, they shared the same thought: in afew minutes an armed company of men, numbering
twice those on the beach, would come over the rise behind them, but until that moment, it would be a
good thing not to be seen by these men.

Jommy felt IJm's hand tighten on his shoulder. Jm pointed at himsalf and Jommy, then back up the hill.
Jommy pointed to asmall outcrop a hundred feet back up thetrail, and Jim nodded. They moved through
the rain which was | etting up abit, causing Jommy to curse under his breath. He wanted more cover, not



less, and the weather had picked a very inconvenient time to become more clement after days of
punishing him.

When they reached the outcrop they both lay down, ignoring the soaking mud. The men from the boats
had spread out to form a perimeter and afew began unloading what |ooked to be supplies.

‘Looks like they plan on staying awhile,’ repested Jommy.
‘A third boat!" whispered Jm.

Thethird boat put in to the right of the others and more sailors leaped out, hauled it on to the beach and
quickly began unloading provisons. More crates were passed aong and Jm observed, They may be
murderous dogs, but they're disciplined.’

Jommy observed their efficiency without comment.

Jm whispered, 'Those head-scarves. Saw something like that on some corpses down in the south
Sunsets, about aweek's sailing out of Freeport.'

'Who are they?

"Wouldn' rightly know: these are the first ones I've seen who weren't dead. We came across asmoking
hulk, burned down to the waterline, beached on an idand with no proper name. The ship was known to
my captain, but the corpses wearing those head-scarves were unknown to any sailor on that ship. Bit of a
mystery as no man living was around to tell usthe story of what had happened. We can only assume that
the captain and crew of the burned ship had been carried off asdaves!

The sound of movement from behind them caused both young men to turn around. Kaspar and Captain
Stefan were coming down the hill in acrouch. Stirrings amongst the undergrowth revealed that men were
moving into position to encircle the landing party.

'How many? asked Kaspar, his eyes scanning the cove.

'‘About thirty,' said Jommy, ‘and they have a spdll-caster of somekind in their midst. The crew seems
downright afraid of him.’

Jm said, 'Looks like some pirates out of the Sunsets, Generd.'
Kaspar muttered, 'What are they doing here?
Jm whispered, 'If you sal straight west out of the Sunsets...'

'Y ou end up in the Sea of Kingdoms, finished Kaspar. 'l know how they got here. What | want to know
iswhy.' To Captain Stefan, Kaspar said, 'Pass the word. | want prisoners. Especidly that magician if we
can manageit.’

'Magicians, said Jm, asif it were a curse word.
Jommy exchanged glances with Kaspar. 'l said I've known some good ones.'

Kaspar's smile was rueful. 'And I've know some who were bloody mongters,’ returned the Generdl.
'Captain?

'Sr?



‘Arethe menin position?

The Captain turned and made a dight hand gesture. Wherever he looked up on the hill, Jommy couldn't
seethereturned signd, but the Captain said, 'In position, Sir'

Kaspar nodded. 'Captain, whenever you're ready—'
'What isthat? asked Jm, pointing.

The othersdidn't need Jim to explain what 'that’ was, for they saw it too. The magician was holding a
staff above hishead and apillar of light appeared around him, reaching up into the clouds. A hollow
voice speaking in alanguage unfamiliar to either onlooker answered seemingly from the air around the
magidan.

Then afigure appeared before the spell-caster, a shadowy thing draped in smoke. Even through the
congtant sound of the rain they could hear the air thrum with energy and crackle asif sparks were

dancing off metal. The thing spoke and again that hollow voice echoed dien words. The magician replied
in the foreign tongue and the creature looked around, surveying the area.

The hair on the back of Jommy's neck stood up asit seemed to lock gazes with him. The figure began to
resolveitsdf into aman-likeform, easily seven feet tdl. Its shoulders were impossibly broad, and it
appeared to have no neck. The creature's'skin', dark-grey blue without any apparent blemish, rippled
and pulsed, asif ar flowed under asilk cloth, and the face was featureless, save for two red flames
where eyes should be. The skin hardened and began to look like black rock.

'Now, Captain,’ said Kaspar softly.
Captain Stefan stood up, holding awhite cloth in hisleft hand, and made a single chopping maotion.
Chaos erupted.

From the ridge behind them shouts rang out, while arrows arched through the air to strike severd of the
men on the beach. Instantly three things occurred, as Jommy drew his sword. The men on the beach
fanned out in precise order, not panicking, keeping their wits about them, and seeking cover wherever
possible — behind the bulwarks of the boats, ridges of sand, and some large piles of driftwood. Severd
bowmen on the beach returned fire, but they were shooting blindly into the thicket on the hillsde while
those above had clear targets on the sand.

Men raced past Jommy's position, soldiers wearing Keshian and Kingdom tabards, and Jommy |esped
to hisfeet, shouting, '‘Come on, Jm!'

The conjured creature roared. It stood defiantly, arms spread as if ready to charge or be charged, and
the men approaching could feel waves of heat coming from it asthe volume of smoke rising from its
black-rock skin increased.

Men faltered asthey raced towardsit, whilst those waiting for the ondaught were emboldened. Jommy

haf-ran, hdf-fel down the hillsde, passing severd soldierswho were brought to a hat by the demonic

being's outcry. Suddenly he redlized he was passing the vanguard and in front of him waited wegpons
poised to cut him down, plus some cregture from an impossible nightmare.

Jommy started to back away, but one of the raiders charged him, ignoring arrows that were still raining
down from the hillside. The raider took astep forward then wasimpaled by along shaft which knocked
him backwards. Jommy crouched, waiting for the othersto catch up. He glanced backwards, and saw
the soldiers were either motionless or retregting.



He understood why amoment later. The conjured creature was growing! The thing was now agood two
feet taller than it had been before and much broader across what Jommy considered to be its shoulders.
The arms appeared brawnier, and decorated with what seemed to be burning metal bands, twisting rods
of some hot meta that gave off so much heat that Jommy could fed it through therain. Cracksin the
rocky 'skin' now gppeared and from them tiny flamesissued.

'Jm!" shouted Jommy, ‘Let'sget out of ..." He glanced around and redized Jm Dasher was nowherein
sight. 'Damn,” muttered Jommy as he quickly backed away. 'He's either acoward or alot smarter than |
am!'

A pirate raced at Jommy and swung a vicious overhead blow with aweighted cutlass, ablow that was
likely either to break Jommy's blade or cleave him from shoulder to somach. Training and experience
lent the young man the reflex to knock the blade to the right while dodging to the left, avoiding most of
theforce. The sand on the beach was terrible footing, so Jommy ignored the impulse to spin and dicethe
man's spine, instead electing to throw aright elbow at hisjaw. Pain shot up hisarm to his shoulder ashe
connected, and the man's eyes glazed over. Stepping back, Jommy dashed sideways with his blade,
dicing the man's neck. As blood spurted upwards, Jommy continued to back away, unable to take his
eyes off the horror that rose up before him.

Kaspar's voice cut through the air: "Hit them hard: now!"

The soldiers were well trained, and despite their growing sense of dread as the conjured being rose up to
aheight of nearly ninefeet, they charged. Those on the beach were dedicated, fanatics even, but they
were not trained soldiers, and suddenly the left side of their defence collapsed.

With nowhereto retreat, they fought vicioudy, but within seconds the soldiers of Kaspar's command had
killed half a dozen and had the rest retreating through the water to the scant protection offered by
beached boats. Jommy faced amore determined defence, as soldiers from the Kingdom, Roldem and
Kesh joined him in attacking the middle, mere yards away from the creature.

Theraidersfought like men possessed, asif they were more afraid to retreat back to where the
smouldering creature waited than die facing morta men. Then the creature strode forward, and the man
next to Jommy howled in agony asthe diabolical being snatched him up by the neck. The sound of
searing mesat replaced the choked-off cry and the apparition tossed the soldier aside like abroken toy.
Jommy saw flame coming from the cresture's hands and could fed heat waves emanating from it asits
appearance continued to evolve. The grey-blue skin was now crisscrossed with glowing red cracks,
looking like nothing so much as molten meta under arock crugt, and whererain struck it Szzled and gave
off tiny explosions of steam.

Jommy leagped backward, amost faling as he crashed into a soldier coming up behind him. 'Sir!* the man
shouted in his ear. 'Another two boats have put in to the north and more of the bastards are coming
down on our right flank.’

Jommy hesitated, then redlized the soldier must be waiting, and that he was asenior officer, or at least as
far asthe men near him were concerned. Something had to be doneto avoid atota rout. 'On me!' he
shouted. 'Rdly to me!’

Men hurried to him while the now-flaming monster snagged another screaming man and ripped hisarm
off while historso was engulfedin fire.

'Form circle!’ shouted Jommy, and the men nearby gathered in atight knot around him. To the soldier
who had warned him of the move on their flank, he shouted, 'Find the General, and tell the othersto fall
back to wherever heis. WEll hold them here! Go!"



The messenger ran off.

'Shidd wal!" was Jommy's next command, and the trained soldierslinked shields and suddenly heand
two others, both irregulars from Krondor, stood in atiny fortress of shields.

He had no faith in his order. Jommy knew that should the advancing monster strike the front of the shield

wall, severa of them would be ingtantly incinerated and the defensive position would collapse. But it was

the only thing he could think of doing to buy afew minutesfor the rest of the men to fal back to wherever
Kaspar waited.

The creature stood motionless for amoment, and the magic-user pointed at the men clustered around
Jommy with his staff and shouted something in the alien tongue. The cresture took a greet stride towards
them and Jommy shouted, 'Steady!"

The creature halted for amoment, and raised hisfist up high above them. Jommy shouted, Turtle!' He
dropped his sword and sat down hard, yanking the two men next to him down to keep them from injury.

The men raised their shields overhead, and braced themsel ves as they would for abarrage of faling
arrows. The flaming mongter's fist, now the size of an anvil, crashed down on apair of shields, causing
one man to go to hisknees and the other to collapse completely.

‘Bloody hdl!" said one of theirregulars, hiseyeswidein terror.

‘Scatter!" shouted Jommy: confusion was the only way to save as many men as possible. The two
irregulars crawled away, while the soldiers did as they had been trained, each man running off directly
away from the centre of the turtle, putting as much space as possible between themsalves and their
comrades. Thosein the front fell straight back, then turned and fled.

Kaspar's own archers had attempted to hurt the creature, but their arrows were having no effect, theiron
heads bouncing off the thing's hide while the shafts burgt into flame. Waves of heat rolled over Jommy, as
if he were standing before an open oven.

With asweep of arms how as long as a spear, the creature knocked men aside asif he were playing with
children. Whatever he touched burgt into flames: men lay screaming and dying.

As Jommy pulled back, the creature seemed to notice him, and started towards him. Jommy braced
himsdlf, surethat in an instant he would be either crushed or burned to death. As heraised his sword to
defend himself he saw beyond the creature afigure rising out of the surf. Water dripping off hisface, his

clothing soaked through, Jim Dasher seemed to appear out of nowhere as he came up from alow crouch
to stand behind the magician. With a deft move so fast Jommy could bardly follow it, the Krondorian thief
raised his hands before him, crossed at the wrist, and flipped something over the magician's head.
Suddenly the spell-caster was yanked backwards, as Jim brought his knee up into the magician's spine,
and even with the pounding of the surf, the tattoo of the rain and the screams from dying men Jommy
could hear the snap of the man's spine. Blood sprayed from the magician's neck and he waved hisarms
for abrief ingtant before going limp.

Asthe magician died, the creature fatered, and then stopped and looked around asif waiting to be told
what to do next. He howled, an echoing sound that grated on the ears and sent shivers through Jommy's
body. Then the monster lashed out, first one way, then another. Men scattered, even those wearing the
black head-cloths more intent on putting space between, themselves and the gpparition than in continuing
the fight. Jommy threw himsalf backwards, avoiding asudden reversal of direction by theflaming
creature, and rolled on the sand, coming to hisfeet in acrouch, his sword ready.



Then he saw Servan running in his direction, shouting something that Jommy couldn't make out, but
pointing directly a him. At the same ingtant Jommy sensed someone behind him and redlized that Servan
wasn't pointing at him, but at something behind him. Hefell to hisleft, rolled and turned, seeing the blade

cut through the air that would have taken his head had Servan not warned him.

Jommy didn't even think of trying to stand, but instead lashed out with his sword, cutting the man across

the hedl, severing the tendon. The man screamed and amost fell on top of Jommy. Jommy now shoved

his sword point into the raider's armpit. Blood flowed down the man's Sde asthe raider tried to retaliate
with alooping blow designed to take Jommy'sarm off.

Jommy rolled again hearing the sword strike sand. Now he was on his back. Knowing thiswas as poor a
position for afight as could be, Jommy kept rolling until he could again see his opponent. Then someone
stepped over him and asword point thrust down, ending the raider'slife.

Servan reached down and pulled Jommy to hisfeet. 'Weve got to fal back!" shouted the young
nobleman. That thing is4tll killing anything neer it, and it's getting hotter by the minute.’

Jommy didn't need his companion to tell him that; he could fed waves of heet rolling off the creature.
Steam exploded from every step it took in the wet sand. Men on al sdeswere il locked in struggle,
but there was nothing remotely organized about the conflict, and Jommy knew there was no way to
coordinate any sort of counter-attack or even organize an orderly withdrawal. "We need to have
everyonefdl back to that big rock over there!" Jommy shouted, pointing with his sword.

Servan nodded. 'l don't know where the Genera or the Captain are.’
They paused and looked up and down the cove, until Servan cried, 'Up there!”

Jommy saw Kaspar and Captain Stefan fighting back to back twenty yards up the hillside as half adozen
pirates circled them. Jommy looked at Servan.

‘What now?

Jommy was agood leader in the field and had a rudimentary grasp of tactics, but Servan wasaborn
leader, afirdt rate srategist aswell asan ingtinctive tactician. "That big rock isour rally point, and I'll try
to get to them—'

Jommy looked over again to where Kaspar and Stefan fought, and saw Jm Dasher — again seemingly out
of nowhere— appear behind the two men fighting Kaspar. With a dagger in each hand he stabbed both
men in the back of the neck, and they dropped ingtantly to the ground. Suddenly it wasn't six against two,
but four againgt three, and as one of the men turned to see what happened to his companions, Kaspar
ran him through and it was three againgt three.

Jommy shouted, 'I'll go thisway, you go that, get the men moving! Get word to the General where we
raly"

Servan nodded and ran off, circling away from the flailing tower of flamesthat howled and lashed out in
all directions. Jommy headed down the beach to where aknot of his men faced off against an equal
number of pirates. Both sides seemed more concerned with getting untangled than with killing one.
another. Jommy shouted, 'To me!'

Breaking off the fight, his men retreated towards him, and within moments afairly orderly withdrawal was
underway. Moving to the agreed-upon position, Jommy motioned for the men to follow. ‘Raly at that
rock. Look for the General!"



Now the conjured cregture, burning as brightly as the hottest fire Jommy had ever seen, lumbered in his
direction. "Watch out!" he warned and motioned for his men to move off and circle around to therally

point.

Asthey pulled away from the flaming monstrosity, men shouted that another boat was landing. Things
are getting out of hand," Jommy said to himself. As he glanced to see where the raiders were positioning
themsalves, he realized he was being flanked. If he wasn't careful, the enemy he had |eft behind would
use his retreating men as a screen, alowing them to loop around and hit Kaspar's position from the rear.

"Y ou, you, and you," Jommy said pointing at the three nearest soldiers, two from Roldem and one from
Kesh, 'follow me." He gave agreat war cry and charged at the closest raider.

From behind him he heard one of the soldiers from Roldem shout, 'Are you mad?
Jommy shouted back, 'l want them to think so!

The othersfollowed and Jommy raced straight at the pirates who, seeing the men running straight at them,
braced themsalves for acharge. Just short of contact, Jommy shouted, 'Run!*

and turned and fled back up the beach towards the hillside where Kaspar and Stefan were organizing a
defensve position. A quick glance over his shoulder made Jommy wonder at the futility of that: the
cresture was becoming ever more enraged, thrashing out at anyone within reach. The only benefit this
gaveto Kaspar's forces was that the raiders now had to consider the monster as much as the men they
werefighting. The difference was that Kaspar could organize hisforces and pull them up the hillsde to
the base camp on the ridge amile away if he had to. The raiders had nowhere to go buit try to launch the
boats, but now two of them were flaming from the horror's touch and no man looked willing to brave
getting past it to the remaining boats. Some would no doubt flee up the coast to where the fourth boat
had landed, but Jommy doubted it could hold al who wanted to escape the mongter.

"They'll be coming thisway in moments," he shouted. 'Get to the Generd and dig in!'

Already fatigued from the short but intense struggle on the beach, men ran uphill in the mud, and suddenly
Jommy redlized there was no sound of fighting behind him. All he could hear was the echoing bellows of
the mongter, the rain in the woods above, and the panting of men nearly out of breath asthey struggled to
get to safety.

They reached Kaspar's position and saw men furioudy making defensive positions, with brush and rocks
and digging smdll trenches with swords and daggers. All the while the bowmen struggled to keep their
strings dry enough to be effective againgt the enemy who were surdly only moments behind those coming
up thehill.

'Here they come!" shouted Kaspar.

Jommy reached the first line of defenders and turned. A knot of raiders had formed at the base of the
path and were fanning out to attack. He glanced to the north and saw another band of raidersfleeing for
the remaining boat. Asif reading histhoughts, Kaspar said, 'If we get through thiswell send a squad that
way to round up any stragglers.”

"Why shouldn't we get through this, Genera? asked Servan, still out of bregth.
"They're atacking uphill and wereready,’ said Jommy.

'I'm not worried about those cutthroats, said Kaspar. 'It's the thing following them that bothers me. It's
stopped getting bigger, but it's setting fire to everything it touches.



'And were standing uphill,” said Captain Stefan.
'‘Ah, maybe we should pull back and get on the other side of the ridge? observed Jommy.
'‘No time,' said Kaspar. 'Archers!" he shouted.

A few arrows arched overhead and the attackers scattered, but the bow fire wasineffective. 'Damnrain,’
sad Servan.

Themen hurrying up the hill looked at those waiting for them and just kept coming. Jommy flexed his
knees, his sword ready to parry or strike; and then it struck him. The only battle cries were from hisown
men: those coming at them were |abouring, their panting breath barely able to meet the demands of the
climb, let done enabling them to shout or scream. There was agrim resignation on their faces. They were
determined but they didn't show the usual edge of madness that Jommy had seen in other confrontations.
These men knew they were going to die.

Jommy made hisway back until he was next to Kaspar. '‘Genera, those men are going to let uskill them.’

The former Duke of Olasko nodded. 'They have that ook, don't they? He turned and shouted, 'l want
prisoners’ Then with an eye on the flaming monstrosity behind them, he quietly added, *Should any of us
urvive!

The creature had wandered aimlessly lashing out at anything it could, but now it seemed to have turned its
attention to the hillside. Jommy said, 'l think it's seen us'’

'I have noideaif the thing even has eyes,’ said Kaspar, ‘but we'd better get this under control, because
it's definitely coming thisway'

Thefirgst half adozen raidersto reach the defenders threw themselves forward with manic ferocity.
Severa of Kaspar's men were wounded, but every attacker was cut down. Jommy waited, but no one
approached him directly. He saw there were a dozen corpses on the ground just below where he waited,
and farther down the hillsde aknot of perhaps two dozen men watched. One of them said something and
others nodded, then they broke forward, and now Jommy could hear shouts and cries. He did not
recognize the language, but the intent was clear: they meant to kill as many of Kaspar's men asthey could
before dying in their turn.

Jommy saw one of the raidersturn, run down the hill and taunt the creature. How he had managed to do
this, Jommy couldn't imagine, but it mattered little because the man had attracted the monster's attention.
He dowly led the fiendish being up the hill and then waited. Jommy's eyes widened in astonishment ashe
saw theraider put down his sword and let the creature crush him as a man would an insect. The man's
scream was short and high-pitched and came to an abrupt hat. His body had exploded into flamesa
second before the creature's fiery hand had touched him: even at this distance, those on the hillside could
fed the hest.

A second man raced down, hafway between the monster and Kaspar's position just asthe attackers
reached the defensive position. But thistime instead of a furious assault, the tempo was more that of a
probing attack, something Jommy had come to understand was what soldiers did at times when they
were trying to gauge the enemy's strength.

Suddenly he understood. 'Genera!" Jommy shouted.

'Y es? replied Kaspar as he easily dapped aside a half-hearted thrust from araider who had got between
two soldiers. The Generd dashed with hisblade and the raider fell dead, histhroat fountaining crimson.



"They're bringing that thing up to usl They'redying in order to bring it herel" Jommy said.
Idiots,’ said Servan, but he looked distinctly nervous.

Jommy was forced to admit their tactic was effective, if you didn't mind dying to makeit work. A third
raider had now given himsalf up to the creature, and the ferocity of the heat was almost unbearable.

Asif recognizing the hopelessness of their position, ahandful of the enemy feigned attacks and
purposefully left themsdaves open for killing blows.

'Prisoners!* shouted Kaspar. 'Keep one of them dive!'

Jommy couldn't stand his ground; everyone started to retreat before the forge-like heat of the mongter.

At the same time the raiders advanced and Jommy was forced to fight while backing up asteep hillsde.

The footing was wet and treacherous. Jommy killed one man only to dmost die as another man shoved

his companion into Jommy's blade. Only aquick blow over Jommy's shoulder by another soldier gave
him the seconds he needed to pull hisblade free.

Jommy amost lost his balance as hished caught on arock, and he barely avoided an enemy's sword
thrust. He lashed out wildly and even though his opponent waswilling to die, he pulled back out of reflex.
When he sprang again Jommy was ready and the man died silently.

A desperate struggle ensued as men wishing to live tried to give way to men willing to die. Jommy fdlt the
tempo of the conflict change and he recognized a difference in the battle around him: panic wasimminent.
The men of Kaspar's company were becoming desperate as they attempted a nearly impossible
organized withdrawal, and the attackers were becoming frantic as they sought to keep from being
captured while leading the mongtrogity to their foes.

Asthey sruggled to retreat up the hillsde, aloud thrumming filled the air.

The creature was abruptly bathed in light as a shaft of white brilliance shot down from the clouds. It
became transfixed, unable to move, and saverad men took wounds becauise they had stopped fighting in
order to watchit.

Jommy killed aman in front of him, and glanced over the dying raider's shoulder. The enemy appeared to
have sensed that the day had been lost, and they began to back away.

Abruptly both sides disengaged. Jommy shouted, ‘Genera?

'Wait,' came the order and Jommy did so. He watched the creature below as the raiders moved towards
it, never taking their eyes off Kaspar's men. Therain now appeared to be cooling it off, asif the
crestures mydtic fire had lost its power. The sizzling sound of steam exploding off its surface diminished
and its colour faded from abrilliant hot yellow back to the red-and-black appearance of molten rock.
Jommy |looked over his shoulder at Kaspar, and saw another figure high on arock behind him. 'L ook,
Generd,’ he said, pointing.

A being dressed in buckskin legther, with long flowing golden hair, stood holding astaff above his head.
He appeared to be chanting. It was obvious to Jommy and Kaspar this was the author of the mystic light.

With ashudder, the creature dissolved like hot rocks falling apart. Gresat clouds of smokefilled theair.

'Prisoners!’ shouted Kaspar: too late. Theraiders, seeing no escape, wordlesdy turned their swords on
one another.



Jommy had seen enough men diein fightsto know killing blows when he saw them. He turned to Kaspar
and shook his head. The Generd's expression was amixture of disgust a losing his prisoners and open
relief a the intervention of the newcomer, who was obvioudy amagician. With asigh, he said, ' Must be
one of Pug's, cometo look out for us. Good thing, too—'

Jommy shook his head. 'l don't think so, Generd .’

Captain Stefan and Servan both came to stand by their commander as the figure on the rock put his staff
down. 'It'san df,’ said Servan. 'As| live—'

Kaspar said, 'l think you're right, Lieutenant.’
The df said something, aquestion from the tone of it.
'l speak more than a dozen tongues and | don't recognizeit,’ said Kaspar.

The df waked dowly down from his position above them, then halted haf a dozen paces above Kaspar

and studied them for amoment. 'l said, who are you to be trespassing on the Peaks of the Quor? He
spoke the tongue of Kesh, but with an odd accent and cadence.

I'm Kaspar, former Duke of Olasko and commander of this company. Asfor trespassing, I'm here with
the permission of the King of Roldem and the Emperor of Great Kesh, both of whom claim thisregion.’

The ef's features showed no emotion, then after a second resolved into an expression of dark humour.
"Y our magters vanities do not concern me. This land belongs to the Quor.'

Trying to remain civil, Kaspar said, 'l want to thank you—'

‘Before you thank me for anything, human, redlize | did not save you from the eementa creature. It wasa
thing of magic so foul | needed to digpose of it before | deal with you.'

'Dedl with us? said Kaspar.
'Yes' said thedf. "You areall my prisoners.

Instantly, men took combative stances, for while there was only one f, they had just seen him vanquish
the monster with seemingly no effort. Kaspar said, 'And do you, aone, intend to capture al of us? There
were dtill thirty combat-ready soldiers behind him.

'No,' said the df and then he raised his voice and said something in the other language.

Asif by magic elves appeared from behind rocks and trees, at |east twice as many as Kaspar's band.
The one thing that stood out most about them was their appearance: al were blond, had sun-browned
skin, and the same sky blue eyes asthe magician. And al of them wore the same buckskin so that it was
amogt auniform, savefor adightly different cut to atunic or fringe on the deeves. Some elves had
feathers or polished stones woven into their braids or awarrior's knot, and many wore their hair down,
long past the shoulders. Most carried bows, with arrows pointed at them, and another half adozen
carried staves. Kaspar was certain they were magic-userslike the elf before them. After amoment he
said, Throw down your weapons.' Reluctantly the men obeyed, and Kaspar said to the élf, 'We
surrender.’

The ef nodded. 'Gather your wounded who can travel, and come with us:’

It took afew minutesto find those able to move and render them aid so they could travel. A dozen men



were too injured to move and the ef said, ‘Leave them. They will be attended to.’

Kaspar nodded and when his men were ready, €l ves began escorting them up the hillside, dong the same
trail that led down from the cave Kaspar had used as his base of operations. Asthey reached a point
wherethe df had first revealed himsdlf, astrangled cry from behind them caused Jommy to flinch. Ashe
sarted to turn, hefelt astrong hand grip hisarm. Jim Dasher said, ‘Don't look. It's better not to.’

Jommy nodded. The men too injured to move were being killed quickly by the eves, and dthough
Jommy knew it was probably kinder than letting a man die dowly from agut wound or exposure, he ill
hated the thought of it.

Sowly the captives wended their way up the hillside high into the mountains above.
Therain continued.

CHAPTER THREE

Upheaval
d 4

PUG LOOKED AT THE SUN.

He shifted his perception through the visible spectrum and then into the other energy states he could now

recognize. No matter how hard he tried, he could not find true words to express what he was seeing. He

had been on the Dasati home world for two weeks, hiding in acomplex of rooms under the protection of

Martuch, a Dasati warrior and secret follower of the White. He had taken the opportunity to fine tune his
control of hisabilitiesin thisrem.

Nakor the Isdlani, his companion and long-time friend, sat on another bench in the little garden, watching
Pug. His charge, the strange young warrior Raan Bek, was with Martuch, practisng hisrole as
Martuch's protege and mastering more of the subtleties of being a Dasati warrior.

Magnus, Pug's older son, sat on the bench beside hisfather, lost in his own thoughts as the three
meagicians contemplated their misson. He trusted hisfather implicitly, but till had no ideawhat had
brought them into this dark realm, to a place to which no human had ever travelled, seeking only his
father knew what. Magnus recognized the threat posed by the Dasdti, yet he had no concept of what
they could possibly accomplish here, on aworld an unimaginable distance from home. Distance, he
corrected himsdf, was meaninglessin discussing where they were. There was agood ded of proof that
thisworld would have atwin in their own universe, perhaps even aworld known to Magnus, but how
they would get hometo their own plane of redlity was beyond Magnus's understanding.

That last awareness sparked concernsin the young magician; hewas, after his mother and father —and
perhaps Nakor — the most powerful practitioner of magic on the world of Midkemia, and some day
would most likely surpass even them. But for dl hisahility, talent and knowledge, he had no idea how
they would return. He had tried to understand the nature of the magic employed to bring them here, and
bitsof it were... familiar, echoing things he knew about transporting the body from location to location,



aswdl as being reminiscent of rift magic, but how it al came together, that waslost on Magnus. Martuch
had indicated that in one way it was an easy trangition to make, but had been vague on details.

As much as Magnus knew he must trust this Dasati renegade, deep within he harboured doubts. While
they seemed to be serving roughly similar causes, they were not entirely after the same gods, and
Magnus had no doubt that Martuch would put serving his own peopl€'s needs ahead of thelives of the

four humansfrom Midkemia

Now the other reason for Magnusss discomfort entered the tiny garden. It was, if he wasto believe what
hisfather had told him, his grandfather, the legendary Macros the Black. But the man who stood before
him was not human, but Dasti. Y et the man had memoriesthat could have only belonged to Macros,
gpoke flawless King's Tongue, Tsurani, and Keshian, aswell as any number of other languages from
Midkemiaand Kelewan, and in so many things demongtrated that he had the mind of a human from his
home world. Y et the entire question of Macross presence on thisworld, in thisform, raised questions
that went far beyond troubling. Secretly, Magnus was frightened.

Macros had been absent most of the time since Pug and the other arrived, and Pug and he had had only
minutes at atime to speak. Thetal Dasati nodded a greeting and came over to stand before Pug and
Magnus. 'May | Sit? he asked.

Magnus nodded, moving over on the stone bench to make room for the Dasati magician.

'Even after weeks, my mindisreding, said Pug. 'l redlize you have... changed, yet | can see... you are
dtill you." He studied the features of the Dasati Sitting next to him. 'I've been, by any reasonable measure,
patient, | think you'll agree.' He glanced at histwo companions. "'We understand from what we've pieced
together that you are the leader of agroup constantly in peril, and that you have many respongbilities. But
you are here, now, so aswe have thistime, why don't you tell us the complete story?

Nakor rose from his bench and walked over to sit down before Pug. 'As much as| enjoy agood story, it
would be useful if we heard only the truth thistime, Macros'!

Macros smiled. 'Perhaps my most grievous sin waslying. At thet time..." Helooked away asif into a

painful memory. He took a bregth. ‘It was so many years ago, my friends. | was an arrogant man who

refused to trust others enough to tell them the smple — or in some cases not-so-smple—truth and let
them choose whether or not to do the right thing.

'I manipulated people with lies, so that | could ensure..." He shook his head. 'Another sin was vanity, I'll

confess. | was so certain back when... when | was young, when | was human.' Hewaved hishand in a

genera circle. This experience has been humbling, Pug.' He looked at Magnus. 'I've a grown grandson
and | have missed every day of hislife!

'Y ou havetwo,' said Magnus. 'l have ayounger brother.’
'Caleb,' said Macrosto Magnus. 'l know.'

Pug was il grappling with thefact of hisdien existence, forcing his mind to accept what he could see
with his own eyes. Once past that amazement, he was il |eft with another issue: that the man before him
was Macrosthe Black, hiswifesfather.

As he had just openly admitted, he was aman who had used people as one might use tools, and
shamelesdly lied to gain advantage. He had put people in harm'sway without their consent, and had made
choicesfor othersthat had resulted in pain, suffering and desth. Asaresult, trusting him was adifficult
task. Then again, Pug had watched Macros die defending others againgt Maarg, the Demon King. It had



been the highest act of sacrifice and dmost certainly had saved Midkemiafrom horrorsfor which the
Serpentwar would have been but amild prelude. Maarg would have almost certainly destroyed the entire
world given enough time.

Macros spoke calmly. Thetimefor duplicity isover. Helooked at Magnus and reached out, his hand

gently touching hisface. 'I'm younger than you, in thisbody," he said with a bitter smile, 'despite being

hundreds of yearsin memory, I'm but thirty years asthe Dasati measuretime." He took his hand away

from Magnussface. 'Around the eyes, you resemble your mother." Magnus nodded dightly. Macross
gaze went from his grandson, to Nakor, then to Pug.

‘Start at the beginning,’ said Pug.

Macros laughed. 'For this story, the beginning was my ending. As| told you, | died at the hands of
Maarg, the Demon King.' He looked across the garden, and gazed into the distance, focused on
memory. 'When | died..." He closed hiseyes. 'It is difficult to remember, sometimes... thelonger | live as
aDasdti, themore... distant my human memories are, the fedings especidly, Pug.' Helooked at his
grandson Magnus. 'Forgive me, my boy, but whatever familid ties| should be feding are absent.' He
lowered hiseyes. '| haven't even asked about your mother, have |?

‘Actudly, you did,' said Magnus.

Macros nodded. Then | fear my memory isfading very rapidly. Ironically, for ahuman who haslived the
span of more than nine hundred years, it would seem thet | am dying.’

Pug's shock could not have been more evident. 'Dying?

‘A disease, rare in the Dasati, but not unheard of; should anyone besides our group and our Attenders
suspect, | would bekilled out of hand for weakness. The human allments of the elderly are dien to the
Dasati. Should the eyesfail or the memory fade, the person so afflicted iskilled without thought.”

' sthere anything—' began Magnus.

'No, nothing,' said Macros. 'This culture is about death, not life. Narueen said there may be something
the Bloodwitches could do in their enclave, but that's a continent away and timeis of critical importance.”
He smiled. '‘Besides, if you've dready died once, degth is hardly something to fear, isit? And I'm
interested to see what the gods have in store for methistime." He winced dightly as he shifted hisweight.
'No, death isessy. It'sdying that's the hard part.’ He looked around. 'Now, as | was saying, my memory
seemsto be fading, so I'd tell you what you need to know and then we can seeif we can servea
common cause.’ Looking at Nakor, Macros said, 'The gambler. The one who cheated me! Now |
remember.’

Nakor smiled. 'l told you how when you revived from your ascension to godhood.

'Yes... you dipped me acold deck of cards!" Macros|ooked amused a the memory. Then hiseyes
narrowed and he studied Nakor more closdly for amoment. 'Y ou are more than you seem to be, my
friend." He hiked histhumb in the direction of Martuch'shome and said, 'Asisyour young friend. He has
something within his being thet is dangerous, very dangerous.’

I know," said Nakor. 'l think Ralan Bek contains atiny fragment of the Nameless One!'

Macros pondered this and then said, 'In my dealings with the gods and goddesses | have cometo
understand alittle of both their abilities and their limitations. What do you know?

Nakor glanced at Pug.



'We believe that the gods are natura beings, defined in many ways by the form of human worship. If we
believe the god of fire to be awarrior with torches, he becomesthat, Pug answered.

‘Just s0,' said Macros. 'Y et if another nation seesthat being as awoman with flamesfor hair, then that is
what the deity becomes." He looked from face to face. 'In ancient days, the Dasati had agod or goddess
for dmost every aspect of nature you can imagine. There were the obvious mgor gods. the god of fire,
death, air, nature, and the rest of it —even agod and goddess of love or at least the fundamenta mae
and femae urgeto create offspring. But there were aso so many minor godsit would giveascholar a
throbbing head just to catal ogue them.

"There was the goddess of the hearth, and the god of trees, and the god of water was served in turn by
the god of the sea, and another god of rivers, agoddess of waves, and another for rain. There was agod
for travel, and another for builders, yet another for those who laboured under the ground in mines. Asl
understand it, there were shrines at every street corner and along the roads, and votive offerings were
placed upon them by aworshipful populace who dutifully attended the prescribed public worships,
festivals, and dedications.’ He took a deep breath. "The Dasati were arace of believerswho also had a
sense of duty that would shame a Tsurani temple nun. They created a pantheon of thousands of gods and
goddesses, and every one had their appointed day of celebration, even if that consisted only of laying a
flower on an dtar, or hoisting adrink in atavern in the god's name.

It isimportant to remember that these gods and goddesses were asreal as any you've encountered in
Midkemia, evenif their relmswere minute. They had aspark of the divine within them, eveniif their
mandate was only to ensure lovely flowersin the field each spring.'

Of Pug, he asked, 'What have you learned about the Chaos Wars since we last met?

‘Little. Tomas has afew more of Ashen-Shugar's memoriesto draw upon, and I've found an odd volume
or two of myth and legend. Bt little substantid.

"Then listen,’ said Macros. He looked directly at Nakor. The truth.'
Nakor nodded once, emphaticaly, but said nothing.

Macros began. 'Before humanity came to Midkemiathere were ancient races, several of which you
know about, such asthe Valheru, rulers of that world and masters of the dragons and elves. But other
races existed aswell, their names and nature lost before the dawn of human memory.

"There was arace of flyers who soared above the highest peaks, and arace of beingsliving below the
oceans depths. Peaceful or warlike, we will never know, for they were destroyed by the Vaheru.

'But above dl othersrose two beings: Rathar, Lord of Order, and Mythar, Lord of Chaos. These were
the two Blind Gods of the Beginning. The very fabric of the universe around them wastheir province, and
Rathar weaved the threads of space and timeinto order, while Mythar tore them asunder, only to have
Rathar reweave them, over and over.

'Ages past, Midkemiawas aworld in balance, the hub of that particular region of space and time, and all
waswell, more or less!

Nakor grinned. 'lIf you were a being of incredible power.'

'Yes, it was not agood time to be wesk, for it was rule by might and no hint of justice or mercy existed,
responded Macros. 'The Vaheru were far more an expression of that epoch than they were evil; it can
even be argued that good and evil were meaningless concepts during that time.



'But something changed. The order of the universe shifted. More than anything | wished to know the
reason for this shift, yetitislost intime. A fundamenta reordering of thingstook place—it'simpossibleto
say what the scale of timeinvolved was, but to the racesliving on Midkemia at the time the result of that
reordering seemed abrupt. Vast riftsin space and time appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and suddenly
beings unknown on Midkemia entered the world: humanity, dwarves, giants, goblins, trollsand othersas
well. And racesthat came but did not endure, aswell.

'For yearsawar raged across the universe, and we mere humans..."' He stopped and laughed softly. "You
mere humans could only apprehend the tiniest part of it. What we know is legend, myth, and fable.
Shreds of history may be enmeshed in them, but no onewill really know the truth of it.'

Nakor laughed. 'For aman who can travel in time, you had a smple enough meansto discover that truth.’

Macros grinned. 'Y ou would think so, wouldn't you? But thetruth is| do not have the ability to trave in
time, a least not in the fashion you'd imagine.' Looking at Pug, he said, 'l remember when you and
Tomas cameto find mein the Garden, at the edge of the City Forever.’

Pug remembered. It had been hisfirst encounter with the Hall of Worlds.

'Had | the ability to travel intime, | never would have permitted the trap sprung by the Pantathian Serpent
Prieststo fling us backwards through time.'

'Y et you ingtructed me how to accel erate its unfolding many times, until we reached apoint at which time
was meaningless, observed Pug.

"True, and while | lacked your talentsin that regard, | so lacked the skillsto manipulate time asthe
Pantathians had.’

'Indl our encounters with the Serpent Priests,' said Pug, ‘we found them clever, but hardly brilliant,
dangerousin numbers, but never individualy.' He mused for amoment, then added, 'l never considered
that the time trap was actualy aspdll of mgjestic complexity and required skills beyond their abilities. At

least one of those priestswasinspired.’

'All things return to the Nameless One," said Nakor. 'As he has touched Leso Varen, he must have so
done with a Pantathian high priest. There was your inspired genius:”

Macroswaved his hand. 'Y es. Had they dl had that level of talent, the war would have turned out very
different, but other than that one savant, they were aways a nuisance at most—'

'Nuisance? interrupted Pug. Tens of thousands died over the course of two wars because of that
nuisance.’

'Y ou mistake my meaning,’ said Macros. 'They created chaos, but as Nakor observed, it wasthe
Nameless One at theroot of it al.’

Macros stood and walked a pace, turned and said, Thereis so much to tell, and it's difficult to know
whereto begin.' He glanced from face to face. 'Should a question occur to you, perhaps it were best if
you leave off asking until I make thisfollowing point. He waved hishand in the air, and aglobe
gppeared, anilluson that Pug instantly recognized, for he had used such things to teach sudents a the
Assembly on Kelewan, the Academy at Stardock, and upon Sorcerer'side.

'‘Consider thisglobeto be dl that can exigt,’ said Macros. 'Surrounded by the void, it represents all of
what we comprehend.' He waved his hand and the globe was now banded with shades of grey, from a
nearly black band at the bottom to an off-white one at the top. 'Each layer represents a plane of redlity,



with the centremaost one being our own... your own," he corrected himself. 'Asyou noticed on Kosridi,
it'saphysica match for Midkemia, asthisworld isameatch for Kelewan.'

'Keewan, said Pug. 'l had noinkling.'

Macros nodded. 'Y ou St within agarden that isroughly in the middle of the great hal in the Emperor's
paacein the Holy City of Kentosani, if | remember my Tsurani geography. There's an affinity between
physical creationsthat | do not pretend to understand — it can even be argued that there is but only one
physical expression and that the planes are overlays, spiritua realmsthat actually exist in the same space.
It'sdl very difficult and borders on the abstract debates ordinarily suitable only for sudents of natural
philosophy. But | can gppreciate your not recognizing Omadrabar being analogous to Keewan, because
thisworld has been occupied by the Dasati agreet deal longer than Kelewan has been home to humanity.

"Wereyou to rise up to agreat height, you would find that while the seaswould look familiar far more of
thisworld is covered by congtruction.' He paused. 'Did you know that given the manner in which the
Dasati farm, they've been forced to include gigantic farming enclaves within the cities, so they can feed
the populace?

Macros shrugged. 'Enough digression. These levels or planes of redity have been stablefor... well, |
guess since the dawn of time and as you see them.' He waved his hand, and suddenly there gppeared a
distortion, asif someone had stuck along needle through the sphere from the bottom, pushing asmall
part of each layer upward, until it intersected the layer above. 'Then came something | can only call the
Disturbance!’

Pug glanced at his companions, but said nothing.

Macros continued. ‘Like the cause of the upheavd that brought humanity to Midkemia, well never know
the cause of the Disturbance.’

Nakor grinned. 'Are they the same?

Macros frowned like an annoyed schoolteacher. 'If you find out, please let me know. This Disturbanceis

an... imbalance, a pressure upwards from the lowest to the highest realm of redlity. Just asthe Dasati are

attempting to manifest themsdvesinto our... your realm, so are creatures from the third realm attempting
toriseup into thisone.'

'Y ou're describing a cataclysm of unprecedented scope,’ whispered Pug.

Macros nodded. 'Y es, my friend. The entire fabric of the universeis being rent apart, and we must stop it
beforeit getsworse!

'How? asked Magnus quietly.

Macros sghed, avery human sound coming from aDasati. '| have no real knowledge, just intuition, and
eventhatis... not compeling." He waved his hand and the conjured sphere vanished. The Chaos Wars
appeared to have been an attempt at reordering the balances within the entirety of redlity, from the
highest to the lowest plane. We can only speculate on what occurred in the other realms of redlity, but |
suspect baance was restored, else the crisis we face would be even more catastrophic. We've had no
evidence of any interaction between your native realm, theone | used to livein aswell, and the one
aboveit, thefirst heaven.

‘Because the Nameless One isimprisoned? suggested Nakor.

‘Mot likely, said Macros. 'So, the chaos comes from the lower realms. His Darkness, the Dark God of



the Dasdti, is so powerful in his supremacy that whatever incursions from below threatened this plane
have dmogt certainly been dedt with.'

'If | might ask aquestion? inquired Magnus.
'What? asked his grandfather, barely hiding hisimpatience at the interruption.
'Why here? Why Kelewan and Midkemia?

Macros paused, then said, ‘'Not abad question.' He smiled. I suspect there must be alocus somewhere,
or loci, where the incursions from one redm to the next manifest first, andogousto the first Tsurani rift
into Midkemia, in the Grey Towers Mountains.

'Remember, the gods of each realm are locd expressions of amuch vaster entity, spanning universes. The
Nameless Oneisamanifestation of evil on an unimaginable scae, one that spansthe entirety of the
universe within which Midkemiaresdes, auniverse of billions of worlds, with countless crestures on
them, multitudes having visons of that evil, giving it alegion of guises. Y &, we can assume with some
degree of certainty that just asthe Nameless One was confined in Midkemia, so he wasin many other
places, the result of the conflict which seemed to centre on that world.

'I expect the further onetravelled from Midkemia, the lesslikely it would be that the history of the Chaos
Wars remained unchanged. Remember the sphere? If you were at the extremities the ordering of the
planes of existence seemed normd, unchanged. Y et if you were at the point of theincursion, you would
be amidst chaos!'

'Y ou build a persuasive argument,’ said Pug. ‘But what | wish to know is how this appliesto us, finding
ourselves here?

Macros nodded and smiled. 'To the heart of the matter.' He looked directly into Pug's eyes. 'The
Nameless Oneis confined, but as you have witnessed, not without influence, even some power, abeit
limited by the other surviving Greeter Gods, the Controllers.

'He doesn't appreciate the incursion from 'below' by the Dark God of the Dasati. As much as possible,
he'sworking in concert with the other gods of Midkemiato restore the proper order of things!'

'Were working on behaf of the Nameless One? asked Nakor.

'In amanner of speaking, yes,' replied Macros. ‘It ismy belief that ultimately we al play apart inthe
Nameless One's plans.'

"That plan being? asked Nakor.

Macros's expression became grimmer than before. 'l believe we are seeing a struggle between gods, my
friends. And | believe in some fashion we are wegpons.’

"Weapons? echoed Magnus. 'We are just three magiciansand a... 7 He glanced at Nakor.
‘Bek may be awegpon. Thereislittle about him that is natural.

‘Thereisaprophecy,' said Macros. ‘A Dasati lord will rebe againgt the TeKarana, and prepare the way
for the God Killer.

Pug said, 'You think Bek...'

'Isthe weagpon,’ said Nakor. 'It isamost certain.’



'‘What | don't know isif heis the wegpon.' Macros coughed, fighting back the impulse even as Pug saw
his chest tighten and the spasm hit him. When he finished, he said, 'Even the lowest of the low would
attack meif they saw such an overt sign of weskness!

A servant hurried in, and moments later awarrior in the garb of the Sadharin followed. 'Magter,' said the
servant. 'Something—'

The soldier interrupted. "Word from Martuch. Y ou must flee. Within the hour the announcement will
come from the Palace. At sundown we shall begin a Great Culling.’

Macros drew himsdf up to hisfull height, hiswill overcoming hisweskened body. "Y ou know whét to
do," he said to the servant. 'Take only what you must and get our people to the closest sanctuary.’

‘Madter,' said the servant, bowing his head and running off.

Tothesoldier he said, 'Return to Martuch and tall him to meet me at the Grove of Delmat-Amaas soon
asheisable If possble, have him bring Vako and anyone e se he thinkswill serve. It iscloseto the
time, | think.'

The young warrior nodded respectfully, then hurried off. Macros said to himself, 'Please the gods they
urvive!

Pug asked, 'What isit?

Macros said, 'Get your things. We leave within minutes. The TeKarana has caled the Great Culling, and
a sundown everyone within the Dasati Empire will have licence to kill whomever they may. All trucesare
abated, dl adliances put aside, murder isthe will of His Darkness:!’

"What doesit mean? asked Magnus.

Macroslooked troubled. ‘It meansthe Dark God is hungry. It meansthe usual daughter of his subjectsis
not enough to feed him. | fear it means heisready to begin hisinvasion into the next realm.’

Pug, Nakor, and Magnus exchanged glances. Nakor said, "What about Bek?

'He'sfinewith Martuch," answered Macros. 'In someways heis more Dasati than any Dasati
Desthknight I've met. The next night and day will probably be the most fun he'shad in hislife. I just hope
heleaves Martuch dive'

"Why wouldn't he? asked Pug.

"Thereare no dlies or friends, save those arrangements made in the moment. Martuch and the other
Lords of the Langradin will have safe houses and provisions put by closeto the Langradin Great House,
by habit if nothing more. But for most common people tonight is abloody game of chance, and the prize
issurvivd. If one can survive from sunset tonight until sunset tomorrow, the usud order will return. They

may be bloody rules, but they'rerules.

‘But for one day there will be no rules. Want something that bel ongs to your neighbour, takeit. Want to
Settle an old grudge with someone who istoo well protected for you to attack, now'sthetime. Or if
you're just ambitious and the death of afew better placed individuasin your own faction, your own battle
society, or even your own family would benefit you, sharpen your blades. Every death will be seen asa
gift to His Darkness, and every murder a benediction.

‘Bands of Deathpriests and Hierophantswill be on the streetsin every town and city. Anyoneisfair



game. Bands of ravagers will roam the countryside. Anyone with resources will hole up and barricade
every door and window, or find aholeto hide in. We, on the other hand will be on the road, trying to
reach abucolic hamlet aday's ride south of the city, and it will take us most of the night and day to reach
the boundary of the city.' He looked from face to face. '| havelittle fear for our safety. Any one of us
should have enough skill to defend ourselves from whoever we meet dong the way .’

'But you fear discovery,' said Nakor.

'Yes,' said Macros. 'For if word of our existence reaches those who know what | am, or who might
guesswho you are, then the entire weight of the Empire, every resource of the TeKaranaand the Dark
God will beturned to destroying us''

Pug said, Thenlet usgo.'

Macrossmiled. 'Yes, let usgo. And if you have aprayer left in you after al you've seen, now would be
thetimeto useit.’

CHAPTER FOUR

Empire

d A

MIRANDA LOOKED DEFIANT.

Two members of the Assembly — Alenca.and amagician named Delkama— had just finished conjuring a
sphere of illusion, atranducent bubble scintillating with sheets of energy which arced acrossits surface,
Szzling patches of bright gold light and brilliant sted blue. It had dowly expanded and caused more than
one usudly implacable Tsurani nobleto flinch visibly. It was award, designed to ensure that no magical
scrying could spy upon the proceedings about to commence. Moreover, should anyone be attempting to
view the proceedings remotely, they would only see three magicians addressing the Emperor on matters
unrelated to what was redlly being discussed. This elaborate charade was for the benefit of Leso Varen,
should he be close by and able to use his considerable power to eavesdrop on the Council.

The other members of the Assembly of Magicians who accompanied Mirandalooked alarmed. Despite
being among those of highest rank in the Empire, even they were tradition bound to show respect
bordering on awe to the Emperor. Y et Mirandastood before the Light of Heaven with her shoulders
back, her eyesfixed on the young man, and her expression one of expectation. She had just instructed —
no, amost ordered —the leader of the Empire of Tsuranuanni to say nothing until the protective measure
wasin place.

Rardly in the history of the Empire had an outlander stood before the Emperor. The chamber of the
Imperia High Council was sacrosanct, aswasthe entirety of Kentosani, the Holy City, and those who
had been there were either ambassadors or captive leaders. Even then it was unusud for the Emperor to
attend in person, for he was the divine presence, the embodiment of Heaven's bounty and agrace to the
Tsurani people. Y et S0 terrible was the message from the Assembly to the Imperia Throne, that Sezu,
Firgt of that Name, Ruler of the Nations of Tsuranuanni, took it upon himsdf to grace the audience and



listen in person to the dien woman'swarning.

Thevast hdl of the High Council wasfilled to capacity as every ranking noble —every man and thefew
women who were ruling lords and ladies of the hundreds of Houses of Rank in the Empire— had
attended to hear Mirandal's warning. Dressed in ariot of hues, they wore robes of house colours— here
one of yellow with crimson trim, there another of black trimmed with pale blue — each bedecked with
beading and braids and adorned with precious stones and clasps of precious metd. They were arrayed
according to Tsurani tradition in groups that congtituted clans, but many who sat silently, waiting for the
Emperor'sreply, stole glances at confederates in other parts of the hal, at members of their own political
parties. Tsurani politicswere not only deadly but convoluted and intricate, an ever-shifting balancing act
on the part of each ruler, weighing blood loyalty on one side against expediency and opportunity on the
other.

Miranda spoke. 'Majesty, lords and ladies of the High Council, we come today with awarning, for as
dire athresat as can be imagined now bears down on thisworld.’

Miranda had rehearsed al she would say as she and the Great Ones had awaited the gathering of the
Council, and she moved quickly from the discovery of the Tanoy on her world by Kaspar of Olasko to
the recent incursion of the Dasati into thisworld. She glossed over nothing, and she had no temptation to

embelish. The unvarnished truth was frightening enough. When she had finished, she saw the Emperor
gtting quietly and realized he did not look surprised by anything she had said. She glanced a Alencawho
gave the dightest shake of hishead indicating he didn't understand the lack of reaction either. She knew
that the Light of Heaven had been kept current asto what the Assembly was doing regarding the Talnoy
in their possession, but she knew none of what had occurred since she had been captured had been
communicated. The existence of the Dasati incursion had to have been ashock to the young Emperor,
yet he sat cdmly asif consdering what to ask be prepared for his evening med. Emperor Sezu had come
to hisoffice only recently, four years before, and like hisfather before him had ruled ardatively peaceful
empire.

Mirandaturned her atention from the Light of Heaven to the High Council. Once again shewas
astonished at the Tsurani mind, for athough she had just delivered as dire awarning as could be
imagined, she suspected as many as athird among the attending lords were wondering how to gain
advantage from the coming chaos, and from their expressions, fully another third seemed incapable of
fully understanding what it was they had just heard. It was the last third, who did understand the dangers
of which she spoke, who redlized they were al in peril, who showed the proper distress and who waited
slently onthe Light of Heaven's pleasure. The impatient shifting of slks and the nervous scuffling of
leather sandals on the floor was a counterpoint to the silence as adl waited for the Emperor to spesk.

Beside the youthful ruler stood another black-robed magician, Finda by name, an older mage with whom
Miranda had only a passing acquaintance. He was the current advisor from the Assembly to the Imperid
Throne and from his expression it appeared he would rather be just about anywhere esein the vast
Taurani Empireat this moment.

Miranda was not the expert on Tsurani society her husband was — he had lived among them for years—
but she till understood it well enough to have a sense of what was likely to be the reaction among the
ruling families. The warlike Tsurani traditions till dominated the palitics of the Empire, the 'Game of the
Council' asit was cdled, but rather than armed confrontation new means of domination and influence
were employed: wedlth, influence and socid position. With the occasional murder, midnight raid, and
abduction thrown in, Mirandathought. At times Tsurani politics reminded her of nothing so much asthe
crimind warsin Great Kesh; the Mockers of Krondor would have fitted right in.

Five greet families— Keda, Minwanabi, Oaxatucan, Xacatecas and Anasati — till dominated the many



clansand political partiesthat defined the governance of the Empire. Traditionaly they had been the only

families ableto claim thetitle of Warlord, until the current Emperor's great grandmother seized the throne

for her son. And above dl othersthere remained one constant: the Emperor. The Light of Heaven could

overrule any judgment of the High Council. He could order war or force feuding clansto put down their
arms at whim. Such was his power.

All waited as the Emperor upon the golden throne, seet of power for two thousand yearsin the Empire's
history, pondered his response. The assembled lords of the great and |lesser houses were silent to aman.
No one dared speak before the Light of Heaven.

Mirandatook note of the empty chair at hisside, set dightly lower on the dais. It had been placed there
by Sezu's great grandmother, the legendary Lady Mara of the Acoma, Mistress of the Empire, the only
person in the long history of the Tsurani people to hold that title. In saving her house from bitter enemies,
she had reformed a nation, freeing suffering millions from lives without hope. Asaresult of her actsa
nation had risen that now placed as much importance on art, music and literature asit did on honour,
bravery, and sacrifice in war. The Empire was not without its struggles and difficulties, but it had been
reborn under the last three emperors despite attempts by traditionalists to steer the Empire back to old
vaues and ways.

All eyes now turned to the Emperor asthe Light of Heaven stirred.

Sezu, Firgt of that Name, at last reveded hisreaction: he looked deeply troubled. When his great
grandmother had brought reform to the Empire she had aso transformed the office of Emperor from an
amog entirely ceremonia oneto the ultimate seet of power within the Empire, and the weight of his
responsibilities had already aged him beyond histhirty-sx years. Softly he said, 'Dire words, indeed,
Lady Miranda. We have been arelatively peaceful nation for more than two generations. Some
difficultieswith our neighboursin the Thuril Highlands and across the Sea of Blood to the south have kept
some of our young men mantled in glory and hegped honours upon their houses. But we have not fought
amagjor war Snce our invasion of your homeworld.'

Miranda nodded. The Emperor had Midkemian blood in him: Mara's Midkemian lover, Kevin, had been

acknowledged father of Emperor Justin. And while that fact gave some vague sense of kinship, thisyoung

man was entirely Tsurani. Y et there was something € se, something dmost rehearsed in his next question.
'Would it not serveif this Tanoy was removed from our lands and returned to your world?

Mirandalooked at Alenca, edest of the Great Ones, who said, ‘Light of Heaven, we have considered
that, and wethink it pointless. It was the renegade, Leso Varen, who provided aid to the Dasati in
establishing their presence here. They know now how to return, and we are sure they would do so.' He
paused asif weighing hiswords carefully, then said, Thereis something about our world... Many of us
think these Dasati have marked thisworld for areason; we just don't know what that reason is.’ He fell
slent for along moment, then added, "We think the nations need to prepare for invasion.'

The Emperor was slent for avery long timeto consider this. Then he spoke in what Miranda could only
term a precise manner. Sherealized this young Emperor was no fool. He knew what she and Alenca
were going to say beforethey said it! Her ingtinct that he had not been shocked was judtified. But she
wondered how he had known. She was aso sure that he had rehearsed hisreply!

'Attend me,' said the Light of Heaven formaly to the assembled Council, as he stood up. The assembled
lords of the Empire stood at once, for it was not permitted for any lesser being to sSit in the presence of
the monarch when he was not aso seated. 'Our tradition is ancient, our ways time-honoured, but now we
face new perilsunlike any in memory. We are reminded of hallowed antiquity, of atime of myth, and the
ariva of the nations over the golden bridge.



'Our lore-keepers suggest that what we fled from the Home Before Time was too monstrous athing to
even bear accounting, so no word of description, no tale or song even suggests what it was that drove us
to thisworld. It ismerely that thing from which the nations fled." He paused for amoment, then added,
'Wefear that now such ahorror returnsto task the nations” Hefell silent to let hiswords sink in. Miranda
knew enough of Tsurani loreto know he had struck a chord with the lords of the High Council, for the
root of Tsurani history wasthe Myth of Arriva. It was atale Pug had recounted to her more than once,
the image of the mgjestic golden bridge of light through a massive rift across which thousands of refugees
flooded into Kelewan, fleeing the terrors of the Chaos Wars. It was the foundation of every Great One's
training, the birth of those people who later would become the Tsurani, ingtilling a deep sense of
community that was the heart of every magician's oath to serve the Empire.

It isthe tradition that when the nations go to war, the Warlord is given the power to conduct the business
of war. That office has remained empty for years." Miranda could see haf adozen ruling nobles looking
on eagerly. One of them by rights would be granted the office, the second most powerful position inthe

Empire, higtorically at times even more important than the Golden Throne. It wasthe ultimate prize for
any ambitious Tsurani noble. ‘It isto our cousin, Tetsu of the Minwanabi, | turn. He looked towards a
grizzled noble, ill powerful in bearing despite his heavy physique and grey hair. "Will you accept this
heavy burden, my lord?

Tetsu of the Minwanabi bowed his head, barely able to contain hisemotions. 'Gladly, Mgesty. | liveto
serve: my life and honour are yours:'

The Emperor turned to the assembled lords. 'Send word to your commanders, my lords. The nations go
to war. Go now and return at the second hour after sunrise tomorrow and we shall ready ourselves.' He
turned to hisFirst Advisor, an elderly man named Janain who had previoudy been hisfather's First
Advisor. 'Send word to the Priests of Jastur. | will arrive a noon tomorrow to bresk the Holy Sedl .’

Mirandaglanced a Alenca, uncertain what this particular order meant. The old magician gave adight
shake of hishead. But she could tdll from the attitude of every man in the room that this announcement
was both important and darming.

The Emperor continued, 'l will take the counsd with the Lady Miranda, the Great Ones with whom she
arrived, and the Warlord.' He paused for amoment, then ended the assembly with theformal dismissa,

'Honoursto your houses, my lords.'

He stepped down from dais and everyone in the room bowed, the common servants going to their knees.
Asthe Emperor swept past, he glanced in Miranda's direction, and indicated that she should follow.

Asthe newly-gppointed Warlord fell into step behind the Emperor, Alencaheld Mirandaback for a
moment. Without preamble, he said, 'By breaking the seal on the temple of the War God, the Light of
Heaven ensures dl other matters become moot. No faction struggle, clan feud, or debt of blood may be
undertaken until the temple door isagain resedled, and that will not happen until find victory isachieved.
He glanced around asif worried about being overheard. 'Y ou must understand the gravity of this. He has
told them that not only are we preparing for the possibility of war, but that we are going to war.'

Mirandawas confused. 'l sn't that what we wanted?

Alencasad, 'lItisnot what | expected. Moreover, | never believed any emperor would again revive the
office of Warlord. To promote a Minwanabi to that position...'

'What doesit mean? asked Miranda, wishing not for the first time but with more fervour than ever before
that her husband were here. Pug would understand al of this.



"Thereisan old saying, onethat | am certain you have among your people aswell: keep your friends
close and your enemies closer. The Minwanabi were defeated by the Acoma, the Emperor's ancestors,
and rather than the usud obliteration, with every living member of that family put to the sword or sold into
davery, the great Lady of the Acoma, the Migtress of the Empire, in agesture of mercy unimaginableto
any Tsurani ruling noble, dlowed the Minwanabi to survive. That made one of the origind five great
houses avassal t0 alesser house, an insult to our ancestors despite the generosity of the gesture.”

'| don't understand,’ said Miranda

'Y ou would have to be Tsurani to understand fully, | fear, said Alenca, motioning for Mirandato follow.
‘A minor cousin, one of the last surviving members of the last true Minwanabi lord was made ruling lord
and he later married an Acoma cousin, further binding the two houses together, but the insult to the
Minwanabi by the Acomawas never forgotten. | suspect that breaking the seal on the temple and putting
the most dangerous man in the Empire in charge of thewar isour Light of Heaven'stactic to ensure that
hismost bitter enemy within the High Council is otherwise occupied for the foreseeable future and not
exploring the possibility of regicide.”

Mirandatook a deep breath to calm hersaf and wondered, not for thefirst time, if the Tsurani weretruly
med.

Miranda continued to observe the young Emperor as he oversaw the conference in his private chambers.
They had met only briefly on two previous occasions, the first when hewas aboy in hisfather's court,
and the second time when he assumed the throne. The later event was so dominated by Tsurani tradition
that she had been in his presence for less than five minutes, and the entire conversation had been between
the young Emperor and her husband. Miranda had found it annoyingly ironic that she was soundly
ignored by atradition-bound young man who owed his position entirely to a tradition-breaking woman,
his great-grandmother.

And again she was being |eft on the edge of the conversation while the newly-appointed Warlord and the
Emperor directed the bulk of the questionsto Alencaand the two other senior magicians from the
Assembly. At one point in the hour-long interrogation she had verged on volunteering an observation, but
Alencahad shot her awarning glance and adight shake of the head and she had remained silent.
Because of her hushand's affections for the old man and her previous dedings with him, shefollowed his
lead, but wondered at what he was playing.

Despite theinjury doneto her pride and independent nature, Miranda was impressed by how deftly the
Emperor manoeuvred the discussion in the direction in which hewished it to go, deftly contralling the
flow of debate and manipulating opinion. After another hour of discussion, she was now certain that
despite hisyouth, this Sezu of the Acoma, First of that Name, Emperor of al Tsuranuanni and Light of
Heaven, was nobody's fool. When the meeting came to a close, he had fashioned a consensus without
once having to apped to hisown authority.

As sherose, the Emperor said, ‘Lady Miranda, amoment please.’

Alenca hesitated, then bowed dightly again to the Emperor and with an expression of curiosity indicated
to Mirandathat hed wait outside for her. Once the Tsurani nobles and magicians had departed, the
Emperor said, 'May | offer you something? Wine? | have severd very good reds from your Kingdom of
theldes, aswell as some of those that have been cultivated here, though | fear our hot climate makes for
difficult vintages'

Almost charmed, Mirandarealized he was attempting to get her to drop her guard. She said, "Water



would befine, Mgesty.'

He signalled and dmost before the gesture was finished alarge ceramic gobl et of fresh water was
presented on atray by a servant. While she drank, the Emperor waved away the servants and pointed to
two chairs placed before a massive window looking out over the central courtyard of the palace. 'Please,

no formdlity," he said in the King's Tongue, amost without accent.

She looked surprised.

'My guards are sworn to protect me and my lifewith their own," he said, indicating the four remaining
figuresin the room, men clad in the traditiona white-gold armour of the Emperor's persond guard. 'But
they are men, and as such, likely to suffer the flaws of men. A word here, a chance remark there, and we
are undone. So, while many herein Kelewan speak one or another of your homeworld's tongues, |
ensured that none of these do.' He said thiswith humour, but his eyes were fixed upon Mirandaand
showed no mirth. 'So, what do you redly think?

'‘About what, Mg esty? replied Miranda as she sat in the proffered chair, awell-cushioned divan that
faced the Emperor's. She studied hisface. Like the Kingdom of the Idesand the Empire of Great Kesh
on Midkemia, the Tsurani Empire was made up of diverse people, so there was no true Tsurani 'look’,
save that they were a short people compared to those from Midkemia. Sezu was a bit taler than
average, perhaps matching Mirandasfive foot nine—maost Tsurani men were an inch or two shorter;
some were barely taler than dwarves.

Other than that, the young man appeared the icon of Tsurani nobility, poised, cadm, and dmost
impossibleto read. If there was one thing about the Tsurani in general that annoyed Mirandait wastheir
seemingly implacable composure. Onerarely heard araised voice or heated exchangesin public.

The Emperor sat down. 'You did well.
"Thank you,' said Miranda, 'l think.'

The young man smiled and yearsfell away from him. 'l sometimes struggle to remember you're quite old,
for you appear not that much more older than me, say an older sister or very young aunt.’

Mirandasaid, 'Very young.'

The Emperor chuckled. 'l have been told certain things regarding your husband's whereabouts. Are those
reports accurate?

'As accurate as can be, given that he's unreachable by any means, magic or mundane,’ she replied.
The Emperor leaned back, thoughtful. 'He undertakes ajourney of unimaginablerisk.'

Miranda's expression revealed her concern, despite her attempt to appear calm. 'As| know all too well,
Magjesty.'
"Then there arethings | must know.'

'‘What would you know, Mg esty?

‘The truth," said the young monarch. 'Alencaand the others often think me gtill aboy —and | suspect from
their vantage point of advancing age. | must be— but from your point of view they must seem as children.’

'I learned along time ago, Mg esty, age haslittle to do with wisdom. One can endure alifetime's



experiencesin afew yearsor go through life blissfully unaware of the world's troubles around you. It
depends on the person. Alenca possesses a calm appreciation of the Situation in the midst of chaos| can

only envy.'

The Emperor was slent as he considered what she said, then he spoke: ‘My halowed
great-grandmother, Mara, had enough experience and wisdom for adozen lifetimes, it seems!’

Miranda said nothing, wondering &t the reference to the venerated woman.
'l believe your husband knew her.'

Mirandasaid, 'I'm not sure, Mgesty. | know they met at least once over the years, but you must
remember Pug was not dways awelcome sight in these hdls!’

The Emperor smiled. The Imperiad Games. Yes, | remember the story. My great-grandmother was one
of the many nobles at those games when your husband shamed the Warlord publicly and ended his
power. Did you know it took almost five yearsto fully repair the damage Milamber did to the great

dadium?

Miranda repressed asmile. Pug, Milamber asthe Tsurani called him, was perhaps the most patient man
she had ever encountered —a quality that she dternately respected and found annoying — but when he
findly did lose histemper the display could be horrific. By al accounts hisdisplay at those games so
many years ago could only be called heroic, even god-like. He had rained down fire, caled up tornados
and earthquakes, and had dl of the Empire's nobility trembling at hisfeet interror. At last she said, 'l had
heard the damage was extensive.'

The Emperor lost hisamile. That's not what | wished to talk about. The point | am making isthat your
husband and my great-grandmother caused more change in the Empire within alifetime than had been
seen for centuries previoudy.' He looked reflective, asif choosing hiswords carefully, then softly added,
'l am about to tell you something that no one outsde my family knows—not our closest dlies, not even
cousinsand uncles!

Mirandasaid nothing.

'When my grandfather had been on the throne for a short while, after hisfather returned from your world,
the great Lady Maratook Emperor Justin aside and told him a secret. He shared that secret only with his
son, my father; then when | was amost aman, my father shared it with me.' The Emperor stood, but as
Miranda started to rise he waved her back into her seat. ‘'No need for formality, Miranda: | am about to
share with you the single most closely guarded secret in the history of Tsuranuanni.' He moved to a chest
carved from ablond hardwood, its design intricate and ornate. It had been polished to agleam and there
was something about it that now caught Mirandas attention.

It'smagic,’ she said softly.

'Y es,' said the Emperor. 'l have been told it would bring instant death to any but myself or my blood kin
even to touch it —one good thing about absol ute authority isthat no servant has even attempted to dust
it." He paused for abrief second. "'Though it never seemsto need dusting.' He reached out dowly,
pausing as hisfingers brushed the wood. 'Each time | open this, | must admit to amoment of concern.’
Then he gripped the top and removed it. It came off easily and the Emperor put the lid to one side. He
then reached in and removed a parchment.

Mirandafelt asinking sensation in her ssomach. She had seen that parchment's like before.



Without aword the Emperor handed the parchment to her. She unrolled it and read it. Then shelet it fall
from her hands, closed her eyes and dumped down in the chair.

After amoment of slence the Emperor Sezu said, 'Apparently you understand what this means?

Shenodded. Rising shesaid, 'If | may, Mgesty, | need to consult with afew of my colleagues on my
homeworld. | must seek other wise counsdl before | begin to interpret this; itstrue meaning may be
dudingme'

"The box has been in my family's care for over acentury,’ said the Emperor, ignoring formadity and
kneeling to pick up the fallen parchment. Herolled it up and returned it to Miranda. ‘A few more days
will havelittle bearing on what we do next. No matter what you decide this means, we must still mobilize.

'Now | understand why you put the nations on aforma war footing.'

A look of sadness came over the young man. ‘'No one must suspect what we are going to attempt until |

am ready to order the nationsto act. That isvita. My High Council iscomposed of very privileged rulers

who will ingtantly obey like any good Tsurani soldier... until they're given timeto think. At that moment a
civil war would be born.'

‘Alenca and some of the Great Ones need to be derted.'

'Asfew asyou can, only the most trustworthy, and no one else, not until the precise moment | givethe
order.’

Mirandanodded. 'Very well, Mgesty, but first | must return home immediatdly. If thisis going to be your
course of action, | have agreat dedl of preparation that must be started, as well as some very difficult
people who are going to need convincing. Then | will return to speak with Alencaand the others:”

'| shal leave word that you are to be permitted access to me at any time of the day or night, Lady
Miranda | shdl provide you with whatever | may on thissde of therift.’

Miranda said, 'Farewell, Mgesty and might | suggest there is one thing we can both do: pray.’

The Emperor was suddenly left looking at an empty chair, for Miranda had vanished from sight. He
glanced a the four guardsin the room, but they were motionless, asthey awayswere, their eyeslocked
forward, unmoved by the sight of awoman vanishing before them. Sezu, First of that Name, and Ruler of
All The Nations of Tsuranuanni, sat down in his chair and began to compose himsdlf. For whatever was
coming, until it arrived, he had an empire to govern.

Caleb looked up and felt an instant sense of relief at the sght of his mother. 'l was starting to worry..."
Her expression stopped him 'What isit?

Mirandasaid, That animal Varen got me captured by the Dasati.'

Cdeb sad, 'Areyou... 7 Helet the question fall away, realizing that as far as he could see his mother
was unhurt and had obvioudy escaped.

‘Only my dignity wasinjured. Pain, as you know, goes away.' She sat down in the other chair, arolled
parchment on her knees. 'What news?

'Rosenvar and Joshua stand watch over the Talnoy, and Rosenvar reports that your experiments with
Nakor have yielded good results. The control crystalswork aswell asthe ring, with apparently no
ill-effect.’ He began to sift through a pile of parchments and papers. 'l have his report here somewhere.’



'l read it later.’ She sighed. 'l know it's pointless to ask about your father, brother and Nakor?

Caeb nodded. There had been some hope that Pug might devise amanner in which to send
communication back to his son and wife, but everyone counted it avery dim hope.

'No word from Kaspar's expedition, either.’
‘Thewarning from... what do they cal themsdves?
‘The Circle, answered Caleb.
"They're interested in the Peaks of the Quor... that report was vague on any specific time, wasn't it?

Caleb picked up another parchment. 'Simply that we should expect them to appear in some force down
on the lee sde of the peninsula before the Spring Festiva.'

"That's another week, so they could be dealing with them now." She glanced at her son. 'Areyou
worried?

The dark-haired hunter pushed himsdf back from the table. 'Always. Especialy when you and father
leave mein charge.' He rose and paced around the desk. 'Y ou know | am here only because I'm your
son. There are othersin the Conclave who are better suited—'

'No," she cut him off. 'l know it is not your first choice, and you'd rather be out tramping through the
woods or climbing some mountain, but the fact is you've been groomed dl your life to take charge should
anything happen to the rest of us. Y ou know things, thousands of tiny details that no one else, not even
Nakor, knows. Y ou just don't know you know." She was thoughtful. 'But | think we need to find you an
assgant, amagician — perhapsthat young girl...'

'Lettie?

'Y es, that's the one. She's not the best student we've had, but she's got an uncanny grasp of how thingsfit
together. Yes, I'll have her sent here and you can begin to train her. | didn't redlize it until now, but we
have no one ready to step in should anything happen to you.'

'What isdl this? asked Caleb. "Y ou're usudly not this concerned with... contingencies!'

Mirandalooked at her younger son. She could see ahint of her hushand around his mouth, and the way
in which he cocked his head to one side when thoughtful. Otherwise, he resembled his mother, from the
high forehead and narrow chin to the way he moved, and histal dender build. Like many parents she
was occasiondly and unexpectedly struck by how much sheloved her children. Two things, actualy,’
she said. 'Had that madman Varen's plan worked, | would probably still be strapped to a Dasati table
being examined by their Deathpriests or I'd be dead and dissected. Many bad things besides my
discomfort and ultimate demise would have occurred, the least of which was you being the only member
of thisfamily Hill here!

‘We knew that, said Caleb, putting his hand on his mother's shoulder. There's something more. What is
it?

'This," she said handing him the parchment she had received from the Emperor.
"Tsurani,' said Caleb. 'Father's hand.'

'‘Another of those damned notes!" Mirandawasn't irritated by the fact that notes kept appearing



mysterioudy from some future date—warning of threets, instructing them on actionsto take — shewas
annoyed that they were always cryptic, and it was never clear asto how, exactly, to deal with the
information provided. Moreover, she was truly annoyed that her husband had taken yearsto tell her
about them, and had told Nakor before her!

Caleb read the note. There were three lines of text above hisfather's sgnature;
Listen to Miranda.
Givethisto her.
Prepare to evacuate.
Milamber.

'Prepare to evacuate? asked Caleb. 'He's telling the Emperor to prepare to evacuate... what? The
palace? The Holy City?

Frustrated, Miranda shook her head. She knew in the pit of her ssomach that she stood avery redl
chance of never seeing her husband again, and with equd certainty she knew what the note meant. ‘No,’
she said, emotion making her voice hoarse. 'He means, prepare to evacuate the world. Hesteling the
Emperor the Tsurani will haveto leave Kelewan.'

CHAPTER FIVE

Captives

d A

KASPAR LAY DOUBLED OVER IN PAIN.

An df stood over him ready to strike him again if Kaspar resisted the order to move. Servan reached
down to assist the Generd to hisfeet and Kaspar's ook showed that he had no intention of forgetting this
ef any time soon. He had tried to prolong thefirst bresk during the long march and for histrouble had
received the butt end of a staff in the somach.

The df who had first spoken to them now approached Kaspar. 'We have no timeto waste. Y ou humans
aredow. Wemust hurry: we still have asteep climb to Baranor.'

'‘Baranor? asked Kaspar.
'Our home,' said the ef. "We need to be there before sundown and for that reason you cannot tarry.'

Nursing his sore side, Kaspar threw one more dark ook at the ef who had struck him and said, "Y our
friend made that bundantly clear.’

The df who had struck him stood glaring at Kaspar, his blue eyes fixed on the former duke.
Speaking without looking back at Kaspar, the leader of the eves said, 'Sindathinks you should al have



been killed at the water's edge. It would make thingssmpler.’

Jommy muittered, 'Sorry for theinconvenience,’ as he hel ped one of the wounded soldiers back to his
fedt.

'No inconvenience.’ Theleader said. 'We can il kill you if we must. But | have ingtructions that you're to
be brought to Baranor to be questioned.’

'Ingtructions from whom? asked Kaspar, till nursing his sde where the staff butt had struck.
'Our leader.’

Kaspar said nothing, but from his expression, Jommy could tell that the General was maybe thinking of a
way to escape, even though Jommy thought that an impossibility, even if they had twice the number of
men. Jommy had come to the conclusion that the half-dozen or so eves with the long wooden staves
were magicians or sorcerers, or whatever they called ef magic-users.

Helooked behind him and saw Jm Dasher glancing around. Jommy didn't have to read minds to know
what was on the thief's: he was noting hiding places and escape, routes. Jommy didn't think much of the
notion of fleeing —though if anyone could dude these vesin their own forest, it might be Jm; Jommy
was still wondering how he had apparently arrived out of nowhereto kill that magician on the beach.

Still, if he reached the beach it would be another week before alongboat was sent to re-supply Kaspar's
forces, and if hetried to work hisway around to the hidden cove to the north where Kaspar's ship lay at
anchor, it would take more than aweek on foot. Then there was the d most impossible swim out to
where Kaspar's ships were at anchor, through rough waters and rocks, not to mention sharks and other
predators. Jommy wondered if the enterprising thief was thinking of such amad plan. And if he got there
after the re-supply boat found the camp empty, he might reach the anchorage in time to watch the ships
sailing away, for that would be their orders: if anything happensto Kaspar'sforces, leave at once.

The captives trudged up the hillside, those able-bodied hel ping the wounded. Asthe shadows
lengthened, the elves seemed to be showing hints of arisng sense of urgency. Jommy whispered to
Kaspar, 'Generd, do the elveslook alittle edgy to you?

Kaspar nodded. 'For the better part of an hour now, I'd say. | don't know how much farther we have to
trave, but it'sa certainty that they want to be there before nightfal.'

Soon Jommy's observation was borne out. The evesingsted that the prisoners pick up the pace, and
were unforgiving to the plight of the wounded. Asthe sun dipped behind the western mountains pairs of
able-bodied men were forced to carry those unable to keep up.

Kaspar shouted, 'What's the danger? but was ignored as the elves began turning al their attention
towards the woods rather than watching the prisoners as closdly asthey had been.

Suddenly, the leader shouted awarning in their language. Kaspar could see that the elven warriors and
magicians were well-drilled as they spread out to counter what appeared to be some sort of attack.
Kaspar shouted to hismen, 'Get down!' and himself fell to the ground.

A thrumming sound filled the air and the shadows between the massive boles of the trees gppeared to
shift, asif darkness had achieved tangibility and could move.

'Void-darters!' the leader of the elves said to Kaspar. ‘L et none touch you.'

"Then give us our weagpons so we may defend ourselves!'



The df ignored the request, his eyesfixed upon the perimeter of the column. Then ashout from up ahead
alerted Kaspar that the attack was underway .

Like something from abad dream, flashes of darkness sped through the air, shadowy formsthat defied
the eye. Kaspar prided himself on a hunter's vision, but he had no concept of what it was he was looking
a.

Wedge-shaped, moving more like a sea skate or ray than abird, the figures sped through the air faster
than aswift, darting one way then another with impossible changesin direction. They were soflat thet if
they turned suddenly, they appeared to vanish for amoment, presenting an impossible target. Kaspar
knew these creatures would be hard to hit with asword, harder still with an arrow.

The elven warriors kept their swords at the ready but Kaspar aready knew any contact between a stedl
blade and theflitting crestures was likely to be purely accidental. The only thing that gave Kaspar hope
wasthat the crestures |ooked delicate, dmost insubstantia, and he couldn't imagine any of them surviving
asword's blow. But how to hit them, that was the question.

Y et the flourishing of swords seemed to cause the apparitions to hesitate. Kaspar heard the voice of Jm
Dasher, from a short distance away, shouting, "Those things don't want to touch stedl! Belt buckles!'

The soldiers quickly pulled loose their belts, ralling on the ground like demented rag dolls, trying to keep
low while trying to free their only weapon. Some cameto their knees, or into acrouch, their beltsfolded
ready to be siwung, while others wrapped the belts around their fist, buckle on top, like a hand weapon.

The swooping flyers veered off rather than be touched, but K aspar was an experienced enough hunter to
understand they were only testing their prey. 'Keep low!" he shouted. They're comingin... now!

Asif they had obeyed his command the flying creatures veered in, diving straight down at those on the
trail. The eveswere ready, obvioudy practised in dealing with these cregtures, while the humans were
trained fighting men, hand-picked by the Conclave for their resolve aswell astheir other abilities.

Kaspar spared aglanceto ether side and saw Jommy to hisright and Servan to hisleft with im Dasher
now standing dightly behind Servan's|eft, each man now with at least one flank covered, and then he saw
black horror flying straight at him.

At thelast ingtant Kaspar could see that the creatures had tiny eyesthat looked like shimmering blue

gems flecked with gold. A maw like adagger cut opened for a second showing tiny razor-sharp teeth of
brilliant carmine red.

Kaspar lashed out as hard as he could, his belt-buckle squardly striking the V oid-darter under its'chin'.
He felt the shock of contact run through hishands and arms asif he had just struck an oak with his
sword. The creature flew backwards, tumbling, losing its ability to fly. It struck the ground and with a
flash of ametdlic, grey-bluelight vanished, leaving behind only an oily black smoke.

Jommy lashed out aswell, striking his attacking cresture dightly off-centre, sending it veering away to his
right. Servan ducked and Jm Dasher lashed out with afist wrapped with his belt-buckle on top. He
grunted with pain as the shock ran straight up hisarm.

In al three cases the response was the same; the creatures fled with aghostly wail of pain.

Kaspar again stole aglance around and saw that most of his men were unhurt. The two exceptions were
on the ground, contorted asif in agony. One had a creature attached to hisleft leg and evil blue wisps of
smoke rose from where it touched him. The other had been struck in the chest. He arched hisback so



severely Kaspar wondered if held break his own spine.

An df dashed a the first man'sleg, the point of his sword arcing across the creature's back. A tiny blue
flame erupted and Kaspar for the first time saw that the elves swords were not made of sted, but
something he had never seen before. The creature released its hold on the thrashing man. The second
man was not as lucky: the ef who cameto stand over him drove his sword point through the attached
Void-darter, straight into the prisoner. Both died instantly.

Kaspar ducked as another flyer attempted to wrap itself around his head, and asthe creature grazed his
scap hefdt apainful, icy tingle asif something was sucking the heat from his skin. 1ce burn, he thought,
remembering asachild what it was like to be hunting in the mountains with hisfather, and touching a
dagger's blade that had grown so cold it peeled alayer of skin off as hisfather pulled it from hishand.

Abruptly, a huge enveloping energy surrounded the column, as the el ven spell-casters responded. The
Void-darters turned and fled and the leader of the elves shouted, 'Rub! They will come back with their
masterd!’

Ignoring the dead man on the road, Kaspar yelled, 'Grab the wounded and carry them!" He picked up
the man who had been struck in the leg, found him amost icy to the touch, and hoisted him across his
shoulders, carrying him as he would an elk he had killed in the hunt. The man groaned weskly, but
Kagpar had no intention of leaving anyone behind if he could helpit. Even at the height of his madness,
when under the influence of the evil magician Leso Varen, Kaspar had held to certain principlesthat had
inspired persond loyalty of his men, and one was fundamental: on the battlefield every soldier was his
brother —no living man was willingly left behind. Kaspar admitted that he might have been amurderous
bastard at one time, but he was aloya murderous bastard.

Kaspar kept his eyesfixed on the road ahead, and after running for twenty yards could see awooden
palisade ahead through agap in the trees. The glimpse was enough to tell him that it was afairly
substantia fortification, with the battlement agood twenty feet above the foundation. The soldier in him
quickly caculated the difficulty of taking such aposition, uphill, while apunishing rain of arrowsfdl on
you as you moved up to the base of thewall... nothing a skilled company of engineers supported by
disciplined soldiers couldn't quickly ded with, but he suspected there was more to the fortification than
met the eye. Even so, a couple of turtles with sappersinsde could probably dig up the foundation of two
or three palesin the wall within an hour. He glanced at the road as he ran and thought that a good-sized
covered ram with supporting archers could probably breach the gate in haf the time. Unless magic was
involved. ..

Ontop of thishill, snug against acliff face some hundred yards or more behind, stood a series of wooden
buildings fashioned in amanner Kaspar had never seen before, and all of them were surrounded by the
massive wooden wall.

Asthey approached, Kaspar appreciated how hundreds of trees must have been cleared to form an
open killing ground. An earthen redoubt had been erected in front of the palisade. The road now fell
away on both sdesin amanner that would funne attackersin front of the gate into amore confined area
or have them faling off to one side or the other so that they'd end up standing below the wall, in peril of
murderous bowfire from above.

To hisright Kaspar could see that years of fighting had despoiled these grounds. There was something
odd about it, he thought as he struggled to get hiswounded soldier to safety, but he couldn't quite put a
nameto it. There was something different about this battlefield, something sensed more than seen.

A howling erupted behind the fleeing men and Kaspar turned around compl etely, to see what pursued



them.

Void-darters sped in from behind, but in close pursuit came beings that could only be described as
demons out of some deep pit of hell. Cloaked in tatters of charcod, inky black beings sat astride
creatures that seemed to be the demented product of afevered delirium.

The animalslooked like dongated wolves, but had an dmost feline motion. Likethe flying entities, they
were things made of shadow and darkness, but these creatures had pale milky white eyes.

The riders were roughly humanoid in shape, but their forms flowed around the edges, and from them a
fog or smoketrailed behind them leaving grey wispsthat were dmost ingtantly lost in the evening's gloom.
They howled and Kaspar saw weaponsin their hands, long blades that shimmered and sparked with
angry energies of the darkest red hue.

'‘Ban-ath protect me!’ said Jim Dasher as he edged close to Kaspar.
'Run!" shouted Kaspar, for some of the men had stopped in muted horror.

Men broke in ragged formation, the elves now ignoring their role as captors, everyone trying for the
safety of the walls. Kaspar expected to see archers ready to cover the retreat, but instead was greeted
only by the sight of afew faces above the ramparts and none of them apparently in possession of abow.

Burdened by the man he carried, Kaspar struggled towards the keep, again finding that will which had
made him a dangerous foe before becoming avaued dly to the Conclave of Shadows. 'Where are your
archers? he shouted.

The elves leader turned and said, 'Arrows are of no use againgt their masters. We must get through the
gates!' He turned and fled, unconcerned apparently whether Kaspar and the prisoners reached safety
before mayhem overtook them.

Kaspar |aboured to keep up, for their refuge was only ahundred yards or so ahead. Thefirst of the elves
were dready there and Kaspar was horrified to see that it was his men who were faling behind. '‘Damn
you! Help us!" he shouted.

'No one can help you!" shouted back the leader. Y ou must reach the gates or you will perish.’

I'll be damned if I'm going to be caught like ahare run down by wolves!' Kaspar turned and yelled at
one of hissoldiers, Takethisman!' Aseadly asif tossng adressed ek to his cook, he threw the man
over the soldier's shoulders. The soldier amost collapsed under the sudden weight, but he hitched himsdlf
up and moved on as quickly aspossible.

Kaspar saw that the nearest rider would be on top of himin only afew moments. He readied hisbelt asa
weapon again, remembering with evil irony how he had stood just so afew years ago with a captive's
chains as his only wegpon while nomads from the hills of Novindus had ridden down on him.

From hisright cameavoice. 'l have anidea'
Jm Dasher was standing at his side, holding two large rocks. Kaspar nodded, and took one.
Jm waited until the rider was dmost on top of them, then pulled back hisarm and threw.

Hisrock sped through the air and struck the rider full in the face. It passed through asif piercing smoke,
but the rider flinched, pulling up with agtartled cry.



"Thewolf!" shouted Dasher. He picked up another rock and hurled it just as Kaspar unloaded hisrock
with as much strength as he could right at the creature's muzzle. The wolf-like mount snarled, adistant
hollow sound, and the rock bounced off, causing it to falter.

Dasher hurled arock at the cresturesfoot, causing it to ssumble and collapse on thetrail. The rider might
have been immune to Kaspar's rock, but he seemed to abide by the same rules as any mortal rider when
his mount stumbled for he flew over the cresture's haunches.

Kaspar shouted, 'Run!’

He had bought those ahead of him mere seconds, but those seconds were the difference between safety
and destruction.

He saw Dasher scoop up one last rock, turn, throw, and then run. Redlizing that the young thief was
faster and not wanting to be the only one who failed to reach the gate, the former Duke of Olasko dug
deep ingde himsdlf and found just enough strength to reach the threshold stride for stride with the

younger man.

They legped into the courtyard of the fortification and heard ahowl of outrage from their pursuers, but
while the gate was still open, the demonic creatures did not follow. The ef magicians hurried up rampsto
the battlements above and when they werein place, raised their Saves as one.

A thrumming sound filled the air, much asit had down on the beach when they destroyed the elementd
cregture, and awave of white light pulsed from the walls. Instantly the creatures on the road retrested,
their angry shouts and cries reduced to hollow echoes on the evening wind.

Kaspar's men sat on the ground, many near exhaustion. Severd were now unconscious, wounded men
who had succumbed to the demands of the retreat. Kaspar forced himsalf to remain on hisfeset, but even
the resourceful Jim Dasher gave in to the need to st down. Jommy and Servan looked at Kaspar
expectantly, waiting for their generd to tdll them what was next.

Asthe df leader came towards them, Kaspar said, 'Well, then, we are here. We are your prisoners.
What isto be done with us?

'Y ou will see our leader.’
'When?
‘Now," he said, motioning for Kaspar to follow. 'The otherswait here.'
AsKaspar fell in behind the df, 'What am | to cal you?
The df glanced over his shoulder. 'Isthat important?
'Only if I live and have reason to address you.'
Thedf smiled dightly. 'l am called Hengall.'

'Why were there no archers on thewall to cover our retrest? Hengail hesitated, then said, 'All our
archerswere with us. Only children and women were within the compound.'

Asthey climbed a path to alarge building which dominated the community, Kaspar quickly took in his
surroundings. The buildings were astonishing. There were svooping lines of wood beams supporting
arching roofs, rather than the straight timbers he would have expected. Wood faces to buildings had been



glazed and polished until the evening'storchlight was reflected from every flat surface asif they were
mirrors. Under the glimmering reflections, Kaspar could see that the wood had been allowed to ageto
deep hues of many colours, mostly deep reds and browns, but with unexpected shades of grey and even
ahint of blue here and there. There were more than a dozen buildings scattered around this very large
plateau, but most of them appeared empty. The doorwayswere dl open. He glanced upwards at one
arching high above his head as he passed into the largest building.

Thefloorswere dso of highly polished wood, lovingly cared for from their appearance. Thewallswere
asthey were outside, magnificent in their smplicity, yet degant aswell. The building appeared to belaid
out in alarge cross, with ahugefire-pit of stone dominating the centre. High above, alarge holein the
roof permitted smoke to exit, while asheltering roof above it, supported by large beams at the corner,
protected the hole from dl but the most violent rainstorms.

Beforethe fire-pit sat three elves, one obvioudy of great age, for anong the ever-seeming youth of the
others, this one bore the ravages of many years. deep lines etching hisface, hair white as snow, and a
stoop-shouldered posture. Y et his eyes were bright and regarded Kaspar with suspicion.

Sowly he stood up. 'Who are you to come to the land of the Quor?

'Kaspar, formerly Duke of Olasko, now in the service of the kings of Roldem and the Ides, and the
Emperor of Great Kesh.'

The old df was silent for along moment, then he chuckled. ‘Something dire must be afoot for those three
vain princesto be in harmony.' He studied Kaspar, then said, 'Tell mewhy three mighty rulers of the
human lands send soldiers to the Peaks of the Quor, and tell metrue, for your lives depend on what you

Sy

Kaspar looked around the room. Two other elderly elves sat nearby, watching intently, and the df named
Hengail stood slently at their right hand. Two other guards stood by the door, but otherwise the large
cross-shaped hal was empty. 'What do | call you?

'l am cdled Castdanur. In your tongue it means ‘caretaker against the darkness. | had ayoung name,
once, but that was so long ago | fear | do not remember it.'

Kaspar took amoment to reply, 'Perhaps we may be of some help to you. It wouldn't do to kill out of
hand those who would be your friends. He looked the old ef directly in the eyes. Y ou do appear to
need friends’

Castdanur smiled. ‘'Now, why do you suggest we arein need of friends?

Kaspar said, 'Only ablind man or afool can't see that this once was home to hundreds, and now thereis
only ahandful. Y ou need help. You are adying people.’

CHAPTER SIX

Slaughter

d A



MAGNUSDIVED BEHIND THE WALL.

Three humans and three Lessers dl crouched down behind alow wall, more of aboundary than a
barrier. One of the Deathknights turned his varnin —across between a big lizard and ahorse—and
gtarted towards their place of concealment. Pug threw himself behind the wall too, landing next to
Magnus. He risked discovery by rising just high enough to gain aclear line-of-sght to apoint behind the
gpproaching riders and cast apell, hoping it would function here on Omadrabar asit had in hisown
native rellm. He had spent so much time learning how to adapt magic that it was amost as much second
nature to himin these alien conditions as it was at home. Most of the time he judged correctly, but
occasiondly he had had unexpected results.

Thistime things went as desired, and a sudden commoation behind the riders caused them to look around.
A particularly fineilluson gppeared some distance away': that of women and children fleeinginthe
opposite direction from where Pug and his companions hid. The Deathknights reacted in true Dasati
fashion, howling their war chants and giving chase.

Pug sgndled for everyoneto wait until the Desthknights were safely gone. In most confrontationswith a
small band of armed men — or Dasati in this case— Pug had little concern for his own safety. He could
eadly digpose of the dozen or so riders who were now chasing the mirage. But he had no desireto take
Dasati lives unnecessarily, even those bent on killing every member of his race—they were a people bent
by dark forces which were beyond their power to control. And he knew that tonight was not just acircus
of random daughter, but a planet-wide ceremony, amassive ritual of blood and that death and each
killing gave more power to His Darkness. Even if he could deny only haf adozen livesto the Dark God,
Pugwould doit.

Pug considered this deity, this supreme god of evil. From what he had studied about the nature of the
gods on Midkemiaover the years, he knew this was the fate that awaited hishome world if the Nameless
One gained ascendancy. Still, that possibility was far lessimmediate aworry than keeping His Darkness
out of Pug's native realm. If he could aid in the destruction of this Dasati Dark God, he would be saving
the Dasati aswell as every human on Midkemiaand Kelewan.

Pug knew they had gained only afew moments and that the Deathknights would quickly redize the ruse
and return. He wanted to avoid a confrontation if at al possible. Moreover, he desperately wished to
avoid any chancethat their true nature might be discovered. If he employed magic to destroy the
Deathknights he would have to ensure that no one, including any hidden Lessers nearby, could reved
their presence. He, Macros, Magnus, and Nakor combined could hold off a veritable army of
Desthknights, killing thousandsiif need be, but while each of them might be amatch for two or three
Deathpriests or Hierophants, even they couldn't withstand an assault by a score or more determined to
obliterate them and unconcerned about their own lives. His years with the Tsurani had taught Pug dl he
wanted to know about the danger of foeswilling to diefor their cause.

Nakor signalled back that the way was clear and the fugitives hurried aong a path near the roadway .
They were till within the boundaries of the greet city, but in one of the miles-wide open enclaves cdled
araion, an administrative district devoted to agriculture within the city proper, but under itsown rule.
Macros had not taken the vauable time to explain the subtle points of Dasati civic adminigtration, but he
had left Pug with the impression that while raions were |ess dangerous environments than the rest of the
city under normal circumstances, these were no normal circumstances.

Because the outer perimeter of the raion was encompassed by the city itself, most of the usud wild
animals had been hunted out years ago, but that didn't mean there were no other dangers. Night-flyers,
while not common in this region, were not unheard of, and occasiondly larger land predators somehow

found their way inside. Moreover, tonight every Dasati who wasn't with them was their enemy. Bands of



Lesserswho normaly wouldn't consider aggressive behaviour were roaming the byways, availing
themsdlves of the rare opportunity to indulge in the Dasati appetite for violence. A foolish Deathknight
who became separated from his society brethren could find himsalf dedlt with harshly by those who
normdly lived or died a hiswhim. Even lords of great houses had to limit thosein their presenceto only
their most loya and trusted retainers.

For the demand of the Dark God during the Great Culling was that the weak must fall. Any Dasati unable
to survive was by definition weak and must be given up by blood and fire to His Darkness.

They ran dong a pathway just wide enough for acart, Pug constantly checking over his shoulder to seeiif
they were being followed. Asthey hurried down the narrow lane, sheltered from view for dmaost amile
by atdl grain crop called sallabok, the sky above was beginning to lighten. Pug called for ahdt. 'Wait.'

The others turned and Pug softly said, 'Listen.’

The pre-dawn air was gill, and only the distant sounds of night creatures punctuated the silence. Thena
distant shout from behind them signalled the location of the Deathknights they had encountered earlier.
'How far? Pug asked Macros.

'Another two hoursif we don't encounter any delayswill put us outside the area known as Camlad, at
which timewe must either decideto circle it dong the outer reaches of the city, adding severa hours of
journey time, or to cut through to the heart of the district. Thelatter is preferable, but the danger is much
gregter.'

"Why? asked Nakor.

‘Thefirst spate of bloodletting will have occurred within hours of the call for the Great Culling,' said
Macros. He was more out of breath than norma and Pug redlized that hisillness was beginning to
manifest itsdf, probably asaresult of the exertions of the previous night. "To put it in Dasati terms, the
stupid, weak, rash and foolish perish within hours. Trapswill have been sprung, and skirmishes fought.
Then after alull of perhaps an hour or two, the more reckless and bold will clash with one another. That
band of Deathknights we just e uded were bloodied, most likely after an encounter with another like band
they vanquished.

"Those who are left are dangerous, tough-minded killerslooking for prey. The blood frenzy isnow &t its
highest and will continue that way throughout the morning. Later in the day,’ he added softly, ‘thingswill
quieten down as even the most bloody-handed murderers will sart to sense the coming sundown and
redize that only their like remain out there, in other words those adept at killing and those equally adept
a hiding.

‘At that point, everyone will hunker down and wait for sunset —anyone moving through any part of the
city will be an easy target for ambush. So, that means our first need isto get through Camlad and into the
next raion before noon. Once we are out of the city again we will be mere hours from the Grove of
Ddmat-Ama. The White controls the Grove and most of the district around it completely; there we will
be safe and there we can wait to find out just what this latest butchery signals:”

Magnus asked, 'What do you think it sgnals?

Macros was sllent for amoment, pondering the question. ‘A beginning, he said at last. 'His Darknessisa
covetous god. He demands blood, but when he hungers grestly, it usualy herddsagreat change.' The
Dasati who was once human sighed. ‘I cannot imagine that invading a higher realm is an easy thing, even
for agod. It may bethat he himsdlf intendsto follow hisarmy.' He looked from face to face. '‘Come, we
can discussthisin more detall once we've reached the Grove of Delmat-Ama." As one they and the three



servants turned and hurried aong the path once again asthe sky in the east brightened with the
approaching dawn.

Theopen fidlds of the raion came to an end when they reached a wide boulevard bordered on the
opposite sde from where they stood by a seemingly endlesswall of buildings which rose up ten to twelve
storeys, Macros said, There. Over to theright isa servants tunnel.’ He glanced around. 'Don't let the
slence midead you. There are eyes behind every window and knives concealed at every hand. Right
now at least adozen Lessers are considering how dangerous we are — are we bold and powerful, or
foolish and weak —and what their chances might be at an ambush. We must proceed cautiously. Once
through Camlad we will reach the Grove of Delmat-Ama.’

'Didn't you suggest we circle to the outside of this precinct? asked Nakor.

Macros began waking. 'Weve lost too much time." Three times since midnight they had hidden, once for
over an hour, to avoid confrontation with the Dasati.

Magnus asked, 'l s there much magic in use today?
Macros hesitated. 'I'm not sure what you mean?
'So far we have been concealing our powersto prevent detection.’

'Y es,' agreed Macros. "We could have destroyed everyone in our path, but only Deathpriests on this
world employ magic —at least only those sanctioned by His Darkness— and the presence of unknown
practitioners of magic would certainly attract attention.’

‘But with Deethpriests and Hierophants among the roving bands, the presence of magic itself would
hardly draw notice.’

'What do you intend? asked Pug.

Magnuss fegtures, though Dasati, still revealed hismood to hisfather. Unlike his mother, Magnus was
adept at holding in hisfedings, even more so than hisfather at times, but when frustration reached a
certain point, he took on atone and aset of features that was familiar to Pug. Magnuswasfeding
frustrated.

'l am not suggesting we cast off our guises, and boldly walk into the canton, defying al in our path. That
would be folly. But can we not use our artsto fly above this madness and hide oursaves from view?

Macros laughed. "The boy iswiser than both hisfather and grandfather. It never occurred to usto
combineinvighility with flight—'

'Because no magician we know of can do both at once,’ finished Nakor. He grinned, and the familiar
expression, athough in an aien visage, reassured everyone. '‘But we have more than one magician in this

party.”

'l canlift usall, said Magnus, indicating the three other magicians and the three Lesser servants—dll of
whom now reveded an apparent terror at theideaof flying.

'l can shield us from scrying and other arcane detection,’ said Macros.

'‘And | will ensure we are not seen,’ said Pug.



A brief discussion of how they would manage thisfeat was followed by the two older magicians chanting
their spells, and then Magnus began his.

Soon everyone wasinvisible but voices out of thin air indicated that the three servants were unable to
endure the experience silently. Pug redized it must be an unnerving experience for them to fed themselves
picked up by invisible forces and be suspended above the ground.

Magnus directed them to where Macros had indicated the best route lay, and they began to speed over
the city. Pug found looking down exhilarating, as much for the novelty asfor the view; he couldn't
remember the last time he had flown without having to employ hisown abilities. He didn't much care for
the experience, asit dways|eft him fatigued and with amild headache. But thistime hisson wasdoing all
thework, and he was free smply to enjoy the journey. Macros had a harder task: concentrating on
discovering any scrying magic and counteracting it as quickly as possible, but with Pug's spell for
rendering them invisible now in place, he had no work Ieft to do.

The scene below again drove home to Pug just how dien the Dasati were. He had called many places on
both Midkemiaand Kelewan home, and had visited adozen worlds containing intelligent beingsexoticin
both appearance and nature, but the strangest race he had so far encountered looked like family
compared to these people.

Thecity stretched on for milesin al directions. Pug couldn't begin to imagine the labour required to build
these... he couldn't call them buildings, for every single one was interconnected, al appearing to be of a
piece. He was certain that sections have been added over centuries, but in such away asto make
everything appear seamless, integrated, without boundary. Completely lacking were the endless varieties
of design found in even the most homogeneous culture—the Tsurani, whaose city buildingswere dmost dl
uniformly painted white, indulged in avast variety of murals and good luck symbols. But here. ..
everywhere the eye travelled there were edifices of stone, dark grey blackened doorways which were
amost perfectly uniformed, the only relief being aplay of subtle energies throughout the stone that would
have been invisible to the human eye. If you looked more closdly you would find scintillating hot reds and
deep vibrating purples and plays of gleaming sparklesthat looked like tiny gleaming reflections of sunlight
on mother-of-pearl, glimpsed for amoment, then fading. Pug thought that such touches would have been
beautiful if they were not adorning such grim surroundings. Other than that, the Dasati architecture was
very formaized. There were Sx windows set between each doorway, with atunnel into the heart of the
building every four doorways. Above the street, each storey had alanding and a bal conied wakway, the
design was repeated over and over. The monotony was disrupted only by vast interconnecting walls that
had broad boulevards upon their spines, highways hundreds of feet above the ground upon the which
much of the travel and commerce of Dasati society depended.

Amongst the buildings were areas of open plaza or parkland. Each open space, be it parkland, hunting
range, agricultura raion, or market-place, was mileslong on each side. But even these, Pug could
observe asthey rose higher, were uniform in placement and design.

Aloud he said, The Dasati lack origindity.’

‘Not entirdly,’ said Macros, 'but they do have a decided tendency to stick with something once they
judgeit to be useful. As densaly packed as the population can be towards the city centre, these
arrangements of parklands and agricultura didtricts provide an efficient system of getting goodsto
market.

"The only different environment to be seen is aong the shores of the oceans. The seaisfar lessamenable
to being formed than the land, so compromises had to be made. Y et even in the coastd cities the attempt
to replicate thisdesign is evident. They have bridges and networks of vast rafts, even pilings driven deep



into the sea bottom just so that they can do this!’

'Why? asked Nakor. 'l appreciate agood design aswell as any man, but one must accommodate to
changing circumstances!

‘Not the Dasati,' said Magnus. 'If the design doesn't fit the circumstances they change the circumstances.’

Pug was surprised at how relaxed his son sounded. He knew that had he been transporting everyone he
would not have been so relaxed. Magnus was just coming into his power still relatively young as
magicians went, and aready there were things he was capable of that would be difficult for both his
mother and father.

Pug's mind returned to that terrible day, so many years before, when he had stood before Lims-Kragma,

after hisfoolish attempt to overpower the demon Jakan, and the horrifying choice he had been given. He

would do what needed to be done, return to the living to finish the tasks an unkind fate and the gods had

put before him, but in exchange for that respite from death he would have to pay aprice. Hewould have
to watch everyone heloved die before him.

When those of advancing age died it was hard enough. Herecalled losing hisfirst teacher, Kulgan, Father
Tully, later Prince Aruthaand hisgood friend Laurie. The untimely desths were more difficult to accept
than those lost in war to acapricious fate. But nothing had prepared him to anticipate the loss of his
children before their time. He had aready lost two: William, who had died on the walls of Krondor
before the ondaught of the Emerald Queen'sarmy, and his adopted daughter Gamina, lost in the same
struggle with her husband, Lord James. Y et both of them had led full lives, Gaminahaving come to know
her grandchildren.

Pug considered ruefully that he had distant family, people he hardly knew. His great-grandchildren,
Jmmy and Dash, had fathered children and Pug wondered for a bitter moment if they too would be lost
before him.

Hisreverie was broken by Nakor asking, 'What is that?

It took only seconds for Pug to see what 'that’ was. In the distance, against the rising sun, ablack tower
of something that resembled smoke rose up, but as they approached Pug could seethat it wasn't smoke.
It was an energy of somekind, and it while it waswispy and smoke-like it was not rising but rather being

drawn downwards.

‘We must move now,' came Macrossvoice.
'What isit? Nakor asked again.

"The Temple of the Black Heart,' said Macros. 'The holiest of holies on thisworld. It isthe entrance to
the domain of the Dark God.'

'What are those energies? asked Pug.

‘Life,' said Macros. 'Given your unusua perspectivein thisrealm, you can seeit, ascan |, but to the
average Dasdti, even to the Deathpriests and Hierophants, the air above thetempleisclear. You are
seaing thelife essence of thousands of the dying rushing to that monstrous entity. It isfeeding on them. It
isgrowing stronger.’

"To what end? asked Magnus.

That we must find out,' sald Macros. 'Move usto theright, in line with that flickering light to the



south-east. It isalake within the next raion and beyond that liesthe Grove of Delmat-Ama. It isthere
we shdl begin to gather information and assess what has occurred, and see if we can make some sense
of thisinsanity.'

Pug remained slent, but he wondered if sense could ever be made from insanity. Thinking of thet, he
wondered how went the hunt for Leso Varen on Kelewan, and for a brief moment he ached to hear from
Mirandaand wondered if hewould ever hear from her again. Pushing aside such black musings, he
turned his atention to keeping them invisible from the thousands of Dasati hiding below.

They sped dong in the direction Macros had indicated, until they were again over a series of parks and
temples. The parks were almost dways on lower rooftops, merely four or five storeys above the ground,
not on top of the highest blocks of structures. If therewas asingle building in the centre, with
high-peaked steeples and turreted towers, that would be atemple to His Darkness.

These parks had been arranged in a pattern, Pug could see from on high. The buildings formed across,

with the parks occupying the remaining space of avast square, the north-west, south-west, south-east,

and north-east quadrants. The northernmost building was a gigantic structure, huge even by the Dasati's

overblown standards. A massive foundation supported haf a dozen pillars, with a centre tower risng up
highest of dl.

'Look at the size of that place, observed Nakor.
'And more of the life-energy isleaving there, Macros said, pointing.

Pug saw that thousands of tiny wigps of the black life-energy were leaking from the top of the highest
tower, seeding back towards the massive intake they had observed earlier.

Macros said, 'Deep under this structure, dozens of levels below this plaza, are cavernous murder rooms.
While mayhem isthe word for this day, ritudized daughter takes place on appointed holidays. His
Darkness gpparently needs asteady supply of Dasati life-energy to thrive, and so has bent the will of his
people to this unspeakable practice.’

'How have they survived? asked Magnus.

‘Intimes past,’ said his grandfather, 'by conquering other worlds. The Twelve Worlds were once
populated by other intelligent beings, and the Dasati put every one of them to the sword or sacrificid dtar
and have their hearts cut from their chests.

'Over the ages, they ran out of victims, so they began to prey on one another, evolving into this culture of
death and madness you seetoday.' Macrosfdl slent to let what he was saying sink in. Then he said, 'The
truth of what occurred is hidden. History has been overlaid with dogma until the canon of the Dark God
and history are the same thing. Only the Bloodwitch s sters have some perspective on what redlly
occurred over the centuries, and their archives are sketchy at best.'

'Why isthat? asked Nakor.

'Over there,' said Macros to Pug, 'move us towards that large spire and straight on beyond. That will
lead usto the Grove.' To Nakor he said, 'For centuries the Bloodwitch sisters were part of the faith of
the Dark God, though it'samost certain they predated his ascenson and were servants of a goddess of
life or nature.

‘But even though the Sisterhood findly recognized the pointlessfolly of a society so murderousthat even
its own young were at risk, they didn't cometo that redization until after much of the old lorewas|ot.



Had | longer to study..." Hiswordsfell away.

Pug suspected Macro's condition was more dire than he admitted. Certainly there was a sense of
urgency in everything he did, and Pug couldn't escape the fegling that matters were quickly heading for a
turning point.

War was coming. Either to Midkemiaor Kelewan, the twin of thisworld, and the only things holding off
theinitiation of abridgehead into the next realm were the preparations being made for the Dark God's
forces. Thisgathering of energies must be the fina preparation for such aninvasion.

Pug sensed the logical need for such awar. He was only beginning to form opinions asto the root cause
of this society's twisted behaviour, but it was clear to him that a brittle homeostasis existed here, socia
forces locked together by their own pressures: one blow from an oblique angle would cause the entire

structure to collapse. How fast this society recovered from this day of wholesale butchery would be
ingtructive, for such athing in Midkemiawould surely bring atown, city, or even anation to its knees.

Pug understood that in every human culture too much disruption at any level, anong farmersand
labourers, merchants and traders, the military or the gentry and society would descend quickly into
chaos.

It had taken the Western Realm nearly twenty yearsto recover fully from the Serpentwar, and that was
only because bright and talented men and women rose up to serve, including members of hisown family.

Pug turned his attention to the parkland below. He could see a band of armed Dasati — L essersfrom
their attire— crouched in ashallow wash, screened from view from everywhere but above by dense
shrubbery. They were bloodied, exhausted, and from what Pug could observe as he sped above them,
they had finished fighting and were now trying to wait out the coming day.

Asthey reached the south-western boundary of the parkland, Pug thought the hiding Lesserswere
unlikely to survivethisday, for alarge contingent of heavily armed, mounted Deathknights and a pair of
Deathpriests were marshdling in asquare, clearly intending to conduct an organized sweep of the area.

Pug wished he could intervene, but to what end? And just because in the normal course of socia
behaviour the Deathknights were more often the predators than the Lessers, that hardly made the latter
any less bloodthirsty and murderous. He knew that given the chance they would destroy him and his
companions without hestation.

Pug redlized hitterly that even though he had been able to assmilate Tsurani culture when hewasa
captive on Kelewan in hisyouth, and had become adept at navigating the cultural byways of many other
alien societies, he would never fully be able to grasp the essence of the Dasati, any more than he could
fathom the thinking of antsin ahill, even if he could appreciate and gpprehend their socid order. Hethen
admitted to himsdlf that he had abetter chance of understanding the ants.

They continued to fly over the cityscape, seeking out potentia threat amongst the uniform buildings. But
thejourney proved uneventful and after along flight in relative slence they heard Macros say, 'Over
there, near that open areawith the small lake.’

Magnus changed their direction and took them towards their indicated god. They descended dowly over
the city to the edge of the raion and Macros said, That building over there, on that hillock.'

The building was amodest one, though like dl things Dasati heavily defended. It had astout wall with a
deep trench just inside fortified with sharpened wooden stakes. 'Some loca predators are quite adept
fence jumpers. Y ou'd best set us down behind those trees, Magnus. If we suddenly appear before the

front door we may be filled with arrows before someone recognizes us!'



His grandson did as he was told and when they were on the ground, Pug dropped the spell of invisihility.
The three Lessers were silent, as they had been the entire way, but their faces|ooked pale—their
aready-grey skin now looking ashen —and their expressionsreveded rdlief at having their feet once again
on solid ground. Macros told them, 'Go and announce our arrival, and try not to be killed before you can
speak. | suggest you yell at a safe distance from the door.'

Asthey left he added, 'It's probably an unnecessary precaution, but one never knows. We control this
entire raion but unlessthe TeKarana himsalf sent his persona legion into thisdistrict, our forces were
most likely ableto keep thisareacam.

‘Beforewe goinsgde, | should warn you that we havelittle time for planning and even lessfor action.
Something monstrousis now underway, or this Greet Culling would not have been cdled. History is of
little interest to the average Dasati Deathknight or Lesser, but | have made it my businessto ferret out as
much of it as| could since | regained my human memories.

"These massive killings have only ever been caled for two reasons: to relieve socia pressure and
suppress any hint of revolution againgt the Dark God and his servant, the TeKarana, or to ready the
people for the invasion of another world. The last world pacified by the Dasati was Kosidri, and that was
over three centuries ago. Thereis not oneindigenous form of life on that world | eft from the time before
the Dasati found it.'

'Y ou fear the Dasati are poised to invade our realm? asked Magnus.

‘Not quite yet, but soon. If thingsgo as| fear they will, the Dark God will call for the Great Muster within
amonth, and al the battle societieswill join with the armies of the Karanas and the TeKaranaat an
appointed place, perhaps as many astwo million Deathknights and several hundred thousand
Desgthpriests. Another four million support Lesserswill accompany them. Remember, they have six
worldsto draw upon for resources.’

Pug's expression showed his shock at these numbers. 'We never faced more than twenty thousand
Tsurani over the course of twelve years, Macros. And even though the Emerald Queen sent forty
thousand against the Kingdom, nearly haf died at seaor in the battle for Krondor. There were lessthan
twenty thousand strung out along a hundred miles of the King's Highway. And athird of their army
deserted before the battle of Nightmare Ridge.'

Nakor said, Two million. That'salot.'

Pug shot hisfriend aquick glance, to seeif he was joking and saw hewasn't. Y ou know whét this
means?

'It means we have to prevent them from starting the war,' said Nakor.
'‘Can we? asked Magnus.
"That,' said his grandfather, 'isthe question of the hour, isn't it?
‘Thereisonly oneway | can think of that might achieve that,’ said Pug.

Macros nodded, asif reading his son-in-law's mind. 'Y es, kill the Dark God before the order to invadeis
given.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Pur suit

d A

KASPAR NODDED.

Castdanur had proven an amiable enough hogt, for a captor, and refreshments had been provided,
meagre though they were. Kaspar had eaten enough game over the years to recognize that everything
provided for the evening meal had either been hunted or gathered; nothing here was grown or otherwise
cultivated.

They sat opposite one another across alow table, upon fursthat kept the body's heat from being stolen
into the cold wooden floors. The venison was tough and gamey in flavour, but it wasfilling, and spiced
with some wild herbs he didn't recognize. There was no wine or ale, just water, and the cooked turnips
were of avariety he recognized from hunting expeditionsto Great Kesh when he was aboy. They had
been cooked with animal fat, not butter, and the only spice used was sdt, which had a bitter, metallic
edgetoit, asif it had been reduced from a soda spring in the mountains rather than coming from amine
or seaside sdt-flats.

The old elven leader had deftly avoided any comment on Kaspar's observation that thiswas a
fortification occupied by adying population, and aso kept the conversation away from any revelations
about his people and their history. So for the most part they had spent the evening speaking of little of

importance, though each probed the other for information. Castdanur wanted to know why Kaspar and
his company of men had come to the mountains as much as Kaspar wanted to know what these elves
were doing here and why no Keshian ruler in history had an inkling of their occupying the mountains
traditiondly clamed by the Empire astheir own.

Asaruler of an Eastern nation, Kaspar had had no contact with eves prior to hisjoining the ranks of the
Conclave of Shadows, and since then only the most flegting: one encounter with a messenger from the EIf
Queen's court who had arrived at Sorcerer's Idand while Kaspar had been there receiving ingtructions
from Pug. He had had barely more than aglimpse of the envoy, and had never spoken to him.

This Castdanur was as deft a negotiator as Kaspar had ever encountered. Kaspar had no doubt that was
what they were doing: negatiating for hislife and that of hismen. This enclave could never have remained
undetected by Keshian intelligence, coastal pirates, or any number of people who might have chanced
acrossit over the years without there being a deadly consequence for those who discovered Baranor.
Kaspar was certain that should any human have ventured to this enclave and lived he would only be
someone they trusted implicitly. And nothing he had seen since their captivity indicated thet they were
inclined to trust anyone from outside.

Finaly, Kaspar said, 'Are you familiar with human card games? 'In passing. I've lived along time without
contact with your race, Duke Kaspar, but that doesn't mean over the years I've remained ignorant of
your race and its... peculiarities. Gambling is something most elveswould have trouble enjoying — our
risk-taking is always about survival. These mountains can be difficult, even for those of uswho've spent



centuries here. Now, why do you ask?

"Theré'sahuman expression, "it'stime to put our cards on the table’, which meansto show what weve
been hiding.' The old df smiled. 'l likethat phrase.’

"There are powerful forces poised to strike at thisworld." That implies those forces are not of thisworld.'
'Yes,' said Kaspar, gppreciating that this old ef was obvioudy more intelligent than one might assume
from his bucolic surroundings. It was acommon error on the part of many nobles to make assumptions
based on a person's rank or upbringing, and he had come to quickly appreciate that he had been just as
guilty of that vanity before his exile and return to join the Conclave. There are worlds besides our own
that are populated.’

'We know this,' said Castdanur. "'Word of the Tsurani war reached us—we occasionaly trade with those
beyond the Peaks of the Quor.'

Kaspar made amenta note to explore that remark further; if there were humans with when these people
did trade, it might be possible to get word out to those waiting for information on Kaspar's expedition
and head off any unwanted trouble. Kaspar doubted at this point any of hismen or himsalf would be

travelling directly to the waiting ships with the elves gpprova. The problem was that should the re-supply
boat put in to the cove and find no one there, especidly if there were signs of abattle, their instructions
were not to investigate, but to turn tail and return asfast as possble to Roldem and seek out Conclave
agents there who would in turn relay word to Sorcerer's e that the mission was afailure. That would
eventudly result in another mission being sent there to discover what had happened, depending on the
other issuesfaced by the Conclave, which might take years, time Kaspar knew he didn't have.

"There are men with whom | am dlied, men who have dedicated their livesto protecting thisworld. They
are not well known, and | doubt word of their existence has reached you, but they are called the
Conclave of Shadows.’

‘A colourful name, Kaspar of Olasko. Tell me of this Conclave.”
'Have you heard of aman named Pug?

"The great human sorcerer,’ said Castdanur. 'Y es, word of his feats have reached us. Last we heard he
humbled a prince who became King of the Ides.’

Kaspar recalled hearing that story from his own father, when hewas aboy. 'In the years since then he
has fashioned an organization, not of the Kingdom of the Ides, not of Kesh, but for the whole of
Midkemia, for he saw during the Serpentwar that we are dl of one people and we dl sharethisworld.'

'One people," echoed the elven leader. 'Does that include us?
'Yes,' said Kaspar. 'We are dlied with the EIf Queen and her court in Elvandar.’

'Ah," said the old man. "'Then we have a problem, it seems. For we of the Sun, we who abide herein
Baranor do not serve the EIf Queen, nor her dragon-rider. We are afree people.’

Kaspar knew there was something deeper underlying thisthan merdly not being servants. 'Neither did
those who lied over the seg, in the land we humans call Novindus. And while some have cometo livein
the Queen's court, others have not and remain acrossthe sees. Itisal asoneto Lady Aglaranna. She
welcomes those who seek her out, but does not demand it.’

'Y et she makes war upon our kin to the north, isthat not true?



Kaspar regretted he knew so little of elven lore, and only alittle about those e ves humans called the
Brotherhood of the Dark Path. 'So | have heard, yet | have also heard it isthose who we call the
Brotherhood who wage war on the Queen and her people. | cannot defend that which | am ignorant of,
but | will say that should those the Conclave opposes prevail, whatever differences may exist between
your people and the Queen will become academic, for dl life on thisworld will be extinguished.

The old éf was slenced. 'Extinguished? he said &t last.

'What we have been told isthat this race, the Dasati, will not come to conquer and endave, but rather to

obliterate dl life on thisworld asit now exigts, replacing it with life from their home world, from the most

mightiest to the smallest. From dragonsto insectsto thetiniest fish in the seq, dl will be pushed asdeto
give them aworld they can fashion to their liking.'

Again Castdanur was quiet. After several long minutes, he said, 'l need to consider your words and
discuss them with the others. Y ou will go back to your men now and | trust you will rest well, despite the
circumstances’

'I'm an old soldier and hunter,’ said Kaspar, rising from the low table and bowing dightly. ‘I know how to
deep when the opportunity offersitsaf, no matter what the circumstance. | hope you'll consider what I've
sad serioudy, and we can speak on thismore!'

'Rest assured we will," said the old dlf as he rose and returned Kaspar's bow. ‘Much depends onit,
including the disposition of you and your men. Y ou do believe in fate, do you not, Kaspar of Olasko?

Kaspar said, 'l once did, when | was young and vain and believed | wasfated to rule. Now | believein
opportunity, and that a man recaeivesfrom lifewhat he putsinto it. It has been alesson hard learned but it
was pain deserved and | am abetter man for having endured it."

'We are a patient race," said Castdanur. 'We are vexed by those whom you encountered on your way
here, and | suspect we shdl discover some relationship between those who faced you on the beaches
and those who surround us every sundown, but we can speak more about thisin afew days.

‘A few days?

I must lead the hunt,’ said the old €lf. 'We are, as you have noticed, facing difficult times, and we do not
have stores enough to accommodate you and your men. We shal not put you to the blade merely
because we are hungry, nor will we let you starve. So, ahunt must be organized. For many reasons, we
can not hunt these hills or the peaks above, but must venture for aday or more to the north or south to
find game. So it will be three or four days before | return, and then we shdl resume our discussion. |
would gppreciate your word that you will cause no trouble for those | &ft to guard you.'

'Itisasoldier's duty to escape,’ said Kaspar.

The old ef sighed. "That would be foolish. Not only would we quickly hunt you down, but you would
likely die before we found you. As| have said, the areaaround thisfortification is dangerous.’

Kaspar nodded. 'l personally will remain here as atoken of good faith. | can order my men to do the
same, but cannot be certain al will obey.' He hesitated for aminute, unsure as to whether he needed to
restate his case. 'l have said what | had needed to say, but | trust you understand that because of what
I've have spoken of, it isimperative that Some accommodation be reached soon; whatever brought that

ship of evil mento your shoresis part of alarger scheme, oneinvolving forcesthat arein league with the
invaders| spoke of '



"The Dasati. Yes| know," said Castdanur. "We shall have an opportunity to discuss everything. We are,
as| sad, apatient race, and we have a different gppreciation of the passing of time. We shall reach no
hasty conclusions, though we will pay heed to your sense of urgency.’

'l thank you for listening.' said Kaspar.

A guard escorted Kaspar back to the long hal that was being used to confine his men. Jommy, Servan

and the otherslooked up expectantly. Kaspar saw that they had been fed, though from the empty bowls

and expressions on the men's faces, he knew that he had eaten far better than they. He ignored the silent

questionsin their eyes, but motioned for Jim Dasher to come with him to afar corner. He also motioned
for those nearby to draw away to give them some privacy.

'‘Can you get out? asked Kaspar.
'No problem," said the thief. They hardly have the resources to confine aheavy-footed lout like Brix.'

Kaspar nodded. Brix was one of his stoutest warriors, agood man in abrawl, but he was the constant
butt of the other men's humour because of aclumsinessthat often had him tripping over hisown fedt.
'‘Can you get to the ships?

'Ah," said Im softly. 'Now that's adifferent question. | have in my mind aroute, but there's no doubt the
elves know these woods athousand times better than |. A lot of it depends on how much of ahead start
| get, and who they send after me. I've heard tales from others about eves tracking skillsso | doubt it
would do me much good to lay falsetrails or that sort of thing — besides, I'm acity man mostly and my
wood-lore is scant. No, speed'sthe only edge | might possess.’

"When would you go?

'No later than two hours from now,' said the thief from Krondor. 'It'll still be two hours from midnight and
if they're expecting a breakout, they'll look for it at sunrise, | think.'

'Guards tend to be half-adeep just before sunrise," observed Kaspar.

Jm nodded agreement. 'And there are those things out there, on the wolves. Fear of them is expected to
keep usdl huddled in here.' He glanced around. 'If | go intwo hours, | can sted ten miles on them by
sunrise. That puts me around the point and off the coast.’

"Y ou going to try to swim to the ships? asked Kaspar with arueful smile. The sharksareimpressivein
these waters.'

‘Do | look stupid? asked Dasher. 'I'll build asignd fire. The Captain knows there might be one.’
"Who gave him that order? asked Kasper.
With awide grin, Dasher said, 'l did. | didn't think much of your origind plan.’
Kaspar shook his head. "Y ou're acommon thief, remember?

"The Captain is one of the few on this expedition | trust — he was hand-picked for thismisson by Prince
Grandprey.'

"That boy's coming into hisown, isn't he?

'He'sacut above, for ayoungster, agreed Jim. Lowering his voice he said, 'Look, Kaspar, only two
people here know what | really do and who | work for: you and me. We are a so the only two men who



can take word back to those who matter and help make some sense of it. I'll grant you an edgein
wood-lore and hiding in bushes and the like, but I'm far more adept than running away than you are, |
sugpect. And if it comesto aninclosefight... well, youreahdl of asoldier, but | know moredirty tricks
than you do.'

I'm not arguing that it's you who needsto go,’ said Kaspar. 'l just hope our hosts won't be too offended
by your escape and take it out on us, and if they aren't and don't, then perhaps | can reason with them
and your coming tridswill befor naught. But if they dont..." He shrugged.

‘Better to have me get word to our various lords and masters. Yes, | know. What do we know?

The two men put their heads close together and began discussing the mission and the implications of the
presence of the magic-user and his conjured creature, combined with what they had observed during
their march up to this settlement. They continued like thisfor dmost an hour, leaving Jommy, Servan and
the other men to speculate on what the leader of this expedition and acommon thief from Krondor could
be plotting.

Jm Dasher waited until the men had ether dozed off or falen into low conversation so as not to disturb
the wounded who were degping. He thought at least three of the lads would be dead by morning or
mid-day at the latest unlessthey got proper care from a chirurgeon or healing priest. Whatever magic
these elves possessed, hedling didn't seem to be part of it, or perhaps they were disinclined to hedl their
prisoners. Either way, those lads would have atough time of it.

Jm had weighed his options and shared afa se bravado with Kaspar, who was now crossing over to
gpesk privately with him once more. "Y ou ready? he asked.

‘A few more minutes,’ Dasher answered. It might help abit if you wandered over to where Jommy
Killaroo is chatting with that old sergeant and... | don't know, made a quiet announcement about
something. | only need aminute or so, but if you can draw attention away from the door, | can be

through without anyone seeing me go.' He looked around. 'l don't know if you've noticed, but the elven
guards spend alot of time watching how we watch each other.

Kaspar glanced a the two guards outside the door and saw how their eyes were congtantly shifting from
this group to that, saverd timeslingering on Kaspar and Jm at the far end of the hdl. 'Hadn't, totdll you
the truth.’

'I'sagood idea,' said Dasher. "Y ou don't know what to expect, but you reckon the prisoners do and
you watch them to see who reactsin afunny way' He glanced at the men who were deeping or talking
quietly. Y ou'll have someirritated lads when you wake them to tell them to get some deep or whatever
else you do, but I'll only need aminute. There's awindow above the beam — don't look up—and I'll be

up there and out before anyone catches aglimpse. Wouldn't do to have the lads gawking and saying,

"Oh, look! There goes Dasher!™

'l wish you didn't haveto do this, m.' Kaspar crossed hisarms and leaned back against thewall, trying
hard to look casual.

'No one e se has a chance, and we both know it.'
I dmost wish | could order you to stay.’

Jm Dasher grinned, and not for the first time Kaspar was surprised how the smple change of expresson
made yearsfall awvay, made him look almost boyish. 'Ah, but you can't, can you?



'No, | can't,’ said Kaspar with adowly broadening smile of hisown. 'Fat lot of good being caled
"Generd" doesme, right?

Jm'sgrin widened. 'With me, anyway.'
Kaspar's expression became serious. He put a hand on Jm Dasher's shoulder. 'Stay dive.'
That'smy plan.’
'How many do you think they'll send after you? asked Kaspar.
Jm shook hishead dightly. 'How many do you think?

'One, maybe two. They strike me as a pretty arrogant lot. And they don't have many to spare. Well,
you've got tonight and five more days to reach the cove and signd if you're not going back to our camp.’

'Can't. It'sthefirgt place they'll 1ook if they losetrack of me!'
'‘An df losing track?

I've atrick or two they've not seen. And if they find me, I'll deal with that. No, | need to get over the

crest to the northwest, and then down, somehow, to the beach where the ships are. That meanswe're

hoisting sail on our way to Roldem in two days, not six." Hefell slent for amoment, then said, 'l hope
that fellow who tried to gut you on the road is one of those coming after me.’

'Sinda? Kaspar nodded. 'He'sarea charmer. He's dready burying us. If you do tangle with him, say
hello for me'

Jm nodded. 'Now, go and annoy the men.’

Kaspar did as requested and Jim glanced around. The elves had been cursory about disarming the men,
knowing that one of their magicians could ded with any insurrection easily, and had taken only the
obvious weapons. swords, daggers, knives, and bows and arrows. But Jm knew that afew of the men
harboured knivesin boots or up their deeves and he was awaking inventory himsdlf of unexpected
weapons and tools. He reached down to his|eft boot asif scraping off something attached to the sole
deftly, he opened asmall hollow in the hed and pulled out atiny crystd via. He hated the thought of
breaking such a precious container — the cost for having ahundred of these madein aland far enough
from Krondor to not arouse suspicion had caused Lord Erik to dmost — but this was just the sort of
Stuation for which he had prepared thistreasure.

He used hisleft thumb nail to crack the vid as Kaspar awoke those men who were dozing or aseep and
let half adozen drops of liquid wet hislips. He sucked up thetiny bit of very powerful magic and waited.

Thetingling across the surface of hisbody told him that he was now invisbleto any mortd eye. It was
good to be working with powerful magicians, Jm considered, not for thefirs timein hislife. He knew
that in haf an hour he'd be visible again, and he knew the potion didn't mask histracks or other signshe
might leave behind. In fact, he was counting on it.

Kaspar looked up and was startled to see that Jim Dasher was gone. He glanced around the room. One
of the elves at the door looked towards him as he started speaking to the men and Kaspar quickly
averted hiseyes, giving the men acursory account of his discussion with Castdanur. He then cautioned
them to maintain discipline whilein captivity and left them with apromise that everything would be over
soon. As he crossed the floor to his pdllet, he lay down and tried to deep. He wondered if being over



soon was necessarily agood outcome.

Jm Dasher had been born in the city, raised a city boy, and hated the wilderness, but he had spent
monthsin the forests and mountains north of Krondor learning hiswoodcraft from apair of very
determined, very tough and unforgiving Roya Krondorian Pethfinders. He couldnt live off theland
indefinitely, but he could keep from starving for afew weeks and knew better than to seek shelter in
some angry cave bear's den. He was a so afair tracker — though not as adept as even Kaspar, et aone
the elves— and knew how to hide atralil.

At the moment, though, he was concerned about the V oid-darters and their wolf-riding masters. Jm
could think in very complex fashion, atrait which had made him amost vauable asst to both the Crown
of the Ides and the Conclave. While congstantly assessing his situation and planning his next move, he was

a0 reviewing the events of avery long day. He wished he had more information to take back with him,

such aswho the wolf-riders were. Those creatures weren't wolves, he knew, but until someone put a

proper name to them, wolves would have to do. And the eves? They were a puzzle. He knew as much
asany man in the Kingdom of the Ides about elves: his story about the cave and &f wizard was
nonsense, but he had been to Elvandar and the trinket he wore around his neck was genuine.

He had read every document in Krondor's roya archives pertaining to the elves, from some very ancient

nonsense that predated the Riftwar to every officia report concerning the activities of Warleader Thomas

and hiswife, the EIf Queen Aglaranna. The Kingdom might have many dlies, but he was certain they had
none more dependable than the roya court in Elvandar.

Which led him back to not knowing what to make of this band of elves. He spoke enough of thelr
language to have puzzled out some of what they said, but only enough to make him even more curious
and frustrated.

Now, Jm Dasher paused and listened to the rhythm of the night. The breeze tirred the branches, and
night birds and nocturna animals scurried. Most went to ground as he approached, for their sensesfar
outmatched his ability to move stedthily. But those just outside the area he disturbed in passing continued
their activities, and they provided tiny clues asto how much danger lay nearby. Absolute slence was as
deadly asthe sound of armed men crashing through the brush behind him.

Therewerejust the right amount of night birds calls and the hooting that might have been an owl he had
not encountered before to tell him that trouble was not hard on hishedls, but he knew it would be coming
soon.

Hejudged he had less than an hour's lead over his pursuers, and while he might have some tricksto dow
them down they'd never come across, eventually they would overtake him. While keeping his attention on
thetask a hand, moving adong the route he had mentaly marked out on the way up to the elves
stronghold, he also kept looking out for likely spots to set up an ambush. There was going to bea
confrontation, so it might aswell be on histerms.

Jm Dasher waited. He knew that at least one, or possibly two, elves were coming fast. He didn't know
how he knew, but he knew. His grandfather had spoken of his own grandfather, the legendary Jmmy the
Hand, and had once mentioned his claim to possess abump of troubl€, an intuition that alowed him to
anticipate pitfals before actualy coming upon them. Jm Dasher had no namefor thisgut feding but he
knew that on more than one occas on an anticipation of trouble had saved him from disaster.

"Theitch', as his grandfather had caled it, had begun afew minutes before, and Jm had stopped to listen.
There was nothing he could hear, but somehow he had sensed a change out there, behind him, and he



knew his pursuers were close.

He had no doubt he could ambush one ef and stand afair chance—well, an unfair one, realy — to best
him. But a second bow or sword would almost undoubtedly mean his degth or capture. Just in case there
were two of them, he reached down to his belt and removed it. He had five secret pouches sawn inside
it, which iswhy he had chosen abig rock as aweapon when facing the wolf-riders rather than use his
belt as Kaspar had ingtructed. He deftly tore at the threads with histhumbnail, parting the fastenings used
to secure two of the small compartments and set aside the vials he had secreted there. Hethen did a
small, thin and very lethal blade he had fashioned that was inserted into the belt just below the buckle—
which aso could be used as a cestus, acharming Quegan invention like a battle glove— and st that
down next to the vidls. He smiled at the image of Kaspar laying about him with his belt and thought that
he should redlly get a specia buckle made for the former Duke. Kaspar had been athornin the
Kingdom's side for years, though he really had been more of a problem for Roldem and Great Kesh,
which meant he was athreat worth enduring for the Kingdom of the I1des, but since his exile and return,
he had proved to be avauable resource for the Conclave. Besides, Jm liked him. He could be a
murderous thug, just like Jim, but there was an interesting, complex man there, one who appreciated
hunting, good food and wine, and the company of bad women.

He put thisbdt around hiswai<, took the blade in his right hand, picked up thefirst vid with hisleft. He
coated his blade with its contents, then tossed the empty container aside. Then he picked up the second
vid and waited.

The two eveswere upon him without further warning. Hisinginctstold him that it wastime to move, and
without thought he did, and in just the right direction.

A sword blade cut into the tree trunk where Jim had crouched just moments before and that was al the
opening he needed. He broke the via between thumb and forefinger and flicked the contentsinto the elf's
eyes. In seconds the df was on his knees clutching at hisface and screaming in pain.

The second ef was the one called Sinda. He drew back hisbow and let fly with an arrow. Jm didn't
think; he reacted, moving to hisleft, Sindasright, and forcing the ef to traverse hisline-of-fire across his
own body. That tiny adjustment saved Jm'slife, for the arrow sped by his neck, close enough for the
fletching to diceashdlow cut in hisskin. Im rolled forward, ignoring the rocks and twigsthat cut into
him, and came up hard, his shoulder driving into Sindas sscomach.

In close, the df's bow was usdless and before he could get his belt-knife unsheathed, Dasher drove him
to the ground, drew back hisfist and struck him hard on the point of the jaw. The df's eyes went vacant
for afraction of amoment, but that was al the time Jm needed. He pinned the ef'sleft arm under his
knees and reached out and grabbed the other wrist with hisleft hand. He pressed his smdl blade hard
enough against Sinda's neck so that the elf could fed it and said, 'If you wish to live, do not move!
Therée's poison on my blade and one cut will kill you swiftly.'

The ef was dazed but understood enough to go limp. After asecond Jim said, 'Good. Listen. | don't
have much time. Y our friend has mosshack venom in hiseyes. Y ou know what that means. Y ou have
perhaps an hour or two at most to get him to one of your healers. Now, you must decide what ismore
important, to kill meand let him die, or to save hislife. Y ou cannot do both. And killing mewill not be

easy. Can your people afford to lose two more warriors?

Jm got up quickly leaving Sindaon his back, confused. 'Why didn't you kill me? he asked.

Jm Dasher reached around his neck and pulled something off. Hetossed it to Sindaand said, 'l am not
your enemy. None of the men you hold isyour enemy. If you let us, wewill help you survive. But | need



to warn my people of what we saw on the beach, for that black sorcery means more pain and death than
you want to imagine is coming to these shores. No one e se will try to escape. Let them help you while

they wait.
'Wait for what? asked Sinda.
'For your leadersto decide to kill them or let them live. Now seeto your friend.'

Almost as quickly as an f, he vanished into the gloom, leaving the confused Sinda considering what he
had just heard. The f looked at the object that had been tossed to him and his eyes widened. In the faint
light hiselven vision easily made out the design. Thiswas no forgery, but agenuine token givento an
df-friend by the Queen of the Elves.

Sinda hel ped his companion to hisfeet. The worst of the pain had passed, but both elves knew that the
venom of the mosshack lizard would dowly reduce the victim to avague and listless state, followed
quickly by desth. It was an effective poison, but easily cured, if one had the antidote. Sinda put hisarm
around his companion's waste, pulled the staggering man's arm over his shoulder and began to return to
Baranor.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Threats
d 4

MIRANDA RAN.

The darm had sounded amost instantly accompanied by shouts from the halway. She had beenrestingin
the suite set asde for her by the Emperor, waiting for asummonsto the imperid gpartments within the
palace for amesting with the Light of Heaven. Dozens of servants and Imperid Guards ran to answer the
clarion cal. The sgna was unique, for only one such rare metal trumpet existed in the Empire, and it was
used to warn the Emperor when he wasin danger.

Miranda didn't need to betold that dark magic wasinvolved: she could fed it making her skin crawl and
therewastheillusion of afoul senchinthe air as she approached the entrance to the imperia apartments.
The giant wooden doors were closed, their ancient carved surfaces being hammered at futilely by a
dozen guardsmen. 'Stand aside!" shouted Miranda.

Severd of the soldiers hesitated, but the servants all moved away. The sight of ablack robe, eveniif it
wasn't truly black but avery dark grey, and the commanding presence of any magic-user, evoked years
of conditioning, and severa bowed their heads and said, 'Y our will, Great One.’

The soldiersfollowed suit, and Mirandaraised her hands. Thinking thiswas not atimefor subtlety, she
focused her mind on the great hinges and willed the stone in which they were set to become dust. Then
with a shout to focus her thoughts, she extended her hand, asif pushing something away, and the air
beforeit rippled as energy coursed through it, striking the massive doorslike an invisible battering ram.
They fdl backwards, damming into the stone floor of the imperia quarters with athunderous crash.



Before the echo diminished, the soldiers were through.
Mirandaturned to the servants. 'Stay back. If you are needed you will be caled.’

She hurried after the soldiers and had no trouble discovering their objective. A searing wave of heat
washed over her as she entered the long halway leading to the lush gardens. The soldiers before her
faltered as the heat washed over them, then redoubled their efforts. She heard screams and shouts ahead
as she hurried towards the conflict.

This gpartment complex wasthe largest in the palace, a series of interconnecting rooms that allowed for
theimperia family and their most loyd retainersto live gpart from the rest of the administration of the
Empirefor long stretches. A lavish garden rested at the entrance to the residence as you approached

from the centre of the palace. It was an oasis of calm in an otherwise constantly busy and noisy
community, complete with ahuge pool surrounded by pavilionswith hanging curtains of silk inwhich to
evade the heat of the day. Now those precious silks were ablaze as if some wayward magica bolt of
energy had ignited them.

It took Miranda only amoment to apprehend the Situation. A pair of Dasati Deathpriests lay dead next to
afountain. Somehow several had materialized ingde the Emperor's garden. The evidence of the carnage
around them suggested that without considering their Stuation, they had started casting their death-spells
in random directions, a any human they spied. The Tsurani magician who had been with the Emperor
had answered ingtantly with ablazing ball of fire, probably to cover the Emperor'sretreat or to forestall
the Desthpriests easly locating him. Either way, the result was a conflagration that was quickly burning its
way through asmall fortunein silks and cushions. Miranda glanced around, her vision obscured by the
smoke and dying flames. From what she could see, many servants and Imperiad Guardshad died a
horrible, painful death. None of the bodieswas garbed in imperia fashion, so the Emperor must bein
another part of the complex. Mirandafet asense of relief at the redization.

The Emperor was young, without awife, so hislife was seen as doubly precious. with no heir to crown
should he diein an untimely fashion, the Empire would be without aruler and the palitica chaosin such a
time of great turmoil would be disastrous. Aswas Tsurani custom, in times of war after theformal
breaking of the Red Sedl on the great doors of the Temple of the War God, aherald with theimperid
clarion was stationed nearby, to signal any danger to the Light of Heaven. A priest of the order of Jastur
also stood watch outside the Emperor's door.

Mirandaarrived just behind the first wave of Imperia Guards who were outside the family complex, and
wasin time to see the powerful priest of Jastur unleash his magic warhammer. It flew through the air to
srike a Deathpriest in the chest, damming him backwards through the air. A fountain of orange blood
exploded from the creature's chest as he did half adozen yards across the stone floor, almost to
Mirandals feet.

Over the tumult, Mirandatried to be heard. ‘We need the other one dlive!’

Sheingantly knew that her cry wasin vain, for Tsurani soldiers, pledged to givetheir lifefor the
Emperor, svarmed over the remaining Deathpriest, bearing him down quickly under their weight and
before she could reach the mass of bodies they had pierced him countless times with sword-points and
daggers. Pushing aside any irritation over things she couldn't control, she turned to see an officer in the
guard standing with his sword drawn, covered in orange blood. 'Whereisthe Light of Heaven? she
demanded.

'In his bedchamber,' answered the officer.

Miranda noticed that his skin was beginning to blister where the Dasati blood had touched it and she



said, 'Wash that off before you suffer serioudy, Strike Leader.!

'Y our will, Great One," he answered. Even though she had no officia position within the Assembly of
Magicians, because she was the wife of Milamber and confidante of the Emperor, the tradition-bound
Tsurani inssted on addressing her with that honorific. She had stopped correcting people: it was ausdless

exercise.

She hurried past servants and guards, to where armed guards protected the entrance to the bedchamber.
"The danger is past,’ sheinstructed them. 'l must see HisMgjesty.’

The senior guardsman motioned for her to stay. He moved inside the chamber and amoment later
reappeared with word that the Emperor would see her. She was through the door before he had finished
and found the young ruler wearing histraditiona armour, al gold, holding an ancient metal sword, ready
to fight. There was something about his manner and bearing that spared him any appearance of the
ridiculous. He looked every inch the Tsurani warrior, despite his sheltered life.

Standing at his side was adender magician named Manwahat, who nodded once at Miranda. He gave
her aquestioning look. Shereturned a curt nod, and could sense that somewhere under that immobile
Tsurani exterior, he must be breathing asigh of rdlief. He was ayoung magician, asthe Assembly
accounted such, but Mirandaknew him by reputation: he was level-headed and powerful.

Without preamble, she said, 'Magesty, you must leave the Holy City.'

The Emperor blinked asif he didn't understand her words, then his manner changed. He took adeep
breath and sheathed his ceremonid sword. ‘May | ask why, Miranda? | rarely receive orders.’

Miranda understood belatedly that her informality wasill-suited to any Situation where they weren't one.
'My agpologies, Maesty. In my concern for your welfare, | forgot my place. It must be Varen. Disguised
as Wyntakata, he has been through this palace a dozen times, and he's the only one who would know
how to get those Deathpriestsinto your private garden.'

'Deathpriests?

"Two Dasati Desthpriests materidized within your garden and started killing everyonein sght.' She
paused for amoment, then said, It was a suicide attack, without a doubt. Varen wouldn't care how many
Dasati die and they are fanaticsin the service of their Dark God.'

'Return to the subject of why | must leave my palace,’ said the Emperor.

'‘As Wyntakata, Varen has enough knowledge of the palace to continue to attack you here. He knows
that despite afierce loydty to the Empire, the High Council would be thrown into confusion by your
death. With no obvious heir—'

'It becomes a struggle between cousins asto who next sits upon the Golden Throne,' finished Emperor
Sezu. 'Y es, it makes sense. But where should | go?

'Has Wyntakata visited any of your country estates, Magjesty?
I cannot be certain,’ said the Emperor. 'Perhaps before | took office...'

'Not that far back,' said Miranda. She considered how long it was since Varen's last apparent 'death’
during his attack on Sorcerer'side. 'Just in thelast year or 0.

'No, not that I'm aware,' said the Emperor. 'l will have my First Advisor consult with the house staff.



Then he brightened. 'One place I'm certain he has not visited. The ancient Acoma estates, south of
Sulan-Qu. No one haslived there since my grandfather took the throne, but we have kept those lands
and the buildingsin the imperid house asa shrine, asite of veneration asthe birthplace of the Mistress of
the Empire. Yes, it iscertain he has never been there!’

She nodded to Manwahat, and the young magician said, 'If the Light of Heaven pleases, | can have you
and your closest retainersthere in amatter of minutes.' The Emperor seemed about to object, but the
magic-user added, 'Others can ensure that your household follows quickly.' He nodded at Miranda.

I'll password back through the Assembly and if we must well move the entire seat of government down
there. | can issue orders from there as quickly ashereif the Great Oneswill aid us.'

Manwahat nodded. 'If it isyour will, Mgesty, it isour will.’

The Emperor turned to a servant. 'Instruct the Warlord to convene the High Council tomorrow, and |
shall leave ingtructions on what must be done to prepare for the coming invasion.' The servant bowed and
hurried off to discharge hisduty.

A paace officid gppeared to inform the Emperor that the firesin the garden pavilion were extinguished.
The Emperor dismissed everyone, but bade Mirandato linger. When they were done with the remaining
bodyguards, the Emperor's calm mask fell away and Miranda now saw avery angry young man before
her. Thewar has begun, hasn't it?

Mirandaassumed alevel of familiarity she wouldn't have risked even hours before. She reached out and
put her hand on the Emperor's shoulder. Guardsin the room shifted position dightly, ready to leap to
their ruler's defenceif the outland woman should attempt any harm. ‘It has begun,’ she said softly. 'And it
will not end until the Dasati are completdly repulsed from thisworld and thisrealm, or Kelewan liesin
ruins at their feet. Y ou are about to do something no other Emperor has ever been forced to do: order
every housein the Empireto arms, to muster the entire armed might at your command, for never inits
two-thousand-year history has the Empire stood at greater risk.'

The anger remained, but the Emperor's voice was calm. 'We will do what we must. We are Tsurani.’
Miranda hoped that would be enough. 'What of the message? she asked.
The Emperor looked off into the distance. 'I.... where would we go?

Mirandaknew that was the heart of the issue. The cryptic message from some future Pug to the Emperor
ingtructing him to make ready an evacuation left alot of room for interpretation. But taken at itsworst
possible meaning, to remove everyone from thisworld, or even just from the Empire, would be a colossal
enterprise. A hundred rifts would have to be fashioned and controlled day and night, atask that would
challenge the entire Assembly. Even with help from the Academy and Sorcerer's Ide, the enormity of the
undertaking would be overwheming. And during awar with the most dangerous enemies ever
confronted? Miranda knew what the Emperor was thinking: it was an impossible choice.

Moreover, hisquestion still hung in the air: where would they go?

Miranda saw alook of reief on her son's face as she entered the office her hushand had created at the
rear of their home. She wished she could smile at the look, but she knew that he was about to be
disabused of any notion that she wasthereto relieve him from his duty.

‘Mother," he said, rising and kissing her on the cheek.



'Cdeb,’ shereplied, 'you look asif you're ageing before my eyes!’

'I' had no concept of how difficult it wasto coordinate dl the Conclave's activities aswell as manage this
school on aday-today basis.

'Any problems? she asked, taking the chair behind the desk he had just vacated.

"The school ? None to spesk of . As Father instructed, we're turning down requests to send new students,
focusing our efforts on training to make our magicians ready to help in the coming fight, and everyone's
cooperating.'

'And? she asked. 'What isn't going well?
"We've heard nothing from Kaspar's expedition to the Peaks of the Quor.'
'How overdueis contact?
‘A few days.’
I won't start worrying until he'saweek overdue,' she said. 'Remind me of the misson?

Caeb'sdark eyes narrowed. He knew that his mother had an almost perfect memory for details, when
she bothered to study them and redlized she must have neglected to apprise hersdlf of the details of this
mission, because it was one of the last Pug had approved prior to his departure for the Dasati realm.

'One of our agentsin Fregport picked up a message between a smuggler and some unknown band of
raders whom Father suspected of either working for Leso Varen or perhaps with him.

'For or with? He thinks they're either unwilling dupes or willing accomplices?

‘Something like that, said Caleb. "The west shore of the Peaks of the Quor, specificaly alarge cove
cdled "Kesana Cove', dong with an approximate date, was expresdy mentioned in the message—'

'And your father was off and running to find out what that was dl about.’

Caeb nodded. 'He d'so wanted to get some of the lads from different groups working together, so he
asked Nakor to talk to Lord Erik about his... irregulars out of Krondor, and they joined with some lads
from Kesh and Roldem and he put Kaspar in charge.’

'Wéll, your father's been curious about the Peaks of the Quor for years,” she admitted. 'Weve had little
luck finding out much and have both been too busy to go down there persondly to poke about, s0 |
understand his reasons.’ Thinking about the coming confrontation with the Dasati, she added, 'Though his
timing could have been better. Let me know if you hear anything from Kaspar. Now, go and take the rest
of theday off.

Caleb frowned. 'Only therest of the day?

'Y es, because you're not heading out to go hunting or whatever else you want to do. I'm sure your wife
won't object to you staying at home for afew more days... or weeks." Caleb's frown degpened. 'I'm not
going to be herefor long. | have alot to do and | need to come up with a plan on how to accomplish it
without your father and Nakor around.’

‘Do what?

Miranda sighed. ‘Convince the Kings of the Ides and Roldem, as well asthe Emperor of Great Kesh to



accept refugees from Kelewan should it cometo that.!
Cdeb blinked in surprise. 'Refugees? Y ou're thinking of contingency plans?

Caeb saw hismother visbly wilt before hiseyes. All her usud strength and vitality seemed to ebb away
and she sat back in the chair with alook of resignation he had never see before. Softly she said, 'No. Not
acontingency. An eventudity.'

Pug sat quietly watching the faces of those nearby, as the sun settled behind the western horizon, a
portion of the city wall, so vast and so distant it looked like aremote ridge in the evening haze. He
occupied asmall bench where, he had been told, Lessers who farmed the grove cameto et their
mid-day med. The otherswere arrayed around the workers shack, the only building in the grove,
shielded from casua sight by hundreds of fruit trees. Pug considered the fruit a Daszti apple, though the
colour was more of ayellowish-orange than red or green, and there was aluminous shimmer to the
surface when it was freshly picked, the flesh of the fruit being a deep purple colour.

Asthe sun disappeared from view, Macros turned and said, 'It's done. The Great Culling isnow over.'
With aheavy sgh he cameto sit down next to Pug. "Thekilling will continue for abit —the fights don't
smply stop because the sun has set, but combatants will now withdraw rather than presstheissue, and
thosein hiding will dowly emerge, and tonight the cleaning-up will commence.’

Nakor stood afew feet behind Pug, observing the bucolic peacethat al knew to be anillusion. Safety

was amost an impossibility on thisworld, yet for amoment, he could seein the faces of the othersthe

same thought: once this had been atranquil, lovely world, with industrious people whose livesin many
ways resembled those on Midkemia. Softly he said, 'Thisishow it should be!'

'Y es,' said Pug as the sun set completely and the sky above turned into a stunning riot of colours asthe
western clouds reflected a spectrum no human eye could ever gppreciate. "What happened?

"The Dark God,' said Macros. Pug could tdll that hisillnesswas taking more of atoll than usua; the
exertion of the last day was bringing him to the edge of exhaustion.

Nakor said, 'No, it's more than that.'
Magnus aso gpproached. "What do you mean?

‘It can't just be one loca god, no matter if he'sthisworld's version of the Nameless— a Greater God —
disrupting the balance. We know what happened when the Nameless One tried to take dominance
during the early part of the Chaos Wars on Midkemia: the surviving Greater and Lesser Gods put aside
their differences and combined to banish him to somewhere safe until order and balance could be
restored. That didn't happen here. The Dark God overwhel med the combined might of hundreds of other
Dasati gods. But how?

Macros said, ‘Not hundreds. Thousands. We don't know how. The history of that eraislost.’
Pug nodded. 'L ogic tells us that the Dark God could not have doneit alone. He must have had allies!’
'Who? asked Magnus. 'And what happened to them?

'Perhaps he turned on them at a crucia moment, until he alone remained,’ offered Macros.

'No," said Nakor, again softly, asif afraid to be overheard. 'Too many things would have had to fal into
placefor him. It'stoo unlikely." He offered arueful smile.



Pug nodded in agreement. He weighed hiswords carefully, then looked at Macros. "What do you know
of the next relm?

Thethird plane of existence?
Pug nodded.
‘Nothing, redly.
"Thefourth? asked Pug.
'Again, nothing.
Thefifth?

Macrossghed. 'l| had afew very painful but highly memorable momentsin thefifth plane. When you
closed therift to the demon realm behind me, | was left in the clutches of Maarg, the Demon King. |
unleashed every bit of power | possessed, stunning him for the briefest instant, and he released hishold
onme. | fel towhat | take it was astone floor, in some sort of demonic paace. Merdly touching it
caused me great pain. | had only afew impressions, then | lost consciousness. | expect Maarg killed me
moments later, for the next thing | knew | wasin front of Lims-Kragma, ligening to alitany of..." He
fatered.

'What? asked Pug.

'Until thismoment, | had no memory of ... the time between my death and my childhood here.' He
paused. 'In fact, | had no memory of achildhood, redlly. Impressions of amother and being in hiding, and
adifficultjourney to...' Helooked from face to face. 'l redly didn't livethat life. My memoriesare. ..
someone el se's!

Nakor nodded. 'Somehow Lims-Kragma put you in another's body’
'How many years hasit been since | died, Pug?
'About forty.'
'I've been here, or at least | remember being here, thirty-three or so Midkemian years!'
"What happened to the rest? asked Magnus.
Macros et out adow bregth. 'lt'samystery.’

Nakor said, 'Not redly. What isyour earliest memory, of you being you, Macros, not the Dasati you
thought you were?

'Eleven years ago, after asummer rite, | was waking home and became overcome with dizziness. |
ducked out of ght, afraid that someone might seem me weakened...' He shook his head. '‘Before that, |
was a L esser, aminor fabricator of clothing.'

‘A tailor, said Magnus.
'Yes,' said Macros.

‘But in only eleven years you have fashioned a planets-wide resistance to the Dark God, and have won
over thousands of followers,' said Pug.



Macros closed his eyes. The White has been around alot longer than me...!
"Who was the Gardener before you? asked Magnus.

Macros appeared confused, uncertain. 'l.... don't know." His shoulders rounded as he dumped down,
looking troubled. 'l awoke under a stonewall, not unlike those you see around here. | had amassive
headache and | stumbled back to the hovel wherel... wherethisbody lived." He looked Nakor in the
eyes. '| was not reborn, was 1?7

Nakor dowly shook hishead. 'l don't know, but | think not. | think somehow the gods of our home
world took your mind and put it in another body. | think that'swhy you'resick.’

'Dying," corrected Macros.
"Who was the Gardener before you? repeated Magnus.

Now Macros looked genuindly disturbed. I don't know," he said again. 'l don't know who would know,’
he added quietly.

'No one hereislikdly to know. Perhaps Martuch, Hirea, or Narueen, or they might know...."
'What? asked Pug.
"The Bloodwitch Sigters. If anyone knows, it isthey.’
Nakor stood, asif ready to depart. 'Then we must ask them.'’
Pug sad, 'Yes!
Macros said, ‘But we should...'

For thefirg timein hislife, Snce meeting Macros the Black on Sorcerer's Idand, — back when Pug was
only asmplesquirein Lord Borric's court at Crydee Castle — Pug saw confusion and uncertainty in
Macrossface. 'Nakor isright. We are embarking on the most dangerous undertaking attempted in this,
or perhaps any other, world. Thereisabeing who callsitself the Dark God of the Dasati, who endangers
not only thisworld, but countless others. And we are going to stop it.

'l am not going to attempt such an undertaking rashly, and waste the lives of mysdf and my friend and my
son because someone el se wants us to act the part of mindless dupes. | need to know who istruly the
person responsiblefor dl this!

Magnus said, "We need to know who controlled the White before you.'

'l..." began Macros, then he faltered. He shook his head. 'l left my home, in aquadrant of the city not too
distant from here, and | took the Star Bridge to another world. Mathusia. From there | travelled to... a
place. | don't remember where, but when | got there, they were expecting me!'

'What sort of place wasit? asked Nakor.
'A Bloodwitch enclave,’ said Macros softly.
"Then we must speak with whoever isin charge of the Bloodwitch Sisterhood.’
‘Lady Narueen? asked Magnus.



'No,' said Nakor. 'Sheisimportant, but she'snot in charge.’
'How do you know that? asked Pug.

‘Because whoever isin charge isn't having babies and hiding out and risking being killed by crazy
Bloodknights. Whoever'sin charge is somewhere very safetelling othersto go out and take risks!'

'Father'sin charge of the Conclave, and he certainly takesrisks!'

Nakor grinned and even through hisfalse dien visage, the smilewasal hisown. "Y our father, & times, is
not the sanest man | know, but on our world, it'srarely the case that when you step outside the door of
your home, everyone and everything istrying to kill you.'

‘Rardly,’ Pug agreed dryly.
'Where are the Bloodwitches |eaders, Macros? asked Nakor.
'On the other side of thisworld, in ahidden valey in amountain range called the Skellar-tok.’

"Then wed better get started,’ said Nakor. 'If we don't take these Lesser servants with us, we can travel
faster.

Macros laughed. 'One more night won't make a difference. | need to rest, and you do as well, though not
so much as| do. Besides, | need to remain here until word of what has occurred reaches us. | may be
someone else'sidea of adupe, but | am ill the leader of the White and | need to know my people are

safe and ready to serve.'

'One night,’ agreed Pug. Looking around, he said, 'While it wouldn't be thefirst time I've dept outside, |
don't imagine you brought us here to this grove just to deep on the ground.’

Macros shook his head and laughed. 'No. Thereis a hidden entrance to an underground safe haven over
there. It'salittle... lacking in amenities, but it will serve until morning.' He led them to the workers shed,
and opened the door. Inside two L essers sood waiting, both armed, which was unusua for those of their
rank, and Macros motioned them aside. He waved his hand and Pug felt magic codescein theair. A trio
of planksin the floor vibrated and then vanished and suddenly aflight of narrow stepsled down into the
gloom. With another wave of his hand, Macros caused light to appear at the bottom of the steps and
down they went. Whatever the two guards left above might think about al thiswent unspoken, asthey
resumed their duties of protecting everything in this namel ess shed without aword.

CHAPTER NINE

Discoveries

d A

JIM DUCKED BEHIND A BOULDER.

Not for thefirst time since leaving the eves, he cursed himsdlf for afoal. Up till now, one of thethings



that had made him both successful and dangerous was an optimism bordering on the foolhardy, a sense
there was nothing he couldn't do once he put hismind to it. Blessed with mentd agility aswell asa
physical quickness bordering on the supernatural, he could quickly assess Situations and make snap
judgments that were almost alway's correct.

But it was those occasiona moments when he wasn't correct that had nearly got him killed over the
years. Thistime, he was certain this was going to be one of those momentsif he made awrong move.

He had considered the location of thetrail taken from the beach up to the eves stronghold, and where
the shipslay at anchor on the opposite side of the peninsulaand had judged agametrail up into the
mountai ns they had passed along the way to Baranor alikely route over the crest — he had even spied a
gap in the pesksin the moonlight and was fedling confident of his choice. Hisonly concern at that time
had been either other elven pursuers, which he doubted, or those wolf-riding creatures, of which there

had been no sign.

Until he dmost walked into their encampmen.

He crouched low expecting to hear ahowl! of darm at any second, but after moments passed with no
outcry, he ventured to peer around the edge of the rocks.

Creatures fashioned out of nightmare sat in alarge circle around afire, or something more or lesslikea
fire, because whileit burned and gave off light and hegt, it wasn't the familiar yellow-white of abonfire,
but an aien slver-red with flickering flashes of blue. Jm had only seen the wolf-riders a dusk, but now
he saw them illuminated by thisfey fire, and the Sght was unnerving, even for aman who considered
himsalf immuneto any surprise. The creatures |ooked like humansin form, having ahead, aams and legs,
but they lacked features and, from what Jim could see, clothing. Their surface seemed to bean
ever-changing, rippling fabric or fluid, but nothing that could rightly be called 'skin', and as he had seen
before, afaint wisp of smoke or steam would coil up from the surface now and again. And the creatures
they rode, the 'wolves hunkered down at their side, tongueslolling, were also otherworldly. Their eyes
visgbly glowed, and Jm knew from the first encounter he had had with them that this wasn't the result of
reflected firdight. They were eating something, though from this distance Jm couldn't tell what it was.
Then one of them tossed something in an arc above the fire to acompanion and Jm fdt hisgorgerise as
he recognized what could only be an arm. The arm of ahuman, €f or goblin, he couldn't tell what, but it
was not thelimb of an animdl.

Jm judged the size of the camp and tried to caculate away around it. There were huts a a distance from
thefire, fashioned from something as dlien to him aswas everything el se he associated with these beings.
They were round, with flat tops and looked asiif they had been made from massive discs of some
featureless stone rather than from cloth, leather or wood. There were no doors or windows he could see,
but from time to time afigure would emerge directly through awal or vanish into one.

The most disturbing thing about the entire tableau was the sllence. There was no talking, no laughing, not
even the sound of heavy breathing. He knew they were capable of sound, for he had heard their shrieks
or battle-cries earlier that day, but now there was only an unnatura slence. However they
communicated, it wasn't through what Jm thought of as normal speech.

Jm peered around trying to find the flying creaturesthe elves caled 'Void-darters. If they wereflying
around the area, he wanted to know before he tried to skirt the village.

Asquietly as he could he edged around the encampment, trying to keep sight of any movement that might
betray an unsuspected trap or an unexpected encounter. After he was nearly opposite to the position at
which he had begun, he saw what could only be a cage, fashioned from what gppeared to be the same



materid asthe huts. Insideit, movement reved ed the whereabouts of the flying creatures. Hefelt asmall

surge of relief. These alien creatures were either supremely confident or stupid, for there was nothing like

asentry or any defences posted. If he knew what would kill them, Jm could have engineered an assault
that would have them dl destroyed within minutes.

He continued to edge hisway around the camp until he reached arise above it, then he hurried dong the
trail towards what he hoped was a pass through the peaks and down to the anchored ships.

The sky to the east was visibly lightening and Jm knew that dawn was less than an hour away. Hefedt a
sense of relief for he had been hunkered down on the east Side of the peaks unsure of which way to
descend. The path he followed had cut through a gap at the ridge, but on the eastern dope had quickly
narrowed until he was faced with the certain knowledge that he risked faling to his death until he could
see better. He was barely above the tree-line so when he looked down al he could make out in the low
light from the setting moons was a sea of tree-tops. He knew that somewhere down there must be away
to the shoreline, but at this point it was foolhardy to move without better light.

Patience was alearned skill for im Dasher, who by nature tended to the impetuous and rash, but over
the years he had harnessed those qualities and directed them. Now he was decisive and quick to act,
without thoughtlessness. And right now he needed to think.

Theinheritor of alegacy of service to the Crown and to the common people of Krondor, he had
discovered early in life that one doesn't often get choices asto when difficult decisions must be made.
Lifewasrarely convenien.

James Dasher Jamison was hardly a reflective man, but there were moments when he did consider his
rolein alarger scheme and wondered if he would every truly realize what it was he was fated to
accomplish. A boy of great promise, he was the grandson of Lord James, Duke of Rillanon, the King's
most trusted advisor. He was a so the grandnephew of the man in control of the largest shipping
enterprise in the Bitter Sea, Dashell Jamison. Something had occurred between the two brothers: once
close, they were estranged by the time Jim was born.

Jm'sfather, Dasher Jamison, Lord Carlstone, had been one of the finest adminigtratorsin the King's
court, and his mother had been Lady Rowella Montonowksy, a daughter of Roldem's nobility and a
distant cousin to their queen. In dl things, Jm should have been achild of privilege and refinement.

Sent to study in Roldem, he had been quickly judged to be one of the most promising students at the
university. They had waited for him to blossom asascholar. Instead he had discovered the streets of
Roldem, and the back alleys aswell. Hisingtructors at university were defested, for while hewas
repestedly absent without permission, Jm aways excelled at his studies. He had anaturd ability to hear
or read something once and know it perfectly, agift for logic and problem-solving that made mathematics
and the natural sciences easy for him, and an ability for abstraction and logic that made even the most
obtuse phil osophies manageable. In short, he had been the perfect student, when he chose to be around.
He wasindifferent to the canings he earned for each transgression, considering the welts on his back the
cost of doing what he wished. Findly, the monks who werein charge of the University judged their
effortsto befutile and had sent the young man back to hisfamily in Rillanon.

Hisfather was determined to harness his son's reckless nature and to make a courtier out of him, so he
gave him aminor postion in the King's court. More often than not m was gone from his office, wasting
timein gambling halls, inns, and brothels. He had aflair for gambling which earned him a steady income
on top of hisfamily's alowance, and ataste for women of low estate, which had got him into afair share
of brawls, landing himin the city gaol more than once. His father's position had freed him every time,



though the gaoler had warned Lord Carlstone that he could not protect hiswayward son much longer.

Jm'sfather had used every means of persuasion at hisdisposal to curb his son's appetite for the seedier
sideof life, including athreet to hand him over to the King'sarmy for serviceif he couldn't sem his
impulsesfor low living, but dl to no avail. At last his grandfather had taken a hand and had sent Jm to
Krondor to work for his uncle, Jonathan Jamison, son of Dashell, Jim's great-uncle.

Jm took to hisnew surroundings asif born to them, and quickly discovered that he had aflair for
business. He a so soon redlized that there was a very questionable relationship between his great-uncle's
many business enterprises and any number of crimina activitiesin and around Krondor. At first it was
smuggling, then sabotage of a competitor's shipments or awell-timed firein their warehouse. By thetime
he was twenty years of age, im was running agang at the docks, the Backwater Boys, and collecting
money from various merchantsto facilitate the safe arrival of goods that somehow avoided the Royd
Customs House.

Then ayear later, Jm was dragged out of hishomein the dead of night by four men clad in black. He
had incapacitated two of them before they had clubbed him unconscious and when he awoke, he had
found himsdlf in the dungeon in the Prince's pdace.

After acold night and long day, he was visited by Lord Erik von Darkmoor, former Knight-Marshdl of
the Western Realm and currently retiring Duke of Krondor. The choice given to him had been smple;
learn to love a contemplative and solitary lifein avery dark and damp cdll without any outside windows,
or work for the Prince of Krondor as an agent.

Lord Erik madeit clear that hisrelationship to the Duke of Rillanon would not save him from the choice;
his grandfather would recelve amaost sympathetic message from Lord Erik regretfully informing him that
his grandson had gone missing, perhaps avictim of foul play. It wasn't for two more years after he sarted
working for Erik that Jm discovered the entire thing had been his grandfather'sideaand that his
great-unclewasasoin ontheplot.

But by then Imwas fully ensconced in the intrigue and politics of the nation, an agent for the King
working in the darkest dleys aswdll as on the roofs and in the sawers of the cities of the Western Realm.
To everyone he met he was either James Dasher Jamison, only son of Lord Carlstone of Rillanon,
grandson of the Duke, or he was Jm Dasher, amember of the Mockers, the apparently roughly —but in
redity very well-organized crimina underground of the city.

By the time he was taken into the Conclave at the age of twenty-seven, he was a practised thief, n,
and spy for the crown, considered their finest operative and perhaps the most dangerous man not a
magician in the Kingdom. Jm cared nothing for hisreputation, for most part being ignorant of it, but he
did teke pride in doing whatever he did well. For it was here, in the darkest hours of the night when he
was done with himsdlf that he truly understood himsdlf: he was the greeat-grest-grandson of Immy the
Hand, the most legendary thief in the history of the Mockers. One-time street urchin, servant to Prince
Arutha, advisor to kings and princes, at his death he had been the most powerful Duke in the Kingdom.
Jm wasless clear about his own persona ambitions— he had no desire to be aduke; he loved adventure
too much to be cooped up in apaacein meetings dl day. He enjoyed the intrigue, murder, skulking in
shadows, and being faster than the other man, that much luckier than the fellow trying to kill him, more
intelligent than his opponent. He relished the constant sense of danger and the incredible sense of
accomplishment he got from hismissions. At the end of one, he welcomed the hot baths and clean sheets,
the company of willing women, the wine and food, but after afew days he wanted nothing moreto be
back in the dleys, running slently across rooftops or dogging through the sewers, one hand on hisknife
hilt, waiting for an attack he was certain was around the next corner.



But there were moments, like the one he was experiencing now, sitting cold and donein the dark on the
top of adistant ridge of mountains, when he judged himself quite mad. To himself he muttered, ‘No sane
man could want thislife.

But he knew he did want it, even needed it. He had made up the Jmmyhand story asablind, away to
make his relaionship with Jmmy the Hand of Krondor aseemingly false claim, thereby heading off any
possible suspicion that he was, indeed, that worthy's great-great-grandson, and therefore the son of
nobility. Too many people Hill lived who might connect the grandson of Lord James of Rillanon with his
own grandfather, the legendary former thief-turned-noble, Lord James of Krondor.

No, he admitted to himsdlf, Jm loved thislife, even the bloody-handed work, for he knew he belonged
to something larger than himsdlf, and he was certain that every man whose life he had taken had deserved
it. That sense of serving something more important than his own petty desires had taken what had been
little more than a collection of rash impulses, asdf-indulgent desire for danger and thrills, and turned it
into something useful, even noble at times, and in that, Jm had discovered abaanceto hislife.

Then things had changed and he experienced a set of fedings that were new to him. Hehad met a
woman.

Ashesat ontop of apeak in adistant land, waiting for the sun to rise so that he could find hisway safely
to ships at anchor in shark-infested watersto carry word to aband of magicians about some creatures
from the darkest pit of hell and aband of elves no one had ever heard of, al he could think of waswould
he ever see Michde again?

The sun had begun to light the eastern sky and the solid mass of darkness below him was now resolving
itself into defined shapes. He pushed aside thoughts of hisnew love, and his constant concern that having
someoneto care for was perhaps the worst idea he had ever considered, and looked deep into the
gloom. At first the still-impenetrable shadows confounded his eye, but after awhile he began to discern a
way down. What he had at firgt thought might be atiny rivulet formed by ice melt or rain, looked
promising, and he started moving towardsit. After reaching the head of the smal gully, he decided to
venture dowly downwards and made a silent prayer to Ban-ath, God of Thieves, who aso was
consdered the God of Misadventures: if there was every an undertaking worthy of being cdled that, this

wasit, thought Jm Dasher.

It was |ate afternoon by the time he reached the cliffs above the agreed-upon beach. He considered the
drop and again wondered how a city-bred lad such as himsdlf could end up considering a descent that
would have given afright to amountain goat. There was no easy way down, though there certainly wasa
quick one, hethought dryly.

Hetraversed the narrow cliff and found nothing useful, then turned and with his eyes retraced his route
down to the top of the cliffs. Hewaslikely to spend hours climbing back up to where he thought another
way down might be found, and even then there was no guarantee it would provide the right descent. He

would probably have to endure another night on the mountainsde, and he was now both thirsty and
ravenous. He recalled with bitter amusement a confidence trickster he had once encountered in atavern
in Krondor while the man waited to take ship to Elariel in Kesh. He had tried to sell Jim a'magic cloak’
which would, he claimed, alow the wearer to legp from the tallest building or wall and gently float down
to the ground. A clever enough scam, for if thefool who bought it tried to useit, he'd either be dead or
lying a-bed with too many broken bonesto attempt hot pursuit and the trickster would be safely away in
Gresat Kesh. But, oh, how he wished it had been true and he had such a cloak now.

He kept looking for inspiration, for he didn't relish the climb back to the other route. He decided to make



one more traverse of the cliff top before he started hiking. He moved northwards until he reached an

outcropping of rocksthat prevented further progress, glanced down and saw waves crashing into the

rocks a hundred feet below him. Not a bad dive, he thought, if the water was deep enough and there
weren't rocks everywhere.

Hetravelled back southwards, occasiondly glancing out to where the three shipswaited, wishing he
could somehow communicate to them that he was up here. Not that it would prove any more beneficid,
unless someone on the crew had devel oped the ability to fly and could come fetch him to the ship, or at

least fly up here with arope.

A rope? He glanced around. If he had arope, where would hetie it off? He walked over to asturdy tree
that had been the victim of cliff erosion. It had started leaning forward from the edge of the cliff and had
then died asitsroots were exposed. But the dried-out trunk was till firmly planted in the rocky soil and
when he pushed hard againgt it he found it unyielding. It would support hisweight. If only he had arope.

Helooked down and saw that the tree overhung a gap in the cliff with aledge about twenty feet below
and that the ledge a'so contained asmall growth of trees. He wished he could gauge how high those trees
were from his current vantage point. He sprinted aong the cliff face, looking back severd times, and
finaly found abend in the cliff where he could get agood perspective. He could see the trees closest to
the edge on that little ledge were in fact about thirty feet below the cliff on which he stood. He rapidly did
the mathematics. He could lower himself down until he overhung the trees, and hisfeet should be not
much more than twenty feet above the ledge and only ten feet above the trees.

Gods, he slently mused, what is desperation driving meto?

He redlized that once down on the ledge, the chances of climbing back up to where he sood now were
practicaly nil but he blocked it from hismind: he needed to be on that ship as soon as possible. He
moved rapidly to where he could climb out on the dead tree, and gauged the most-likely looking tree
below to try for. They were al scrubby-looking things, pines or firs of some sort —he redly didn't know
or care what they were— and he needed something big enough to grab on to, or at least sturdy enough to
dow hisfdl. He didn't mind cuts and bruises, but broken boneswould consign him to adow and painful
desth.

He scrambled around until he was hanging directly over the chosen tree, then helet go. Thefdl wasless
than adozen feet, but if felt like ahundred as he crashed into the top branches. As he expected, he was
cut by severa of the branches as they broke, but he grabbed hard onto alarger one and hisfall was
broken. He paused to catch his breath, then climbed down.

Once he stood at the rim of the little ledge, he wondered what madness had overtaken him. It was
another thirty or more feet down, to what appeared to be mostly sand, but there were enough rocks
poking through it that he couldn't be sure how deep any of it was. Helooked down for anything remotely
like ahandhold and felt his ssomach sink; the face of the cliff here was eroded by the tide and now he
was on an overhang. He considered his choices and redlized he had none: he had to get down from here,
no matter the risk.

He wished he had arope. Then he corrected himself and decided if he was going to waste awish, hed
wish to dready be in Krondor —in the apartment he used as James Jamison rather than the hovel he used
in hisrole as Jm Dasher, Mocker — bathed, rested, dressed, and entertaining Lady Michele de
Frachette, daughter of the Earl of Montagren and he hoped, some day, the mother of his children.

The wind picked up and he saw the ships at anchor begin to rock dightly as the ocean chop increased.
Ah, how to get there? He looked down again. He was dightly over six feet in height, so adead hang



drop from the ledge meant twenty-four feet or so to the sand. Still sufficient to break enough bonesto
prevent him getting to the ship. If he could just shave two yards off the distance. ..

He stripped off his boots and threw them to the sand below. Then off came hisbdt and trousers, then his
shirt. Herapidly worked so asto get this over with before he reconsidered. He tied the belt around the
tree closest to the edge of the ledge, a scant thing looking barely able to support its own weight, let done
his. Still, it only had to hold for amoment or two. He then tied one leg of histrousersto the belt, making
the best knot he could, then his shirt arm to the other leg. He threw the rest of the shirt over the edge and
looked down. The makeshift rope of clothing had given him the six feet he needed.

Never oneto hestate, he rolled over on hisbelly, ignoring the scrapes on the rock and the pain from the
cuts he had dready suffered from faling into the tree branches. He wiggled backwards, hoping no one
from the ship was watching, given the state he was in. Then he pushed himself off and quickly went hand
under hand down the fabric of histrousers and shirt. He felt adight jerk and realized the tree was Sarting
to fal. He went as quickly down as he could, holding at the bottom. As his momentum was halted, he
heard the crack of wood above.

With asingle shout helet go, flexing his kneesto take the shock of hitting the ground. He hit the sand and
struck the side of his head against arock, which caused his eyesto lose focus for amoment. Then he
rolled up and over and looking up, he saw the tree that was about to fal on him. Jm Dasher just
continued to roll, striking more rocks as he tried to avoid being crushed by the small tree he had
uprooted from the ledge above. He heard the tree fall with acrash.

Lying on the sand, aching and his head ringing from the blow, he redized suddenly —he was on the
beach! He struggled to get up, and finaly managed to stand despite his head throbbing and hisvision
being unclear. He sood motionlessfor afull minute trying not to fal over. His somach knotted and he
felt sick for afew moments, then he took along, deep breath. He knew his head-blow was going to
make him lessthan fit. He needed to Sart afire to sgnd the captain of the Queen of the Soldanas to
send aboat to pick him as soon as possible.

Jm Dasher found his clothes firmly buried under the bole of the tree that had dmost crushed him. He
cleared away sand and discovered histrousers were firmly pinned between the tree and rocks. His shirt
tore as he pulled it out, and he could find nothing of his belt. He looked about and found his boots not
too far away, so he went over and put them on. He stood feding ridiculousin historn shirt, underlinen,
and boots but sighed in resignation. He needed his belt: it contained asmdl pouch in which was hidden a
piece of flint. The buckle had astedl tongue, and together they could be used to sart afire. He could
probably find a piece of flint nearby, but he knew he'd never find a piece of sed.

Helooked at the three ships and suddenly they were twice asfar as he had thought when hefirst saw
them. That was because he knew he would now have to swim to them.

At least the wind would keep the surface roiling and hide him from the sight of enemies, he thought ashe
took off his boots. Regretfully he tossed them aside — heredlly liked them and it took alot of work to
make redly fine new boots look old and worthless. Observing the wind and the spindrift coming off the
choppy water, he wondered if that might keep the sharks away. Considering how many cuts he sported,
he hoped s0. Well, he thought as he waded into the surf, hed soon find out.

Jm amost got his head removed by abelaying pin for histroubles as he clambered up the anchor rope.
The sailor whom he had surprised had been warned, along with the rest of the crew, to be vigilant and
wary of surprise attack.



"Y ou never should have got that close, fella-me-lad,’ he said as he helped the sailor off the deck, where
he had knocked him down. 'I've abump on my head and it's taken me off a bit.’

The sailor recognized Jim as one of the party sent ashore with Genera Kaspar, but he still looked ready
to fight. 'Wherée's the Captain? asked Jm, heading off further disputes.

'‘Coming," said another sailor asthe entire deck crew came to gawk at the sopping wet man wearing only
ashirt and drawers.

'What's this then? asked the first mate. 'A deserter?

'Hardly, said Jm, dowly adding 'dr," as he retreated to hisrole of common thief. '| have newsfor the
captain.’
Tell meand I'll rlay it,' said thefirst mate.

‘That won't be necessary,’ said the Captain as he forced hisway through the press of sailors. 'Get back
to your duties!" he commanded and the sailors moved off. 'I'll take this man with me, Y ost,' the Captain
instructed thefirst mate.

Mr Y ost looked unconvinced, but he nodded and just said, "Yessr.'

'Follow me," said the Captain, a very experienced and loyal member of the Roya Navy of Roldem by the
name of William Gregson. He, like every other sailor in thislittleflotilla, wore no uniform and to the
casua eye gppeared to be merely acommercia captain, but like every other man aboard the three ships,
he was navy to the bone.

Onceingdethe privacy of hiscabin, Gregson said, 'What news, Lord James?

'My head ispounding,’ said Jm, Sitting down without waiting for leave. 'l hit arock coming down off that
cliff over there. Do you have something?

The Captain went to his private sea chest and removed a stoppered bottle. He pulled out two small
glasses and filled them both. 'Medicina brandy,’ he said, offering up aglassto Jm. 'Now, what's
happened? Y ou wouldn't be swimming with sharksif there wasn't a problem.’

'Aye," said Jim. 'Kaspar and the rest are prisoners.
'Who's taken them?

'Elves, but nonelike any I've seen. I've got alot to report, but as | must be on my way as soon as
possible, you'll have to wait for the official word to be passed back to you.'

The Captain, hisface aleathery map from years on the quarterdeck, said, 'So it's mind my own business,
isit?

‘Something like that, Captain.’
'How fast isfast? The Lady Jessie isour fastest.’
'Not ship-fast. | need that device | asked you to keep for me.'

The Captain returned to his chest, opened it and took out asmall golden sphere. 'I've been wondering
what it was!'



‘Something that will get mewherel need to go faster than the swiftest ship in the fleet can bear me. One
thing, though, before | useit.’

'What?
'l need apair of trousers.’

The Captain could barely keep from laughing. He went to his clothing locker and produced a pair of
trousers which were dightly too large but would do. ‘Boots? he offered.

'l think yourswont fit."

The Captain fetch another pair but they weretoo smdl. 'I'll find something aong theway,' said Jm. He
held up the orb and said, "Well, goodbye, Captain,’ and depressed a switch on the side of the device.

Before the Captain could reply, he was gone. Only adight inward surge of air marked his disappearance.
Into the empty room, the Captain said, 'What do | tell the men?

It was the dead of night on Sorcerer's Ide when Jm appeared. It was hisfirg visit to the home of the
legendary Black Sorcerer, Pug. Jm was aware that he had some sort of distant kinship with the magician,
as Pug's adopted daughter Gamina had been the wife of Lord James, but Jim suspected he was hardly
the first member of ‘that Side of the family' not to know hisforebear.

He had arrived in asmall room set aside for visitors, and a student had been detailed there to keep an
gyeonit. Even so, the student legpt amile as Jm materidized. At last he regained his composure and
sad 'Wait here. | will fetch someone!

Jm knew better than to argue for he had been given clear instructions by his great-uncle and Lord Erik
that if he were ever to use the device he must do whatever he was told once he reached the idand.

Jm didn't havelong to wait. A rega looking woman obvioudy just awakened arrived with the student.
She gave him a searching look. "Who are you?

With an only dightly mocking courtly bow, he said, 'I'm James Jamison, grandson of the Duke of
Rillanon. And to whom do | have the pleasure of speaking?

I'm Miranda," answered the woman. ‘Come aong. Y ou wouldn't be hereif the Stuation didn't warrant it.
I've heard of you, Jim Dasher, and what I've heard is good: we need snesky bastardson our sde at a
timelikethis'

Jmwasnt sureif that was a compliment or not, but he decided to take it as one. Mirandaled him down
along series of hdls. 'Mogt of the faculty and sudents are adeep, as you'd expect. I'll warn you though,
when sunrise comes, you may see some... people, unlike any you've encountered. Try not to gawk.'

'After what I've seenin thelast two days, lady, | don't think anything will surprise me any more.’

She entered aroom that was clearly an office of some sort and motioned for him to it down inachair
opposite adesk. 'Why don't you tell me about your last two days, then?

Jm delivered a concise and exact narrative, after which Mirandasaid, 'We are deding with an enemy
who ismad." She drummed her fingers on the desktop in frustration. 'Now this'!'



Jm said nothing, waiting for her to tel him what must be done next. After amoment, she said, 'What do
you think we should do next, Jm Dasher?

Jm paused, then said, 'Firdt, | need apair of boots and trousers that fit. Then you should do what you
must with those... creatures, but we also need to get Kaspar and the men free of those elves. Therésa

certain madnessto them, aswell, or at least a sense of desperation. Kaspar saysthey're dying out, and |
agree. There were perhaps only haf adozen children and only afew more women there. Intotd, less
than ahundred in dl. That fortification was hometo four or five timesthat many at onetime.’

'If my husband were here—' Miranda began. She sighed, 'But he'snot." She studied Jm and said findly,
'We're alittle thin on the ground right now. My husband and two others who might easily ded with some
of thisare absent and | have no ideawhen they might return. There are other magicians here who have
talent and might help to assess those creatures you saw in the mountains. ‘But I'm not sure what to do
about the elves who've captured Kaspar.'

'Can you get me to Elvandar? Jm asked.
'l can get you close. No one enters Elvandar unbidden unlessthey have been given leave.
'I have been there before.'
‘Redlly? she said, surprised. 'When?

‘A few years ago, at the behest of Lord Erik, right about the time | began to be told the truth about the
Conclave.'

'l see,' said Miranda. "Then we shal get you to the border of Elvandar.' She narrowed her gaze. 'Y ou
look asif you could useamed.'

He nodded. 'That would be welcome. 1t's been aday or more since I've had anything to eat or drink.'
Mirandarose. 'I'll wak you to the kitchen.'

Hefollowed her down the hdll, into agarden, and then into another hal. He redlized that these buildings
were congtructed like many of the villas on Queg, in large squares with a garden at the centre.

Miranda asked, 'Isthisyour first vidt here, then?

'Yes,' answered Jm. '| believe you're familiar with how new recruitsto the Conclave are given
information.’

'In dribs and drabs as needed,’ she supplied.

'On aneed-to-know basis, Lord Erik called it. He chuckled. 'I'll admit when [ first learned of the
Conclave | was astonished, yet now so many things make more senseto me.’

‘Then you're arare one, James Jamison —or isit Jm Dasher? For the more | know the less | understand.

It's Jm Dasher when I'm not in the palaces at Krondor, Rillanon or Roldem, lady. I'll grant you the
advantage of wisdom, then, for it'smy vanity that | can apprehend agreet dedl from alittleinformation.’

'A useful trait and one of the reasons why you were recruited.’

'Ah, | thought it might be because of family.'



'Y our family? said Miranda ‘Let metell you something of your family.’

She led him into alarge kitchen where a pair of young men were preparing to bake the day's bread.
Mirandamotioned for Jim to go to the pantry and make use of whatever he found there. He fetched out a
half-finished loaf of bread from the day before, some hard cheese, apair of. apples, and ajug of some
sort of ae. Then he grabbed aladle from the side of the water bucket and drank deeply. After three such
drippings, Mirandasaid, 'lf you were so thirsty, why didn't you ask for water?

'I've developed a knack of ignoring such things asthirst and hunger for awhile, and it seemed more
important to tell you what | knew.'

'Gods," said Mirandawith alaugh. "Y ou match your reputation, Jm Dasher. | hardly think thetimeto sip
acup of water would prove the end of usall. Now, eat, and let metell you about your family.'

Jim cut bread and cheese and took a bite from both, then attacked thefirst apple.

'Asyou may know you are counted as distant kin to my husband —and no, you'd better not call me
grandmother unless you have no regard for your lifel" she said before he could make acomment. 'Y our
great, great grandfather James of Krondor died before the creation of the Conclave. Y our grandfather
and your father are members of afamily who are steadfast in their loyalty to the Crown of the Ides, and
while the Conclave'sinterests and the Kingdom's often overlap, sometimes they do not.

'We have an... accommodation with your father and grandfather, but make no mistake in this, the schism
between the... two sides of your family is deep. It goes back to the end of the Serpentwar, when my
husband refused to intercede on behaf of the Prince of Krondor when a Keshian army stood at the city's
gates, and because of that the Prince, later to be King Patrick, held a degp and abiding grudge against
my husband. The Conclave is dedicated to preserving thisworld, including itsfoolish rulers, but we put
No one nation's needs above another.'

Jm listened while he ate. As he swallowed the last piece of gpple, he said, 'Am | to believe that my
loyalties are assumed else | wouldn't be here?

'Morelikely you wouldn't be dive, or at the very least, you never would have been recruited.”

'Kings come and go, said Jm. 'My grandfather has served four, and the latest is a promising young man,
but that doesn't mean that when the chips are down and the last card played, he's going to make the right
choices!'

'He has your grandfather at hisright hand.’

‘Grandfather isknown to be avery wise, very shrewd, and very old man. | say thiswith affection, for |
will miss him when he dies, but unless you can muster another miracle like the one you provided for Lord
Erik, it'sonly amatter of months, perhaps ayear at most, before helll need to be replaced.

'Y our father?

'No,' sad Jm. 'Hes agifted adminigtrator, taking after his own grandfather, Arutha Jameson, Lord
Vencar, by dl reports, but he's not the palitical anima my grandfather is...'Jim sghed. 'Once again we
face agtuation that can only be called dangerous. There has been no continuity in the Western Realm

since Prince Aruthadied. He was the last true western lord to rule and since then there's been a series of
caretaker rulers, heirsbiding their time until they could return to Rillanon and take the throne, and a no
time wasthe interest of the west seen as paramount. The Western lords are fractious and I've even heard
rumours of establishing aseparate nation.'



"Those rumours are not widespread,’ said Miranda, ‘or we would have heard.’

"Whispers,' said Jm. 'Nothing more or | would have reported it. Trust mewhen | say had | an inkling of
any such movement being red, | would have reported it to my father, and he most certainly would have
shared that information with Lord Erik."

"Who would in turn have reported it to my husband.’
‘But we have more immediate concerns than the politics of the Kingdom," said Jm. 'Elvandar?

Mirandanodded. 'l can take you to theriver'sedge, for | have. yet to be granted leave to enter at will.'
Shesadthisasif it annoyed her, but Jm let the remark pass without comment. 'Stand next to me...'

'Ah, the boots?
'Oh, yes,' said Miranda. She looked at hisfeet and added, 'And trousers that fit. | remember.’

She sent one of the students who had been baking out to fetch the desired items and the boy quickly
returned with two pairs of boots, the first of which fit well and apair of sturdy trousers that were an
improvement over what the Captain had given him.

He changed and went to stand next to Miranda. She put her hand on his shoulder, and suddenly they
werein adark forest, next to ariver of some size. "Thisford isswift running, but shalow,’ shetold him as
he tried to get his bearings. Thismagic travel took some getting used to, he thought.

Then shewas gone.

He took a deep bresth and suddenly realized he was without weapons. Knowing he wouldn't be without
company for long, he forded the river. On the other side he stood for amoment, listening, then called, 'l
know you're there.'

Seconds later two elves gppeared, seemingly out of nowhere. 'Welcome, Jm Dasher,' said one of them.

Jm took amoment in the gloom, then smiled and stepped forward. Thank you, Trelan. It isgood to see
you again.' They gripped one another's hand, and Jm said, 'l| need speak with your Queen and Lord
Tomes!

To the other df, the one called Trelan said, 'l will guide him and send back another to watch the ford with
you.' Then hewas off at aquick trot, leaving Dasher only amoment in which to react and catch up with
him.

Jm knew from his previous vist that he was going to be running al night and most of the morning to
reach the Queen's court from this part of the Elven Forest, so helet hismind relax and started thinking
about keeping up with the indefatigable df. He had only been on the trail for five minutes when he started
thinking of Michele again, and cursed himsdlf for alove-struck fool.

CHAPTER TEN

Summons



d A

BEK STOOD COVERED IN BLOOD.
'Stop!" shouted Martuch, his mentor within the Sadharin battle society.

The human disguised as a Dasati Deathknight stood quivering with rage, his eyeswide and his sword
poised as he sought out another enemy to kill. Martuch, Vako and haf adozen other members of the
White stood in asemi-circle behind Ralan Bek, each of them aso awash in gore. The Deathknights, who
secretly served the enemies of the Dark One, had been swept up in the Great Culling as had every other
Dasati with asword, but no one, not even the most seasoned warrior had seen anything like what they
had just witnessed.

A company of perhaps thirty-five young Deathknights had ridden down a boulevard and happened upon
an enclave of Lesserswho had gone to ground and risked coming out at sundown too early. Asthe
cityscape was bathed in the orange glow of sunset, the broad street became a scene of carnage.

Before Martuch could order his group to circle away from the conflict, Bek had urged his varnin forward,
riding asif he had been in the saddle dl hislife. Before the young Degthknights had known he was upon
them, six were dead. He moved like abeing possessed, killing eight before the others could join in.

"They'reall dead,’ said Martuch.
Bek's eyes burned with an inner light that frightened even this battle-hardened Dasati. 'L et's find more!’

‘No,' said Vako. 'The Culling isover.' Helooked at the fifteen bodiesthat littered the street. ‘These...
shouldn't have died." He looked torn between his Dasati heritage which relished the daughter and his
newfound respect for life which counted it awaste of potential. The Culling was over before this began.”

Martuch looked towards the others. 'L oot the bodies. Not to do so would draw unwel come attention to
us. Better to be thought brigands than heretics!

Vako's group quickly stripped the bodies of trophies, leaving the corpsesin the street for the Lessersto
dispose of. Asthey were securing their trophies behind the saddles of their varnin, aband of riders
rounded a corner along city block away and approached. Vako's company took up position without
being ordered, for while the Culling might officidly be over, Bek would hardly be the only warrior caught
up in the bloodletting and ready to continuekilling.

Asthe group approached, Martuch said, ‘Lower your weapons.'

The riders approaching were half a dozen temple Deathknights wearing the TeKaranas palace colours.
They were escorting apair of Hierophants, those priests given the responsibility of ensuring that everyone
in the reelm came to worship the Dark One. In antiquity they might have been spreaders of the word, but

since His Darknesss rise to pre-eminence, no evangelica mission was required, and now they primarily

served to ferret out heresy and act as spiesfor the TeKarana.

'Praise to His Darkness!' said the leader.

All bowed their heads for amoment and repeated the invocation. The other priest quickly took stock of
the corpses on the ground. 'How many of your company lies here?

Martuch spoke camly. ‘'None.'



'Indeed? questioned thefirst priest. "I count thirty-five dead warriors and half-again as many Lessers, yet
only nine of you sent them al to His Darkness?

Vako said, 'We had the advantage of surprise.’

Without ahint of boastfulness, Bek cadmly said, 'l killed six before they knew we were upon them. When
they turned to face me, two more died and then my companions were upon them from another quarter.
Confusion served us—'

'‘And these were young, barely blooded warriors," added Hirea. 'l am Master Hirea of the Scourge, and |
have taught everyone here, including Lord Vako, of the Camareen. These are my most exceptiona
students, and these... things," he said with contempt of the dead, ‘were barely better than Lessers
themsdlves. It wasan easy killing. Little glory, redly’

'Y ou are of the Scourge, yet you ride with the Lord of the Camareen, who is of the Sadharinif | am
correct. Isthisright? asked thefirst priest.

'| was staying with Lord Vako when the cdll for the Culling came. It seemed prudent to remain with his
company rather than risk returning to my own enclave!

Looking directly at the young ruler of the Camareen, the second priest said, '‘And you let him live?

'Hewas my teacher,’ said Vako. "The Scourge and the Sadharin have ridden together for many years;
we have not crossed swords since my grandfather's times. We have many ties" Histone said he was
finished with the topic and his defiant glare challenged the two prieststo continue thisline of questioning
at ther peril.

The palitics of the societies were traditionally ignored by the Dark One's priests, but overlong aliances
were often viewed with suspicion, for the art of ruling such amurderous population wasin keeping
factions from growing too powerful. The two priests knew aswell as anyone who the potentia threatsto
order were, and while the Scourge and the Sadharin were both venerable societies, they were not
especidly powerful or influentid, especialy on Omadrabar. They might be apower to contend with on
Kosridi, but here on the capital world of the Dasati Empire, they were just another pair of provincial
battle societies.

The second priest studied Bek. 'Are you Scourge or Sadharin?

Bek glanced down and redlized that the badge given to him by Martuch had been didodged during the
struggle. As he started to answer, Martuch said, 'Heismy retainer. Heis Sadharin.’

Thefirgt priest raised his eyebrows and his expression became one of interest. ‘A student? From his
demeanour and the numbers of dead at hisfeet | would have thought him at least amaster in your ranks,
if not acaptain.’

'He has promise,’ said Hireadismissively. '‘But among those | tutor, heis but another sudent.’

After along moment of consideration, thefirst priest said, Then you will not mind if he leavesyour side.”
Pointing at Ralan he said, 'What are you named?

'l am Bek,' said the human disguised as a Dasati warrior.
'Bek," intoned the Hierophant, 'you are called!'

For the briefest second Vako and Martuch exchanged glances. Both felt the instinct to attack, to prevent



the Dark One's servants from taking Bek away, but they also both knew that despite not being as
powerful in their use of magic asthe Deathpriests, these two Hierophants alone could tip the balance
againgt Vako's group.

Martuch said, Y ou must go with them.' Softly, so that only Bek could hear him, he added, 'Do nothing to
reved yourself. Wewill contact you before the end of thisday. Go.'

Bek sheathed his sword and said to the priest, ‘Called?

"The TeKarana aways needs prodigious warriors. Thetraining is arduous and far more taxing than what
you have endured at the hands of your old teacher—' he stressed the word "old' in away that would have
got him killed had he not been protected by another magic-user and a dozen temple guards'—and
should you survive, you will earn a place attending the Dark One's most loyal servant, his persond

guard.

'Should you achieve special merit,' said the other priest, 'you may be chosen to join hismost noble order,
the Tdnoy.'

Bek grinned. 'Istherekilling to be done?

‘Always," answered thefirst priest with agrin to match Bek's. 'Today's Culling was just ataste. A
banquet of death will soon belaid beforethe faithful.’

‘Then | will come with you,' said the blood-drenched youth.
He mounted his varnin and wheded around, faling in with the guards who followed the priests.

Asthey rode down the boulevard and the first sirrings of normd life returned to this part of the city,
Vako said to Martuch, 'What do we do now?

'Get to the Orchard of Delmat-Ama as quickly aswe can, and speak to the Gardener,’ answered
Martuch. To the others he shouted, 'Werride!'

They mounted up quickly and moved at afast pace through acity littered with the dead and dying.

The greetings were subdued. On both sides there were too many questions that needed to be asked and
answered for any casud discussion.

The shelter was as Macros had described it, ample but smple. Cots were arrayed along thewalls of a
long room, perhaps once an underground grain storage warehouse, or even a barracks of sorts, but other
than beds, atable and a stack of water jugs at the far end, the room was devoid of comfort. Two
lanterns gave out alow light alowing Pug's vison to register heat once more asif it were something

normally seen.

Martuch, Vako and Hirea had al joined Macros and his companionsin the hiding place, while the other
servants of the White stayed above to ensure that no one below was disturbed. Nakor especialy seemed
troubled by the news that Bek had been taken by the Hierophants. 'Why do you think he was taken? he

asked Martuch.

Martuch shrugged, one of the few very human gestures that always startled Pug when he saw it. 'For any
number of reasons, but none which lead meto think they have aninkling of hisrea nature; had that been
the ease, there would not have been two clerics, but twenty, not adozen guards, but a hundred. And

there would have been no conversation.'



"They would have attacked without question,’ agreed Nakor. "Then, of those possible reasons, which do
you judge to be the most reasonable?

'Reasonable? Again the old Dasati warrior looked very human in his expression of doubt. Thereis
amogt nothing left of reason in our land, Nakor. But if you ask methe most likely, it isthis: Bek has
grown in power since he has been here. It isno longer smply a case of him resembling a powerful young
warrior.'

‘Martuchisright, Vako added. 'He exudes might. He carries himsdlf like a nobleman born, the son of
some great house, and his strength is gpparent. The day | met you | would not have hesitated to cut him
down where he stood had | a cause. Today, even the mightiest of our race would hesitate before
chalenging him. Heisnot just playing the part of aDasati any more. He is Dasati to hiscore. Itis
daunting.'

Hireasaid, 'If hewerein truth my student, | would aready judge him the most dangerous| had ever
instructed. If | had him on the training floor, | would fear for my head.’

"Then | must go to him," said Nakor. 'Y ou have means?

Martuch nodded. 'We have agentsin the palace, and | know others there as well who will not think it
srangethat | am there. Ashismentor | can bid him farewdll.’

'‘And I, as hisingtructor,' added Hirea. 'But once he enterstraining for the TeKaranas persona guard, he
will be unreachable. If we are to speak with him, it must be today'

Nakor nodded and stood up. "Then we must go now. For if | do not reach him and, tell him what to do,
al our plans may come to naught.'

'‘Nakor looks the part of aLesser,' said Pug.

'A family retainer, who comesto fetch and carry, nothing more," answered Martuch. 'He will attract far
less attention than if athird warrior appeared to bid farewell to amere student.’

Vako said to Pug, 'l will accompany you to the Mountains of Skellar-tok.'

Pug glanced at Macros, who merely nodded. 'Sooner is better than later,' said the former human
magician. Heredly did not look well.

Asif aware of Pug'sregard, hesaid, 'l fear | may have only ashort time left.’

Hireawas visbly distressed to hear that. 'For the service we've shared and the love | bear you as my
leader, | caution you never to repeat such athing outside thisroom. It istaking al my will not to cut you
down for showing such weakness!'

Vako was dso showing signs of conflict. 'Yes, that is sage advice.'

Only Martuch seemed untroubled. ‘It istoo deeply in our blood, | fear. Yet | ill hope we can save our
progeny.’

"Then we must al be on our way,' said Pug. To Magnus he said, 'Again, you bear the burden, while | will
mask usfrom sight. But thistime we shall not merely traverse acity, but go haf-way around the world,
S0 be prepared, my son." Magnus nodded solemnly.

Macrossaid, 'l shall work to keep us hidden from sight, but indeed we have along way to go. It will not



be aquick journey. | just hope we can gain the knowledge we need before the Dark One makes his
intentions clear.’

"Then we must not linger,' said Pug, To Nakor he added, 'l hope to see you again, soon, old friend.'
Grinning through his mask of troubles, Nakor said, 'If the godswill it, then it will happen. Bewell.’

'‘And you, said Pug. He turned to Martuch. 'Go first, and we shal follow quickly behind you, but out of
sght.

Martuch nodded, and turned without further discussion, leading his companions up the wooden stairsto
the surface. Pug thought to warn Vako not to be unnerved by the lack of vishility or the flying, but
thought better of it. He was Dasati and if he was frightened to desth he would not show such weakness,
and Pug didn't have time to ded with ayoung lord of the Dasati who fdlt insulted. All he said was, 'Put
your hand upon Magnusswaist and do not let go, for you will not see him." Then Pug turned everyonein
hisparty invishle.

They dowly made their way up the sairs after Hirea, and the Lessers remaining below to shut the
trapdoor. The morning sun now climbed to the mid-heaven, and Pug fet Magnuss spell lift them dll
quickly upwards. Magnus's voice could be heard, "Which way?

'Firdt to the west, for many hours, then when we pauseto rest, | will tell you the next direction,’ said
Macros. 'We shall see hdf thisworld before we are done. Now, conserve your strength and let us be
away as quickly asyou can manage.’

Magnusturned hisfull will to moving them asfast as he possibly could, and soon they were speeding
acrossthe skies of Omadrabar asfast as the swiftest hawk back home. Even so, Pug knew it would be a
long and arduous journey, and one he hoped was over in timeto forestall whatever evil was being plotted

in adeep cavern not too distant from where they flew.

Not for the first time he wondered if there was even ashred of sanity in his choices, for he could not even
properly cal what he had done so far aplan. Rather it was afrantic attempt to respond to a horrific
threat and he had to rely on his own wits, the talents of his son and Nakor, and avery disturbing young
man possessed by far more than mere madness. And a series of cryptic notes from some future version
of himsdlf. Pug kept his atention fixed on maintaining their invisibility, but part of him wished he could
pray. But in thisaien sky, he wondered to whom should he be praying.

Nakor kept his eyes down as he had been ingtructed since they had first arrived in the Dasati redlm. He
glanced up occasiondly to make sure he didn't lose track of his'masters, Martuch and Hirea. Also, he
made careful note of how this part of the Great Palace waslaid out. The structure was massive. In acity
on ascale that dwarfed any human construction he had seen, this palace was the crowning achievement
in excess. It had taken the three companions less than an hour to reach the entrance from where they had
hidden in the Grove of Delmat-Ama, but from there it had been dmost ahdf day's ride dong the streets
that were within the precincts of the palace, and so far they had reached only the outer warrens.
Sundown was less than an hour away. Asfor asthey were able, the two Dasati warriors gave Nakor a
narrative about this monstrous construction.

The Great Palace, home of the ruler of the Dasati Empire, occupied more space than the entire city of
Kentosani on the Tsurani homeworld of Kelewan, and that city contained over amillion people withinits
walls. More than two million Dasti lived within the paace precincts, five million in the centrd capitd city.

Nakor redlized that the estimates of how many Deathknights the TeKarana could order into thefield to

invade thefirst reelm was vastly understated. Macros had said two million Deathknights, but Nakor was



convinced he was not thinking of the Dark One stripping every Dasati warrior from The Twelve Words
and unleashing them... Something wasn't right. Once they established a bridgehead into the first realm,
ether on Kelewan or Midkemiaor some other world, vast numbers of worldswould bein peril. But
even for this god, that was a brutish and smple plan.

Thewily gambler weighed every piece of evidence that he could discern, either through direct
observation or from what others had said, either to him or what he had overheard when they didn't
redlize he was listening. He now came to an inescapable conclusion: the Dasati could not be defeated by
the armies of every nation on Midkemia and Kelewan combined. At best they could be ddayed. And at
worst, they would sweep aside dl opposition asif they werefighting children with play wespons.

Nakor resolved that whatever Pug found out about the history of thisworld, whatever revelations were
discovered when he found the leaders of the Bloodwitch Sisterhood, no matter what the true nature of
Macros— and he had serious doubts he was as he seemed to be —whatever any of them discovered,
there was going to be but one solution to the coming crisis: the destruction of the Dark God.

As he congdered this conclusion, Nakor weighed dl the Dark One's actionsin the past and something
began to emerge, asense of the true purpose behind the apparent mindless killing and destruction. There
was aplan a work, a pattern of things unfolding, and he was tantaized by almost understanding what it
was.

The deeper into the palace they travelled the more certain Nakor became that something profoundly evil
existed at the heart of this society. Their art —what there was of it —was nothing more than atwisted
celebration of their dark faith. He had been struck since entering the second realm that he had seen
nothing that resembled decoration or art, except on the Dasati themsalves. They had some expression of
beauty — once you adjusted to their appearances, they were a very handsome race he decided — but
there were no paintings or tapestries hanging on wals, no variaion in colour in buildings or sgns. Some
of this he was convinced was due to them having avery different colour sense to humans—they could
see below red and beyond violet, like certain creaturesin the first realm, and they could see hest, which
made them lethaly dangerous fighters at night.

But it wasn't until they were insde the palace that Nakor saw anything likefine art, and hereit wasin the
form of ghastly muras, showing murder, torture, execution and daughter in praise of the Dark God. If
there was anarrative aspect to the muras, Nakor couldn't discern it, but he did intuit that this particular
section had to do with some grand conquest in ages past.

At severd points along their march, as Nakor followed Martuch and Hirea, he saw what he took to be
an aspect of the Dark God himself. He seemed to be shown as a shadowy presence, without features or
costume. Given the vividness of the rest of the subjectsin the mural, Nakor found this odd. The warriors
were depicted with astylized accuracy, heads larger than life, so asto show their ancient headgear, each

with its unique style, since replaced by the badges worn on the chest-plate. The swords were different

too, as were the battle flags and banners. The victims were shown piled like cordwood, after being
sacrificed to His Darkness.

Other muras showed long lines of prisoners being marched towards avast pit and cast downintoit,
more sacrifices for the Dark One. Asthey approached their destination, Nakor saw the themes of the
murasturning to amore martia focus, the themes being repeated of powerful warriorsin serviceto the

Dark One, led by the TeKaranaand his Karanas in triumph over avariety of aien species.

There was nothing merdly triumphant in this, thought Nakor. He had visited many worlds since meeting
Pug, and nearly every civilization on Midkemia, and had encountered other martial societies, even those
bellicose by nature, but nowhere did he see suffering and pain celebrated as he did here. It was as



Kaspar had rdated to them when discussing hisvision at the Pavilion of the Gods, when first shown the
Dasati by Kakin, aso known as Ban-ath, the God of Thieves. These people thought pain was amusing,
and suffering funny. Never, from his perspective, had Nakor encountered amore twisted view of lifeand
desth.

No, he amended to himself asthey reached their destination. There was acommon theme. All lifewas
suffering leading to death, and the only question was whether you were to suffer or to cause suffering.
Then at the doorway that led into the Hall of Warriors, he saw one anomalousimage. A Lesser, dressed
asaheder, down in one corner, offering a cup of water to asuffering victim. It was odd, dmost an
afterthought, yet somehow significant, thought the little gambler.

Ashehurried not to fal behind, one other detail caught hiseye. A tiny glyph below the figure of the
Lesser, dmost unnoticeable if one was not examining the tableau carefully, and for amoment it made him
amost stop in histracks. It was asymbol that by any rationa measure should not have existed in this
universe, let alone be adorning thiswall. Nakor pushed aside his astonishment, redizing that any break
from the character of his adopted role could quickly end hislife.

The hall they entered waslarge and functiond, without asingle decoration on any wal. Massve
grey-black stones scintillated with the energiesthat had grown amost commonplace to Nakor, though he
gtill had trouble finding the words to describe what he was seeing. A series of bencheswere arrayed in
rows across the floor and adozen young men sat waiting to be called. Around them were warriors,
fathers, teachers, brothers-in-arms, al bidding their young warriors good fortune and urging them to bring
honour to the houses and societies that had spawned them. There was nothing Nakor would call regret
on any face, but rather uniform pride in one of their own being sdlected to serve the TeKarana

Bek sat done on abench near the far wall, isolated enough that a short conversation would not be
overheard. Nakor glanced around the room and noticed that afew of the young warriors recruited to the
TeKarands service were attended by Lessers. "They can take aservant? asked Nakor.

Hireasaid, "Y es, but you can't be thinking—'
'Yes,' interrupted Nakor. 'l must.’

Further debate was interrupted by the arrival of a Deathpriest, escorted by two palace guards. He said, 'l
recognize the badges of the Scourge and Sadharin.' He looked down at Bek and said, "Y ou wear no
badge. Which society do you belong to?

Before Bek could answer, Martuch said, 'Heismy retainer, by name Bek.'
‘Sadharin. Which house?

Now they were rapidly getting into murky water, for it was never considered for amoment that any of
the vigting humanswould undergo thisleve of scrutiny. Martuch said, 'Langorin.’

The Deathpriest's eyebrows rose dightly. Y our name?
'Martuch," hereplied, inclining hishead in adeferential gesture that was so dight it bordered on insolence.
'Y ou are known, even here, Martuch of the Langorin. Isthisyour son?
'No," Martuch answered quickly. 'Heisfrom aLesser family'

Nakor wondered if thismight be aploy by Martuch to get Bek dismissed.



The Priest looked confused, both curious and dubious. ‘How isthis possible?

Martuch looked at Bek in such away he was clearly telling the young man to pay close attention to the
story. Nakor knew that Bek at times seemed single-minded, even to the point of smplicity, but he was
anything but stupid. He was murderous and bloodthirsty and he took pleasurein others suffering, but he
was no fool. A quick glance from Bek told the diminutive gambler that he would follow Martuch'slead. 'l
found him during a hunt. He had been chased down by one of my youngest retainers, the son of one of
my most trusted old companions, and Bek had pulled him from the saddle, taken away his sword and
killed him.'

'Impressive,' said the Deathpriest, his expression changing.

‘Not by half; by thetime | reached the struggle, he had killed another Deathknight with his
newly-acquired sword and had wounded another grievoudy. He stood defiant, not a hint of fear, daring
me and othersto come and die. | knew at that moment | needed to take him into my service, to train him
for some specid role. Now | understand why | was fated that day to take him in; the Dark One has
marked him for ahigher cdling.’

‘Apparently,’ said the Deathpriest. He made an imperceptible motion with one hand and the guard closest
to Bek moved. His hand shot down to the hilt of his sword and in asingle motion he drew it, and with a
looping arc, amed it for Bek's neck. But before the blade had cleared the scabbard, Bek had moved just
enough to hisright to draw his own sword, reach back and drive it home. While the palace guard's blow
cut through empty air, Bek drove his own blade through the man's ssomach, punching through his armour
and completely through his body, so that the point protruded from his back.

Martuch and Hirea stepped back to draw their own swords while Nakor moved away, ignored for the
moment, but ready to defend himself and Bek with whatever 'tricks might be needed.

But to everyone's surprise, the Deathpriest shouted, "Hold!" The second palace guard stood ready to
attack, but held his place.

Bek grinned at the Deathpriest. 'A test?

'Impressive,' repeated the Deathpriest. He looked at Martuch. 'Y ou would not be thefirst head of a
family to embellish the accomplishments of acaled warrior, to gain reflected glory for your house and
society. | found it hardly credible, the story you told, but now..." He glanced to where Bek easily pulled
his blade free of the man's corpse and added, 'l bdlieve this young man, with asword he had never
wielded before that night, killed two—'

‘Three," interrupted Martuch. 'The wounded warrior died a short time after.’
'—three of your Deathknights." He turned to Bek. 'Stand up.’

Bek did so and if he had been impressive stting on the bench, he was now doubly so, for if anything his
Dasati guise had made him even larger and more menacing than he wasin human form. Martuch sad, 't
was amorethan fair bargain. Heisthe equal of adozen men.’

"Thisone will rise quickly, | think,' said the Deathpriest. He glanced at Nakor. ‘Isthis Bek's Attender?
'Yes,' sad Martuch. 'l gave thisthing to him sometime ago.’
'‘Come with me," said the Deathpriest to Bek, and Nakor followed the young man.

Silently, Nakor sent up ashort prayer to whatever kind god might just happen to listen. He took one



moment to give Martuch and Hireaa quick glance over his shoulder, then followed his strange young
companion into the heart of evil.

Pug was nearly exhausted by the time they landed. One unanticipated consequence of their chosen
method of travel had been aparticularly vicious flying predator that had akeener perception than most.
An amogt disastrous attack severa hundred feet above the surface of another canton of the city had
nearly caused him to lose control, which would have killed them dl, lessthan an hour into their journey.
He and Macros together destroyed the flock of winged killers, while Magnus kept them from fdling to
their desth below.

Sincethat first encounter, Pug had had to fine-tune hisspell of invigihility to cover arange of the spectrum
beyond that which the Dasati eye could see, aswell as somehow defeat those creatures that hunted by
heat. He had used his prodigious ability to fashion such amystical masking, literdly on thefly, but the cost
had been one of near-exhaustion by the time they reached their final destination.

Vako had endured the journey with a stoicism that would have shamed a Tsurani, Pug thought. If a

young Dasati warrior could be termed 'likabl€e, then Vako was such. He only mentioned hisamost

uncontrollable desire to murder them twice, but the context was how difficult he judged his persond

struggle with new concepts and leaving old values behind, which was as close as any Dasati cameto
being personally revedling, Pug decided. In avery alien way, it was admirable.

They reached amountain stronghold that wasinvisbleto al but the most powerful scrying magic, but Pug
had no difficulty sensing it asthey approached. Perhapsit was aresult of the manipulation he had been
controlling for dmogt afull day asthey jumped hafway around the world. Macros et out an audible sgh
of relief when they touched the ground, and said, 'l had none of your burdens, Pug, but | fear my
condtitution isfar lessrobust than what it once was!'

'Isthere any danger in gpproaching this enclave? asked Magnus, who seemed relatively fresh despite his
efforts over thelast day and more. Pug wasimpressed by his son's endurance.

'Most certainly,’ said Macros. "'We would do well just to stand here and let them cometo us!

For nearly an hour they waited, then alast aripplein the air around the invisible enclosure announced the
arrival of aquartet of young women. Pug suspected they were either among the most puissant of the
Bloodwitches, or those they could most afford to loseif Pug's group proved hostile.

'Y ou are unbidden here,’ said the leader, a striking young Dasati woman who wastall by her race's
standards. She had abearing that set her apart from the others, so Pug assumed she must be the leader
here.

Valko spoke before anyone ése. 'l am Valko, Lord of the Camareen, son of Narueen.'

That name provoked aresponse, but before the women could respond, Macros said, '‘And | am the
Gardener. We have much to discuss!'

The leader nodded. 'Indeed. Y ou must al comewith us." She stared hard for amoment a Vako, then
turned and walked away. The other three stepped to either Side, clearly indicating that Pug and his
companionswereto follow thetal young Bloodwitch.

Asthey reached the edge of an apparently empty clearing, Pug felt the energy pulse of magic and
suddenly awalled fortification appeared. He redlized that they had stepped past the boundary of a
meassiveillusion, one designed to fool any onlooker until they actualy made contact with the boundary.



He aso suspected that there were nasty surprises for anyone who did if they were not expected by those
insde.

The enclave was ancient, Pug ingtantly knew. It had that look of stones which had been set in place for
hundreds, even thousands, of years, worn smooth and seamless by the ceaseless caress of the wind and
rain. Corners once sharp were now rounded, and arut in the stone showed where countless feet had
trodden from the gate to the entrance of the main building.

Thiswasthefirst Dasati construction Pug had seen that was not part of some massive urban centre. It
was smply akeep. It looked smilar in many respectsto one that he might find in the mountains of the
Kingdom of the Ides, asquare stone building with acircular tower risng in the middle, commanding a
view of the mountain passes below that would warn any lookout of an enemy approach hoursin
advance.

Inside Pug could fed the vibrancy, which suggested for more than just the bustle of women busily taking

care of the day's needs, and in the distance he could hear the unmistakable sound of children. And they

were laughing! Thetal woman turned and said, 'Y ou must wait here for amoment.' To Vako she said,
'‘And you must remove your sword and giveit to her." She pointed to another young Bloodwitch.

'Why? asked the young Deathknight defiantly. His sword was hard won and represented much of who
he was and what he had endured.

‘Because there are those here who wish you to be unarmed,’ answered Macros. 'Please.

'Please,’ wasaword rardly used in Dasati culture, and one that usualy meant apleading for life. Inthis
context, it was asimple request, yet a powerful one. Vako removed his belt and scabbard and handed
them to the young woman.

The leader of the four Dasati women departed, leaving them alone with the three remaining escorts. The
hall in which they found themsdaves was just what Pug would expect from asmple keep: it was ashort
hallway, intersecting another with two doors, one at either end, presenting ablank wall to themain
entrance. In ancient days, should the main entrance be forced, invaders would have had a short route to
awaiting death. Glancing upwards, Pug saw the murder galery above, down from which would rain
arrows, bolts, rocks, and bailing pitch or oil. At either end of the hallway, massve doors waited, no
doubt equipped with huge bars and reinforced to withstand dl but the sturdiest rams. Pug could only
gpeculate, but heimagined thisfortification had never been taken.

Unlike the other Dasati buildingsin which he had been, this one had decorations hanging on thewalls.
Ancient bannersfrom the look of them; possibility insgniafrom antiquity, emblems of houses or societies
long vanished. Pug could not tell. One of them, however, looked vagudy familiar, and his eyes kept
returning to it. It was smple, ared field with awhite glyph in the middle. The shape of it was almost
recognizable, asingle vertica line, bending to theright at the top and looping down to dmost close
againg the vertical. Below that point, a short sngle line crossed and bel ow that, another, longer one.
Why did hethink he recognized it?

Three women returned in the wake of the young woman who had greeted Pug and his companions. The
three younger women who had waited with Pug's group departed.

Pug studied the three newly arrived Bloodwitches. They were dl older and gave off astrong sense of
power. The eldest of them said, 'Who isthe Gardener?

Macros stepped forward. 'l am.’



The older Bloodwitch looked at him for amoment, then said, ‘No, you are not. But | know who you are.’
Macros said, Then, who am 1?7

'Y ou are something very different, and it may take awhileto explain, but you have been expected.’ She
glanced a histhree companions. 'We did not expect them, however.' She pointed to Valko. 'Especidly
not him.'

Pug said, 'Lady, we have come avery long way.'

She was peering intently at him, and Pug knew that he was being regarded by more than smple eyesight,
even the more powerful Dasati vison. There was magic at play. He watched her eyeswiden. 'Ah, yes.
Now | see. Come, wewill offer you comfort and refreshment, and we shal speak of many things.'

She led Macros through the large doors on the left and Pug and Magnus followed. Magnus said, 'Father,
there's something different here. Something different about these women.'

Pug nodded. 'l senseit too. They are not mad.'

The young woman who had greeted them outside moved to Vako's sde and said, 'Y ou are to come with
me!

"Where are you taking me? he asked with amix of suspicion and defiance.

'No harmwill cometo you,' she said. "'Those ahead of us must spesk of many things, some of which will
concern you and about which you will be told when you need to know. | will talk to you of things about
which they have no need to know. It is necessary.' Besides, | would like to know you better.’

'Why? he asked, hissuspicion rising.

She amiled, and it was avery different smile from those seductive and manipulative expressions he
expected from young women spesking with the powerful young lord of an important family. '‘Because|
have heard of you since you were born, Valko. | am your sster, Luryn. Narueen ismy mother, aswell as
yours!'

Vako was speechless as hissster led him into the heart of the Bloodwitch Sisterhood's fortress.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Accord

d A

JIM CAMETOA HALT.

It was mid-day and he was close to exhaustion when at last he reached Elvandar. His ef companion said,
'Y ou know the way, | trust.’

"Thank you, Trelan. | can find the way.'



Jm was doubly thankful that he could Sow to areasonable walk. Trelan'sidea of adow pace through
the woods was punishing to any but the most extraordinary human hunter or tracker, and Jm was neither
ahunter nor tracker, let done extraordinary. A few elves were crossing the great clearing from the edge
of the Elven Forest to the heart of Elvandar. A few gave him apassing glance, but none spoketo him.
They were an extremdy polite people, by Jm's measure, and would speak to him only if he spokefirgt.
And they knew any human this close to Elvandar was welcome.

Jm caught his bresth as he approached the first of the giant trees that served as home for the elves of the
Queen's Court. He was as amazed now as he had been the firgt time he visited, severa years before. His
sense of wonder was hardly diminished by the fact it was now daylight and the Sght was even more
breathtaking at night. Still, he could make out the faint glow around the trees, alight which was dramatic
after sundown. And eveninthelight of day, the variety of colourswas sill sunning. Amidst the deep
green foliage were treeswhich only grew in thisforest. Most were concentrated in this grove, and they
presented afeast for the eye, asleaves of crimson, gold, even white, complemented the deep emerald of
therest. One had blue leaves, and he headed for it, knowing that the ramp up the right side would take
him to the Queen's Court.

He nodded afew timesto elves going about their day's work — cleaning adeer skin, or fletching arrows,
cooking over an open fire, or Smply Stting in acircle meditating on some elvish matter or another. The
elven children, while not great in number were just as boisterous and combative as human young. A pair
of boysamost ran him down asthey fled from an equaly loud group who gave chase. Still, it wasa
happy noise, that laughter, a sound that barely bruised the tranquillity of the place.

Elven girlsplayed at the feet of their mothers, and for abrief instant IJm felt arush of envy. If therewasa
place more peaceful than Elvandar in thisworld, he could not conceive of it. Asfatigued as he was, he
could imagine settling down herefor along time.

He climbed the long ramp up the firg tree, then trangited half a dozen broad paths cut across the tops of
huge branches. Some boles had been hollowed out and apartments had been created within them,
complete with doors and windows. Some ancient trunks had pathways cut into their sides, winding

upwards, apparently without any ill effectsto the trees, which seemed to thrive under the elves magical
husbandry.

As hetrudged along one of the pathways Jm glanced down and was grateful that he had no fear of
heights. Scampering across dippery rooftopsinured you to the fear of fdling. If you were afraid, you
shouldn't climb up where you can fal off, was histhinking.

Stll, it was a sobering sight looking down and seeing nothing to break your fal, save some unwelcoming
branches and the hard forest floor below. He took adeep breath, more from fatigue than any discomfort
at being so high up and continued.

By the time he reached the entrance to the Queen's Court, word of hisarrival had already reached Her
Majesty. Queen Aglarannasat on her throne, her husband, Warleader Tomas, seated at her side. She
was the most regdl being Jim had ever encountered, and he had met his share of human ruler. Not only
was she beautiful in adightly strange and dien way, but she held hersdlf in the easy manner of one used
to being obeyed, yet without a hint of arrogance. In fact, if anything, the inherent warmth and kindness
she projected added to her aura of nobility. Her reddish-blonde hair was untouched by grey, though Jm
knew she was centuries old, and her face was unlined, making her resemble a human woman of no more
than thirty years or so, and her deep blue eyeswere clear and direct. Her smile was heartbreaking.

The man at her Sde was perhaps the most daunting figure Jm had ever seen, though he had never shown
anything but the utmost courtesy and friendliness when Jm had previoudy visited the court. Tomaswasa



strange being by anyone's measure, and while Jm had heard dl the stories, he wasn't sure where fact
ended and fancy began. The story was that Tomas had been born ahuman lad, in the keep at Crydee
Castle, down the Far Coast. Some ancient magic had transformed him during the Riftwar into abeing of
agtonishing power, haf-human, haf-... Jm wasnt entirely sure what. He had a somewhat elvish look to
him, with pointed ears and an f'slong locks, yet hisfeatures adso looked. .. different. The story went
that he was the inheritor of an ancient magic, belonging to alegendary race known only asthe Dragon
Lords. Ashe had the last time he had visited, Jm was determined to find out more about these legendary
beings, if only he didn't become too busy with other matters, as he had the last time he returned to
Krondor.

At their sde stood two elves, who looked young, though that concept had no meaning here. One was
Prince Cdlin, the Queen's son by her first husband, the long-dead EIf King. The other was Prince Cdlis,
her son by Tomas, and while there was a strong resemblance to their mother in both of them, Cdis had
inherited arobust ook of strength and power from hisfather that his half-brother lacked. All of them
smiled at Jm Dasher as he entered the court and bowed.

"Welcome, Jm Dasher,’ said the Queen. 'It isgood to see you again. What brings the agent of the Prince
of Krondor unannounced to our court, welcome though he may be?

'| bear grave news, and have need of your counsdl, Y our Magesty," he replied.

'Y ou look exhausted, observed the Queen. 'Perhaps you should rest and revive yoursaf before we
speak.'

'l welcome such an offer, but before | do, dlow meto tell you the cause for my arriving unannounced.'
'Please, said the Queen, her brow furrowed with concern.

'Agents of our enemies, an unnamed band of marauderslanded..." Jm paused. He had lost track of time
since he had been captured. Had it only been three days? They landed three days ago on the shores of
the Peaks of the Quor.'

At mention of thelocation, the Queen and dl her advisors stiffened, asif they sensed something dire
before he spoke of it.

"With them was amagician of some power, who conjured abeing the like of which I've never
encountered, and it was only through the intervention of othersthat we were not destroyed Utterly by this
creature.’

"What others? asked the Queen quietly.

Jm redlized she dready knew the answer. 'Elves, My Lady. Elves unlike any I've seen or heard of, from
arefugethey caled Baranor.'

Tomas nodded. "The anoredhd. They endure!’
The Queen asked, 'How fare your companions?

"They are taken captive. After rescuing us from the brigands, the elvestook us prisoner and marched us
to their stronghold.’

'How were you treated? asked Lord Tomas.

'Wdll, enough, | suppose, though there was this one fellow who looked ready to cut our throats no



questions asked, my lord. But these are desperate people, from thelook of them, and | fear they may
decide that Kaspar and my companions are more trouble to keep aive than to kill out of hand.' Jm
looked around at the faces regarding him. There was something at play here, some elvish businessthat he
was not privy to.

The Queen was slent for along while, then said, ‘Go now and rest, Jm Dasher. Eat and deep and we
ghall hold council on what you have said. When you awake tomorrow, wewill talk again.’

Jm had no doubt he would deep through the evening med once he had laid his head down, so hewas
not going to argue. Sill, his curiogity was now fully engaged and he wanted to know what was going on.
Moreover, he worried about Kaspar and the others. They might be cut-throats and brigands but these
men weredl loya servants of the Crown and the Conclave, and despite their rough exteriors, al stalwart
ladsto their core. If he could save them, he would.

At the Queen's behedt, a servant conducted him to an apartment within a bole where he found a platter of
fruit and nuts and a pitcher of cool water waiting for him. With sudden pangs of hunger, he set to while
the young df who had guided him said, 'l will return with more substantia farein afew minutes, Jm
Dasher.'

Thank you," he said between mouthfuls. By the time the df returned with a platter of game bird, some
aged hard cheese and haf aloaf of fresh grain bread, Jm lay fast adeep on the palet on the floor of the
gpartment. The ef quietly put down the platter and left him in peace.

Jm awoke and devoured the rest of the food that had been |ft for him. After that he exited the little
gpartment and found the closest garderobe, in which he relieved himself and then hurried down to adeep
pool where he quickly bathed. He was politely ignored by those elves dso busy making their morning
ablutions. As much as he admired women in their many configurations, from the willowy thin to the
robustly voluptuous, he fond himsdf admiring € ven women's forms more for their beauty in an abstract
fashion than with any lust. They were as beautiful asany human woman could hope to be, but therewas
an dien quality which robbed him of any carnd impulsein their direction. The ven men were dso
beautiful, in their fashion, and he admired their lithe strength. Rardly did anyone make Jm Dasher fed
unfit, but every df he saw bathing looked like an embodiment of youthful vigour, while he till felt ill-used
and fatigued from histravels.

He donned his till-dirty clothing, having judged it imprudent to wash them and either wait until they dried
or wear wet garb to the Queen's Court. Once he was dressed, he hurried back up to the pavilion where
Aglarannaand Tomas waited.

'‘Good morning, Jm Dasher,’ said the Queen.
He bowed and said, ‘Good morning, Y our Majesty’
'Did you rest well?
'Yes, hereplied. 'l aminyour debt for my welcome respite, my lady.'

"We have conferred with our advisors on the news you brought us,' said the Queen. 'And to understand
what needs to be done, you must be made aware of things few within our race know, and no one, not
even our oldest friends like Pug, have been told.'

Jm raised an eyebrow at that. He had assumed that given the boyhood friendship between Pug and
Tomas, Pug would be the most likely human to be told any even lore. Still, he said nothing and waited.



Tomas spoke, 'In ancient times there was a great war between the gods. Those called Dragon Lords by
humans, whom we cdl Vaheru in the dven language. .. He paused, asif uncomfortable speaking of
thesethings. ... the Dragon Lords took ahand. In the end, they were cast out of thisrealm, dispersed to
other universes.’

Thispiqued Jm'sinterest. A greet ded of the intelligence gathered by the Conclave over thelast few
years conssted of referencesto other planes of redity. A lot of it wasincomprehensibleto Jm, well,
most of it, actualy, but he had reviewed enough of the intelligence passing through his hands on itsway to
Pug or Nakor or Miranda to have some sense of it: there were other places that could only be imagined
by afew beings—and he wasn't one of them, but he took it on faith that they existed. Too much had
happened aready for him to doubt it.

Tomas continued, ‘But before the last of that great struggle, one of the Dragon Lords stood apart, the
onewhose armour | wear when | go into battle.’

Jm had never seen Tomas don the legendary white and gold dragon armour, but he had heard of it and
imagined it to be an impressive sght. Even wearing asimple robe and sandal's Tomas was one of the
most impressive beings he had ever met.

'He done defied the Dragon Host,' Tomas continued, ‘and his last act before the madness known asthe
Chaos Wars overwhamed thisworld was to free dl those who had been held in thrdl to the VVaheru.

'Most of those you know as"elves' cameto reside here, in thefirst court of thefirst king and queen,
before the rise of men on thisworld. We cdl oursaves"dedhd” or "people of thelight". But somedid
not. There are those you cal the Dark Brotherhood, the "moredhel”, or people of darkness. There were
others, some who have since cometo join us, those fleeing privation in the north, beyond the Teeth of the
World, or those from across the sea.

'But one... tribe, if you will, were set apart and they embraced amisson. They are called "anoredhd”, or
"people of the sun". They have never been subject to the Queen'srule—or that of any other ruler herein
Elvandar, but we have. .. an accommodation with them. They are... unique and their respongbility is
vas.'

"Then they arein need of your aid, Mgesty,’ said Jm Dasher.
'How? asked the Queen.

Jm recounted K aspar's observation about them being adying people. When hefinished, Tomas and the
Queen both looked troubled. Finaly, Aglaranna said, 'For reasons you may never understand, we may
not meddle in the affairs of the anoredhel. Y et we would not see them perish, for more reasonsthan | can
tell you.' Shelooked at her husband and said, 'What counsdl you?

'My wife and queen, | think thereis only one answer. | must go to the Peaks of the Quor and spesk to
their leeder.’

'Castdanur,’ Jm supplied. ‘That'swhat he's called.’
"That isnot aname, Jm Dasher,' said Tomeas. It's atitle. He protects the world againgt the Darkness.'

Unableto stop himsdlf, Jim blurted, 'He's been lax on the job, then." He ingtantly regretted what he said.
I'm sorry, my lady, my lord. | am... il very tired and my better judgment is gpparently missing.'

Tomas didn't smile, but his expression wasn't scolding. 'It's quite understandable.’ He stood up. '‘My lady,
| take my leave with your permisson.’



'Be swift, my husband, and return quickly'

Jm was struck by the bond between these two, forged before he had been born yet as fresh as new
loversjust discovering their passion. Heindulged himsdlf for amoment to think of Michele and wonder if
it was possible for any human man and woman to discover the depth of feding he had just glimpsed.

Tomas said to Jim Dasher, "Where would you like to go?

Jm longed to say, back to Krondor and a quiet supper with Michele, but instead said, 'l would return
with you to see how Kaspar and my other companionsfare.’

Tomas nodded. 'Then prepare yoursdlf for ajourney unlike any you've experienced so far. Stay herea
while and comewhen | call for you.'

Jm bowed his assent. While he waited Cdlis gpproached. 'Jim Dasher,’ he said, holding out his hand to
be shaken. Cdiswas unique, being the son of the Elf Queen and her not-quite-human consort. He had
aso lived among the humans the most, having served an earlier Prince of Krondor and having formed a
legendary company within the Prince's army, the Crimson Eagles. That banner till held a place of honour
inthe greet hdl, though the company itsalf had long since been disbanded.

'Do you missit? asked Jm.
'Misswhat?
The noisg, the crowds, the chaos?

Cdissmiled and again Jm was reminded that he was the most like ahuman of any abiding in Elvandar.
'‘Occasionaly, but herel am at peace!’

'I canimagine,’ said Jm, glancing around to where the Queen's Court continued with the business of the
day. 'lItissoothing here.’

‘Time flows differently. One of my father's oldest friends, Martin Longbow, lived asarobust man into his
late nineties, and he clamed it was the time spent here that gave him hedlth and vigour.' Cdlis shrugged.
'Inany event, if it getsto be too big an itch, there are ways tasks to do for the Conclave.'

'How are your boys?

'Well,' said Cdlis. He had adopted twin sons when he married awoman from across the sea. His position
in the community made him the most able to help them adapt to alifein Elvandar. They are out learning
to hunt.'

‘Learning? said Jm. They'velived herefor what, thirty, forty years?
They're dill young,' said Cdiswith agrin.
‘Bardly more than children,’ Jm conceded dryly.

Cdisand Jm exchanged news of the commonplace variety, Cais admitting he had devel oped afondness
for football whileliving at the palace, and asking how thingsfared in the guild league.

Jm enquired asto how things stood aong the Far Coadt, for as he was painfully aware, the reationship
between the King's court in Rillanon and the Western Realm was growing strained; Calis might not livein
human society any more, but he was attuned to it and spent afair amount of time around Crydee Castle.



"Theyoung duke, Lester, isalot like his great-greatgrandfather, Martin. A good hunter.’
'‘Good?
Calis nodded once. 'Very good.'
'Elf good?
Calisgrinned. 'Not that good.'

Jmsad, 'Wereit only that smple that the qualities of rulers could be summed up with something asbasic
astracking skills!

'Politics?

'Always. The Western lords are growing fractious and debate in the Congress of Lords hasrisen to the
level of open insultsand threats of duels!’

Cdlis shook hishead in regret. 'Great men once ruled the Kingdom.'

"The conDoin nameis still one to be honoured, but | fear we've not had a strong hand at the helm of the
ship of state since King Borric'sday.

'l knew him, you know," said Cdlis.
'Redlly?
'Not well. | was much closer to hisyounger brother, Nicholas!'
'I've heard stories of the two of you.'

Cdissghed. ‘It was along time ago, yet sometimesit fedslike yesterday. | miss Nicholas. Hedied a
hero's death, but he died done." He looked over his shoulder, asif he could somehow see through the
boles of trees and |eaf-covered branches to where hiswife laboured or his sons hunted. 'It's abad thing
to dieaone, Jm Dasher.'

'l have no plan to do that, Cdis," said Jim.
Cdissad, Therés someonein your life?
'If | have anything to say about it, Jm answered with awidening grin.

Tomas regppeared and nothing in Im's speculations came close to preparing him for hisreaction. Tomas
was resplendent in golden armour, and awhite tabard and shield, both emblazoned with a golden dragon.
His helm was fashioned to appear asif adragon lay on top of hishead, wings down on either sideto
form the cheek-guards. It also had a nose-guard to protect hisface. The effect was to make his eyes
even more vivid, and the already-powerful figure was now even more so in this extraordinary garb. He
was afigureto ingpire awe and terror in afoe.

Tomas sad, 'Areyou ready?
'‘Asready as| can ever be, Jm replied softly.

Calisnodded and gripped his shoulder. 'It's good to see you again, im Dasher. Y ou may not be much of
ahunter, but you are among the best storytellers| have met. Y ou must come again for avisit and soon,



when the reasonsfor your vist arelessdire’
'l look forward to that day,” said Jim honestly.
'‘Comewithme,' Tomas said, leading him quickly away.

Despite hissize, Tomas was as himble as any €f, and Jim was hard pressed to keep up without stepping
off apathway into thin air. At last he reached the ground safely and caught up to Tomas on the edge of a
great clearing. 'Prepare yoursdf," was dl Tomas said, then he shouted something in an dien tongue,
repeeting aphrasethreetimes. Then hefdl slent.

‘Now what? Jim asked.
'Wewait," Tomas answered.

Minutes went by, and soon an air of expectancy grew. Elvesal around them paused lingering to see what
came next. Jm had no idea, but long ago had learned there were times when it was best to Smply shut up
and do as hewastold.

The moments passed dowly, and just as Jm was starting to fed his patience wane, adistant sound of
flapping wings could be heard. At first im thought it was some large bird — an eagle or vulture perhaps—
but the rhythm was off, the beats were too dow and the sound was growing too loud, too quickly.

Suddenly avast shadow appeared on the ground as a massive shape |loomed overhead. Jim looked
upwards and felt histhroat condtrict, for thefirst timein hislife fegling close to panic. The cresture that
was landing —and from his point of view it gppeared to Jm it was going to land right on top of Tomas

and himsdlf —was adragon. Not only wasit adragon, it was adragon the Sze of asmall ship!

Like most citizens of the Kingdom, Jm had heard stories of dragons dl hislife, but he had never believed
anyone who had told him that they had seen one.

Now Jm could scarcely credit his own senses. Softly he said, 'No one will ever believe me.!’

Tomas turned and smiled, the smile removing some of the awe heinduced in Jmin hisguise asaDragon
Lord. Those who know the truth will, and that's all that matters.”

A voice thundered from deep within the throat of the creature. It spoke alanguage Jm did not
understand, and he spoke seven fluently and could puzzle out adozen more. Tomas answered in the
Common Tongue. 'l seek aboon, old friend.’

The cresture was ruby in colour, with highlights sparkling in the sun of, Slver, gold, crimson, and even a
flash of blue. The creature had a huge crest that began between its eyes and rose up and back,
descending to just above the base of the neck, the colour shifting among reds, orange, and gold, looking
likeiridescent flame, with silver streaks aong the base, and stood tall like a cockscomb. The dragon
regarded them with eyes as black as onyx.

'Speak your boon, Dragon Rider,' it said.

"To the Peaks of the Quor must we speed, to distant Baranor, for the sake and safety of al our peoples,
eledhd and dragon-kin dike!

The dragon lowered its massive head, which was easily asbig as afarmer'swagon. ‘Long have you been
dragon friend, you who were once our master. Y our word isbond and | shdl carry you.'



'And my companion,' said Tomas.
Jim fdt the colour drain from his cheeks. ‘What?

"Thereisno need to fear,' said Tomasto Jm. 'l have magic that will ensure your safety, and thisisthe
fastest way to reach Kaspar and hismen.’

'Wait!" argued Jm. 'l havethisdevice. It will take usto Sorcerer's Idand. Miranda can take us—'

Tomas smiled even more broadly and said, Trust mewhen | say, thisis a better way to make an
entrance.’

Jmdgghed. 'Very well. If you say 0.
'l do. Follow me and step where | step; For al hissize, Ryath is sengtive.

Pushing asde an dmogt irrationd urgeto giggle, Jm followed Tomas, watching where he placed hisfed,
and grabbed hold as the white-clad warrior climbed up the side of the dragon's face. Tomas walked
down the length of the dragon'slong neck holding lightly to the large crest and when he reached the base,
he sat down, wrapping hislegs easily around the cresture's neck, which was about the size of the barrel
of agood-sized warhorse just before it met the neck. 'Sit behind me,’ Tomastold him.

When he wasfirmly seated, Jm said, 'I'm ready.’

'Hold tight," said Tomas, and suddenly the ground seemed to leap away below them as the dragon sprang
upwardswith aterrifyingly loud best of itswings, the force of which cracked through the air like the
thunderous boom of massve drums.

Theground fdl away below and Jm for thefirg timein hislifefet dizzy from the height. Then the dragon
levelled off itsflight and turned towards the south-east and started to accelerate.

Jm forced himsdlf to breathe and then redlized he was holding onto Tomasswaist like ababy clutching
his mother. He assumed the powerful warrior wasn't discomfited for he didn't seem to notice.

Jm looked down and saw the forest below and redlized they were moving at an incredible rate. He could
not even begin to judge how fast they flew over the treetops — many times the speed of the fastest horse
he had ever ridden — but suddenly they were out of the elven forests and into the foothills of what could

only be the Grey Tower Mountains.

Higher and higher they rose and faster and faster they flew. Jim was too overcome with awe and
amazement to speek, and even if he could, didn't know if Tomas could hear him.

Theair turned cold, but not bitter, and given how high above the pesks they sped, Jm assumed magic
was at play —thishigh up he should be freezing to death and unable to breathe. Still they pressed on and
even faster they went, until the ground below was most ablur of festures. Then they were above alarge
expanse of blue water, and Jm's eyes widened as he redized they had swept out over the Bitter Seal
They had crossed the largest range of mountainsin the Western Realm and over the Free Cities of Nata
in minuted

The dragon spread hiswings out and soared and then levelled out itsflight again, asif it had reached the
limit of its speed. But even so, the vel ocity was staggering. Jm saw an idand gppear on the horizon, pass
bel ow, and vanish behind before he could recognize it as the idand Kingdom of Queg. Then Krondor
was below and onward they flew.



Jm'smind reeled as hetried to comprehend detailsin the fleeing landscape below, and his senseswere
confounded as the sun lowered behind them. They were flying east and soon night appeared on the
horizon asthey raced into darkness. Never had night fallen so fast for im, and he marvelled at the
magnificence of acity appearing below, athousand torch-lights flickering on the ground. Thelarge moon
rose over the eastern edge of the world, and seemed to hurdle into the sky, the small moon trailing after it
like apup following hismother.

Jm heard Tomassvoice. That'sMaac's Cross we just passed over. We should reach the Peaks of the
Quor at dawn.'

Through the night they flew and Jm found himself too enthraled by the experienceto fed even ahint of
fatigue or hunger. They passed over villageswhere only alantern or two illuminated the streets, but which
they could clearly see from on high as Middle Moon joined the other two in the sky and a cloudless night

revedled the landscape below.

Jm felt the dragon turn and bank angling now towards the south-east, and he knew they must be
gpproaching the shore of the Kingdom Sea. In the east the sky was lightening by the minute, first afaint
hint of grey, then alighter grey, then suddenly arosy hue was quickly followed by agolden dawn. The
rise of the sun asthey sped downwards was breathtaking, just astherising of the moon had been what
seemed barely minutes earlier. Whatever magic made it safe to ride the back of the dragon also seemed
to make it impossible to judge how quickly they were moving, Jm thought, for he knew that even at the
dragon's prodigious speed it had still been ajourney of hours, eveniif it fet asif only minutes had passed.

In the distant morning light Jm saw mountains and looking down could see the grey shapes below resolve
themsdvesinto seaand land. They were passing over the eastern coastline of the Kingdom just north of
the border with Great Kesh, and the mountains in the distance could only be the Peaks of the Quor.

'Where exactly? came Tomass voice.

'Look for acove athird of the way down the coast from thetip. It has alarge outcropping of bouldersto
the north, with ahigh bluff rising up behind it. It's very deep and our camp was about amile up atraill—'

| seeit.
'Follow thetrail north. Y ou should find the ves enclave quickly.'

The sun had crested the horizon and now day was fully upon them. The dragon dowed and now theflight
was amost leisurely compared to how fast they had flown through the night. Jm tried to make sense of
the landscape below, then saw thetrail. There!'

'Yes,' said Tomas.

The dragon banked and dowed even more and they flew down to barely more than tree-top height. Then
Tomas said, ‘Ahead!’

A band of men, armed with bows, lay waiting in ambush, as on the other side of alarge clearing elves
moved down thetrail in plain sight. 'l know them —those are Kaspar's men! They must have escaped
and seized weapons!

I must stop thisl' Tomas said.

He ordered Ryath to land in the middle of the clearing and with athunderous crack of itswings, the
dragon did asit was asked.



Jm didn't wait to be told to dismount when they touched the ground. He swung aleg over the dragon's
neck and did down his shoulder, landing on hisfeet. He took haf a dozen steps towards where the
ambushers crouched, shouting, 'Wait!'

The men stood up with amazed expressions and one by one walked out from their place of concealment.
Jm saw Kaspar pushing forward from a position on the far sde of the clearing and heard him shout, 'Jim
Dasher?

Jm looked around and saw that elves were waking into the clearing from the other sde, their weapons
shouldered. They looked entirely at ease. They did not look at dl like guards seeking escaped prisoners.

‘Dont fight!" Jm shouted. ‘Lord Tomaswill sort thisdl out!'

Kaspar cameright up to Jm. 'Fight? With abarking laugh, he said, 'What fight?'Y ou and your friend just
ruined a perfectly good hunt.’

'Hunt?

"The elves were begating the brush and driving anice little herd of ek towards us." Kaspar put his bow
over hisshoulder. 'The ek bolted when they caught sight of that dragon coming down out of the sky.
They're probably half-way to the City of Kesh by now." He put hishand on Jm's shoulder. ‘Good to see
you got away, and lived, and even better that you've fetched help.'

He regarded the dragon who now sat in repose on thetall grass. "And | must say your arriva waslike
nothing I've ever witnessed before.”

"Y ou should try riding one," said Jm. 'What happened?

'‘Come along,’ said Kaspar and he motioned to his men. 'Start back to the enclave and welll organize
another hunt later. Thisoneisover!" he shouted.

The men acknowledged his order and Kaspar turned back to Jim Dasher. 'Since you left, I've had a
good chance to speak at length with Castdanur. He's not a bad sort once you get used to hiselvish
ways.' Asthey reached the spot where Tomas stood speaking to the elves, Kaspar said, 'Let's say weve
reached an accommodation.’

'Accommodation?
'Yes,' said Kaspar. 'We're going to help these eves survive, and they're going to help us save Midkemia.'

Jm couldn't believe that atiny band of ragged eves could render much help to those forces dready
poised to defend thisworld, but after what he had seen in the last three days, he decided that rash
judgment was a poor choice. Suddenly feding exhausted again, he said, 'Y ou'll haveto explainit to me,

Kaspar.'
Kaspar laughed. 'Willingly, but first let me meet your companion. | know him only by reputation.’

Jm grinned, then shook hishead in disbdlief. The last thing he had expected up to moments ago wasto
be standing here making socid introductions.

The dvesrevealed more emotion when confronted with Tomas than they had shown the entiretime
Kaspar and the others had been confined. Castdanur and the other older e ves were visbly moved by the
gght of the man in the white-and-gold armour.



'Vaheru,' said the old ef as Tomas walked into the central compound.
'No," said Tomas, 'though | have hismemories. | am asmortal as you, leader of the anoredhd .’
‘But the old magic livesin you, said Castdanur.
Tomas merdly inclined his head, acknowledging it was so.
'Does the old knowledge a so reside with you?

Tomas said, 'Some, but there are... memoriesthat are missing. Y et, | know of you and your brethren. In
our complacency we assumed that hearing nothing meant you were well." He looked around and said, ‘It
appears otherwise!'

'Let ustake counsdl,' said Castdanur. He motioned for Tomas to precede him into the centra hall, then
said to Kaspar and Jim, Y ou should attend.’

The two men exchanged glances and Jm whispered, 'What happened here?

Kaspar sad, 'I'll give you the detailslater, but the heart of the matter isyou did well in not killing Sinda
and hisfriend. Had you killed those two, we would al most likely be dead by now. Sparing him and
giving him that trinket convinced Castdanur that | spoke the truth about. .. certain things. I'll tell you more
later.

They entered the hdl and sat in acircle, with Tomas opposite the old elven leader. Two other ancient
elves sat on elther side of him and Kaspar and Jm took up position on either side of Tomeas.

'Know, Dragon Rider, that we are afree people, according to your own words.

Tomas remembered the last flight of Ashen-Shugar, when the Vaheru whose armour he wore had flown
around the world freeing every servant of the Dragon Hog, letting al know they were afree people. ‘I
remember,’ he said, not wishing to debate the nuances at this moment.

"Y ou know the mandate,’ said Castdanur, and suddenly Tomas did remember. Asin times before,
memories came unbidden.

All elven-kind had been daves of the Vaheru, and while the Dragon Host rose to challenge the gods,

Ashen-Shugar, thelast of theliving Dragon Lords flew the skies of Midkemia, freeing dl the peoples

onceinthrdl to his brethren. But the anoredhel were unique, elves given aspecid duty. 'Y ou arethe
protectors of the Quor.'

'A task set to usin thetimes of our ancestors, and one we have discharged to this day. But our number
has diminished and we stand at peril, and so do the Quor.’

Jm and Kaspar exchanged glances. Both had the same question: Who or what are the Quor?
'How fare those gentle beings? asked Tomeas.

"They struggle,’ said the old man. "The creatures from beyond plague us, but they are far moreintent on
destroying the Quor and we can only do so much. We have failed our charge.’

'No," said Tomaswith asurprisingly gentle tone of voice. 'We are here, and we shall help, and the Quor
endure, imperilled though they be!'

'We are afree people,' repeated the old man. 'But we need aid.'



'Aid you shdll have,' said Tomas. 'l shdl ask my wife the Queen of Elvandar to send those willing to serve
with you —hunters, weavers, artisans, and more: spell-weavers and warriors — so that we may once again
see the Quor safely in their homes above us!’

'Wethank you," said the old man, the relief so visible on hisface that he looked to be on the verge of
weeping.

It iswe who thank you," said Tomas, standing and bowing his head in respect to the three old men who
sat across from him. 'l must return to Elvandar, and | will return as swiftly as|1 may with afew who will
lend help at once. Otherswill come later, and we shall see Baranor reborn.’

'‘Children? asked Castdanur.

Tomas amiled. 'Some will bring children, so that your young will have othersto play with, and | know
some of those who come will remain with you. Many of those who lived in the Northlands, who have
since cometo abide with usin Elvandar, will welcome coming here, for they are more like you in their
ways than they are like us.' Tomas spoke of the glamredhd, the 'mad elves who had struggled against the
Brotherhood of the Dark Path for generations before coming south to Elvandar a hundred years before.

Then | will recant our defiance, and wewill swear fedty to your queen.’

Suddenly Jm realized that there must have been an ancient schism here and that Castdanur was making
an enormous concession of some sort.

Tomas said, 'Only if you wish. We shadl offer aid because you are blood-kin and because you bear a
grave charge. We offer our help without condition and you remain as you have aways been, afree

people.’

Now the old man did, indeed, weep, and Tomas said, 'Soon, all will be made right." He motioned for
Kaspar and Jim to accompany him and once they were outside he said, 'Thereismoreto explain here
than time permits. Stay with these folk and help them gather food. They are a peril and therisksare far
greater than anything you can imagine." He glanced back to the entrance to the main hall and added,
"What plagues these people may be part of the other risks we face. The creatures they speak of are...
children of the Void, creatures that should for no reason bein thisworld. He smiled ruefully. It was one
such, aminor wraith, who was responsible for me being as you see metoday. | shdl tell you that story
sometime, but for now, just know that we must ensure that these people survive. | will be back with as
many warriors as Ryath can bear, and others will soon follow.'

'‘Onething,' sad Jm.
'What?
'What or who are the Quor?
Kaspar said, 'l dwaysthought it a place, aname on the map.’

Tomasinclined hishead. 'They are the most ancient race of thisworld, and they are the heart of this
world. If the creatures of the Void destroy them, then nothing can stop the Dasati. These ves, the
Children of the Sun asthey call themselves, have dways served as the guardians of the Quor.'

"Where are they? asked Jim.

'High above us,’ answered Tomeas. 'In the Peaks of—'



"The Quor,’ said Kaspar and Jim together.

Tomas turned without further comment and strode out of the gates of the enclave. He moved quickly
down to the meadow where the giant red dragon patiently waited to carry him home,

Jm turned to Kaspar. 'Now what?
Kaspar said, 'We go hunting, unless you're keen to eat nuts and dried fruit for the next few days.
Jmsighed. 'If | must. That'sonething | was never very good at.’

'Youll learn,' said Kaspar, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘Come, let's go talk to our new friends about
organizing another hunt, and let's pray we get some game worth cooking before Tomas returnsto chase
them away. There was atwelve-point stag in that group and | had my heart set on venison tonight.’

‘Sorry,' said Jm, wishing with al hismight that he could have convinced Tomasto drop him off aong the
way in Krondor. Now that would have been asight, the agiant red dragon settling in the prince's
marshdling yard. How that would have impressed Lady Michele de Frachette and her father, the Earl of
Montagren! He sighed, wondering if hewould ever see Michele again, and then he wondered if she
missed him. Pushing aside that concern, he followed Kaspar back into the main hall of Baranor.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Disclosure

d A

M IRANDA PACED.

Alencaand the other Great Ones had gathered in an informa council. They sat patiently around alarge

garden in the City of Magicians, home of the Assembly. The oldest magician in the meeting, except for

Miranda, Alencawatched with some amusement as she paced around, unable to remain still during the
discussion. 'Y ou should try to Sit and relax,’ he counsdlled her. ‘It helps meto think clearly.’

She shook her head and kept walking. There's nothing wrong with the clarity of my thought. What's
wrong isthat we haven't yet found Leso Varen.'

Matikal, aburly magician of middle years who shaved his head, making him look morelike abruiser at
an aehouse than amagter of scrying magic, said, 'Every member of this Assembly, and every priest of
every order, and every magician of the Lesser Path we can reach knows what to look for. Every master
of detection and scrying has used every art we possessto look for any signs of necromancy. The moment
we find ahint of hisdeath magic, we shdl swarm him and destroy him, no matter what the cost.'

Miranda stopped her pacing. She redized that this man was pledging hislife to destroy Varen, and
understood that every other member of this Assembly was also committed to dying if it meant removing
the threat of the Midkemian desth-magician. Mirandas position within the Assembly had dwaysbeen a
difficult one. Until her husband'sintervention and the rise of the Mistress of the Empire, any femaewith
the potentia for magic was put to death. It was only in the last century that women who practised magic



were dlowed to usetheir talents openly, and many of the traditionaists fill had difficulty accepting femde
Black Robes as'sgters, let done thisill-mannered wild woman from another world. It was only her
marriage to Milamber, greatest of the Great Ones, that earned her their grudging regard.

The attack on the Emperor had changed al that. Now, her words were carefully listened to and every

suggestion weighed thoughtfully. The single most horrendous act imaginable to a Great One had been

attempted, the destruction of the Light of Heaven, and dl lesser concerns were set aside in the face of
that.

Alenca said, 'Perhaps he has fled back to your world.'

Miranda shook her head emphaticaly. 'No. My husband is unsurpassed in the knowledge of rifts. He set
safeguards before he departed on hisjourney. Had any rift into Midkemia been opened, it would have
been detected.’

"Then he has gone to ground,’ said Matikal.

Mirandasaid, 'Forgive my impatience. | hate being in the position of having to wait for our enemy to
reved himsalf." She pointed to the north, asif she could see the distant peaks through the walls of the
building. 'He's hiding somewhere, up in amountain cave.” She pointed to the south. 'Or in sometiny hut in
asecluded corner of amiserable swamp —he's endured worse over hislife from what 1've heard. But
hell wait aslong as he mugt, and then helll act, and we can only hope that when he doesit's nothing
worse than hislast attack."

'What,' asked Alenca, ‘could be worse than an attack on the Emperor?
Humourlesdy, Mirandasaid, ‘A successful attack on the Emperor.'

Theroom fdl quiet. After amoment, Mirandasaid, 'l can do nothing more here. We have asituation on
Midkemiawhich may be another aspect of the monstrous danger we dl face here. Y ou know how to
reach me should you have need.’

Without farther word she willed herself to therift chamber, entered the rift and was back on Midkemia
A black-robed student looked up with amildly interested expresson at her sudden arrival. By
agreement, the rift to the Assembly was still with the Academy on Stardock Iland, not on Sorcerer's
Ide. Politicsaside, it was abetter Stuation for protecting the privacy of those in the Conclave. Still, some
accommodeation with the Academy had to be reached. It galled Mirandathat this vast university of magic
that her husband had founded and built was now in others hands, and that those others did not always
agree with Pug in hisjudgments. Not that she dways did, ether, but she was hiswife and she valued his
thoughts even when she decided he was wrong.

She put aside her chronic annoyance at how her husband had been treated by those he raised and made
ahdf-hearted greeting to the young student, then vanished from view. In one area of magic, Mirandawas
supreme: in her ability to will hersalf to dmost any where she had ever visited. Almost every other
magician on both Midkemia and K elewan needed a device that had been cdlibrated to takethemto a
specific location, and the Tsurani artificers were the very best at building such devices. Others, like Pug,
could will themselvesto patterns, to complex geometric shapes set intile on the floor of acertain place, a
widespread practice on Kelewan, and in limited use on Midkemia—the religious orders had been quick
to adapt the magic for use asameans of getting their clerics from one temple to another, but it did no
good to outsiders unless you offered a hefty 'votive offering' or as Miranda preferred to think of it, a
bribe, to utilize their patterns.

But Miranda could just see aplace and go there. She didn't truly understand how she did it, which iswhy



she had such grest difficulty teaching others the knack. Magnus was her best sudent. Mirandathought in
time he would be as adept as she was, perhaps even more so, a willing himself to a place previoudy
vigted. Still, Pug had been making progress. Nakor claimed he couldn't do it, but she was certain helied.
She found him as amusing as her husband did, but she never had and never would trust him theway Pug
did. There was something about that little man, something hidden deeply within, that was just not right.
Stll, her hushand had put hislife in Nakor's hands many times and never had thelittle gambler failed to
riseto the need of the moment, but even so she feared that some day she would lose Pug because of
someone like Nakor, someone with a secret agenda of his own.

Miranda appeared in her study and found Caleb adeep behind the desk. She felt awarm materna twinge
seeing her youngest child in dumber and remembered for abrief moment when hewas ababy, in her
arms. Shetook a breath and pushed the emotion aside. 'Caleb, go to bed!

He amost jumped out of the seat. 'Huh?
'Go to your suite. I'm sure Marie would like to see her husband from time to time. | have work to do.'
'What timeisit?

'l havenoidea,’ she said, glancing out the window. ‘It's night. It was mid-day when | |eft the Assembly
about five minutes ago, so I'm not deeping any time soon. While your father and everyone dseisout
saving the world, there are mundane matters to be addressed.’

I know," said Caleb, then he yawned. 'I've been tallying the revenues from Father's estates and holdings
and reviewing some of the projects that have been waiting for weeks. And we've got to start deciding
when were taking new students again, and... just so many things.' He pointed to alarge stack of papers
and parchments, and said, 'But at least all that businessis done." He picked up a sheaf of documents and
said, '"And these can wait.' Pointing to the pile he had rested his head on when he was adeep, he said,
‘But these last few items need to be seen to at once.’

'Good. I'll finish and you can get back to being a hunter or whatever you want tomorrow morning. Now
go.

Caeb kissed his mother's cheek and |eft the room. Miranda sat in her husband's chair, till warm from
her son occupying it, and wished as much as she ever had that Pug was back. She hid it deeply, but she
was frightened, and what frightened her the most was the thought sheld never see her husband again.

Pug sat quietly, letting the dramabefore him unfold. He recognized that something momentous was taking
place and was intent on understanding what he was seeing. Magnus stood behind hisfather, equally
focused on the discussion. The three older Bloodwitches who had cometo greet them were arrayed ina
semi-circle of chairs. They dl woreidentica robes of black with orange shawl collars and broad orange
belts, while the younger members of their order wore robes of white and orange.

Macrossat inasmilar chair distant from them. He looked fatigued to the point of exhaustion and |eaned

on his staff for additional support. The centremost Bloodwitch said, 'l am Audarun, the most senior Sister

of our order. To my left is Sabilla, and to my right Maurin, and we three form the Triarch, who ultimately

rule the Sisterhood. We are also the keepers of knowledge and defenders of life." Shelooked at Macros
and said, 'How did you come to be the Gardener?

Macroswas slent. He looked from face to face and then findlly said, 'l don't know. One day | was
walking home from my place of businessand | had a... seizure of some sort. | got dizzy and fell down
behind awall so asto not reveal weaknessto anyone. Then | had memories of my last lifeand... | knew



| was..." Hisvoicefdtered. 'l went homeand fdt... ill. | had dreams. | had afamily. They were
frightened. When | awoke my mate begged me to be strong, not to be taken and killed, but to return to
work and keep them safe.’ Helowered his head. 'l 1eft that home and have never seen them again.’

'Go on,' said Audarun. 'Where did you go?

'l walked avery long way. | don't remember very much, savethat | hid sometimes, and other times|
merely walked down very busy sreetsasif | were on an errand. | stole food when no one was looking,
and..." Heclosed hiseyes, asif it would help him remember. 'l cameto aplace’

'What place?

'l don't remember.’ Macros opened his eyes. 'It was like the Grove of Delmat-Ama, but it wasn't there. It
was another place.’

"What happened? asked Audarun, in agently reassuring tone.
I met someone.
'Who?
'He said hisnamewas...' Again Macros closed his eyes. 'He said his name was Dathamay .’
The three women exchanged glances.
'Y ou know that name.’
'Yes,' said Audarun. ‘It isafase name, from avery old fable. What did he say to you?

Macros kept his eyes closed. 'He said he had expected me... no, he said | was expected. Then he...'
He opened his eyes. 'He put his hands on my head, amost like a benediction, and... my pain was gone,
my memory... clear. | remembered much of my previouslife and my current life, in proper order.’

'As| thought,' said Audarun. 'What sort of man wasthis? A Lesser? A Deathpriest?
'l can't remember..." said Macros. He dumped down in his chair.

The attending Bloodwitches looked disturbed, but rather than the sort of conflicted self-control Pug had
witnessed by members of the White when evidence of weakness was apparent, thiswas a genuine
concern.

'What isthe matter with him? asked Audarun, rising from her chair.
Pug stood aswell. 'Hetold me heisgravdy ill, dying.

She looked puzzled. 'l should have heard of this." She went to Macross side and knelt down. She
examined him and then gave ingtructions to one of the younger Bloodwitches. The woman |eft the room
to retrieve the items requested. 'Bring him with us,’ she said to Pug and Magnus.

They picked Macros up between them and carried him out of the room, down aseriesof hdls, andinto a
deeping room, barely more than acdl. Pug had seen many such in temples throughout Midkemiaand
Keewan. A pdlet, asmdl table and achair were the only furniture. A smple burning wick in abowl of
oil on the table was the sole source of light.

They put Macros on the palet and Audarun continued to examine him. The young Bloodwitch arrived



with alarge basket with vids, jars, and waxed paper packages and a second young woman followed
bearing a steaming pot of water. Audarun quickly prepared a strongly-scented drink and when it was
ready, motioned for Pug and Magnusto prop up Macros and put the draught to hislips.

Macros revived enough to sip the drink and after afew minutes he regained a semblance of aertness.
'Did | faint? he asked.

'Yes,' said Audarun. 'Or, rather, you lost the ability to remain conscious.'
'I'm dying,' said Macros.
'Who told you this? asked Audarun. She pulled the small chair next to the palet and sat down.

'An Attender. A hedler...' He looked confused. 'l don't remember where. My memories are fading. |
have more difficulty with every passing day recaling thingsthat | knew without pause just weeks ago.' He
glanced a Pug. 'l knew much of what | remembered from my human life was lost, but now I'm losing my

memories of thislifeaswell.' Helooked & her. 'l fear | havelittletimeleft.’

She stared down at him. "Y ou have no time | eft, whoever you were. For you are not dying, my friend;
you are aready dead.'

Pug and Magnus stood motionless and stunned. Findly, Macros softly said, 'Y es, that would make
perfect sense!’

Pug said, 'It makes no senseto me.’

Audarun looked at Pug. 'For you to be here, in that guise, o perfectly achieved and maintained, | can
only assume you to be amagician or priest of most puissant ability. Illuson is not something we do well,
we Dasati. Thereisno need. We are a people who prize strength and force above dl else.

‘But while the Deathpriests may understand necromancy in al its subtle and dark aspects, we of the
Bloodwitch Sisterhood understand lifein al its subtle and bright aspects.’ She paused, then said, This
vessel does not contain true life." Looking Macrosin the eyes, she said, 'Y ou are asimulacrum, faselife
resembling theliving.

Shelooked over her shoulder at the young attendant and asked for afew more items, and the young
woman left. Returning her gaze to Pug, Magnus, then Macros again, she said, The magic used to create
you isvadt, diento me, and of adesign | can barely begin to understand. No mortal being could fashion

such asyou, and that leaves only one aternative.

'A god,’ said Pug.

'Of your world," she added quickly. 'Some agency in your universe judged it vital to pierce the barrier
between our realms, in anticipation of some act by the Dark One, in order to aid the White. | am no
theologian, but the Sisterhood has more untainted lore than anywhere e sein thisream; for the Dark

One's Hierophants have destroyed everything except approved doctrine everywhere else. | shall seeif |
can find any reference to any such act before, but this much | know: rules have been violated, rules as
binding upon the higher power asthe need for air and water are upon we mortals. Whoever did this
thing, whoever sent this... creature here, did so knowing that the consequences of such an act could be
as disastrous as that which he wastrying to prevent.'

"'Desperate times call for desperate measures' isan old saying among our people, said Magnus.



'Perhaps,’ said the old Bloodwitch. '‘But whileit is sometimes wise to set a backfire to stop awildfire
from spreading, if the backfire gets out of control—'

'It becomes abigger wildfire,' said Pug. Hefdl slent.
After amoment the creature called Macros said, 'If | am not who or what | think | am, why am | here?

'l cannot tell you," said Audarun. 'When we received word that someone calling himsalf the Gardener had
appeared, more than ten years ago, we waited and watched. We knew there were powerful forces
behind you, for you merely had to appear before our followers and they would do your bidding, asif you
had been leading the White for years. Martuch is one of our oldest, most loya dlies, and he was asked
by Lady Narueen to seek out this Gardener and ascertain his purpose.

'We were certain it was aploy by His Darkness's servants, but there were too many... oddities. Martuch
not only did not discover anything nefariousin this Gardener, but like so many others hefell easly into
taking indructions from him, and assigning to him the role of leadership in the White that he clamed. So
we kept watching.

'After many months, it was clear that this cresture had amission, and asfar aswe could discern, that
mission was in concert with our own. Moreover, he provided a strong focus and a clear mission we had
lacked. Until then, the White had been little more than an association of Bloodwitches and afew
sympathizers who shared information and occasionaly saved bands of women and children from
marauding Deathknights. We had enclaves, such asthis one, scattered throughout the Dasati redlm. The
presence of thisleader, this Gardener, provided amuch-needed focus for our activities. We've recruited
powerful alies, like young Valko, and weve established afar more effective presence throughout the
Empire, and so we are stronger.

"Thus, we have benefited from his appearance, but since the start we've known something about al thisto
be fdse, to be fabricated, for in the Dasdti it is unheard-of for ahumble Lesser suddenly to rise up and
become aleader of power. And using magic unknown in the history of the Sisterhood? Impossible.” She
stared for along moment at Macros. "What is your purpose, strange creature? That iswhat wewish to
know.'

Thething that was Macros stared back weakly at the old woman. 'l.... only know | have been drivento
lead the White, to get it ready.’

'Ready for what? asked Audarun.
'l don't know.'
Suddenly Pug said, 'l know.'

All eyesturned to the magician. Pug looked at Macros. "Y ou have a message, somewhere in your
memory, that someone was desperate to relay to us, but not until we had been here awhile and seen with
our own eyes the circumstances we are confronting.'

Macros said, '‘But nothing stirs. Nothing is apparent.’

Magnus looked at the cresture who had claimed to be his grandfather's spirit in a Dasati body and with a
detached interest said, 'How do you fed?

"The potion has restored some of my strength and | fed... otherwise, | fed empty.'

Thefdselifegiven youisdraining away,' said Audarun. 'Y our remaining timeis short. At some point you



will close your eyes and cease to be. There will be no pain.’

Macroslay back and stared at the ceiling. He said, 'l fedl | should be angry, or frightened, or something.
Instead | am merely concerned that | fulfil whatever mission | was created for, to bring you that message,
Pug, if that'swhat | am to do.' He fell silent and then took a deep bresath. 'It's so very sirange to have
these memories, yet to betold they are not my own.'

"What about this Dasati body? Magnus asked Audarun.

'| suspect it was meant to die at that moment of faintness, when those false memories came, perhaps from
aweskness of the heart or some other malady. But something — someone — seized that ingtant to ingtil the
fase human memories and keep the Dasati mind intact.’ She shook her head dightly. ‘It isan admirable
feat, as subtle amagic asany I've encountered, yet a the sametimeit's extremely powerful necromancy.'
Shelet out an audible sigh. 'l wish | knew who did this.'

‘Ban-ath,' Pug said.
'Who? asked the old witch.
‘Ban-ath,
Magnus said, 'The God of Thieves?
Macros nodded. 'Kalkin.'
'Who isthis being? asked Audarun.

Pug said, 'In our realm we have many gods, though from what | have learned, not as many asyou had
before the rise of the Dark One.'

She smiled. 'How can one realm have more gods than another?

Pug said, 'I'll leave theology to the clerics, but it may be that we merdy find convenient labelsfor
common elements so that we can better understand them; in short, fifty of your gods may in redlity be
only fifty agpects of asingle god we worship under asingle name.’

Tdl usof thisBan-ath.'

‘Ban-ath, dso caled Kalkin, Aderios, Jashamish, and many other names by people of other nations. His
smple soubriquet is"The Trickster", but he is more than this. Heisthe God of Thieves, but also the God
of Lost Causes and Hopeless Quests, arule-breaker and amaster of misdirection.’

She laughed bitterly. 'Olapangi! Also known as the Deceiver to our people. | have long been a student of
the old lore, and among the ten thousand gods he was aways a favourite of mine. There are many old
stories of the Decelver, how he played pranks on the other gods and mortals dike. The name Dathamay,
the man who this creature said came to him and made dl things clear, that name isfrom an ancient myth:
Dathamay was atool of Olgpangi, adupe who went among the people telling them one thing, while
Olgpangi did another. The Deceiver was our most colourful, and often most dangerous god.

'He could be gentle or vicious, compassionate or ruthless, often at whim, but aways with a purpose. We
have an old saying, though few among the Dasati would recognizeit as originating with the stories of

Olgpangi: "by whatever means necessary.”
"The endsjustify the means,' said Magnus.



'Ah, you have smilar wisdom,’ she acknowledged..

'l don't know how much wisdom thereisin absolutes, but it is often the case that if the ends are vital
enough, meansthat would otherwise be unthinkable. ..'Pug's eyes widened. 'l am such afoal,' hesad
oftly.

'Father? said Magnus.
... we, have dl been used.'
‘By Ban-ath?

'Y es,' answered Pug. He went over to Macros, leaned down and looked him in the eyes, asif trying to
see something within. 'Y ou have been most ill-used of dl, for whoever you were in thisworld, your time
came prematurely and you were not even granted the dignity of being found at the roadside and given the
rites of your people.’

Macros said, 'Now | remember.'
'What? asked Pug.

The Dasati with Macross features ook up and smiled. ‘I have amemory of you, Pug. When you and
Tomas and the dragon Ryath came for me in the Garden...' He laughed. The Gardener! Kalkin's an evil
bastard at times, but he does have a sense of humour.' He paused and Pug could see he was now in pain.
With shining eyes, Macros said, 'We stood in the Garden that hovers at the edge of the City Forever and
spoke of the dangers we thought we faced, the return of the Dragon Lordsto Midkemia. Y ou asked,
"Then, why haven't the gods acted?' Do you remember how | answered?

Pug nodded. 'Y es. You said, "They have. What do you think we're doing here? That isthe game. And
we arethe pieces.”

‘Nothing has changed, Pug. That's the message. Thisis till a Game of Gods, and we are the pawns they
usetowin or lose. Kalkin can break ruleslike no other, for it is his nature, but even he haslimitsto what
he does directly. And thereismore. It isnot Kalkin acting alone. He could not affect this realm without
the consent of other gods.' His voice grew weak. 'l... Macros... was awaysthe god's creature and he
prepared theway. Y ou are their cresture, too, but you have adestiny beyond mine... his' He closed his
eyes, and Pug could see that the end was fast approaching. 'Y ou must find Nakor. He has the answers.’

Pug nodded. 'l will." He put his hand over Macros's eyes and said, 'We have no more need of you.'

The Dasati who had the memories of the ancient human magician dumped down. To the Bloodwitches,
Pug said, 'Do with this empty vessd asyou seefit.’

Audarun said, 'There were more questions —'
'And this creature had no answers, finished Pug. ‘It had accomplished itstask.’
'‘And was that? asked the old matriarch.

'We musgt return to the heart of the city, for somewhere thereisabeing of incredible danger, and alittle
gambler who ismy friend, who istrying to control that being. And my friend, | have just been told, has
the answers!’

'What being does your friend control 7 asked Audarun, motioning for her attendant to take away the



dead body that had been host to Macross memories.

'A strange young man who isfar more than merely aman. Hisnameis Ralan Bek and heis hereto save
two universes. Y our prophecies name him the Godkiller.’

The three old Bloodwitches sat in silence, weighing Pug's words. ‘How do you know of the Prophecy?
asked Audarun after atime.

'Martuch,’ Pug replied. 'He has said thingsin passing, and | have pieced together some sense of them. |

do not yet fully understand our rolein this matter, but it isasthislifeless creature said — what Macrosthe

Black, my wifesfather, said to melifetimes ago —that thisisa Game of Gods and we are only pieceson
the board.

‘But we are dso beings of will and intelligence and | will not see any of us squandered in afoolish gambit.'
Pug turned to look at Magnus. 'We have along journey.’

'l think | can take us straight away to the Grove, Father.'
Pug looked surprised. 'Redlly?

Looking on as four young women came to pick up the dead Dasati and carry him away, Magnus said,
'Mother's been teaching me and I'm sure | can doit. | can trangport us there without adevice!

"We need to collect Vako and go,' said Pug.
Audarun held up her hand. 'Y oung Vako will not travel with you.'

Pug looked warily at the old woman. Whatever e se these Bloodwitches were, they were Dasati and
capable of ingtant and extreme violence. This enclave of women might lack the aura of insanity of the rest
of thisrace, but that made them no less potentially dangerous. 'Why?

'He hasaroleto play, whichisascritica initsown fashion asyours, of that I'm certain.' Sherose dowly.
'If the Dark One vanished thisingtant, the daughter in his name would not. There are too many, from the
TeKaranadown to hislowest servitor, who have avested interest in seeing things remain here asthey
are.

"The society welivein hasat its heart an evil that infects every aspect of our lives. Evenif that heart dies
now, the infection will continue for centuries. Too many would continue asif nothing had changed.

"There must be awholesde reordering of our culture,' said the oldest of the Triarch. 'Not only must the
Dark God be destroyed, but the TeKarana and the Karanas, as well asthe topmost leadership of the
Dark Onestemple, al must be removed, and once that has occurred, we will till have to endure
decades of unrest.'

'As powerful lords rush to seize power,' said Magnus. "Y ou spesk of chaos.’

"It is better for there to be chaos,' answered Audarun, ‘than an order that calcifies arace, stagnatesit until
it becomes athing despicable, a culture of death and horror. It would be better to become the animas
we devour, for at least they carefor their young.' She fixed Magnus with a steady gaze. 'L et the strong

survive, but we shdl teach them,, eventualy, to care for the weak.'

Pug said, "Y ou choose a harsh path.’

"It was chosen for uslong ago, magician.' Audarun rose. 'We are not your dlies, but we do share



common interests. We have no desire to see your realm invaded or your world subjugated. Our race can
survive only through expansion, for we will turn on oursdvesif we cease to look outwards. So, we must
forcethat inward turning, creste acivil war that will 1ast generations and end the horror that iswhat we
have become. We must cut off our own hand before it does even graver injury.’

Pug nodded. 'Harsh indeed. But many will atempt to seize power in the name of the Dark One, even if
he is somehow vanquished, and they will use the existing socia order to crush opposition.’

'We are the only opposition,’ she said. 'In our hallowed history we were more than you see now, and we
had many gods, human. We served them with joy and they guided us. But now we have no rallying point
save to oppose the Dark One. If somehow they were to return to us, perhaps we might find aless
terrible fate, but that isthe stuff of dreams."” She indicated the direction Vako had been taken. 'Heis our
beacon, he will stand in opposition to the horror that our leadership has embraced.

"Vako has been chosen, along with severa others of noble rank and honoured lineage, to be the next
generation of leadersfor our race. With good fortune, he may even be the next TeKarana.

"Y ou have no concept of how remarkableit isthat he could learn the truth and assmilateit asrapidly as
he has; most young warriors would have flown into akilling frenzy at a suggestion of the things he has
camly embraced. Most would have killed you by now for the mere fact of your existence.

'We, the Triarch, have lived herein thisrefuge our entire lives, spared the constant madness emanating
from the pit wherein liesthe Dark One. His poison seeps out of there and reaches across the stars and
damns every last Dasati. We are among the few who have escaped that touch, yet even to usyour
presenceisa... trid.'

"Then, lady,' said Pug, ‘we shall remove ourselves as quickly aswe can, and be on our way. Know that
whilethe surviva of our raceis our paramount concern, | dso hope we will be helping yours and we wish
youwdl.

"Then you are a better race,’ said Audarun. 'But one day perhaps we shall equa you.'
Pug turned to Magnus. ‘L et us go now.'

Magnus came to stand next to hisfather and put his hand on Pug's shoulder. He closed his eyesfor the
briefest second, recalling the secret room below ground in the Grove, and ingtantly they were there.

Two Lesserslegped away interror until they saw the faces of the two who had mysterioudy appeared
before them. Pug made a gesture of reassurance, as he glanced around to find themselves alone, then
sadto Magnus, 'Let usrest and seeif Martuch and Hirearreturn thisnight. Elseit isjust thetwo of usin
an dien place and we have adifficult task ahead.’

To find Nakor?

To find Nakor.'

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Secrets



d A

BEK LASHED OUT WITH HIS SWORD.

Thetrainer barely legped aside quickly enough to survive, and received aglancing blow off hisleft
shoulder. It rocked him and he staggered a step back, which saved him from losing his head as Bek
halted the travel of his sword to hisleft, and reverse-cut to hisright, abackhand blow that was al but
impossible for any but the strongest, fastest swordsmen in the Dasati Empire. For anovice Deathknight, it
should have been impossible.

'Hold!' came the command from above.

Thetrainer and Bek both looked up to see who had shouted the command. A man resplendent in black
armour edged with gold peered down from the gallery overlooking the arena. Every ingtructor and trainee
in the massive arena hdted at his command. The black armour he wore was of the TeKarana's persond
guard, and he sported decorative pauldrons which made his shouldersimpossibly wide and cameto an
upswept point ending in awicked-looking golden barb. His helm was topped by ahigh metal crest
fronted by a stylized serpent twining around atree. The crest ended in afall that dropped at the back
between his shoulders. He exuded power.

Pointing at Bek, he shouted, 'Who trained you?
Bek laughed, and shouted back, 'l trained mysdif.'
Nakor stood to one side, eyes down. He winced at the arrogance.

But the man above returned the laugh. 'Can | believeit? | mugt, for no sane warrior would teach amove
such asthat. Wait on the sand.’

It took only aminute for the observer to leave the bal cony and work hisway to the training floor, but in
that brief respite, Nakor came to Bek's Side, offered him water, and whispered, 'Remember, you are the
protege of Martuch and you were trained by Hirea. Remember!'

Thelarge warrior in the decorative armour strode across the yard and came to stand before Bek, the
only person on the floor who wastaller. All eyesturned to witness the exchange. Thewarrior said,
'Attack me!'

Without hesitation Bek unleashed afurious combination of blows, feints and thruststhat had dl the
onlookers gaping. But the warrior in the black armour was obvioudy no novice to combat, for he moved
out of Bek'sline of attack with animbleness of foot that was unexpected in someone so large, let done
burdened by heavy armour.

Then he countered and let loose a blow that came close to crushing the side of Bek's skull. Bek merdly
twisted hiswrists and brought his blade up to block, and the shock of the blow reverberated acrossthe
sand.

Back and forth the two men duelled, Bek's ferocity and power matched and countered by the other
man's speed and experience. The onlookers began to form acircle around them because it was
becoming clear that something unusual and amazing was taking place, and that should either warrior err,
someone would die suddenly.

Back and forth they moved, exchanging blows and parries, until finaly the warrior in black stepped away



and shouted, 'Hold! Enough!’
Bek hesitated, then put his sword down.
Thewarrior in black said, "Again, who trained you?
Thistime Bek looked him in the eye and said, "Hirea of the Scourge.'

I know him. Scourge, small society... but respected, old house, good man. One of the best on Kosridi.'
He removed hishelm, and Bek saw a battle-scarred face, an older Dasati warrior, but one still in the
height of hispower. 'l am Marian, Imperado of the Justicants, First Order of the TeKarana's guards. |
have never seen anyone like you, Bek.'

Bek was dripping with perspiration. He said, 'Y ou're fast. Strong, too. Y ou are very hard to kill.'

The older warrior grinned. 'l will mention your name. We shall need replacements, and we shall need
them soon. Who knows? Y ou may be the one to take my head some day if | don't die on some cursed
dienworld.

T'll makeit quick and salute you," said Bek, returning the grin.
With a dap on the shoulder, Marian turned and departed.
Theinstructor said, "Y ou have been honoured, young Bek.'

Nakor was dying to ask questions, but he knew that here, more than most anywhere in the Dasati realm,
not acting the part of aLesser would get him killed in seconds. The ingtructor turned to him and said,
'Clean up thismess. We are done.’ To Bek he said, 'Retire to the barracks and wait for the mid-day mesl
cdl. You have earned some extrarest.’

Nakor hurriedly picked up the items belonging to Bek, and turned to see the large warrior grinning at
him. 'What? he whispered.

Bek said, 'He got tired and was afraid | was going to kill him.’

'Who, Marian? asked Nakor softly as he bent over to pick up alarge, dirty cloth of somewool-like
material Bek had been using asatowd.

Bek laughed. 'Him, too. No, | mean the instructor. He was getting tired.'
'How do you fed?
'| feel wonderful, Nakor.'
Nakor said quietly, 'Good. | am pleased you fed well; Now, let usreturn to the barracks and wait."
'l liketofight.'
'l know, but we must do aswe aretold alittle while longer.’
'Y es, Nakor.'

They hurried out of the training arena, down avast corridor that led to the recruits barracks. A pair of
young warriorswas there, resting after their arduous training that morning. One sported a huge welt on
the side of hisface where the instructor had unceremoniously demonstrated why he needed to keep his



guard high, and the other had adlight cut to the thigh that was bandaged. Nakor observed the Dasti
congtantly, and was astonished that the culture managed to survive, given their murderous ways. Had
ether of those young warriors sustained a serious wound, they would have been left to die, their lingering
agony the source of amusement to the others on the training floor. Since coming to the training floor the
day before, Nakor had witnessed one such incident. The jeering Dasati considered watching such a
desth an entertainment, arespite from training.

Nakor had travelled throughout the Empire of Grest Kesh and down into the client states south of the
vast mountains called the Girdle of Kesh — he had been born in the foothills of those great pesks. He had
Seen many strange things, but nothing as dien and difficult to fathom as the Dasati. He had encountered a

travelling troupe of playersonce, inasmdl city called Ahar, and remembered aremark made by the
company's leader, the man respons ble for writing the skits and songs aswdll as staging them. Nakor had

asked what the key was to making the audience laugh, for while he knew little of performance, he
redlized that the more the audience laughed, the more money the players earned.

The two of them had been playing a cards and Nakor hadn't seriously begun to cheat, so the head of the
company of playerswaswinning. He wasin agood mood and paused to answer the question. ‘It's all
about pain, Nakor, he had said. 'If you care for our hero and fedl his pain, that'stragedy. If you laugh at
him, that's comedy. Comedly is other peopl€span.’

The Dasati carried the concept to an insane length. Since reaching this rellm he had seen anumber of
peoplein pain or dying, and the generd reaction wasto laugh at them. Only some of the Lessers seemed
inclined to help, and they were despised for it. Empathy was weaknessto the Dasati.

Asthey reached their place in the barracks — a heavy bunk for Bek and amat on the stone floor for
Nakor —abell's deep ped reverberated throughout the building so loud that it felt as though the stones
beneath their feet shook. Nakor looked at the two resting young warriors and saw they were as uncertain
what to do as he and Bek were.

A moment later awarrior in black armour strode through the far entrance and shouted, 'Stay where you
are! That wasthe muster cal for the Palace Guard. Y ou will wait and attend the mid-day med when
cdled!

The massive bell sounded again, and athird time, then fell slent. From ashort distance away, Nakor
could hear the sound of running feet, and knew that hundreds of Lesserswere scurrying around in
anticipation of whatever was required of the Guard by that cal. Nakor's curiosity was piqued, but he
knew there was no way he would risk hisusua indulgence of that curiosity. Had he been done, he might
have risked being killed out of hand for being in the wrong place—for over the years he had become
very adept at staying dive—but he did not dare to leave Bek done for even aminute.

They waited and a few minutes before the mid-day meal, a dozen recruits entered the barracks, stripped
off dripping tunics and trousers, bathed quickly, and donned clean clothing, while their Lessersran about,
trying to anticipate their masters needs. Nakor sat quietly on the floor at Bek's feet, watching the dmost
reflexive manner the young warriorskicked or cuffed their Lessers when annoyed. He sighed. He had
away's been avagabond, and thought of no place as home, even the village of hisbirth, but for thefirst
timein hislife he felt homesick, wishing he was back on Midkemia, anywhere on Midkemia The searing
heart of the Jal-Pur desert looked attractive to him right now.

Bek rose without saying anything, and Nakor took a second to realize he was moving to the serving hall

where the mid-day meal would be provided. Nakor and the other Lessers would wait until the warriors

had departed, then after afrenzy of cleaning up the barracks, they would scurry off to the room where
their food was provided, eat quickly then hurry back to be here waiting for their masters. In so many little



ways, it was an existence without joy.

Nakor grabbed abowl of something resembling stew and ahunk of coarse-grain bread — he discovered
that even with the successful trandation to Dasati form the food here was disagreegble: it was one of the
many examples he could cite asto what ajoyless society the Dasati were. Food was regarded as a

necessity and sometimes the excuse for socia events, but it was never considered an art form. He
remembered with longing amed he had had at Tawin Hawkins River Housein Olasko, and wondered if
held ever have amed like that one again.

He heard voices through a door that led to the Imperid Guards marshalling yard. Glancing around to see
if he was observed, Nakor dipped down the halway and hung back, just out of sight. A commander
stood on adais and addressed hiswarriors. — this night! We muster at once, and depart at dawn!
Worldsto conquer await! Each of you has found favour in His Darknesss sight and your willingnessto
serve Hiswill until the last has gained you aspecid placein hisregard. Rgoicein this, for we shall begin
acampaign of conquest unmatched in the annals of the Dasati Empire! For the Dark One!’

'His Darkness!* shouted the gathered guards, and Nakor quickly turned and fled back to the room where
the other Lesserswaited. He darted around the corner and sat down before he was noticed then stood
up asif he had finished, put down his dish and returned to the barracks to wait for Bek. Something
important was underway and it began tonight. It could not be the invasion Pug feared, for there were not
enough Deathknights gathered, but this mustering of the Imperid Guard was a prelude to something vitd.

He wished he could have heard more.

Jommy turned to Kaspar and the others. 'Now that's something you don't see every day. And here we
areseaing it for the second time!'

Kaspar nodded. Captain Stefan said, 'But | wager it's something we're never going to see again.’ The
four of them were standing ashort distance away from the welcoming elves, Servan hunkered down
while Jommy, Stefan, and Kaspar leaned back againgt the wall of thelong hall.

The massive dragon had been astonishing enough when it had carried Tomas and Jm Dasher into the
compound the day before, but now it landed with a party of three on itsback. A pair of women, both
dressed in long dark dresses, was sitting close behind the white-and-gold-dad figure. They dismounted
nimbly and came to where Castdanur and his two advisors waited.

Tomas announced, 'Castdanur, thisis Miranda of Sorcerer'sIde and her student Lettie!

The girl with Mirandawas young and dender with an upright posture that was amost rigid. Shelooked
from face to face with a calm mask, and nodded. Miranda said, 'l am going now," and vanished.

Castdanur sad, 'What isthis—7?

Suddenly Miranda appeared again, thistime surrounded by aband of eves, dressed in leather of a
smilar cut to the clothesworn by the Sun Elves. This band of newcomers wore necklaces of stonesand
rough gems, and two had eagle-feathers hanging behind their ears, tied into locks of their hair.

Jommy glanced at Kaspar who said, 'Those are the elves from north of the Teeth of the World.' He
dropped hisvoice. They're called something like "the Mad Ones' by the other eves, because of
something back in history. Y ou don't have to be told they're different: you see them in Elvandar and they
stand out. Baranor looks more like their kind of place!



The leader of the band with Mirandawalked straight up to Castdanur and said, ‘Brother, we hear of your
need. We answer it. | am Tdandd.'

The old ef stood with shining eyes, and said, "We welcome our brothers and sisters.” He looked to
where Miranda stood and saw that four of those with her were children. 'Y ou return life and hopeto us,
brother.'

The children stood rooted in astonishment, staring up at the huge red dragon who now crouched
pesacefully in the courtyard. Miranda shooed them away and vanished. Less than aminute later she
appeared with another small band of elves, who crossed to stand with the first. This process continued
until more than a hundred eves from Elvandar had been transported to Baranor.

Within minutes the courtyard wasfilled with the sound of voices, and Jm Dasher turned to Kaspar and
sad, 'l never heard it quitethislively in Elvandar.’

Kaspar shrugged. 'l doubt we've ever seen that many happy elves before.” He pointed to where the
children who lived in Baranor were dready starting to play with those who had newly arrived.

Castdanur spoke loudly, so that all might hear. 'Our new brothers and ssters, there are hals and rooms
enough for dl! Pick those that you will, for thisisyour new home. Tonight we feast!"

Tomas approached Kaspar. 'How are your men doing?

"The wounded will live. Weve been helping the eves hunt since Jm vanished to fetch you. All indl, for a
band of prisoners we've been treated more like guests!'

Tomas dropped his voice. 'Castdanur is like many of the old spellweaversin Elvandar. He adheresto
tradition, which can be atrap.’ He glanced over. ‘| remember enough of my human heritageto recall
when the elves sense of time seemed far more leisurely than good sense dictated. But in this case, it

amost lost us something far too dear.’

"The Sun Elves? asked Jommy.
"The Quor, answered Tomas.

Kaspar introduced the Captain and the two youngsters to the dragon-rider, and Tomas said, 'Y ou're
Cdeb'sfogerling.’

Jommy said, 'In amanner of speaking. He and Marie welcomed me like another son.' He grinned.
"They're as good as people can be.'

Tomas returned the smile and the alien aspect of his heritage dropped away for aminute. 'His father was
like abrother to me when we were boys; he was my parents fosterling.' He looked over at the gathering
of elvesand said, 'l must stay for awhile longer, to preside at the feast tonight." He lowered hisvoice and
said to Kaspar, Thisisafar better situation for those who have come here today; they are the most
restless among the glamredhd, and they have found kindred spirits among the anoredhel .’

Miranda came over and nodded to them, 'Kaspar, Jommy.' Kaspar introduced his Captain and Servan,
and Miranda said, 'Where's Jm Dasher?

Kaspar glanced around. 'He vanisheslike amist in the morning sun. | havenoidea.

Tomas said, 'He was very concerned over that enclave of creatures he saw up to the north. Y ou don't
think he headed back that way to investigate?



'l don't know him that well—' Kaspar began.
'Y ou know him better than anyone else here, interrupted Miranda. ‘Do you think he's out playing hero?

Kaspar shook his head. 'He'salot of things, but he'd never accept being called that. But he can be
duty-bound, and that might be cause enough.’

Tomaslooked around. "Weve got afew hours of light left. It shouldn't be too hard to pick up histrail if
he's heading in the direction.’

Jommy said, 'I'm bored. I'll go.'

'If what Jm said is closeto accurate, you'll need me aong. Let me settle Lettiein here and then well be
off," Miranda announced.

Servan and Captain Stefan volunteered aswell, but Kaspar declined. 'We're going to be noisy enough
with thislot dong.

Helooked to where Mirandawas talking to the young female magician and said, 'l| have no ideawhat her
woodcraftislike!

Jommy grinned. Y ou don't know her like| do. If those creatures hear her coming and are at dll smart,
they'll clear out and head back to where they came from.'

Kaspar said, 'Tomas, it might be better for al of usif you mentioned to Castdanur that we're going to
poke around up north. He and | have cometo an... understanding, but trust is still alittle thin.'

Tomasinclined his head in agreement and moved away.
'I thought you and the chief were thick asthieves,' said Jommy to Kaspar.

'Remember what Tomas said about elves sense of time being "leisurely”?

IY$I
'For five hundred years they've only encountered brigands, pirates, smugglers, and every other stripe of
outlaw up here. Their view of humanity islessthan positive, you could say. It'sgoing to take awhile
before they'll trust any of us, but,’ he gestured at the animated conversations taking place among the
various dves, 'thiswill go along way towards convincing them we can be trusted.’

Jommy recalled what he had heard about Kaspar since he had come to serve the Conclave and found it
ironic that he should be talking about trust. Y et he had proven himself asareliable agent snce hisreturn
fromexile.

Tomeas returned with Miranda. 'If we'reto find where Jm Dasher went, we should leave now.'

Kaspar shouldered abow he had been using since Castdanur had let them hunt and said, 'With you two,’
—he indicated Mirandaand Tomas— 'dong | doubt I'll need this, but | find it reassuring to have some
sort of weapon.'

Jommy just patted the hilt of alarge hunting knife at hisbelt asif to echo Kaspar's sentiment.

Tomaswaved afarewell to Ryath who, with a snap of its massive wings loud enough to sound like
thunder, took to the Sky. The elves watched silently as the massve creature vanished into the heavens.



They trotted out of the gate and followed the main trail to the south-west, then turned north, following a
game path where obvious footprints had been lft in the east. A quarter of amile up thetrail, Tomas
pointed to abroken branch, still green and dripping sap. 'He'smaking it easy.'

Kagpar said, 'Knowing Jm Dasher, hesdoing it intentionaly.’

Asthe afternoon lengthened, they moved purposefully up thetrail and after travelling for two hoursthey
found another broken branch indicating that Jm had turned northeast, climbing towardsagap in the
ridgeline above. Asthey reached the lower lip of aplateau, they could see afigure knedling behind
sheltering rocks, observing something on the other side.

Crouching low, the four approached until Kaspar stood at Jm's shoulder. Quietly, Jm Dasher said,
'What took you so long?

‘Social niceties.' said Kaspar.
Tomas dowly drew hissword. 'Where arethey?

‘Just over thisrise,' said Jm. 'They appear to be resting. From what 1've seen, they are most active at
sundown, then are awake al night.' He glanced at the sun, low in the western sky. They'll sart whatever
they're going to do, hunt or feast, in about an hour.'

'Castdanur says these wolf-riders suck life from bodies.”
'Eat them, too, from what | saw," whispered Jm.

Tomasinched past Jm. Then the other four saw him rise up without hesitation and charge. 'Stay here!" he
shouted.

'Well,' said Jim, 'l guessthat means the sneaky quiet part isover.'

Miranda hurried past the three men. Jim looked at Jommy and Kaspar and said, 'l guessthat meansthe
"stay here" part of thingsis over, too." He stood up, drew histwo bet-knives and started after Miranda.

Kaspar reached out, grabbed Jim Dasher by the collar and pulled him backwards, dmost yanking him off
hisfeet.

'What?

'l don't worry about her,' Kaspar said. 'But when aman who can command dragonstells meto wait, I'm
inclined towait.'

Jm looked at Jommy whaose expression indicated that he couldn't believe Jim had even thought about
going up there after Tomas had told him to wait.

Tomas strode into the clearing and saw the first cresture. 1t was one of the large ‘wolves lying acrossthe
threshold of ahut and as soon asit saw Tomasit leapt to its feet, took abounding jump and with a
ghostly howl attacked him. Tomas's golden blade arced through the air and when it struck the creature
there was an explosion of sparks, energy so bright that Jm, Kaspar and Jommy were forced to look
away. A smoking gash where the blade struck erupted into tiny flames of silver and the creature
staggered, then fell over onitsside. With agasp it went limp, then suddenly its entire form was engulfed
inglver flames

The commotion caused the human-like 'riders and their creaturesto erupt from the huts. Tomas lay



about him with his sword, his speed and power astonishing. Miranda stood with hands outstretched and
lances of dazzling blue energy skewered any creature that attacked her. Where her spells struck, the
creatures were thrown backwards, crashing into the huts or diding across the ground.

The how! of rage and pain was the strangest sound any of the three onlookers had ever heard, a distant
empty hooting and grunting that echoed asif from the depths of some distant canyon. Miranda changed
her attack and abooming sphere of white light exploded from around her. It passed through Tomas with
gpparently noiill effect, but when it struck any of the dark and smoky forms, they fell writhing and their
echoing criesgrew louder.

Tomas moved with stunning speed, whedling his sword to left and right, and each time he struck a
creature fell. With no defence due to Mirandas spell, the remaining creaturesfell to him asif hewerea
farmer scything down whest.

He moved to the stone cage where the V oid-darters were thrashing around, trying to batter their way to
freedom. 'Miranda, can you destroy those things without opening the door?

'What killsthem?

He held out hisblade. This contains magic which was ancient before man cameto thisworld. Aslong as
| have held it, | do not know exactly what went into its fashioning. But those things are feeders on life and
soisthisblade’

Mirandasaid, 'l think I know something | can try." She waved her handsin aquick, intricate pattern, and

apulsing globe of purplelight sprang into being before her. With awave of her hand she sent it crashing

into the cage and as soon asiit touched the creatures they began to thrash about even more violently. Still
they did not die.

Mirandatried another approach and awash of fire appeared from the palms of her outstretched hands.
The flames burned bright orange and when they struck the creatures seemed to go rigid and fdl to the
ground. Tomasingtantly threw up the latch, opened the door and wasin the cage dashing with his sword
until every darter was nothing more than smoking black char.

Miranda said, Thosethingsare very hard to kill '

Jommy, Kaspar and Jm came to stand next to Tomas. Kaspar had been given avision of the Dasti
world by the god Kakin and had been the one to carry the warning of the Dasati incursion into
Midkemiato the Conclave, but even he had never seen their like before. He said as much. 'Are they
some sort of Dasati | don't recognize?

Mirandasaid, They're nothing like the Deathpriests!

Tomas looked grim. 'They are not of the Dasati.' He looked deeply troubled. "'They are worse, far
worse.'

Jm looked at Kaspar and Jommy. 'Worse?

‘Thereisacrack in theface of redity, atear in the universe, and what you see hereis seepage from the
Void. That iswhy the huts and fire are so dien. This place is now an anchor for that rift. More of those
things can find their way here unlesswe—' He looked completely around, and then asked Miranda, 'Can
you destroy everything here?

'Everything? she asked.



"To the soil benegath our feet, to a depth of —' he calculated.
Twenty feet. Everything. There must be nothing but alarge hole in the ground here when you'vefinished.'

Moving away from the centre of the village, Miranda said, ‘Blowing things up was more Magnuss
predilection when he was young, but if you just want things destroyed, | can do it." To the four men she
said, 'Y ou'd better move down thetrail !

They did as she requested and after amoment they saw her climb onto alow boulder, affording her a
view of thevillage. She began along and complicated enchantment and suddenly the ground beneeth
their feet shook and the trees nearby swayed. It felt asif amassive earthquake had been unleashed. But
rather than rolling, it became a series of sharp shifts, asif someone were shaking the ground by hand in
staccato jerks. Then alow sound, not the usual rumbling of an earthquake, but rather adeep, grinding
howl! started and grew in intengity. When it reached avolume that caused Jommy, Kaspar and Jm to
cover their ears, a deafening eruption blew amassive tower of earth, rock and treesinto the sky. It was
asif apair of vag, invisble hands had scooped up the soil benesth the village and everything oniit,
ground it al into dust and rocks and tossed the mass high into the sky.

Miranda hurried down to the four men and said, 'We should get down the trail quickly. It's about to Start
raining rocks.'

Thefive of them ran down thetrail and as she had predicted, apdlting fall of stonesand soil begantorain
over them. Fortunately, they were near the edge of it when it began and quickly |eft the cascade of earth
and rocks behind them.

Tomas said, "Without any aspect of their realm here, it may take them some time to rediscover away
back here.’

'‘Who? asked Miranda. "What were those creatures?

Tomas halted. "Whatever else may be occurring with your mad magician,” he said to Miranda, 'or with the
coming war with the Dasdti,' he said to everyone, 'nothing is as dangerous as what we have just
encountered.’

"What were those creatures? Miranda repeated, thistime her tone more emphatic.

‘Children of the Void. When Jm first told me of them, | did not realize what manner of creature was here.
| thought alesser spectre or awraith, perhaps even alesser manifestation of the dark agents. But those
beings were Dreadlings, minor Dread, but Dread nevertheless. The thingsthey ride have no namel
know, though the VVaheru called them 'dreadmounts. Theflying crestures are dso nameless, but like
hawks and falcons, they are raptors who flush "game" for the Dread.'

‘The elves called them Void-darters,’ said Kaspar.
'"Asgood aname as any,' said Tomas. They are dangerous, but nothing like those they serve, the Dread.’
'What are the Dread? asked Jommy as Tomas turned and ran down the hillside.

'‘Beings so dien they make the Dasati seem like brothers to humanity. They are drinkers of lifeand
sedlers of souls, and they have somehow found their way into our realm.’

Hurrying to keep up with the human-turned-Dragon Lord, Kaspar shouted, ‘Could this be part of the
Dasati plot?



'No!" answered Tomas emphatically. Thisis something far more dire.' He stopped and turned to
Miranda. "Whoever you have whom you trust, magician or priet, cal a convocation of the most
powerful, and | will cometo you in three days. | must return to Elvandar and speak with the oldest
spellweavers and lorekeepers. Castdanur had no ideawho these creatures were and that shows how far
the anoredhd havefallen. They have elders, but no Lorekeepers.’ He shook hishead in frustration. 'l
must aso speak with the Quor.'

"Who are the Quor? demanded Kaspar and Miranda at amost the same instant.

Tomas kept walking as he spoke. 'They are the heart of Midkemia, beings ancient and benign. Even the
Vaheru left them untroubled, for they knew the Quor were linked inexplicably to the very centre of dl life
here. Should they perish, itissaid in legend that the world would perish with them.’

They stopped and looked at one another.

"Those creatures we just destroyed are. .. youngsters. They were no more than children out on apicnic,
playing,’ Tomas continued.

Mirandasface went pae. 'l couldn't kill them, Tomas. | could only incapacitate them.’

'Itisimpossbleto kill that which isnot dive. They are children of the void, and no living cresture can
understand them. Of dl the foes the Vaheru faced, mightiest of them dl were the Dread. We invaded
their relm and many of the Vaheru fel. We returned, keeping them at bay, and told oursel ves how
mighty wewere.

'Pug and | faced a Dreadmaster when we searched for Macros, many years ago. We bested it by guile
and power, and it took two of us. Asfar as| know, this sword," he patted the pommel of hisweapon, ‘is
the only thing on thisworld that can destroy one at atouch. There may be other artefacts of which | am
ignorant which can adso harm them; thisiswhy we must convene and speak with every artificer and priest
we can trust.

'If the Dread have found away into thisworld..." He stopped and pointed up the mountain. Those
children may have blundered into our realm without understanding what they had found. But had their
lords and masters found that passage, this entire continent would soon be in ashes. The princes of the

Dread are beings of vast power, perhaps as great asthat of the gods, and if they have ahand in any of
this..." Hetook a deep breath. ‘I wish Pug were here.’

Mirandasaid, 'l wish that every day.'

Tomas resumed walking. 'l will call Ryath and get quickly to Elvandar, then return with spellweavers. We
must speak to the Quor and investigate that Site you just destroyed, Miranda. If thereis till some
weaknessin the fabric of the universe up there that brings us closer to the Void, we must know about it.
Explain thisto Castdanur, Kaspar.' He legped high onto a boulder, ajump no human could duplicate and
held hishand doft. ‘Ryath! | summon theg!'

Within aminute athunderous explosion above them signdled the arrival of the dragon. 'I come, Dragon
Rider.'

'l need your assistance, once more, old friend,’ said Tomas to the giant red dragon. '‘Our world standsin
peril and we must seek to saveit.’

Tomas didn't wait for the dragon to land, but legped from the boulder onto its back. The dragon turned
and with asingle snap of its massive wings shot up into the sky, leaving the four humans staring in awe.



Mirandaturned and faced downhill, her shoulders hunched in barely contained anger. The others hardly
heard her as she said, "Where is my husband?

Pug welcomed the sight of Martuch and Hirea. "What of Nakor and Bek? he asked.

Thetwo old fighters said, They were wdll, last we saw of them." Glancing around, Martuch said, "Where
isLord Vako?

Pug said, 'With his sister and the other Bloodwitches. They said he needs to remain with them for a

while." He looked down amoment, asif considering his next words. 'l sense something is converging.

Enough was said to lead meto bdlieve that the White is positioning itself, getting ready to moveif the
opportunity presentsitsdf.’

'‘Ah,' said Hirea. "Then the Gardener remained aswdll .

Pug sad, 'l have much to tell you, some of which may be difficult to understand, but before | do, what of
the muster?

'No one has passed word to the leaders of the battle societies or any of the great houses. A great muster
iscoming, that we know, but we do not know when. There has been acalling of the Imperia Guard,
whichisunusud. Wejudgeit to beaprelude!

'A prelude to what? asked Magnus. 'Is there no one in the palace who might be able to shed light on
this?

Martuch said, 'Our dliances are twisted, at times, and there are many factions even within the White. The
Gardener forged astrong, single purpose, but before that...'

Pug said, 'l have some sense of it. Before that it was chasing alliances and agreat ded of talk.’

Martuch bridled and Hirealooked ready to draw his sword. 'Many died so that we might have aliances
and tak, human,' said the old ingtructor. 'Vako's father willingly gave hislife so that his son could assume
the mantle of House Camareen. We are arace of fighters; plots and planning do not come easily to us,
and above dl else, we chafe a waiting.'

'I think you will not have to wait much longer, said Magnus. 'Father, tell them about the White, the
Bloodwitches, and the Gardener. And most of dl, tell them about Ban-ath.’

Pug nodded. ‘Listen, my friends, and redlize that what | am about to tell you may strain your credulity, but
every word | say to you know istrue.’ Pug then began to tell them the tale of Macros the Black and the
Trickster God.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Disaster

d A



THE COUNCIL WASIN AN UPROAR.

Severd factionsloya to the Emperor had banded together to block what they felt was the blatant attempt
by the Warlord to re-establish a predominance not seen since before the time of the Mistress of the
Empire. Tetsu of the Minwanabi, Warlord of the Nations of Tsuranuanni, by grace of hiscousin the

Emperor, stood and held up hishands. 'Silence!" he commanded.

The office of Warlord was supreme, in the absence of the Emperor, but he faced a generation of ruling
lords and ladies who had never before been confronted by anyone wearing that mantle. They were far
lessinclined to heed his commands than their ancestors might have been. Even so, Tetsu wasa
charismatic leader and he carried the majesty of office, aswell asadozen Imperia Guardswho now
moved around the vast hall urging the raucous rulers of the Empireto cam.

'Heed me!l’ shouted Tetsu.

Tetsu of the Minwanabi was torn. He had been raised unlike any other heir to the mantle of power inthe
Empire. House Minwanabi was one of the five great houses of the Empire, and his place among the ruling
elite of the nations had been secured before his birth. But history had conspired dwaysto place the
Minwanabi in asubsidiary roleto their cousins the Acoma, the Emperor's house. For aslong as he could
remember, Tetsu of the Minwanabi had plotted and schemed to rise to the highest position possible in the
High Council, and whatever murderous fantasy he might imagine that would put him on the golden throne
he had kept to himsdlf, for he was, at the last, Tsurani. But today he was shaken to the fibre of hisbeing,
for today was hisfirst day ruling the High Council in the Emperor's name, and today he had |eft the
Emperor'sretreat on the old Acoma estates, where over along breskfast the Light of Heaven had told
him things no sane man could hear without being shaken. He had been given amandate by the Emperor
and no matter what fantasies of ambition had filled his nights, he put them aside in the light of day, for he
was, at thelast, Tsurani.

'Heed me!' he bellowed and at last the room fell sillent. He looked from face to face of the rulers, many of
whom werefriends or politica enemies, and he said, Thisday | spoke with the Light of Heaven. By the
arts of aGreat One | was transported from hissdeto this very pdace. My first duty isto relay hiswishes
that all here are well and prosperous.’ He paused for effect. 'My second duty isto remind you of the
unthinkable attack on his person in this very palace less than aweek ago.'

Now the room fell dead slent, for to aman or woman, the ruling dlite of the Empire could not imagine a
more horrific event than an assault on the person of the Emperor. In their tradition, the Emperor was a
beacon of hope for the Tsurani, placed on Kelewan by the gods, to show their pleasure with the nations.
He was a benediction.

'Hark to the words of the Light of Heaven!" shouted Tetsu. The armies have been called! The Red Sed
of War on the door to the Temple of Jastur has been broken! The light of day now shines on the symbols
of war! The Empire of Tsuranuanni now goesto war with arace known asthe Dasati!"

Azulos of the Kechendawa shouted, "Where are these Dasagi? | have never heard of these peoplée!”

'Dasdti,’ corrected the Warlord. 'And asto where they abide. .. heed the words of the Great One,
Alenca, speaking for the Assembly and for the Light of Heaven.'

The old magician had been standing close to the Warlord's throne, waiting for his moment to spesk. He
dowly walked to the centre of the hal and looked around, seemingly identifying every facein the
chamber.

'Let me speak of the Dasati," began the old magician. For nearly an hour he repesated every detail so far



discovered about the would-be invaders, building upon the earlier warning given to the Emperor and
High Council by Miranda. Those rulers who had been in attendance the first time were subdued and
looked gravely concerned, and those lords who had not been in attendance the first time appeared
confused or incredulous. At first there were many whispered questions but by the end of Alencas
narrative the leaders of the Empire were slent and convinced. For the firgt timein the history of the
Empire aterrible danger was upon them, an enemy more powerful, more ruthless, as determined and
with afar vaster army than the Tsurani.

The Warlord rose. 'l thank the Great One Alencafor his cam reciting of the facts. Now, | speak for the
Empire!’

That formal declaration caused every ruling lord and ruling lady in the High Council to focustheir
undivided attention on the Warlord, for those words signalled that what came next wasin no way said for
persond glory, house-honour or gain, but would be soldly for the good of the nations.

'Wedl are bound by our pledge to the Empire, and to the Light of Heaven, and | have been given the
great burden of conducting thiswar. | will issue edictstoday. Each of twenty-five houses, whoserulers
will be contacted at the end of this meeting, will be given to the command of aregiond—'

A shattering sound accompanied a blast of air which knocked Alencaacrossthe hal asif agiant hand
had swatted him. The old magician struck the floor hard and did for adozen yards, hisbody aslimp asa

rag.

A purpleova of energy hung above the floor of the great hdl of the High Council, and through it erupted
astream of warriorsin black, with gold trim at the points and edges of their armour, shouting
incomprehensble words asthey ran straight at the first Tsurani noble they spied.

Ceremonid swords and robes of sk were batted aside effortlesdy as the nobility of Tsuranuanni was
daughtered with frightening efficiency. The Imperid Guardsin the greet hal died defending the rulers of
the Empire, for despite being among the most dedicated warriors in the Empire, the Palace Guard were
soon overmatched and overwhelmed. Within haf aminute, fully aquarter of thosein the hal were dead

or dying.

AsDasati warriors flooded into the palace, afigure emerged from the shadows of aremote halway, one
rarely used by functionaries shuttling documents from the great hal to an adminigtrative wing of the
paace. He moved to where Alencalay stunned to insensibility, perhaps dying from interna wounds. He
looked down and with an expression of mock regret, lifted hisfoot and crushed the old man's windpipe
with the hed of his sandd, ensuring that the first of many Great Ones of the Empire was dead this day.

The sharp downward step threw him off-balance and he barely avoided falling over. The body of
Wyntakata, now host to Leso Varen, was troubled by alamenessthat the magician found annoying. But
until he could establish a safe | ocation where he could begin to fashion his dark and murderous magic and

cregte the means to possess another body, he was confined to this one. He smiled at the screaming and
carnage. He smiled to see vdiant Tsurani rulersdie like so many children asthe Dasati guards of the
TeKaranakilled every human they saw. He waved his hand dightly and employed aspell of seeming, so
that no Dasati would mistake him for atarget. He was certain that no matter his arrangement with the
Deathpriests he had contacted on Omadrabar it was unlikely that any of these warriors had been told,
'Oh, by theway, don't kill the dightly decrepit, lame fellow in the black robe’.

As often as death was his chosen means to power and the heart of his black arts, Varen was certainly no
stranger to blood and pain, but he found this wholesale murder far less entertaining than would have been
the case had humans invaded the Tsurani paace. The darm had sounded and more Imperia Guards,



among thefinest warriorsin the Empire, camerushing in to die like kittens attacking alion. It just wasn't
fair, Varen thought. In this realm the Dasati were smply too powerful. Y &, he noticed with interest, some
of thefirgt to arrive were dready showing sgns of that odd intoxication he had noticed thefirst time he
had encountered the little s mulacrum who had been their first explorer into thisream. That delightful little
creature had burgt into flames after being in the sunlight of thisworld too long. He wondered if he would
ever understand that aspect of the realms, the different levels of life and heat and light, the heart of
energy-magic that so many of these Great Ones delighted in learning. That type of magic had never
interested him very much, except for the life aspect, and that only when hewastaking it in order to
capture the dying energies. He paused for amoment to consider how useful fanatics could be. The
Tsurani would, to aman or woman, die to defend the Emperor who, he assumed, was somewhere far
from here. And the Dasati, persona guards of the TeKarana, were aready doomed to diefor the Dark
God and their master, for those who survived this daughter would succumb to the excess of energy inthis
world. Hewondered if they would just fal over and dig, or if they would burst into flameslike thet little
creature did. Too bad he couldn't linger to observe.

Varen |ooked around the hall, now reduced to an abattoir with blood bathing every stone. He noted with
amusement that some of the blood was orange, so despite their decided advantage in strength and
power, it seemed the Dasati were taking some damage as they destroyed the leadership of the Tsurani
Empire.

Imperid soldierswere gtill flooding into the room, and Varen was getting bored with watching other
people killing one another, so he turned and ambled back down the hallway to the administrative wing of
the paace. As he passed thefirst door into asuite of offices used by functionaries who worked on behalf
of the Imperia First Advisor, he glanced inside to admire the scene of his own handiwork. A dozen
officers of the court lay in contorted poses, severa clawing at their own faces from the pain that had
killed them mere minutes before. Now that, he thought, was death as art!

He whistled ameaningless ditty as he strolled down the hdl, past another half adozen officeslittered with
bodies. Grinning, he thought that killing off the leaders of every great house was amusing and would
certainly cause the Tsurani alot of problems, but it would be hard for the boy emperor to try and run his
Empire without a bureaucracy!

Martuch hurried down the ladder to the hideout and said, "Word has reached the palace of the
TeKarana, and we now know what the muster yesterday was about.'

Pug, Magnus and Hirea sat on cots and all looked at the old warrior.

‘At the Dark One's bidding, the TeKarana sent two legions, the Third and Fifth, ten thousand warriors,
through what they are caling portas, into your realm." He spoke to Pug and Magnus.

'Where? asked Pug.

"The Tsurani world. | do not know the details, but the rumour isthat each warrior wastold to prepare his
death legacy.'

'Death legacy? asked Magnus.

Hireasaid, 'Each warrior in the service of the TeKarana or one of the Karanas has abox within which he
places any items he might wish to have passed back to his house or society. It can be persond items,
messages to fathers or mentors, or anything the warrior wishesto leave asalegacy.'

'It means, Martuch added, 'that every warrior was being sent to his death. Thiswas both amurder raid



and asuicideraid. The warriors were being told they wereto diefor His Darkness!

Hireashook his head in disbdief. Two legions,” he said softly. To Martuch he said, Y ou know Astamon
of the Hingalaras oldest son served with the Fifth.'

'l liked Astamon, even though House Hingdarawere Sdmodi.' He looked at Pug and Magnus. The
Samodi and Sadharin amost aways end up on opposite Sides of any dispute. But there are some good
men in every ociety.’

'What does this mean? asked Pug. "Why the suicide raid?

‘It meansalot of Tsurani are now dead, and the Dark One doesn't care how many of us hekills
accomplishing that end." Martuch sighed. 'So much of what | have cometo regject is accepted as normal
among my people, but even the most die-hard of uswould have trouble accepting the loss often thousand
lives merely to bloody afoe. We are conquerors,” he added, 'not chattak to be daughtered at awhim!’

Magnus said, 'l don't understand.’
Pug sad, 'Cattle’

Hireasaid, 'lIt isamatter of personal pride for any Dasati warrior that what we take, we keep. Six
worlds have been conquered since the rise of the Dark. One, and in every case we have never
surrendered ajot of what we have taken. For aDasati to dieis one thing, for we al expect that, but we
die so our people may expand their territory. We do not die just to die. It is not the Dasati way.'

Martuch saw that the explanation wasn't entirely clear to Pug and Magnus, for he had lived among the
beings of the first relm and knew more about their ways. "We are not a philosophical people, likethe
Ipiliac. They understand things we can not imagine. They imagine things we can not comprehend. We are
aviolent race which judges conquest as the highest manifestation of successful violence, for violence
without purposeis—'

'‘Comedy,’ said Pug softly. 'Other people's pain.’

'And that is offensive,’ said Martuch. ‘It makes a mockery of what ten thousand Dasati warriors, the best
of us, were born to do: conquer!'

"To laugh with contempt at the pain of others, that isonething. But to seewaste likethis..." Hiregs
wordstrailed off.

Magnus said, ‘It depends on what they were chosen to do, why they were used.’
"What do you mean? asked Martuch.

Magnus looked at the old warrior thoughtfully. 'If the TeKaranawanted merely to overwhem Kelewan,
he could have ordered millions of you into thefield.'

Martuch and Hirea both nodded in agreement.

"The Tsurani are vaiant warriors, and to aman they will die defending their homeland, but they could not
withstand such an attack.'

'So there must be acompeling reason to sacrifice ten thousand of his persond guards, rather than launch
afull-scaleinvasion of Kelewan,' said Pug. 'l do not know for afact, but | suspect it will take as much
adjustment for the Dasati warriorsto exist on my plane asit did for usto exist here!



Martuch said, '‘Absolutely. | can travel to Ddecordiawithout much discomfort. The Ipiliac are as much
likemeasHireais, but they livein aworld caught haf way between thisredlm and yours. But it must
have taken centuries for them to have grown accustomed to the energies of that world." He paused.
'Without preparation it would be difficult for any of usto live there for more than aweek or two. Some
might adapt, but otherswould sicken and die. But Delecordiais not in the first redm. It would be
impossible without much the same preparation as you endured for any Dasati to exist in your world for
more than afew hours, perhaps aday or so at the most.’

Pug recalled just how arduous the conditioning he, Nakor, Bek, and Magnus had endured had been.
'How can they hope to prepare an army of non-magiciansto invade? he asked quietly.

"They don't,' said Martuch. 'We Dasati do not change to exist in the new world; we change the world to
our liking.

'How? asked Magnus.
'By magic,' said Hireg, asif it was an obvious answer to the question.

‘But,’ said Pug, 'magic on that scale...' Hefdl slent. The Dark One does not need so many lives merely
to openriftsto thefirst plane of redlity, or to move armies through them; he needs millions of lives so that
he has enough power to remake worldsl' Pug fell silent. Magnus looked down at hisfather and saw a
man nearly overwhelmed by the enormity of what confronted them. 'Father?

"This attack today, it's not to conquer, but to confuse.’
'What do you mean, human? asked Martuch.

'Y our TeKarana has an dly, an insane necromancer by the name of Leso Varen. He'sabody stedler,

and is somewhere within the Empire of Tsuranuanni. My wife and others are trying to track him down,

but he could have taken the body of anyone. They'relooking for signs of his desth-magic, but until he
revedshimsdf...'

'How do you know they arein league? asked Hirea. ,
'‘Because they have smilar goas. wholesde destruction and degth on Kelewan.'
'Why would any human desirethat?
'He'smad, said Magnus.

‘But he'snot stupid,’ said Pug. 'If he seesagain by throwing open the gateway to Kelewan to your
people, hewill. And no Dasati would ever understand what he must have told them.' Martuch and Hirea
both were paying rapt attention. 'He knows enough of the Tsurani to redize that if the Dark Oné's agents
attempt to establish afoothold to begin changing that world, the Emperor could order amillion warriors

to swarm the position, each willing to die for the Empire. And the combined might of the Assembly of
Magicians and every magic at the disposal of every temple would aso be unleashed on the invaders. It
might wreak havoc on the Tsurani, but they would shut down any foothold on their world as soon asit
was detected.' Pug fell silent for amoment, considering what he had just said. 'The Dark One needstime
to establish alarge enough presence on Kelewan so that the entire might of Tsuranuanni, amillion
warriors, thousands of magiciansand priests, dl together, can't stop him.’

"That means chaos,' said Magnus.

"Yes," agreed Pug. 'He needs to plunge the Empire into chaos so that they cannot respond to his



incurson.’
'How? asked Martuch.
‘By killing the Emperor,’ said Magnus.

‘Or obliterating the Assembly,’ said Pug. "V aren cannot didodge the temples, they're too scattered and it
would take too long. So it must be the Emperor or the Assembly.'

'Or the High Council,’ suggested Magnus.

'Yes, that could be his..." Pug stood up and looked at Martuch and Hirea. ‘| must speak to Nakor,
tonight.'

'Impossible,’ said the old fighter. "'We dready said our officid farewells as mentor and trainer. Y ou can't
go done. Thereisno reason for anyone, let done two Lessers, to come requesting a meeting with the
Lesser of arecruit to the Imperial Guard.

'Isthere away of keeping track of what the recruits are doing, in case an opportunity presentsitself? Pug
asked.

'It'spossible,’ said Martuch. 'Members of the White are gathering in key locations throughout the Empire,
but especidly around the palace of the Karanas, the TeKarana, and the Dark One's Temple. We have
not told anyone of what you have reved ed about the Gardener and the Bloodwitches. For the time being
let everyone believe we are under the guidance of asingle, wiseintelligence.” He sounded tired as he
added, 'We must do what we must: there are no options, and we cannot choose our time. If we areto
strike soon, then it will be soon.’

'Ready or not,' said Magnus.
'If 1 can reach Nakor, perhaps | can at least contribute to your being more ready than not.’

I'll ssewhat | can do,' said Martuch, standing up. He moved towards the ladder leading up to the
surface. 'Rest for now. | fear that in ashort time we may either have no timeto rest, or be resting for
eternity.

Hireawaited until hisfriend had departed, then said, 'What you told us about the Gardener weighs heavy
upon him. The Gardener was the one we believe was going to deliver us from the Dark One's madness!'

Pug considered his next words carefully. At last he said, 'Y ou may ill beright." When Hirealooked at
Pug with acurious expression, he added, 'Before he lft us, the intelligence that was Macros, that tiny bit
of him which had been placed in the Dasati body led meto believe that Nakor isthe key to this. "Find
Nakor", he said, and | believe that isthe key. Nakor and Bek.'

'Bek,' said Hirea, dmost asif it were aquestion. 'l have trained many warriors, human, some among the
greatest of my lifetime, but that oneis not anatural being. From what | know of your race, no human
should be able to do what he does, and now, no Dasati can do what he does.' He looked at Pug. 'What
ishe, redly?

'l think he'saweapon,’ said Pug. 'But only Nakor knows for certain.’

Hirearemoved his sword-belt and laid it on an empty bunk. He stretched out on another. "'Then we must
wait.



Pug said, '‘But not for long.' To Magnus he said, ‘'No matter what Martuch finds out, tonight we must find
Nakor.'

Mirandawas nearly frantic at the reports coming through the rift from Kelewan. A massive assault was
underway in the Holy City. Despite the estrangement between her husband and the leadership a
Stardock, many of those at the Academy were il friends or agents.

From dl reports, awave of thousands of Dasati had literadly erupted through arift in the chamber of the
High Council. No Tsurani in that room or within haf amile of it had survived.

The Imperid Guard, except for those around the Emperor at the old Acoma estates, had given their lives
defending the Tsurani nobles. Alencaand half adozen Tsurani Great Ones had died within minutes of the
start of the assault. Others had arrived in response to the darm and most had been killed aswell. Most
magic gppeared to have no effect on the Dasati, though one enterprising magician who survived managed
to do so by the expedient method of dropping a massive stone statue on two Deathknights. Thinking
back to her own encounter with the lesser Dread up near the Peaks of the Quor, Miranda wondered
why she hadn't thought to use her powersto pick up aboulder and drop it on one. It might have worked.

Miranda sat back in the chair usualy occupied by Pug, feding overwhelmed. Caeb entered afew
minutes later.

‘Moreword from Kdewan.'
'What?

He handed her the message. 'The last Dasati died |ess than two hours ago. Some were weakened,
apparently, by exposure to the Tsurani sun or because of something in the air that sickened them.
Whatever the cause, the last Deathknight was overwhelmed in amarket square by adozen merchants
who toreit gpart using tools and kitchen implements.’

'It's niceto know they can die,’ said Miranda bitterly. 'What else do we know?
"There are as many asfifty thousand dead or wounded.'
'Gods!' she exclaimed. "That many?

'It's estimated that ten thousand Dasati came into the city in three locations, two in the Imperia palace—
oneright in the heart of the High Council's meeting chamber, while they werein sesson, onein the centre
of the adminigtrative suite where al the palace functionarieswork, and the third in the richest merchants
quarter inthe Haly City.'

Miranda had aready read areport which indicated that the High Council had been sitting when the attack
came. She. still had no word on the sum of the damage, but given the number of dead and wounded
Caleb relayed, she was certain the damage had been appalling. 'Varen.'

'How do you know?

"The Dasati could not have known how to do this much harm in so focused away. Varen had to have
told them. In asingle attack they've decapitated the Empire of Tsuranuanni.’

‘Therés gtill the Emperor,’ said Caleb.

'But who is there to command? Miranda stood and began to pace as was her wont when under stress.



'Eldest sons? Daughters? Wives? The leadership of every house in the Empire has been disrupted, which
means every political party and every clan aswell. Right now the balance of power inthe Empireis
completely overturned, and for every house that has an eldest son groomed to rule and stepinto his

father's place, there are ascore who are torn by grief and without effective leadership.

‘Thisisafar worse disaster than had the Emperor been dain.’
Cdeb sad, ‘At least helives!
'Y es, and that givesthe Tsurani asingle advantage.'
Caleb asked, 'What isthat?
Mirandaturned and said, 'Blind obedience.’

Caleb's expression turned doubtful. 'How does that become an advantage if there's no effective
leadership?

"The Tsurani need generals. We can give them generds. They just have to be ordered to obey
foreigners—'

'And if the Emperor orders them to obey generdsfrom Midkemia, they will,' finished Caleb.
Miranda said, 'Now, how isthat meeting Tomas asked for coming aong?
‘Everyonewho iswilling to comewill be here by sundown.’

'‘Good, | don't know exactly what Tomaswill say to everyone, but | have a pretty good idea. I've only
met him afew times, but from what your father has said about him, he's hardly aman to panic, but | think
he'sworried, Caeb.’

'Did Father ever speak to you about the Dread? He sat down in achair in the corner. Miranda sighed.
Therearelots of things your father doesn't talk about, mostly from the early days. | think it hasto do
with alot of different things.

'Such as?

Caeb was not the sort to probeidly, so his mother knew him to be genuindly interested. Sheredlized
once again how different he was from Magnus and his parents. Asthe only member of the family without
the ability to practise magic he was dways somehow detached from their shared experiences, no matter

how much they tried to include him in their lives and how much they loved him.

Mirandasaid, 'l don't have much time before Tomas's meeting, but | can speculate alittle.” She closed
her eyes asif remembering something, then said, 'l also haven't talked agreat dedl about my youth, and |
am older than your father.'

He grinned. 'Y ou've told us not to remind you.'

She returned the smile, for while she wastruly not vain, she played therole asaway of nettling her
husband and children. It was one of her failings, but atiny one. "What you remember, it'sredl. It doesn't
matter how accurate your memory of somethingis, it isreal to you. What you perceive asredity is
redity.’

'I'm not sure | understand,’ said Caleb.



'l have no doubt, because of dl of us, you most of dl livein ared world, Caeb. You don't deal inthe
abstracted concepts of magic. You live alife of thingsyou can touch, see, smell. You are out in the
forests hunting, tracking—' She interrupted hersdlf. 'If you see bear tracks, let us say. Artfully fashioned,
created by some manner of boot-maker, it'sa pair of boots worn by aman to makeit look asif abear
had passed.’

Caleb shook his head. "The depth would be wrong, because a bear weighs—'

Mirandaraised her hands. 'That's not the point. Let us suppose | use magic to create perfect bear prints
and you encounter them. What do you think?

'Perfect? he asked, not sure that was possible. Shrugging, he said, 'Fine, | find these perfect bear tracks.
| think you're abear.’

'Exactly. Y ou follow them expecting abear and until the moment you discover | was making the tracks,
you think "bear, bear, bear”. And then when you discover it wasn't a bear, what happens?

I don't know. I'm supposed to laugh at the joke?

She amogt rolled her eyes, but resisted the temptation. 'Until the moment you discover | made the tracks,
if your brother showed up and asked you what you were doing, you would say you were tracking a bear.
But from the moment you discover | made the tracks, you think "Mother made the tracks'. She looked
himin the eyes. 'Do you understand?

I'm not entirely sure | do.'

"Y our perception changed. From that moment onward, whenever you think of that set of tracks or tell the
story to someone dsg, it's "Mother made those tracks'. Y ou might even tell someone, "I thought it wasa
bear", but in your mind there was no bear.'

There was no bear,’ said Caeb, now looking more confused.
Mirandalaughed. 'If | hadn't given birth to you, I'd wonder who your parentsredly were.’
'I'm not stupid, Mother.'

I know," she said, laughing harder. ‘It'sjust that you like only in the real world of things you can touch,
fed, and smdll." Her humour vanished. 'Y our father livesin aworld of the mind, more than anyone |
know, including mysdlf or your grandfather. He may some day be eclipsed by your brother, but Magnus
has alifetime of experienceto go through to catch up to your father. Y our father islike others, though, in
that hislife experiences arered to him, and his perceptions of those experiences may have changed, but
not his feelings about them.'’

Caleb suddenly understood. 'So | can remember how | felt when | thought | was tracking the bear, even
if now | have stopped thinking of it asabear!"

"Yes! Your father went through agreat dedl of pain and suffering in hisyouth, and he's endured much
since then, but the tribulations he faces now are being faced by a man with alifetime of experience and
hard-earned |essons.

‘But thefedings of hisyouth, muted they may be, are till the fedings of hisyouth, and are remembered
the way hefelt at thetime helived them. Did he ever tell you of Princess Carline?

'‘Not that | can recall.'



'She was the daughter of Lord Borric, and by adoption Pug's "cousin” of sorts, but when hewasalad in
the kitchen a Crydee Castle, he thought himsdlf in love with her. Fate conspired to give him the
opportunity to press his suit, and then took it away from him, when he was captured by the Tsurani. She
eventudly wed afriend of his and became Duchess of Sdador, and she died. But somewhere within your
father isatiny memory, adistantly recalled echo of aboy's |ove for an unobtainable princess. She
paused. 'He misses hiswife,' she added calmly.

Caleb took a second then said, 'Katala.'

'I know your father loves me, and in many ways| am his perfect match, asheismine, but to be as
powerful asyour father is, and to stand helplessly by and watch the woman you love die of awasting
disease...' She sghed. 'More than once | have tried to imagine what that must have fdlt like, and | can't.
And he misses his children.’

Caeb nodded. William and Gaminahad both died in the battle for Krondor, at the end of the
Serpentwar, years before Caleb's birth. 'It is easy to forget that | had a brother and sister who died
before| was born.'

‘But your father loved them desperately. And he never forgave himsdf for his estrangement from William
at thetime of William's degth. It's one of the reasons he has never tried to tell you which pathin lifeyou
should take.'

Caeb shrugged. 'l thought Father let me go wandering around, hunting, fishing, and trapping because
was usdessa magic'

Miranda smiled gently. 'If Magnus had wanted to wander around, hunting, fishing, and trapping, your
father would have let him. That was the lesson he learned from William.'

'So Father doesn't talk much about the past.’

'No, mostly because he doesn't need to dredge up the painful memories; he has enough pain right now to
ded with.'

'So you're saying Father never talked about the Dread.’

'Only alittle, and | suspect held say much the same that Tomas has and will say.' She stood up. 'We must
go. | redly didn't mean to talk so much about your father, but the question you asked put mein mind of
something that has long since been a struggle for me, the part of my husband | cannot touch: his memories
and fedingsfor hisfirg family’

They fdl slent, and at last Caeb said, '| worry about him, too, Mother.’

Miranda's eyes welled up and she blinked. "Y ou'd think after al we've been through I'd get used to—'
She cut hersdf off and stood up. 'We need to go and speak to our guests!'

Cdeb followed his mother through the long hdls of the villauntil they reached a clearing to the west of the
largest building on theidand, save for the empty castle on the distant bluffs overlooking the sea. A series
of benches had been erected, forming asemi-circle. Miranda had called together forty of the most
powerful magicians not in the Conclave, an equa number of clerics of the various orders—most of whom
had aready reached an agreement with the Conclave, or who were more or less favourably disposed to
them, and four of the most senior members of the idand community. Many of these gathered folk greeted
Miranda and Caleb, others were intent upon their own conversations. She ignored the preening
representative of the faction known as the Hands of Korsh at the Academy. Keshian traditionalists only



dightly less hidebound and reactionary than the other faction, the Wand of Watoomb, they were too
caught up in their own sdlf-importance to be of any politica use. The good thing was that they had
isolated themselves from socia conflict and nationa politics so effectively that neither the Kingdom nor
the Empire viewed them as athreat. Had either monarchy possessed a hint of just how much magica
ability existed on the Idand of Stardock, she was certain their reactionswould be quite different. Shedso
liked the fact that Stardock drew attention away from Sorcerer'side. To the rest of the world amad
magic-user, ‘the Black Sorcerer', lived here done. Over the yearsthat guise had included her father, her
husband, Nakor, and any number of students adept enough to scare off pirates or more innocent vessels
that had wandered off course. A little blue light sparking in atower window of the old castle, some
horrible noises, and if necessary ahideousilluson or two on the beach below, and they gave thisplacea
wide berth.

Now Sorcerer's |9 e resembled a spring garden party at the roya palace at Roldem, save that there were
few beautiful ladies and no dashing young courtiers present.

Mirandasaid, "Thank you al for coming, and al conversation stopped. 'Tomas of Elvandar should be
herein awhile. But before he arrives here, | wish to say something.

'Each of you is known to the others, if not by sight, then by reputation. Each of you is here because you
are acknowledged as both amagter of your arts and an influential member of your particular ordersor
societies. | can do no more than beg you to believe that what you are about to hear from Lord Tomeas, as
fantastic asit may sound, isthe truth.” She heard the dragon approach before she turned and saw it.
Those gtting in the semi-circlein front of her looked up in astonishment.

Caleb walked over to stand next to his mother and whispered, 'Gold is better.'

The dragon Tomas rode now dwarfed the red one he had ridden earlier. Thismaestic creature had a
head the size of afreight wagon, and its wingspan could have covered the entire width of the main
building on the idand, with the tips touching the ground. The massive dragon touched down aslightly asa
leaf fluttering from atree and Tomas legped down from its shoulders, more of adrop than jumping from a
rooftop. He thanked the dragon and it sprang into the air, spiraling away in asteep climb into the evening
ar.

Without preamble, Tomas said, That you are here means that Miranda and Pug have confidencein you,
and confidence will berequired. I bring you awarning, and it ismost dire.

'I am named Tomas, Consort to the most radiant queen, Aglaranna, ruler of Elvandar. | am by her
appointment and the consent of her subjects Warleader of Elvandar. | wear the mantle of Ashen-Shugar,
Ruler of the Eagles Reaches, and carry hisaien memories, though | am asmorta asany here. | have
been dlotted alonger life span than other humans, but | know that eventualy desth awaits me.

'I have travelled beyond the stars and into the Halls of Deeth hersdlf, and have spoken with gods and
demons. | tell you this so that you may know something of what | am, and what | have seen, for now |
must speek of the Dread.

‘Some of you may know the name from your ancient lore, others may have never heard it, but in the end,
itisdl the same, for you know nothing of them. | am the only morta being on thisworld who knows of
the Dread, save one, and he hastravelled along distance hence. So, put aside any preconceptions you

may have and ligen.'

Caleb whispered, 'Hejust told us all to forget about the bear, didn't he?
His mother nodded.



Tomas began histde.

When he had finished, the word that best described the assembled magicians and priests was 'shaken'.
Without embellishment or dramatics, Tomeas had told them the tde of the Vaheru'sfirst and only
encounter with the Dreed, in arealm called ‘the Boundary' by the Dragon Lords. It was a place between
therealms and the Void and, like the Hall of Worlds, the City Forever and the Garden, a place that
defied rational description.

Tomas said, Thereisaplace, the Peaks of the Quor, in that part of Great Kesh closest to the ldland
Kingdom of Roldem. It isthere we discovered alegk in the barriers of redlity, a place where thisworld
and the Boundary co-existed. Somehow children of the Dread — beings dmost benign by the sandards
of theVoid —found their way into the Boundary and then from there into thisworld. They were playing:

yet that play was deadly. Mirandaand | excised their existence from thisworld and | hope that ended the
risk, but | asked for you al to be here today to warn you that there isapossibility therisk isnot over.
For if the Dread ever find their way into our realm, we shal have amost no timeto respond.’

'How can we respond in any rationa fashion to athreat such as the one you describe? asked the High
Priest of the Order of Dalain Krondor. The ederly cleric wore his smple white robes today rather than
the richly embroidered rament of hisoffice.

‘That iswhy | asked Mirandato call thismeeting now,' said Tomas. ‘It may be that the need will never
arise, but it's far better for usto be prepared for something that never comes than to be unprepared when
thereisneed.’

'What can you tell us of these beings? asked a magician named Komis from Stardock. Unlike most who
affected the dark robes originally worn by Pug when he founded the Academy, Komis had chosen richly
ornamented robes of dark plum, edged with white cord at the callar, cuffs, and hem. His youthful features
belied his postion in the Academy where he was a senior instructor in what was being called shadow
magic, the sudy of energieslinked to the other realms. His studies lay at the heart of most of the
questions Tomasraised.

'Little, save that their very touch can draw out life-energy and wither fleshin momentsif you have no
means to protect yourself. The more powerful they are, the more intelligent. Those we destroyed
yesterday were little more than mindless youngsters, unable to speak — or at least unable to speak in any
fashion we can gpprehend — but eager to experience the hunt and taste flesh in our realm.

"The more powerful among them can be understood: | have spoken to one and know where oneis
imprisoned.’

'We must examineit!" exclamed the High Priest of the Order of Ishap in Rillanon. The Ishapianswere the
oldest order extant, the only public order to serve one of the greater gods, and while each temple was
autonomous, the Ishapians wielded great influence: more than one inter-temple war had been prevented
by both sides gppedling to the servants of 1shap for guidance.

Tomas shook hishead. The journey is arduous and the destination is amost impossible to access. He
thought for amoment, then said, 'L et me consider such an expedition, for by combining arts...' He
looked at Mirandawho made anon-committal gesture. She knew what he was speaking of. A
Dreadmaster had been trapped by Pug and Tomas in the deepest bowels of ablack citadd in the heart
of the City Forever, aplace only bordering on redlity.

One of the magicians said, 'lIf we know its nature, we might fashion aspell of binding!'

'‘And banishment!" added apriest. 'If it isnot of thisrealm, it can be sent away with the proper



exorciams!'

That triggered an animated discussion among those in attendance. Tomas motioned to Mirandato step
aside and when they were out of earshot of the others, he said, 'We're off to agood start.’

'l hope s0,' she answered. Y ou did a masterful job of underplaying the menace a just theright time, so
asto make them look even more dire." Her features darkened. Though | redlly don't know how much
more dire things can be'

"The Dread can not be truly killed. The Dreadmaster Pug and | captured in the City Forever isamost
certainly still dive, if someone hasn't freed him.' Tomas glanced over & the discussions. Therewill be
many questions for me to answer tonight. May | Stay here?

'Of course. You never haveto ask. You are family.'
'More than ever, | wish Pug were here. His knowledge of what we face might be better than my own.'
Shesad, 'l know onething: you can't wish him back any more ardently than | do.’
'Of course.’

Shesad, 'Indl of this, | can't escape the feeling that somehow everything isinterconnected. The arrival
of those creatures near the Quor, and the Dasati. Can it be possible that before he fled Varen was a'so
trying to fetch crestures from the VVoid to thisworld?

'Anything ispossible. Varen is by any measure insane. But heisaservant of the Nameless, and while the
Namelessis often content to inflame his servants and send them out to cause mayhem, he would never be
so foolish asto think the Dread in this realm could serve him. The gods above dl othersarefoeto the
Dread, for the gods represent the essence of our reality and the Dread are as far removed from our
redity asanythinginthe universe’

"When you go to study that Dread you have locked away,' said Miranda, 'l want to come with you. |
need to know if theré'saway | can kill one, or at least get rid of it."

Tomas agreed. 'Now," he added. 'l should talk to some of these men of power and influence.’
"When do you seek the Quor? she asked.
'Soon, in amatter of days. Why?
‘Because | would liketo go with you.'
'WEell see,’ he answered as he turned away. ‘There aretilingsit is sometimes better not to know.'

She could only nod in agreement. How well she knew that.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I nvestigation



d A

PUG VANISHED.

Martuch had been expecting it but still he went wide-eyed when Pug cast his spells. The decision to seek
out Nakor and Bek had already been made when more reports of what had occurred on Kelewan
reached them. Agents of the White passed dong snatches of information throughout the afternoon, and
into the evening. Alone, each of these snippets provided a glimpse of the Situation, but when put together,
the result was horrific.

Three columns of attackers had been inserted into Kelewan by Dasati Degthpriests creating arift-like
‘portal’ that alowed dozens of Deathknights to pass through each minute. Three locationsin the Holy City
had been targeted: the council chamber in the palace, the wing set aside for the First Advisor and dll
other ministers and their aides, and the heart of the merchants district.

Pug knew ingtantly that the Dasati had derived their intelligence from Leso Varen. The Dasati would have
seen the wisdom in destroying the leadership and surrounding bureaucracy but the assault on the
merchants would have been beyond their imagination. There was nothing remotely resembling amerchant
classinthisream, and the concept of disrupting the financia underpinnings of the Empire would be so
diento themthat it could only have come from Varen.

Pug's mind was spinning. If he could discover who wasin touch with VVaren here, then perhaps when he
returned, if he returned, he might be able to find the maignant butcher.

Martuch said, 'Thisis madness.’

Pug laughed. He found himsdf suddenly unable to stop laughing. Hireaand the two L essers who served
the White stood in obvious shock at the sound coming from the seemingly empty air. The effect was
doubly troubling, for not only was the source of the sound not apparent but, to the Dasati mind, laughter
was closdly linked to pain and death.

'Father, what isit? asked Magnus, and Pug's laughter stopped.

'I'm sorry," said Pug. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly. 'l was suddenly struck by the enormity
of what we have to do and then to have Martuch call it madness... everything we have encountered since
the advent of Leso Varen has been wholesale madness. So | was overcome by a sense of how mad must

it be for what were doing now to be singled out as madnessin the midst of al this other insanity. | don't

know why it struck me asfunny, but it did.'

Magnus said, 'Y ou'rejust tired, Father.'
'Wedll are’

Hireasad, 'l see no humour here.' He sood up from where he had been sitting quietly. 'If you must do
thisthing to reach your friends, it is best we do it soon. Thereisavery small amount of time |eft before
our presence anywhere near the Palace Guards enclave will be noticed.' Without another word he
climbed the ladder to the trapdoor. He lifted the door and peered about, making sure no onewasin that
part of the grove before continuing up.

Pug and Magnus followed, Magnustelling Martuch when he was clear of theladder. The warrior and the
two Lessersfollowed, and when al were above ground, the trapdoor was replaced.



It was evening, but enough was going on in the city that two warriorsriding asif on urgent businesswould
hardly be noticed. Martuch had been adamant about the need to be into the palace and out again before
dawn. He had given Pug explicit instructions on how to reach the most likely location to find Nakor and

Bek: the recruits barracks.

Pug and Magnus mounted behind the two warriors and held tightly as the war-trained varnin were
unsettled by the additiona weight on their backs. Martuch and Hirea moved off at abrisk pace, for two
ridersin the middle of asupposedly empty orchard at thistime of day might arouse interest.

They rapidly made their way to the first tunndl into the city proper and if anyone took note of their
passing, it was not gpparent. Quickly they moved down busy boulevards, though they were less crowded
than would be usud. The recent Great Culling had taken itstoll. While desth was a congtant in Dasdti life,
there was ahint of anticipation and anxiety intheair, that somehow the Culling was but aforeshadowing

of more troubles approaching.

When they had first come to this redlm, Pug had noticed that many Deathknights would ventureinto the
evening without benefit of armour, preferring comfortable robes and riding on less temperamental mounts
than war-varnin. And many more ladies of the Dasati thronged the Streets, moving fregly from one
location to another, from those places designated for food and beverage, akin to the Midkemian inn or
restaurant, and places reserved for Lessers of particular skill groups, the closest thing the Dasati had to
shops, but tonight there were hardly any women in sght and no man was abroad who wasn't wearing
armour, save for Lessersfollowing Deathknights.

Of Desthpriests and Hierophants he saw none. All were busy and that was another sign that something
important was underway. Pug didn't know if it meant preparation for the invason of Kelewan —though
he thought the leaders of the grest houses and the societies would be given some warning to muster —or
perhaps another Culling, should the Dark One need more death-magic to create more portals.

Asthey reached the precinct whose entrance was closest to the quarters likely to house Bek and Nakor,
Martuch and Hireareined in their varnin. Martuch spoke without looking back. We will take backstreets
and circle the precinct. We will return here at sunrise. If you are able to, be visible and we will stop asif
you belong to us and have you follow behind. If not, we will pause. Spesk to usif you can and let us
know what you need. If we do not find you..." He let the thought go unfinished. Pug knew what he
meant.

'If wedont find you," he said softly. "We will find our own way back to the Grove.'
Hireasaid, 'Good fortune.'
'‘And you," answered Pug.
When the two riders had departed, Pug said, 'Magnus?

'Here, Father,' came avoice to hisright. Magnus reached out and made contact.
'We need to stay close to the wall. One touch by even aLesser and we are undone.’
They hurried into the tunnel, past a series of closed doors and curtained windows.
'Everyone seemsto be keeping out of sight,’ said Magnus softly.

"That's to our benefit,’ answered hisfather.

Down the long halway they scurried. The corridor Was wide enough for half adozen ridersto pass



shoulder to shoulder, but it was deserted. Pug worried that it was so quiet someone might hear the sound
of their passing, but he pressed on. There were no guards anywhere to be seen which seemed very
strange, but then Pug remembered he was not dedling with human rulers here. Even the Emperors of
Tsuranuanni or Great Kesh had over the ages been confronted by ambitious nobles and threats from
within aswdl as by enemies acrosstheir borders. But here, the TeKarana commanded amost universal
obedience —the only exception being the White — such aminority asto be no more than amyth to the
masses of the Dasati Empire. When the vast mgjority of maesin the population are under arms and loya
to the point of fanaticism, security becomes an afterthought.

Martuch had given him precise instructions on how to find the new recruits barracks and they soon
reached the first dormitory. But once through the door they redlized the enormity of the task, for arrayed
on each sde of the aide in which they found themsdaves were hundreds of bunks, in which degping
Dasati youths rested. How to find Bek?

L essers were scattered around the room on deeping mats on the floor, making any attempt to walk
between the deeping cots very risky. But they could walk the perimeter of the room, and thisthey did,
moving quickly and quietly through thefirst room, but seeing no one who resembled the huge young
warrior or Nakor.

They passed into a second room, and athird, and there was still no sign of either Bek or Nakor. Severa
times deegping young Deathknightswould stir, but Pug found it remarkable that the Dasati didn't snore,
nor did they seem to move much when deeping; to aman they al dept on their backs and while there
was some variation in position, none of them dept on their sdes or somachs. Pug wondered if it was
some sort of survivad trait: not moving while you're adegp lessens the chance of a predator finding you, or
perhapsit alowed the deeper a quicker response time if attacked. He didn't know, but he found the
amost uniform deeping pose oddly disturbing.

But when they reached the fourth chamber, their fortunes changed. In afar corner they found Bek sitting
up on hisbunk. Nakor sat on the floor, spesking to him in avery low voice. Asthey neared, Pug could
hear him saying, 'Soon thingswill change and you will have agreat ded to doin avery short time!'

Bek whispered, "Y es, Nakor. | understand.’

'‘Good,' Nakor whispered in return. 'l| may not always be with you so | must be certain you know exactly
what it isyou're supposed to do if I'm not there.”

I understand, repeated the young warrior.
'‘Good. Now, go to deep. | must speak with Pug and Magnus.'

Bek lay back in the same position as all the other Dasati warriors, and Nakor turned, looking right at Pug
and Magnus. 'l was wondering when you'd find me!’

Stll invisble, Pug asked, 'How?

‘Later,’ said Nakor, standing up. 'Make meinvisible, too. If they find me wandering around, I'll be killed.
There's something | must show you.'

Soon Nakor was asinvisible as Pug and Magnus. He whispered, "We must go through that door on the
left over there, — it was clear which door heindicated — "and then down the corridor to theright. I'll
tell you where next when we reach an intersection.’

He moved silently out of the barracks and when they passed through the door, Pug could see that they



had |eft the last of the recruits barracks. Nakor's whisper carried well enough that they didn't haveto
grain to hear, for this corridor, like the others, was empty. ‘Something big is going to happen, soon, Pug.
Everyoneisterrified. Even the Desthknights. | don't know why. I've never seen fear in aDasati before. |
mean, I've seen cringing Lessers, but that is as much a part of their role astrue fear —any Lesser who
thought he had an opportunity to kill a Deathknight or Deathpriest and win status would do so without
hesitation — but even Desthknights can barely conced their trepidation.’

'l canfed it," answered Magnus. 'Something is making them afraid.’
Pug let out along sigh. 'l have been battling disquiet, too, since we | eft the Grove!'

‘We dl have strong minds," answered Nakor. "'Think how it must be to these people, who don't know
fear.

'Wher€'sit coming from? asked Pug.

"That'swhat | want to show you.' They reached the junction and Nakor said, 'Now we go to the left, and
it'salong way. I'm going to run and | suggest you do the same. When you reach the end, you'll know
where to stop.’

'Wait,' said Magnus. 'l can il fly usif we stay low.

They rose off the ground again, and sped along the corridor. Pug hoped his son's control was as precise
asit needed to be, for he had no doubt magica skillswould be of little aid if they went bouncing off a
sonewadll.

The corridor went on for what must have been miles; unlike the othersit was unlit. Pug now had to
completdy rely on the illumination from the stones, invisible to the human eye, but providing alow resdue
of shapes and texturesto the Dasati eye. He would missthis ability, he thought, when he got home... and

felt a sudden stab of pain, an anxiety he had not experienced.

He knew he would somehow get home. He had been promised that by no less than the Goddess of
Death, for she had foretold his fate, and he was doomed to live until he had served the gods purpose and
that fate aso included watching everyone he loved die before him. He would get home, but he had no
way of knowing if Magnus or Nakor would.

Y ou can dow down now,' said Nakor. "We're coming to the end.'

They reached the end of the very long corridor, Pug cdculating they must have flown more than two
miles. 'l dmost got caught here, last time,' said Nakor. 'l wasn't invisible. It'satrick you'd think I'd have
learned by now. | talked my way out of getting killed.'

Pug was amused, and wished he could have heard that exchange, for he had no doubt the Dasati who
had been here had been as confused as any human once Nakor got through with one of his confidence
tricks. 'Y ou'll haveto tell me about it sometime.’

"We can get visible now," said Nakor.
Pug ended the spdll of invisibility.
"Where are we?

Thisisamost clever and useful thing,' said Nakor. They stood on a platform and Pug could fed a
vibration through hisfeet and heard a deep and distant thrumming noise. 'Soon athing likeawagon is



going to come by and we are going to get on it. Move quickly because it doesn't dow down.’
'‘What—7 began Magnus, just as the device Nakor had described appeared.

It was like awagon, in so far asit had aflat bed and what would have been adriver's bench, except
there were no animals drawing it. And rather than a cargo bed in the back, there were more benches.
‘Jump!’ Nakor shouted.

They did, and al three arrived within one bench of one another.
It takes some practice, | guess,’ said Nakor.
'What isit?
'l don't know what they cdl it here, but | think of it asaredly big tram.’
Tram? asked Magnus.

'Miners use them,' said hisfather. 'Dolgan the dwarf king in the Grey Towerstold me about them. We
were travelling through an ancient mine and | saw an abandoned tram off inaside tunnd .’

Nakor said, 'I've seen them down in Kesh, in the copper and tin mines. They have big wheels so they can
be pulled by mules. They load them up with ore and haul it out of the mine. They uselittle onesthey push
by hand tofill the big ones. Sometimesthey lay roadways of wood.'

'How doesthisthing work?

"Ther€'s some massive contrivance, an engine of some sort, perhaps water-driven or by some other
means, that moves dong on agiant tether inabig loop. If you ride it long enough, you end up back
where you got on." He paused. 'Hang on, there's a place ahead where we—' Before he could finish there
was a hard jolt and suddenly the tram picked up speed. 'l think there's adevice that movesit from adow
tether to afast one. There's another jolt when we slow down at the other end.’

'Who built it? The Dasati? asked Magnus. Pug understood his son's question. The congtructions on this
world and Kosridi were massive, beyond the abilities of people on Midkemia or Kelewan who had built
some impressive structures by human standards. But the scale of the building and engineering in this
world required such things as they had observed: massive doors beyond any known means of moving;
arching bridges that spanned miles and defied the imagination. Nothing they had seen of the Dasati
indicated that this was a significant population with the talents and abilities to build such things, nor was
there ahint of any new construction or projects. To al appearances, it was a society stagnant to the point
of necrosis.

"Where does this take us? asked Pug.

'Into the heart of madness,' replied Nakor as the tram sped adong into avast tunnel leading to the
darkness.

The tunnel seemed endless. Pug lost track of time, though he was certain they had been moving for less
than haf an hour. Still, at the rate of speed they were travelling, they must be at least ten or more miles
from where they boarded. 'How much longer?

"We're about half way. That'swhy | said we had to hurry. And we cannot linger a our destination. Or at
least | can't. Y ou and Magnus can decide what to do when | show you what you need to see. | haveto
get back before they rouse the recruitslest Bek does something... well, something that Bek might do.’



Pug noticed that since coming to the second realm, Nakor's usually cheery spiritswere al but absent. He
was subdued, and Pug could understand why: not only were the Dasati agrim and bloody people by
human standards, but their concept of humour was dmost exclusively limited to pain and suffering. There
was more. Over the last few weeks, there had been a growing sense of despair and fear, and the
attitudes and habits of the population in the city had been changing. Fewer ventured out after dark, and
markets that had been thronging when Pug had first arrived on Omadrabar were all but deserted. Groups
of Lessers scurried in the shadows and cringed visibly as Deathknights rode past. Deathpriests and
Hierophantswere dl but absent from public view, being locked away in the black heart of the Dark
One'stemple, involved in preparations for the Dark Oné's next horror.

Martuch and Hireawere even more stoic than usua, barely speaking unless asked direction questions.
Pug was | eft with the impression that there was usudly asense of relief after a Great Culling, asense of
surviva and relative cam. But this time something was different. Rumours abounded in the city, but no
oneredlly knew what was coming next, for nothing like this had ever occurred before. The loss of two of
the TeKaranas legions was a sacrifice unprecedented in Dasati history.

The tram jerked and dowed and Nakor said, "We get off in amoment.’

They stood up, and when the tram moved dongside along platform, they al stepped off. Thisway,' said
thelittle gambler.

They hurried down another long corridor and then Nakor stopped them. 'From here | got logt, and the
only reason | wasn't killed was because Bek behaved himsdlf back at the training barracks so no one
noticed his Lesser was not there for aday. | wandered around and found thisthing | must show you. But
now that you're here we can get therefast.' To Pug he said, 'Y ou need to make usinvisbleagain.' To
Magnus he said, "Y ou need to fly us, straight up there." He pointed up into the gloom above them. 'It goes
very far up. Then you'l need to fly us straight that way," he pointed straight ahead, ‘and then well need to
go down, very far down, into avery dark place. Are you ready?

Pug said, Y es' and wove his enchantment, rendering al three of them invisible,

'Hold on," said Magnus and Pug gripped Nakor with one hand, and his son with the other. They rose
draight up into theair, rising rapidly until there was nothing but gloom above and below.

'How far up doesthis go? asked Pug.
‘Seventy-five flights of gairs, but | lost count so it may be seventy-six or seven.'
They reached the topmost floor and Nakor said, 'A bit more, over the rooftops.’

Magnus took them up until they were higher than the highest roof. The sky abovewas lill lost in
darkness. 'How big isthis place? asked Magnus.

‘Redlly big," answered Nakor. 'l used acouple of tricks and the best | can tell isthat the roof is another
two thousand feet above us!

'Who could build such athing? asked Pug.
'And how? said Magnus.
'Only the gods, | think,' replied Nakor. 'Only the old gods of the Dasati.’

Remembering the Necropolis of the Godsin Novindus, Pug said, 'Perhaps. Certainly | can't imagine any
morta being building this!



'Neither can |, said Nakor. '"And | canimaginealot of things.'

They flew above the huge set of rooms below them, and at last cameto avast cavern. '‘How big, do you
think? asked Pug.

'Miles,' said Nakor. They have alifting device| found a distance from here, and it took along timefor
me to get where we are going. But no matter where | was, or what sort of tricks | used, | couldn't seethe
far sde. It waslike standing on the edge of a great bay where you can see coasts curving to your right
and left, but vanishing into the mist, and you can't see beyond the horizon.'

"Where are we? asked Magnus.

'Ah," said Nakor. 'l thought you'd have deduced it; werein the Temple of the Dark One himself." Softly,
he added, 'He's down there.'

Downward they sped, through amurk unmatched by anything Pug had ever encountered, for not only

wasit devoid of light, it was asif lifeitself had been leached out of the very fabric of redlity. Soon they

saw alight below them, an angry red-orange glow with atiny fringe of green at the edges. Thegod is
down there,' said Nakor, softly, asif fearful of being heard.

‘But won't we be seen? asked Magnus.

It seems occupied with its own concerns,’ said Nakor. ‘At least the last time | was here, it didn't pay
attention tome.’

They continued down, until a shape emerged in the middie of the red-orange glow. At thisdistance it was
alarge featureless black mass, but as they approached they could see it was undulating around the edges.
'‘What isthat? whispered Magnus.

Nakor said, 'That isthe Dark God.'

Pug looked astonished. He had interacted with the gods on Midkemia but they had aways presented
themsdvesin roughly human form. This being, however, looked nothing remotely like ahuman or evena
Dasi.

It was enormous, easily hundreds of yards across and its shape was difficult to apprehend, because the

edges kept moving, flowing and undulating, asif asupple bag of some materid had been filled with oil or
water, yet it moved with adower motion than liquid. Pug was reminded of silk flowing dowly in abreeze.
There was no colour on the surface of the being, yet it could not properly be called black. The sensation
wasthat of avoid of colour and light, without the accompanying energies visible to the Dasdti eye. Evil,
was how Pug thought of it, yet even that was attributing too much vibrancy and dimensontoit. It was
devoid of anything he could recdll... savefor onetime! He pushed aside astab of fear bordering on

panic.

The head of the creature was massive, but dwarfed by the enormity of the rest of its body, rising up a
least four feet above the torso, on some semblance of aneck.

‘Somewhere out there, said Pug, ‘there are arms and legs.’ There was atone in hisvoice Magnus and
Nakor had never heard before.

‘What isit, Father?

Pug looked more closdly at the creature's head, at the two searing red dashes of glowing orangelight in



the black mask. Around the head, like acrown, floated flickering tiny red flames. 'l know it," he said.
'What? asked Nakor. 'What do you mean, you know it?
'Itisno god, Nakor, or at least not as we understand such things.'
Magnus said, 'What isit then?

The Dark God of the Dasati is hot of thisrealm, or of any other we comprehend. The Dark God of the
Dasati isacresture of the void. We arelooking at a Dreadlord.'

'What? asked Magnus, steering them away from the Dreadlord towards the edge of the vast pit.. Little
was known of the dread, but he had heard enough to understand why his father's voice was forced to
cam; hisfather was frightened, and Magnus had never experienced that before. "What isit doing here?
he asked, hisown cam barely maintained.

'Ah," said Nakor. 'That explains much.' He sounded surprisingly unfazed by the revelaion. Magnus
glanced at Nakor and saw the little gambler had his eyesfixed on the Dreadlord, studying it asthey
moved acrossthe pit.

They could fed astrange hest rising, a heat that was both unnatura and troubling. The red-orange light
from below seemed to liquefy, asif the Dreadlord was squatting in a huge lake. Pug had aworrying idea.
‘See that green flame dancing across the surface of the liquid?

'Y es,’ answered Nakor. 'Lifetrying to escape.’
Magnus said, 'We can seelife?

'I've seen it once before, when your mother and | helped Calis destroy the Lifestone and set free dl the
trapped soulswithin.'

'Like so many things we can't see as humans, we can see with Dasati eyes,' answered Nakor. This
monstrous entity isliving in aseaof captured life. It isbloated to amassive. .. thing, huge beyond its
origina capacity. It has become engorged, like aglutton at afeast that never ends, swollen likea
monstrous tick endlesdy sucking blood from adog. Look!"

Asthey approached the edge of the vast pit, they could see that there was a ceremony underway. A
dozen Deathpriests stood arrayed in two rows, behind which stood armed Deathknights wearing orange
armour. Pug assumed they were temple guards. A long line of shuffling Lessers cameinching towardsthe
edge of the pit, and when each reached the edge, a priest would give aquick benediction and they would
be pushed over the edge. The Lessersfdl into theroiling surface of the liquid, which Pug now understood

was mostly blood, and sank from view.

Those who hesitated were picked up and thrown in by Deathknights. Most wept or had a shocked look
of resignation on their faces, but afew revealed wide-eyed panic and sometried to bolt. Those who did
were cut down by the Deathknights standing behind the priests, and their bodies wererolled into the

mass.

'‘Over there!' said Nakor, and Pug looked to where he pointed. A small raised dai's, perhaps used by
some high-ranking officid, perhaps even the TeKarana himself, had been erected here from which to
observe the endless sacrifice.

Nakor said, 'Magnus, can you remember this place well enough to bring us back herein ahurry if you
need to?



' think getting us out of herein a hurry would be a better idea.’

"That too," whispered Nakor. He added, 'Sometimes the creature seemsto deep but | wouldn't want to
try to snesk in that way again. Last time | was with abunch of those poor souls who are being fed to that
monster so | was unnoticed when | walked in.'

'How did you get out? asked Pug.
'| used sometricks,' Nakor said. 'Come, we need to start back: | don't want to leave Bek unattended.'
'‘Nakor, is Bek the Godkiller?

'Maybe, maybe not,' answered the little gambler as Magnus lifted himsdlf and histwo companionsinto
theair. 'But he hasaroleto play. When I'm sureit's safe to leave him, there are some places | must visit.'

'Where? asked Pug.

"There arerooms al over thistemple, many containing scrolls and things that no one looks at any more.
These were once agreat people, Pug. Magnificent even, and | think it was the Dasati who built these
amazing places. That meant they were like the Ipiliac. Much of their creative grestness was drained away
by the need to survive between the relms. Here, the Dasati turned dl their energiesto build, to cregate, to
investigate. They must have had great scholars, poets, artists, musicians, heders, and engineersliving
here. They must have been dmost gods themsalves when this horror came to them.

"Thereis so much we may never know," said Pug. 'How a creature of the void cameto live at the heart of
thisworld...'

‘Better go faster, Magnus,' said Nakor. Timeisfleeting.'

Magnus used more speed in leaving than he did in gpproaching, so they rapidly reached the top of the
enormous pit. Asthey descended down to the tunnel leading to the tram, Nakor said, 'Whatever Bek's
rolemay be, | believe he needsto try to kill it."

‘But you said you didn't know if he was the Godkiller,' said Magnus.
'Y es, he may not be, but he needsto try.’
'How do you know, Nakor? asked Pug.

Thelittle gambler emerged from hisinvishility. ‘I don't know how | know, Pug. | know alot of thingsand
| don't know how | know them. | just do. Now, we had better move along.'

Pug and Magnus became visible too and Nakor turned to hurry down the tunnel towards the tram. The
father and son exchanged asilent question. Both knew that Pug had not removed the invisibility from
Nakor. Nakor had doneit himself.

Pug hurried along after the strange little man wondering if he would ever learn the truth about him.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Sun-Elves

d A

MIRANDA SCREAMED.

Unableto contain her frustration, she threw the message across the floor. She swore, then said, The
King won't sseme!

Cdeb sad, 'It's understandable, Mother. Father hasn't been on good terms with the Crown of the Ides
for many years. In fact, he hasn't been on good terms with any nobles save those working with the
Conclave'

'I'm your mother! | don't expect you to be reasonable. | expect you to agree with me.’
Caleb was motionless for amoment, then he started to laugh. 'l see. I'm sorry.!

'I'mlosing my sanity,’ said Miranda as she began to pace in her hushand's study. 'l fear I'll never see your
father again, despite hisreassurances that he will return. | fear for Magnus and even Nakor.' Softly she
added, 'l really don't know what to do next, Caeb.’

Caleb had never seen his mother so distraught. She even sounded hel pless as she admitted her
uncertainty. His mother was many things, but never in her life had hel pless been one of them. There had
to be areason for thislack of decisiveness. 'What isit?

She sat down in her husband's chair. 'I'm agonizing over what your father would do in this Situation.
Would he smply appear in the King's private chambers and threaten him?

'Hardly, said Caleb. With awry smile he added, "Y ou might, perhaps, but not Father.'
Sheglared at him amoment, then was forced to smile. 'Yes, you'reright.'

'I think he'd find those nobles of influence who are most favourably disposed towards us and spesk with
them.’

That's either old Lord Jamesor Lord Erik.'

‘Jamesis, by some convolution, acousin,' said Caeb. 'That might have someweight in persuading him to
intercede with the King. Erik, on the other hand, is an old companion of Nakor, and he's seen at first
hand what enemies like the Dasati can do. He stood at Nightmare Ridge.'

That one statement spoke volumes. Miranda knew that those who had suffered and fought through the
Serpentwar would understand the price of not preparing, not standing staunchly against the coming
insanity. If the Dasati were not stopped in Kelewan, there was nothing to prevent them from invading
Midkemianext. The problem was that few who had stood at Nightmare Ridge, or who had fought in any
fashion againgt the Emerald Queen's army during the Serpentwar, were ill dive. And even those who
were il living werein their seventies or eighties. Those few nobleswho hadn't retired to their etates
were outnumbered by younger men, to whom the Serpentwar wasjust afight their fathers or even
grandfathers talked about. Like the Riftwar, or the War of Jon the Pretender, or so many struggleswith
Great Kesh, it was just another bit of history, and it couldn't be like that now, could it?

Mirandaweighed her son'swords slently. Outside, abird called and she glanced out to seethat it wasa
beautiful morning on theidand, and the was sun burning off the pre-dawn mist. Y ou'reright. We need



men on our side who understand what is at risk. I'll send amessage to Lord Erik." She thought for a
moment, then said, '‘But | will not give up on Lord James. | think, though, I'll need an intermediary.’

'Who?

‘Jm Dasher, his grandson. He's apparently morein touch with what it iswe're facing, snce hefound
those creatures of the void. | will seen him soon, and ask him to intercede with the Duke of Rillanon.'

'When are you going to see him?

‘This afternoon,’ said Miranda, ‘which isin about an hour given how far east of here the Peaks of the
Quor are'

T'll beinterested in what you find there."

Miranda stood and went to her son's side. Putting her hand on his shoulder, she said, ‘I know you chafe
at being in charge here, and I've stolen Lettie from you for awhile, so you don't even have the assistant |
promised you. But if she'sgoing to take over for you some day, | need her to be aware of every
sgnificant issuefacing the Conclave.”

"Take over for me?

'Y ou don't think I'm not aware of how difficult it isfor you to be aleader, Caeb? Y ou've dwaysbeen a
loner, in SO many ways. | don't know if not being amagician caused it, or if you would have been this
way in any event. | wasthrilled when you found Marie and brought her and the boys here, for |
despaired that you would ever find amate— | wouldn't have minded some grandchildren who were redlly
yours, because Magnus certainly hasn't shown any sgnsof giving meany.'

Caeb laughed, genuinely touched by his mother's concern. 'I'm aman full grown, asthey say in 'Y abon,
Mother. I've made many choices beyond those set for me by you and Father. | wouldn't be your soniif |
hadn't come to the same conclusions you had: we serve because we must.'

"Thank you," she whispered.
Caleb added, 'And | wouldn't worry about Magnus. He has beeniin love... once!

She nodded. Magnuss very young, foray into romance had broken his heart, and he had retreated from
matters of intimacy, save with hisfamily. She worried as mothers do, but she often reminded hersdf that
she hadn't married and started afamily until well past two hundred years of age. 'Now, | must go. I'm
anxious to meet these Quor. | am amazed that there is no mention of them anywherein your father's
library. Between what he inherited from your grandfather and what he's added since then...' Shetook a
dow, deep bregth. 'It's strange.’

‘Before you go, regarding the coming war, what of Kesh and the other Kingdoms?

"The Eastern Kingdoms are of little matter; we have some alies, but they are low on resources. Kesh
feds adebt snce we saved the Empire from Varen. Shelll answer the call. But what | fear most iswhat
will happen when | ask for the next favour.'

'Refugees?

'Y es. There are going to be millions of them. Potentialy more than the entire population of Kesh and the
Kingdom combined. No ruler is going to welcome that many dienswith loyatiesto other rulers over their
borders. No, we need another solution.’



"Wynet?

"The plains above the great escarpment would be perfect, if your father hadn't already settled the Saaur
survivors up there. Weve remained cordia with them dl these yearslargely by ignoring one another. If
we put a hundred thousand Tsurani warriors next to them, they might becomeirritable.’

Therearealot of idands to the west.'

Mirandasaid, The Sunsets and the archipel agos beyond? Fineif you careto livein ahut and fish for all
your meals, but if you want to revive adisplaced society...' She Sghed. 'What we need is an empty
world.'

'sthere one?
"Y our father would know," she said with scantly hidden bitterness.

Caleb kept silent. His parentsloved each other deeply, but as with many married couples each had
quditiesthat annoyed the other. For hisfather, Caeb knew it was Miranda's ing stence on having her
own plans and ideas irrespective of what the consensus of the Conclave was; she even had agents of her
own who were not part of hisfather'slarger organization. Asfor his mother, Caleb knew that she envied,
perhaps even resented Pug's vast knowledge of worlds beyond Midkemia. For al her powers, Kelewan
and the Hall were the only two realms beyond Midkemiathat she had explored, and she would never
have experienced elther of them had it not been for Pug.

I'll be leaving for the Sun Elves enclavein alittlewhile. Go and get a bite to eat and then come back.'
Caleb nodded and yawned. 'Sorry. Been up since before dawn.’

She smiled. She knew well that Caleb was always up well before dawn. She watched her son depart and
then sat back, looking a the communications on the desk in front of her. Shefound it dmost impossible
to concentrate.

She missed her hushand more than she could ever have imagined before this mad venture into the Dasati
realm had begun. They had been separated before, but they had aways been confident that they would
see each other again. Thistime shewas not so certain. Her husband had a secret, something she had
been aware of Snce meeting him during the war against the Emerald Queen's army. There was something
he refused to talk about, something he wouldn't even hint at, but she knew him well, and from timeto
time she would catch him looking at his sonsin acertain way or, when he didn't redlize she noticed, her.
It was asif he were trying to burn their featuresinto hismemory, asif he feared each time heleft heldd
never seethem again.

She pushed hersdf away from the desk. She couldn't continue Sitting there. She knew Caeb would
understand when he returned and found her gone. Closing her eyesfor a second, she recalled exactly
where in the Sun Elves compound she wished to be, then willed hersdlf there.

Tomas turned as she appeared. ‘Mirandal | thought you might not be coming.'

'I wouldn't missit,’ she said with abrave smile. Whatever trepidation she might fed about her husband's
absence, she would never show anyone her concern. Firstly, because she hated showing weakness, and
secondly because the Conclave required the confidence of itsdlies, and these Sun Elves were dill too
suspicious of humansto be counted aliesyet. So she knew her continued participation here was needed
to build that necessary trust.

Castdanur nodded to her in greeting, and his manner seemed genuinely warm. She did not have astrong



sense of thisplace prior to her first visit with Tomas, but she could fedl that somehow things had changed.
The old leader of the Sun Elves was amost aglow with happiness. 'Lady Miranda—' he began.

‘Just Miranda, please.’

'Miranda,' he started over. 'My people arein your debt. Lord Tomastold us of your part in destroying
the Void beings encampment. We have been plagued by them on and off for years and they have cost us
dearly.’

Mirandashot aglance at Tomas, whose subtle expression suggested that some things were best |eft
unsaid, such aswhy the Sun Elves had not petitioned for help from the other elven people when the
Dread had first appeared. Debates over independence, stubbornness, and foolhardy choices would be
put off for amore relaxed, contemplative time. Right now there was amore pressing concern. ‘It was my
pleasure,’ she said. Tomas actuadly rid us of them, | merely obliterated the residue of their trespass.”

"It was necessary,’ said Tomas. "Had you not, it might have been easier for them to return. Now | think
we need only concern ourselves with the original weaknessin the fabric of our world thet let them dip
through in thefirst place’

She bit her tongue, trying not to blurt out that the one person best able to discover that leak in the
barriers between the real universe and the V oid was on another world, in another plane of redity!
Instead, she nodded, and said, 'With Castdanur's permission, I'll have some of our most gifted magicians
work with your spell-weavers, Tomas, on that problem.’

Tomas nodded. To Castdanur, he said, 'We are ready’
‘Then follow me, please,’ said the old ef. He motioned for two other elves to accompany them.
Tomas said, 'l don't think we need an escort, Castdanur.'

The old ef inclined his head in acquiescence, and waved the two away. Asthey |eft the compound,
Mirandalooked around and saw that the new arrivals were aready hard at work rebuilding portions of
the community that had been neglected. ‘It looks asif the newcomers are making themselvesright at
home.'

"They are our brothers and sisters. They return what waslost to us, and you haverid us of the plague that
had weakened us. Before | depart on my journey beyond, | will see Baranor reborn.’

"That isagood thing," Miranda said. Then she redlized something was different. 'Where are Kaspar and
hismen?

'With the return of our brethren, and because of their good works on our behaf, we judged it safe to
release them. Kaspar and the one you call Jim Dasher have proven to be df-friendsindeed.’ To Tomas
he said, 'l returned to Jm Dasher the talisman given to him in Elvandar, and to Kaspar of Olasko, | gave
another. Both are welcome here whenever they careto return.’

Mirandasighed, 'Ah, | need to speak with Jm Dasher.’
'By evening tide, they will be a sea.’
Tomas said, 'We can search for them when werefinished here.!’

'No need,’ said Mirandaas they began trudging up along trail that circled around the stronghold and
wended itsway high into the mountains. 'l can catch up with Dasher in Roldem.’



They waked quickly up the pathway and Mirandaredlized after half an hour that she was with two
exceptionaly good hikers, adf and abeing with the powers of a Dragon Lord. In fact, Tomas despite his
heavy armour, appeared to be lingering to dlow Castdanur and Mirandato keep up with him. Fedling
annoyed a her fatigue, Miranda employed alittle magic to make hersdlf light on her feet, asmall spdll of
levitation so that it felt asif she were srolling dong rather than trudging uphill.

For the better part of two hoursthey hiked an unremarkable trail until they cameto alarge meadow.
Castdanur stopped and said, 'Here we enter the true realm of the Quor.'

Tomas said, 'l remember.’ Mirandashot him asidelong glance, and he went on, 'There are timeswhen
Ashen-Shugar's memories come to me unbidden; thingsthat | did not know until something causes meto
remember.' He stood silently for along moment, fists on his hips, apparently taking in sensations,
identifying fedings. At last hesaid, 'l remember ...

Ashen-Shugar sped across the skies, and to those who had been held in thrdl, he declared, ‘Do now as
you will, for you are afree people!’

Those known as elves— edhel or ‘the peopl€ in their own language — bowed their headsasonein
respect to their former ruler. The others of the Dragon Host had risen againgt the new gods and asthe
Chaos Wars raged across the heavens, this one Vaheru, the Ruler of the Eagles Reaches, had taken

their destiny and placed it in their own hands.

Other races were aso freed, and new races were arriving through grest tears in the fabric of space and
time. 'A great struggleis gpproaching,” Ashen-Shugar shouted and by the magic of the Vaheru, dl those
below heard hiswords. Take thisworld and make it your own!"

The people chose various different paths. Those who followed the light of reason, those given the
guardianship of lore and wisdom —the eldar —led their followersto a sylvan glade and began fashioning
awondrous home, becoming one with the woodlands that would one day be Elvandar. Those who
followed and served were called the Elves of Light, the eledhel, and from their ranks rose wise rulers, the
first kings and queens.

Others chose to emulate the thirst for power of the Dragon Host, those who wished to rise to the power
of the Vaheru. Those seekers of darkness were known as the Elves of Darkness, the moredhel .

Otherswere driven mad with fear, terrified of being left without their masters, like domesticated dogs
turned loose in the wild, running in packs so fearsome that even the wolves grew to fear them. They were
caled the Mad Elves, or glamredhe! .

Others dispersed, travelling across land and seg, living with other races, humans and dwarves, some with
goblinsand trolls. They forgot their very nature and became as aliens. These were the Elves From Across
the Sea, the ocedhd.

And high in the Peaks of the Quor, Ashen-Shugar confronted the beings so profoundly ensconced in the
heart of Midkemiathat even the Vaheru would not trouble them. For amongst these peaks, in an isolated
enclave, lived arace which was connected to the very fabric of every life on thisworld. A harmless,
gentle race which lived in away unfathomable to even the most powerful of Vaheru or the wisest of the
eledhel. Their purpose was incomprehensible and their nature equally confounding, yet even the most
violent of the Dragon Host could sense within themsalves some profound meaning. It was not something
that could be explained; it was something that could only be understood intuitively.

And there were guardians, sun-burned eves who hunted and lived below the Peaks of the Quor, whose
only task wasto keep this extraordinary place well and untroubled. The Vaheru dubbed them 'Guardian



Elves, or tirithedhel intheir tongue. They called themsdvesthe anoredhel , or Elves of the Sun.

To them Ashen-Sugar said, 'Y ou are now afree people, but you are held to your charge, for should any
harm befall the Quor, so perishesthe world." And with that he flew away ...

Tomas blinked. 'l remember.’
'Remember what? asked Miranda.
He shook hishead. ‘Many things. We should continue.’

Castdanur indicated the direction he intended to lead them, then turned and walked away acrossthe
meadow. At the far edge he entered a narrow pathway. Tomas followed, with Mirandataking up the
rear; but when she stepped onto the trail, she fatered then stopped. Everything had changed. The very
nature of the air was different. Colours were more vivid, sounds had a new harmony to them, and
tantalizing hints of exotic fragrances were carried on a breeze that caressed her cheek like alover.
Mirandafound herself repressing ashudder of pleasure, for it was asif every good thing imaginable was
happening a the same moment.

Miranda had travelled to many places, not as many as her husband, but still enough that she was not
eadly astonished, but this was a place to bring the most jaded traveller to his kneesin wonder. Shefdt
tearswelling up at the sheer beauty of it al. She could not put a name to what she beheld, for to the
casud observer nothing would look remarkable compared to the mountainside just afew paces below,
yet there was something amazing here. She could seelifel She could see energiesthat coursed through
the very fabric of every living thing before her. The trees glowed with a soft illumination and each bird
was asparkling, darting presence above. The very insectsflitting through the air were tiny gems of colour,
green, blue, golden, moving here and there. A column of ants wending itsway up the side of atreeto
gather sap from achip in the bark were aline of diamonds moving up, emerads moving down.

'Whét is happening? she asked softly.
"Thisisthe Quor, said Tomas. 'Come.’

Shetook a deep breath, gathered her wits, and followed as the old € f and human-turned-Dragon-Lord
continued up the pathway. Tomas was like amote of sun, blinding to look at if her eyeslingered too long
upon him. There was a power in him Miranda could barely stand to behold, and Castdanur waslike a
warm old fire, the embers beginning to fade, but till giving warmth to any nearby.

Asthey approached agrove in adeep vale, Tomas said, 'The Quor appeared at the advent of the Chaos

Wars, or rather Ashen-Shugar has no memory of their existence before then. The War was protracted. ..

I no ideawhether it lasted days, weeks, decades, or epochs. The very nature of existence changed; and

by the time the Vaheru became aware of the Quor, they redized ingtantly that there was something here
not even they dared to question.

Miranda stopped at the edge of the grove.

Giant trees, alien and graceful, with leaves that sang in the breeze and soft hues that had no place on this
world rose upward like dancers caught in an instant of time asthey legpt into the air. Crystal shards
floated amongst the branches, refracting light in arainbow spectrum. The air bore hints of spicesand
flord notes, tantdizingly familiar suggestions of some dien aroma.

And everywhere there was music, odd harmonies played on strange and wonderful instruments,



heartbreakingly beautiful, but so faint asto linger at the edge of perception, asuggestion of tone and
resonance hidden behind the rustling of leaves, the splash of falling water, the soft tread of feet upon the
soil.

'What isthis place? Mirandawhispered, asif afraid that to speak loudly might break some incredible
enchantment.

"The realm of the Quor, answered Castdanur.

'Here resides one of the true wonders of our world, said Tomas. He pointed up the hill and Miranda saw
figures dowly approaching. They were green in colour, human in shape, but with elongated heads without
hair, their jaws pointed. Their earslooked like ridged crescents and they walked in aloose jointed
fashion on long, narrow feet. Each wore atunic to the mid-thigh, fashioned from some brown materid,
caught in at thewaist by aleather belt. On their feet were sandals woven from something that looked like
reeds. They had black eyes and tiny noses, and their mouths seemed continualy set in around expression
of surprise. Each carried along pole of wood, either a staff, or asharpened stake.

Behind them cameilluminated beings

Miranda could put not other wordsto them. They were pillars of crysta, or light, or energy, but
somehow she recognized ingtantly they were intelligent beings. They were the source of those wonders
around her, she felt sure for the hint of music in the air gppeared to emanate from them, and the soft glow
that surrounded them gave the distinctive colour to the area. She thought the strange and wonderful
aromasin the air probably came from them aswell.

Castdanur turned to Tomas. 'Dragon Rider, you must stay here. They cannot abide the touch of your
cold metals. Lady, if you would come with me?

Shefollowed, ill overcome with wonder.

When he reached the first of the green beings, Castdanur bowed his head for amoment in greeting and
reverence. These are the Quor, Miranda' To thefirst of the Quor he spoke in alanguage unlike anything
she had encountered, very tond, amost like snging.

The Quor replied in the same tongue, but his voice was the trilling sound of reed pipes. The Quor bowed
its head dightly and Mirandawas struck by the notion that it had very little mobility initsneck. Up close,
the creature's skin resembled nothing so much asthe skin of agreen plant.

Then Castdanur indicated the pillars of light. '"And these are those the Quor serve, the Sven-gatri.’

Miranda could barely speak. There was such afedling of beauty surrounding these beings of light.
‘Cagtdanur,’ Miranda said, finding herself whispering, ‘what are the Sven-gari?

Castdanur said, 'l don't know, lady. They are something miraculous that has existed here sincethetime
before memory.'

'I've never heard of either the Quor or the Sven-galri, and I've lived on thisworld for avery long time,’
she softly said. '| was around when your father was aboy, and | have never seen their like.'

'Few have,' said Tomas from ashort distance behind.
Suddenly she was certain of something. They are not of thisworld.'

'No,' said Tomas. 'But they are now a part of it.'



'How can that be? said Miranda, hardly able to take her eyes from the beauty of the crystal beings. Each
of them rose ten or twelve feet into the air, with their lower extremes floating afoot or so above the soil.
They were tapered at both the top and bottom, and they had alarge bulgein the middle. Therewasa
consderable variation among them, some being tdler, others rounder. But dl of them had aruff of crystal
or light which extended completely around them. Lights circled around their headsin complex patterns, in
different coloursfor each of them. Some had green and gold, others silver and blue, red and white, or
other combinations. In dl it was quite dazzling.

Tomas said, 'No one knows." He took adeep breath, asif drinking in theintoxicating quality of the
surroundings. 'If thereisgood in thisworld, Miranda, it is here. These beings are something unique, and |
do not know how | know, but | can fed it in my bonesthat should anything evil befal them, theinjury
doneto thisworld might be irreparable.’

'Can they understand me?

Castdanur said, 'The Quor understand them, but they choose not to, or cannot, use human speech.' He
pointed to the Sven-galri. The Quor speak for them, and to them.'

Miranda nodded. To Tomas she said, 'So thisiswhy you were so adamant about our meeting with the
priests and other magicians, and so darmed by the appearance of the Dread.’

'Yes,' Tomas said. 'That the children of the Dread appear anywhere on thisworld is cause for the gravest
concern, but so closeto here, that isalarming.’

"‘What would happen—7? Miranda began.

"They would consume everything here," said Tomas. 'And the world aswe know it would change... or
worse.'

'Worse?
'‘Castdanur, tdl her.'

'We believe, as did the Vaheru, that these beings are tied to the living heart of Midkemia, and should any
harm befall them, the heart of the world would be injured, or even die’

Suddenly Mirandafelt aflood of fedings so profound that tearswelled up in her eyes. 'What?
Castdanur looked at her and said, 'The Sven-galri are speaking to you.'

Tomas said, 'Ashen-Shugar and the other Vaheru were not given to introgpection but these were the
only beings besides themsel ves they respected, perhaps even cared for; at least they never attempted to
subjugate them or in any way harm them, which for the Vaheru was unique. The Vaheru might not have

understood these beings, but that did not make them immune from wonder. It was, perhaps, the only time

in their existence they knew wonder.' Tomas paused for amoment considering something, then said, 'l

think the Sven-gari spesk with feglings, Miranda'

'Yes,' shesad, her eyeswide, brimming with tears, and her voice choked with emotion. 'Already, |
would lay down my lifefor them.’

Cadgtdanur said, 'So it iswith al who meet them.'

Tomassad, 'Wemust go.'



Miranda could barely tear herself away from the warm glow of standing near these amazing beings, but at
last sheturned and dowly waked awvay. When they were a short distance off, the fedings of
overwhelming love she had encountered began to fade, and when they reached the edge of what she had
come to think of asthe Glade of the Quor and stepped back into the forest, and the world returned to
normal, she took a breath and shook her head, asif to clear it.

'Do you think thisis how they protect themselves? she asked.

Castdanur said, 'If it were s0, then why would they need the Quor, or the Quor need us? The Vaheru,’
he added, looking at Tomas, 'made us guardiansfor areason.’

Tomas shrugged. 'My memories of the Dragon Lords are incomplete. But there is some wisdom in what
you say. | for one am unwilling to place the fate of thisworld in the Sven-gari's hands or take the chance
that the Dasati or the Dread would react as we do to their wondrous songs.'

| agree,’ said Miranda. Before leaving Sorcerer's I e she had been dmost overwhelmed by despair, but
now she felt renewed and vowed that no harm would befal these strange and wonderful beings, nor any
other cresture on thisworld.

She waked down the trail asthe sun set over the western peaks across the bay, fedling reinvigorated
with anew sense of purpose. Terrible things were coming, but she would not be cowering in some dark
corner waiting for those horrors to seek her out after having destroyed dl sheloved in thisworld. She
would meet those horrors head on, defiant and willing to give everything she had to the last moment, to
preserve al sheloved in thisworld.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Prelude

d A

VALKO STRUCK HARD.

The Deathknight he faced was practised and wary and avoided the dash, but he left himsdlf open for a
circling move, which Vako finished by impaing him on the point of hissword. He spun quickly to find
another opponent and was dmost struck by a vicious blow from above. He raised his sword and
blocked it then, grabbing the hilt of his sword with both hands, dropped low and cut hard at the back of
his second opponent'slegs, causing him to collapse. Vako flipped his sword and plunged it down into his
opponent's throat, then looked up, ready for the next confrontation.

His side was barely holding their own againgt the seemingly endless waves of the TeKaranas
Deathknights. How they had findly discovered the stronghold of the Bloodwitch Sisterhood and the
virtua leadership of the White was a question that would have to wait; perhapsit had been atraitor, or
one of their own loyal servants had been tortured into reveding thislocation, but either way the damage
was done. Even if they were victorious for the moment — and the outcome was il in doubt — everyone
here would be forced to flee and the leadership of the White would be disrupted for weeksto come.



Vako sgndled for two other Deathknights serving the White to rush to support the fight over on theright
hand side and took a breath while surveying the scene. They were in the large courtyard where he had
first entered after breaching theillusion that surrounded the home of the Bloodwitch Sisterhood. The
magic-users were embroiled in a confrontation with half adozen Deathpriests who had been
accompanied by the palace Deathknights.

The red-and-black-armoured Deathknights were easy targetsfor Vako and his slver-clad warriors, but
there were too many of them for him to find atactica advantage. His warriors were more talented and
might be able to win through attrition. But that faint hope was growing dimmer by the minute, for if the
Degthpriests overcame the Bloodwitches any magic turned againgt Vako's men would end this struggle

quickly.

Suddenly a howl of madness cut through the sounds of battle and abruptly there was something
unimaginable in the midst of the struggle. A being nearly double the height of the tallest warrior in the fray
had appeared. There was a mantle of smoke around its shoulders. Its skin seemed to be of ascintillating

white-blue crystal materia and it radiated a pulsing energy that VVako could fed acrossthe grounds of the
compound. It made the hair stand up on hisarms and neck, and he could see it having the same effect on
combatants on both sides of the battle.

The creature lashed out with along, powerful arm, its heavy black nailsleaving smoking wounds
wherever they struck. Thefirst victim of the attack was one of VValko's Deathknights, but the second was
a Deathpriest who had come too close to the edge of the fray after killing a Bloodwitch, his neck
snapped by acrushing grip from the mongter's massive hand.

Vako shouted, '‘Back!'

He had seen there were more foes close to the monster than his own men, and ingtantly recognized the
opportunity to let the creature do hisfighting for him while he ascertained the best way to ded with the
mongter. He used hand-signals to organi ze the defenders and they moved to the positions he indicated,
leaving the pal ace's Deathknights to defend themsalves from the monster. Vako saw that the Bloodwitch
Sigters were being bested by the Deathpriests, so he gestured for four of hisfightersto attack the
Desathpriests from behind.

They did as he commanded and he watched.

Vako had been given neither command nor rank by the Bloodwitch Sisters, but when the ondaught by
theforces of the Dark One had begun less than fifteen minutes earlier, he had just naturally taken charge
and no one had questioned hisingructions. He was Lord of the Camareen, and while not the most
experienced warrior present, he was the highest ranking noble. And he proved to have been, an adept
student of Hirea. He had kept a catastrophe from befalling the Sisterhood, and now it looked asiif there
might be a chance for them to survive the assaullt.

If he could contrive away to best this monster.

Retreat never occurred to Valko. It was not in the Dasati nature. Y ou won or you died; it was that
smple. But hewas not stupid enough to throw away hislife or the lives of hiswarriors needlesdy. He
saw with satisfaction that the warriors he had sent to attack the Deathpriests had made quick work of

them while they were occupied with their arcane battles with the Sisterhood, and now they had gained a
dight respite while the remaining pal ace Deathknights were engaged with the mongter. Vako ranto
where Audarun stood exhausted, the old Bloodwitch having spent al her energy in thefight with the
Deathpriests. 'Do you know what this creature is? he asked.

I can only speculate, | have never come across such athing in life or in lore. I'm not even certain who



conjured it here, for it gppears to be as much a shock to the Deathpriests as it doesto us!'

Vako sgndled his remaining Deathknights to regroup and in moments, they stood ready to defend the
Bloodwitches from the mongter. A handful of paace Deathknights were still struggling to find away to kill
the conjured horror, and VVako watched closdly, looking for any hint of wesknessin the creature. Behind

him, haf a dozen Bloodwitches were dso chanting quietly, somewith their eyes closed, trying to sense

something of the creature's nature or power.

As Audarun began an enchantment, Vako returned his attention to the creature as it was confronted by
thelast of the paace Deathknights. He wished every one of them dead, but they were dying with
courage, and he saluted that.

Soon there remained a single Deathknight, and he began to retrest, taking the cresture farther away from
where VVako and the others waited. VVako swore in frustration as some of his companion Desathknights
began to laugh at the paace knight's cowardice. 'Enough!* he shouted. ‘Asamusing asit isto seethe
coward die painfully, we have more important things to think about, such askilling that monstrosity.

'l see no weaknessin the creature, said avoice from behind him, and Vako turned to find Luryn
gtanding at his shoulder.

'Y ou should not be here,' he said. He had found the ideaof having asigter difficult at first, but as he had
spent time with her he had begun to see her resemblance to their mother and felt adrawing towards her,
asense of connection, which both pleased and troubled him. Sisterswere to be sent off to mate with
sons of powerful families, and bear them sons, to forge dliances; they were not people you grew to care
about.

So much of what he had been taught as ayouth by his mother was now coaescing into anew and
troubling perspective. Vako found himsdlf caring about those in the room, so that instead of just wanting
to be victorious against the monster, he also wanted to protect his sister and the other Bloodwitches, as
well asthose Deathknights serving the White. He hated the conflict that came with those fedingswhen dl
he should wish to do wasto kill whatever stood in hisway.

Then suddenly Martuch, Hirea, another four Deathknights and two of the humans disguised as Lessers
appeared in the courtyard. The human known as Pug moved fast: before the others could react he had
aready begun to cast aspell. Asthe monster killed the last paace Deathknight, a canopy of energy
formed around it, and it looked back towards Pug as a pattern of crystals appeared on the surface of the
canopy. Each crysta emitted abright yellow line of energy, connecting to another crystal, and abruptly
the creature found itself trgpped in alatticework of energy.

It charged and upon contact with the lattice an explosion of smoke and flame erupted from its hand and
shoulder. It howled in pain and rage, an echoing sound that once more caused Vako's hair to stand up
on hisneck and arms. Mindlesdy, the monster lashed out, but each contact with the energy lattice caused
it moreinjury and pain.

Vako watched with afascination bordering on revulsion asthe frenzy of the monster grew with every
passing second. Findly it wasflailing around insde the trap, its body amass of smoking, flaming wounds
asit continued to throw itsalf against the latticework in afutile attempt to escape.

Pug said something to Magnus who stepped forward and incanted another spell. A pulse of forceleft the
pams of his outstretched hands and struck the confined creature. It howled one last time and then
exploded in ablinding slver-and-red flash, its destruction filling the courtyard with astench of char and

decay.



It had taken less than aminute for the two human magic-users to vanquish the creature. Martuch and
Hirea both stood asif stunned: their years of battle-training had done nothing to prepare them for this.

Vako hurried to where Pug and Magnus waited, both looking exhausted. Pug and Magnus had |eft
Nakor with Bek and hurried back to the rendezvous only to discover they had missed Martuch and
Hirea. It was dawn and the city had been frantic; bells were pealing and the call was going out to muster
the societies. All Deathknights and their followers were to be ready to receive orders from the TeKarana
on behaf of His Darkness at noon the following day.

Magnus had used his ability to transport himsalf without adevice to return them to the grove, wherethey
had arrived just minutes before Martuch and Hirearodein. A quick discussion resulted in them deciding
to find Vako, for the absence of the young Lord of the Camareen would be noticed at the following
day's muster. Pug had had the time to inform the two Deathknights of what he had discovered in the heart
of the Dark Oné'stemple.

Martuch now surveyed the carnage around the courtyard and said, 'Everyone must leave, now.'

Audarun clapped her hands once, and called out, 'Prepare to evacuate.” She looked at Martuch and
Vako, then nodded once in agreement. "We have contingency plans. We knew it waslikely that the
Dark Onesfollowers or the TeKaranas agents would discover this sanctuary eventudly.’

Those Bloodwitch Sisters who were uninjured hurried to gather up the essentias they needed, whilethe
five who were too injured to help rested wherever fate had placed them. Martuch inclined his head
towards diem and Audarun nodded once.

The old warrior swiftly drew his sword and quickly went from one wounded witch to the next,
dispatching them in turn with aclean blow. Each witch closed her eyes and stoicaly waited for her degath.

'‘Why? Pug, asked, appalled.

‘Thejourney isarduous,’ said Audarun. 'lf we left them behind, the Dark One's priests could extract
knowledge from them, despite their devotion. All of usknow thisrisk; al of us accept death willingly
rather than becoming the instrument of betrayd.’

Hireasad, 'Betrayd, yes. Somewherein the White we have atraitor, for this attack wastoo
coordinated, too well concelved to be by chance, and it coincides too neatly with the coming invasion of
the human realm. The Dark One wishes no energies at his back when he launches his ondaught into the
human world.'

Pug looked a Audarun. 'Can you find the traitor?

She nodded. 'We have means, now we understand there is oneto find.' She signaled to ayoung woman
standing a short distance away who came and listened as she gave ingtructions. The young Bloodwitch
nodded once and hurried off. 'It isdone. If the traitor has not fled or been killed in the attack, we shdll
findhim.'

'Him? asked Magnus.

"The Sigters undergo years of training, young human. No, the traitor must be amae Lesser. No femade
Lessers abide here!'

Pug nodded as VValko moved to stand at his side. "What was that thing? he asked.



‘A creature of the Void," replied Pug. He glanced around at the daughter. "What happened here?

Valko said, ‘At dawn a scout reported a party of the TeKaranas pal ace guards and some Deathpriests
were gpproaching aong a seldom-used trail to the south. Audarun said to remain calm, for such groups

have come close from time to time without piercing theilluson that hidesthis sanctuary.
'l suggested the Deathknights here should stand reedy, anyway.'

'A wise precaution,’ said Hirea, obvioudy pleased that his student had shown more patience than the
average young Deathknight. Most young Dasati warriors would have been inclined to attack at once,
without waiting to seeif it was necessary.

Pug said, 'Obvioudy, they knew whereto look.’
Magnus said, 'Everything weve seen tdlls us there have been preparationsin place for avery long time.’

'Yes,' said Audarun. "We grew complacent, thinking we had remained hidden for so many years. But it
may be smply that we were not enough of athreat to warrant attention until now.'

Martuch returned from dispatching the wounded. 'Y ou are required for the Great Muster,' he said to
Vako.

"The Lord of the Camareen must gppear in the Great Hall of the Sadharin. | will go with you. Hireawill
haveto join the Scourge.’

'No," said Vako.
Martuch frowned. 'No?
Itistime’
"What do you mean? asked Hirea.

‘There will never be atime when so many Deathknights —from the societies, from the palace guards,
from the temple —will be absent from the city. They will be off-world, on the other side of the portal
said Vako. He turned to Pug and Magnus. 'Y ou have brought the weapon to destroy the Dark One, and
| am fated to kill the TeKarana. If more of his men come and find this place deserted he will assume that
the Bloodwitches and the White have gone to ground, are hiding in the thickets like so many mothers and
children. Instead, we will summon all our forces out of their musters, and marshd inside the precinct of
the Great Pdlace, and when the TeKaranais at his most confident, when his armies have marched off to

conquer another world, then we will strike.

"The chancellors of the Orders may notice that one or two Deathknights from the societies are absent at
the muster but they will dmost certainly conclude that they werekilled or injured during the Great Culling.
When thisraiding party doesn't return, they will conclude some of those missing from the muster were
here, and were servants of the White, dead or in hiding.' Vako's eyes were amogt dight with passion. ‘It
istime! Send word that | am dead, Martuch, in abattle last night. Then muster our forces at the agreed
place, and impress on our men the need for stedlth and cunning. Wewill wait, like children in hiding, until

the army has departed, and when the TeKaranais most certain of hisinvincibility, we shal srike!'

Those Deathknights who stood nearby raised a cheer of approva, even Hireaand Martuch. Pug realized
that no matter how reasonable these men were compared to others of their race, they were still at heart
Dasati and only ashort step between being rationa beings to becoming murderous warriors lacking any

shred of compassion. But he a so knew that there was some sort of prophecy involved that madeit likely



Vako would plunge ahead despite any advice anyone might give.

He turned to his son. "We can do nothing more here. We can only hope that your mother and those alied
with her have prepared the Tsurani for what isto come, and that she has found and destroyed Leso
Varen!

Despite hisrespect for hismother and her single-minded ability to pursue agod until it was achieved,
Magnus had grave doubts that she would be able to find the necromancer and ded with him.

The cheering died down and Vako said, 'What will you choose to do, human?

Pug considered. He was becoming certain histime on thisworld was growing short 'If you are moving
againg the TeKarana, then Nakor must decide quickly what to do with Bek." Pug was not convinced that
Bek was the prophesied Godkiller, but he knew there were many things he didn't yet understand,
including the reasons why they weredl in thisrealm. He didn't know if Nakor could shed any light on
these mysteries. He would not leave Nakor behind if he could avoid it, and if Bek was not fated to die
here, then that strange young man aswell had to be returned to Midkemia.

'l hope you will be victorious against the TeKarana and unseat him and that the Dark One's power is
blunted, but I must return to my own reslm for there will be many of your warriors overrunning aworld
that | once called home. | will go back with you.'

Vako weighed Pug's words and nodded once. 'Can you move us al by your magic?

Pug looked to Magnus who said, 'If you wish to return to the Grove, | can move perhaps four or five of
usat atime. It will take severd trips’

Vako sad, 'Onetrip will be enough. Y ou only need take your father, Martuch, Hirea, and mysdf.' To

the remaining Deathknights he shouted, 'Accompany the Sisterhood to their new place of hiding. Protect
them! If wefail, you are the seeds of the new White!'

The Deathknights who served the White saluted the young lord and departed, and Valko said, ‘Let usbe
away, for thereis much to do and scant time."

Pug nodded. Magnus motioned for the three Dasati to come close, bade them to take hold of one
another, and suddenly they were gone.

Miranda asked, 'Have | made it clear enough for you, Lord Erik?

Erik von Darkmoor settled into the large chair in his private quartersand let out along sigh. 'Yes,
Miranda, you have. Even if you hadn't, Nakor wouldn't have gone to the trouble of keeping me divethis
long if he hadn't judged the Situation grave, and that done would have convinced me that any warning
from the Conclave should be treated with the utmost gravity.' He shifted hisweight and grimaced.

‘Areyou dl right?

'No, I'm dying... again.' Helooked out of the window of the paace, hisfavourite view, to watch the sun
set over the harbour in Krondor. 'l don't mind being deed; it's the getting there that's aggravating.’ He
motioned towards alarge wooden chest at the foot of his bed. 'Would you do me afavour, please, and
fetchasmall vid from that chest? It'sin apouch of black velvet.'

Miranda opened the chest and fetched him the pouch. Erik carefully unknotted the two cords that kept it
closed, and took out the vial. He pulled out atiny stopper and tipped the contents of the vid to his
mouth. Then he tossed the empty via on to the table next to where he sat. 'There. That'sthelast of it. I've



nursed aong that eixir Nakor gave me and it'skept mefairly fit... for aman pushing ahundred years
old.

'l thought closer to ninety,’ said Miranda.

'Wéll, never let the truth get in the way of adramatic point,’ Erik countered with asmile. As she watched
she could see lines beginning to fade from hisface and the colour return.

'How much time do you have?
'l don't know. A few months perhaps.’ He sat back. 'I'm tired.

Down to the core of my bonestired, Miranda. I've served the Crown for the last seventy years, and |
deservearest.

'Weall do,' shereplied. She chose not to delve into the fact that she and her husband had been fighting
againg the forces of madness since long before Erik was born. Still, he had served with digtinction and
fought his share of battles. He had never wed and fathered children, and she realized how much starker
that must have made hislife compared to her own. And while he had lived along time, he had aged,
while she seemed forever awoman in her late thirties or early fortiesin terms of gppearance and vigour.

Erik dapped his hands on the arms of the chair. 'Asto your first need, | can do nothing. TheKingis
adamant. He has no love for your husband and less love for the Tsurani.'

'Why? she asked. The Empire and Kingdom have been at peace since the end of the Riftwar. The
Tsaurani aided the Kingdom during the Battle of Sethanon. Y ou've had more trouble with Kesh in the last

ten years than you've had with Tsurani since the peace treaty was signed.’

'Y ou're not talking about afew hundred or even afew thousand refugees, Miranda. Y ou're talking about
millions. More Tsurani than the entire populations of Kesh and the Kingdom combined. Theré's not one
duke who would want them in his duchy. Who would feed them?

"They can work. They are artisans and farmers and carters. ..

"They arediens. Not even the Earl of LaMut would welcome them and he's of Tsurani blood! They're
too big athreat.’

Miranda knew that would be the answer, but she had hoped for better. 'How many would you take?

'Me? asked the Duke. He laughed and again she saw the vigour returning to hisfeatures. 'l'd look the
other way if you settled afew thousand up in Y abon and Crydee. If you snesked afew thousand more
into the villages dong the Teeth of the World for the border lords to worry about, | wouldn't care. But |

could not fulfil my oath of officeif | didn't follow my liege lord's orders, Miranda. | smply could not.'

Mirandasaid, 'Any ideas?

'Novindus would be my suggestion. It's still recovering from the ravages of the Emerald Queen and might
be able to absorb alot of Tsurani. Hells, they could conquer the entire continent and no one up here
would care.'

'Kaspar isdown there now, talking to afriend of his.’

"W, I'll bet he has better luck than you, because you haven't had any' He sighed again, thistime more
from emotion than fatigue. 'And I'll guarantee Jm Dasher Jamison ishaving even lessthan you. His



grandfather is a cunning and dangerous man, just like his own grandfather — and he was one sneaky

bastard — but he's as steadfast and loyal to the Crown asyou are to your cause. im won't move his

grandfather — and that means he won't move the King —to settle one Tsurani farmer in the Eastern
Redm.

'What about my other favour?

Erik grinned. 'That is another story.' He stood up and stretched and Miranda could see the yearsfaling
away again. Now Erik looked like avigorous man of fifty or sxty years of age, ill fit and dangerous.
I've got amess here in the Western Realm, but it'stime my staff earned their keep and they can keep an
eyeonit for me!

'What are you suggesting?

'Wdll, you'll want generasfor the Tsurani army, and I'm agenerd. Or a least aKnight-Marsha, which
means | order generals around.’

"The Prince would give you leave?
"The Prince would wear green paint and dance in the city squareif | told him it wasagood idea.’
Mirandalaughed a theimage.

'Edmund's a good enough fellow, but everyone this side of a stone statue knows he's a caretaker prince,
sent out here because he's so ineffective no one back east will worry about him becoming ambitious.’
Erik's mood turned serious. "'We may have acivil war brewing when | get back —if | get back. | swear
you to an oath of secrecy, but the King isnot awell man.’

Mirandawas dlarmed. The King was young and had no mae heir. 'What isit?

'No one knows, but | suspect it's something dire. Every priest that could be trusted has been in to see
him, and | may even ask you or the Conclavefor helpif | can persuade the King to trust you. He's been
growing dightly lesshale every year, and he and the Queen have had no male children, and the Princess

isonly seven yearsold. We've had astring of roya cousins on the throne of Krondor for the last ten
years and the King keegps moving them around lest they grow ambitious!'

'Erik, if the King died tomorrow, what would happen?

'Prince Edmund and a dozen other royaswould return to Rillanon and appear before the Congress of
Lords, al of them claiming the throne. And there would be adozen royas standing right beside him
claiming the crown. We'd have akingdom brokered like my old friend Roo used to broker whesat and
barley —and he told me enough stories about trade for meto think it's every bit as nasty abusinessas
war. If no claimant to the throne gained consensus in the Congress, we'd have factions, and that could
lead to open gtrife.’

'Civil war,' said Miranda
'Y es, and we haven't had one of thosein avery long time.'
'Who's the closest conDoin male?

Eric sad, That'sthe difficult part. Lord Henry of Crydeeis. Harry'sagrand fellow, but his ancestor,
King Lyam's brother Lord Martin, swore an oath on his own and his descendants behalf never to claim
the crown. I'm sure it seemed like agood idea at the time, but right now | wish heldd kept hisbig mouth



shut.' Erik'sfrustration was evident. 'Harry would have the unconditiona support of the Western Nobles,
and not afew of the Eastern rulers as well. But without alegitimate claim, many who would have
supported him will oppose him because of that oath. So, the one fellow who could keep the kingdom
from civil war isthe one most likely to causeit should anyone presshisclam.’

Mirandasaid, 'l don't envy you.'

‘The only other conDoin male right now isachild, Prince Oliver, the son of the King's dead brother,
Richard. Hessix.'

Mirandaturned towards the window. Night wasfaling. 'l will leave you, Lord Erik. When can you come
to aid the Tsurani?

I have put my affairsin order and my successor will be here tomorrow. Lord John deVres of Bas-Tyra
will arrive sometime before noon by hard ride from Salador. | will be forced to endure one of Edmund's
receptions and tomorrow will be theforma investiture and my retirement from office. The Prince will
ings on giving metitlesto landsI'll never havetimeto see, and from which I'll get income | will never
have time to spend. In short, I'll be ready to join you in three days time!'

Mirandasaid, 'l will come mysdlf to take you to therift." She paused. 'A suggestion?
'Yes?

'If the King does not survive, it might be politic for Prince Edmund to go to Rillanon and propose himself
as—'

'Prince Oliver'sregent,’ said Erik with agrin. 'l've dready discussed it with Lord James of Rillanon.’
Miranda said, 'Nakor told me you were very clever for ablacksmith.'

Erik looked regretful. There are days, and tomorrow is shaping up to be one of them, when | wish | had
never left theforge!

I understand. Three days, then.'
Three days.

Mirandavanished and Erik sat down to think.

Kaspar moved hisknight. '‘Check.’

Generd Prakesh Alenburgasighed. 'l concede.' He sat back. "Y ou're till the best opponent I've faced in
years, Kaspar.''l got lucky,’ said Kaspar. 'And you're distracted, General.' 'True. I've spoken to the
Mahargjah about your. .. suggestion.' Kaspar had been waiting to hear the Mahargjah's response. He

had arrived two days earlier and found the capital of the new, vigorous Kingdom of Muboya enjoying a
period of prosperity. A new palace was being constructed on abluff overlooking the city, replacing an
ancient citadd that reminded Kaspar alittle of hisown homein Olasko. It seemed centuries since he had
lived there.

"What was his reaction? Kaspar asked.

Alenburga sat back, his craggy festures set in athoughtful expression. 'Given that you have never even
met our beloved ruler, you certainly know how to gauge a man.’



'‘Comesfrom years of trying to keep your neighbours from crushing you whiletrying to crush themin
return,’ said Kaspar dryly.

Alenburgalaughed. 'Very wdl put. Asyou suggested, last time we met, the Mahargah married off his
youngest sister to the second son of the King of Okanaaand secured our southern border.

‘But asit happens, the new Princess of Okanaa can't abide the Prince's touch — and he apparently isn't
al that interested in touching her in any event, preferring to go whoring with his chums, gambling his
father'skingdom away, or sailing boats that are built for racing —if you can imagine such awaste of gold
—and so our ruler is not happy with the circumstances as they stand.

"Y our suggestion that we take in an army willing to swear fealty to him —and the prospect of settling such
an army down south, very closeto the Okanadaborder —isvery appedling to the Mahargjah, but it is
counterbalanced by the concern over where the loyaty of such soldiers may lie—to their own leaders or
to the Mahargjah? He spread his hands in agesture of uncertainty.

Kaspar shrugged. The reaction was much as he had expected. 'l don't suppose the word of an outlander
would count for much? They are the most oath-bound bunch I've ever encountered. If they swear fedty
to the Mahargjah, they'd cut off their own thumbs at his order.’

'I believe you, Kaspar. In our brief encounters | have cometo judge you accurately, | think. Y ou were
once avery proud man who was humbled, and you are amore than capable military man. A ruler, too, |
think at onetime, or someone placed very high by birth.’

'Y ou read mewell,' said Kaspar.

'Y ou have never lied to me, though you probably never had cause: if you had, you'd no doubt lie as
convincingly as ayoung whore seeking to persuade arich old man she'sin love with him.'

Kaspar laughed. 'l have been known to avoid the truth when it served meto do so."
'So, what do you propose?

'‘Come with me. There are somethings | cannot tell you yet, but there are things you should know. If |
judge you accurately, you are aman loya not only to hisruler but aso to his nation and people. | think
you redlize that your young Mahargah islooking for an excuse to finish what he started, his conquest of

everything down to and including the City of the Serpent River. He wantsto finish building hisempire.

Y ou know therisks. While you're resting and rebuilding, so are your enemies, including Okanda.'

Alenburgaran his hand back through hisgrey hair. 'Ah, Kaspar. Why can't you take service with me?I'd
make you my adjutant, second-in-command of al the armies of Muboya.’

'l logt interest in conquest sometime back,' said Kaspar. | know what it'slike, and | also know what it
fedsliketo be on the other side.’

'Wdll, go take service with Okanda, then," said Alenburga with alaugh. 'Facing you in the field would be
more fun than those jesters the King employs. The only reason we didn't win was we ran out of time and
gold.

'‘And men,' said Kaspar, remembering the dead bodies of Bandamin, hiswife Jojanna, and the boy
Jorgan lying by the roadside, while the Master of the L uggage wept over them. "Y ou ran out of men.’

'Which iswhy you thought we'd wel come afew thousand seasoned warriors?



‘Something like that. Though it's more than afew thousand.'
‘How many more?
'How many would you like?

Alenburga sat back, regarding Kaspar with afocused attention. Then he said, 'l suspect you have more
than | want.'

'More, | think, than any reasonable man would want.'

‘How many?

Kaspar could fed dl hope draining away. 'Generd, with al candour, from what | know of the Situation

facing the Tsurani, they may not have much of an army left by the time they ded with the threet to their

world. But if they're smart, they'll pull up stakes and run. That would mean amillion warriors, and three
timesthat in women, children, and other non-combatants.'

'Four million? said the Generd, alook of genuine astonishment on hisface. ‘Our entire populationisless
than amillion, Kaspar.'

'l know. | doubt there are four million soulsliving in the Eastlandsin dl the kingdoms and city Sates.’
‘Just how many Tsurani arethere?

'l don't know exactly, but they have an imperid censusthey usefor taxes, and | have been told that the
last one — seven years ago — accounted for twenty million citizensand davesin their empire.”

"Y ou hear things, Kaspar, and sometimes you judge them to be rumours and stories, talestold by those
given to exaggeration. When | was aboy and heard stories of the Riftwar, it was something of legend.
Herein the Eastlands we'd see the occasiona trader from your continent up north. We knew you were
up there, but we never had much contact. The Riftwar was this amazing tale of aiensfrom another world
who used magic to invade the Kingdom of the Ides. A ten-year Struggle and aclimactic battle. Very
much the stuff of sagas, but in dl of that, we never heard ajot of information about the order of battle, the
disposition of resources, or provisioning the troops — the stock and trade of the working soldier, Kaspar.
Tous, it wasdl afantasy.’

'Not for those dying up there, General. Asdifficult asit may beto believe, | have met some people who
lived through that war, and the one that devastated this continent afterwards, and | can tell you it was no
fantasy to them.’

‘But millionsof Tsurani...'
I will tell you everything you need to know, but timeis short.’

'Kaspar, you know | would probably recommend to His Mgesty that we accept your Tsurani refugees,
or at least some of them, if | could guarantee their good behaviour.'

"Then you should meet them," said Kaspar with adark grin.

'Redlly? Alenburga sat back in his chair and looked at Kaspar across the chessboard. 'How do you
suppose | can do that?

'WEell, | have arranged for you and your generd staff to take part in afirst-hand demondtration of the
Tauranis ability tofight.'



'Kaspar, now you're being glib.’

Kaspar amiled. 'Yes, | am. Let metell you of the Dasati' Speaking quietly and camly hetold the Genera
everything he knew of the situation on Keewan and the minutes soon turned into hours. When the
Generd's batsman cameto seeif Alenburga needed anything, he was waved away. By the time Kaspar
had finished the ory, evening had become night and the palace in Muboyawas silent.

The Generd let out along, dow breath. '‘Kaspar, that is aremarkable story.'
'Itistrue, every word, | swear.'
‘An army of millionswith no effective leadership?

'l need you, Generd,' said Kaspar. 'The Tsurani need you. | have officerswaiting, but not enough of
them. | have one experienced commander who hasled men in thefield and can conduct brilliant tactics
and who hasabrilliant grasp of logistics: Erik von Darkmoor. | am not being vainwhen | tell you | am his
equal. But | need adtrategist. If you can come to Kelewan and help them mount a defence, you'll
understand what type of soldier you'll find ready to do your bidding. They are tough, loya and fearless.
But | need ahigh command and | need afull staff in place. And | need it soon.’

'How soon?

Something in Kaspar's belt pouch buzzed, and Kaspar pulled it out rapidly. It was asignaling device
givento him by an artificer on Sorcerer'sIdand, at Mirandas ingtruction. Every member with military
training had one, from Kaspar down to the boys serving with him, Servan, Jommy, and the others.

Key officersin Roldem, Rillanon, Krondor and other citieswould have their devices buzzing. It meant
that word had reached Mirandathat the Dasati had begun their invasion of Kelewan.

Kaspar looked steadily at the General. | need you now.'

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Invason

d A

THE WOMAN SCREAMED.

'Help me!" she cried, clutching her baby to her chest. She was covered in blood and spattered with an
orange fluid unrecognizable to the scouts.

Their horses pawed the ground nervoudly as the woman neared. One scout dismounted and hated the
wide-eyed woman and looked at her baby. With asingle shake of his head he indicated to his companion
the child was not deeping, but dead.

With an equally curt gesture the still-mounted rider indicated he would move awvay and leave his
companion to direct the woman to the south, where the army was mustering. There were heding priests



there who would do what they could for the woman. Otherswould say a prayer for the baby.

The dismounted rider tried to calm the woman and the other moved his steed up the northern road. The
report that asmall village in the foothills of the mountains had been razed had reached them two days
ago. Word had been sent south by fast rider and then by magica meansto the Holy City. In afew hours,
the order to muster had been given, and warriors from every house and clan in the north had answered
the call. The gathering point was asmall outpost closest to the reported incurson, asmall fort housing
cavary from House Ambucar. The small cavary detachment, some of the finest horsemen in the Empire,
had the duty to patrol the foothillsto the north.

The outpost's primary duty over the centuries had been to prevent raids by the migratory Thin to the
north, so they werein agood position to respond to the Dasati incursion. The rider pushed hishorseup a
steep riseto acrest and looked to the north. Part of hisnormal patrol area, thisroad and the village thet
had nestled in avae below were asfamiliar to him as his own son'sface. Mot buildings were intact,
though two were burning at the far side of the village square, erected around the common well. The scout
surmised the fires had been the result of overturned cook fires, perhaps, € se the other buildingsin the
village would aso be ablaze.

The woman he had met on the road was the only proof this village had been occupied. One hundred
twenty or more men, women, and children, al serving House Ambucar were gone. An experienced
tracker, the scout quickly ascertained what had just happened.

The village had been struck by araiding party of mounted men... if that'swhat they were, he consdered,
for the tracksin the dust were made by no anima he had seen before; neither horse or needraor Thiin
warrior made those marksin the dirt. He ranged around the village afew more minutes, then saw drag
marks. For amoment he was confused, then he redlized the villagers had been trussed up in large nets

and dragged away.

He was too old and experienced a scout to doubt his own eyes, but nothing of this made sense. Asa
young soldier he had served atour in agarrison across the Sea of Blood and had fought against davers
from thelost tribes of Tsubar, those maignant dwarves who used human as dave labour. Y ou wouldn't

drag vauable daves, risking injury and death; you'd truss them up in a coffle or herd them aboard waiting
wagons.

Thevillage that had been the site of the first darm was but ahaf-hour's fast ride up theroad. If he
hurried, he might overtake the raiders, burdened as they were by their captives. There was only one way
for themto travel, for on the right the river Gaggjin flowed down a series of rapids and cut gaps, at times

faling ahundred feet below the roadway, and on the right a series of steep hillsides vaulted upward,
giving little room for more than atrio of riders or aheavy wagon to pass.

A short time later he saw by dust on the road ahead he was catching up with the raiders, and none too
soon, if he could tell from the splatters of blood dong thetrail. If the villagers were netted as he
suspected, many would be dead, crushed under the weight of their companions or from the repeated
pounding as they bounced aong the ground.

Therewas dust over arise, aposition from which he should be able to see the next village. He hurried his
now tiring horse up the steep road, and when he cameto crest, hereined in.

Gdloping down the road were men —if that was what they were — mounted on creatures unlike anything
he had ever seen, from thisworld or the world of Midkemia. They dragged large nets behind them, in
which a dozen or more bodies were confined. Weak criestold the scout afew wretches endured within
the masses of the dead. But what commanded his attention was what he saw astheir destination.



A sphere without feature rose up above what should have been the village of Tastiano. It rose easly three
hundred feet, and from the rider's vantage, appeared to be half aball buried in the soil. Which would
mean asix hundred foot diameter. More than aquarter mile acrossl Heredlized it must be some Dasati
magic as he saw thefird rider vanish through thewall asif passing through a sheet of smoke.

Two Dasati riders were turning and the scout redlized he had been observed. Their dien looking mounts
were quickly at agallop and the scout turned his horse about. He put heels to the mount's barrel and
urged him to agdlop. Hishorse wastried, but bred for endurance as well as speed and he just hoped it
was faster than those monsters coming after him. He had to carry awarning, for at the last ingtant, just
before helost sight of the murky sphere, he had seen it expand. 1t was now bigger than it had been
moments before.

The magician cast aspell. A pair of Dasati Deathpriests erected a protective barrier but not before one of
them was struck by aflaming globe of fire. Tomataka, the Tsurani Great One who had cast thefirebal
was knocked backwards by the concussion of the following explosion. The Deathpriest standing next to
the one who had been struck was thrown sideways amost thirty yards and dammed against arock-face
hard enough to break his bones.

The battle had raged al morning, with thousands of Tsurani warriors streaming into apassthet led into
thesmall valey. They were south of the village Tastiano in the northern mountain range that bordered the
Empire, The High Wall, or where that village had rested before being devoured by the black sphere. The

river Gaggjin had one of itstwo sourcesin the mountains high above this valley and what was cdled the

Greater Gaggjin flowed through heart of thevalley.

The Dasati had chosen well in establishing this beachheead, for there was only one access point —a
narrow pass afew hundred feet above theriver. The Gaggjin flowed too quickly and the pass was too
congtricted for boats to be used to ferry soldiers upstream. To the south of the valey theinvaders could
move directly into Hokani province, threatening old Minwanabi estates now belonging to the Emperor's
family. From there it would be down to the city of Jamar, then on to the City of the Plains, off Battle Bay,
where the grest rift which had enabled the origind invasion site of Midkemiatill existed. Or they could
swing south-west, and attack the city of Silmani, the northernmaost population centre on the River
Gaggjin, then cut down through what was | eft of the Holy City of Kentosani, on to Sulan-Qu and down
to the ancient Acoma estates, where the Emperor was hidden away.

Tomataka was one of a dozen magicians who had volunteered to accompany the massive response to
the reports of invasion that had been communicated to the Assembly the day before. The Empirewasin
turmoil, although some order had been restored by the Ssmple means of the Emperor issuing edicts and
every housein the north of Hokani obeying. Tens of thousands of warriors were on the march, athough
many were still days away, but the first few hundred accompanied by the Great Ones had entered the
valey passthismorning at dawn.

The Great One picked himsdlf up off the ground, hisears ill ringing from theimpact. He could see
dozens of Dasati warriors pouring out of the Black Mount. It wasthe size of asmdl mountain and as
black as soot at midnight, hence the name. No light came from within and there were no apparent doors
or windows, yet the Dasati warriors and priests seemed to pass through with ease.

Hundreds of Tsurani warriors were hurrying up the trail above theriver and were essentialy throwing
their lives away to hdt the Dasati advance. The Great One's head was pounding and he was unable to
focus enough to conjure any spell that would help, so he retreated dowly from the advancing front to
gather himsdf. But when he looked towards the Black Mount he noticed with alarm that it was larger
than when he had first arrived: there had been alightning-struck tree and an odd rock formation at the far



edge of the growing black sphere; now they were gone from sight. He calculated and judged that the
sphere must have grown adozen or more yards on that side in less than an hour.

Still fedling wobbly, he turned and staggered down thetrail from the line of advancing Tsurani footmen.
He knew that somewhere down thetrail Tsurani cavalry would be waiting. Horseswere ill ararity on
Keewan, but every mgor house now had anumber, and they would not waste them trying to force them
through on anarrow footpath, but would keep them in reserve for a counter-offensive should the Dasati
reach the bottom of thetrail and the great plains below.

The magician knew that the Dasati would succeed in doing this. He had seen their Deathknights fight and
he had seen his countrymen die, and he had no doubt. The Tsurani Empire, and this entireworld, could
not stand on the strength of Tsurani bravery and dedication aone.

Newly-appointed Supreme Commander Prakesh Alenburgalooked around the room. In ancient days
this had been the court of Lord Sezu of the Acomaand his daughter, the legendary Lady Mara, later
known as the Mistress of the Empire. Alenburgadid not understand the gravity of history those names
represented, but he had quickly come to appreciate the weight of Tsurani history. Everything he had seen
since coming to thisworld spoke of ancient times, and a tradition that was degp and rich. Thesewerea
great people and he felt a strong attraction to them, perhaps because his own nation was young and had
none of the trappings of history these people exhibited at every hand.

Alenburga bowed before the Emperor, his head still aching from the spell used by the priest Mirandahad
summoned to teach them dl the Tsurani language, in an hour. That had been yesterday evening, but by
the end of that hour he could understand and be understood, and that had been worth the pain. 'l pledge
my life to discharge the great responsbility you have placed in my hands, Y our Mgesty,' he said
solemnly.

Emperor Sezu, named for the last man to rule this very house, inclined hishead, ‘It is we who thank you,
Commander.' He looked around the room. Beside Alenburga stood Kaspar of Olasko and Erik von
Darkmoor, and behind them stood their makeshift saff. Jommy, Servan, Tad, and Zane stood to the right
of Alenburgas headquarters staff, which consisted of a score of officers from Kesh, the Kingdoms of
Roldem and the Ides, and the Eastern Kingdoms. Two of the boys would serve with Erik as
aldes-de-camp, and the others would serve in the same capacity with Kaspar. The Emperor nodded in
the direction of thisteam and added, 'Aswe thank al of you who have come to our world to fight on our
behalf.

The Emperor now looked towards the assembled Tsurani nobles who clustered on the other side of the
audience hdl; it had once served well for aruling lord of asingle house, but for those gathered at the
Emperor's command, it was decidedly cramped. 'Y ou, the surviving rulers of the great houses of the

Empire, you have our thanks, aswdll, for understanding how dire our Situation is. In these outworlders,

we have placed the care of our Empire. It isour edict that you shall obey them asyou do usin the
conduct of thiswar. Now, go and marshd your soldiers, for we arein grave peril.

'For the Empire!’

'For the Empire!" answered the Tsurani rulers and no matter what their persona fedlings were about
taking commands from the new Supreme Commander, they would keep those fedingsin check and do
asthey were ordered.

'See to your commands, my lords, and be ready to march at once. Y ou are dismissed,’ said the Generd.

There was adight intake of breath by several leaders, and to aman they looked at the Emperor.



Alenburgaturned to see the Light of Heaven standing erect and calm to al outward appearances, save
for atel-tale whitening of the knuckles where he gripped the edge of the throne. The General redized the
severity of hisbreach of protocol and bowed his head. 'If the Light of Heaven permits?

The Emperor was motionlessfor the briefest of moments, then he nodded his approval. "'We will
assemble here again in one hour by which time | would ask that the latest intelligence we have on the
invaders be made ready for our consderation. All warriorsin the Empire must be ready to march as soon
aspossible and dl provisons and other logistical support must be made ready with the utmost haste. We
must move swiftly and decisively.'

That order was something the Tsurani lords could understand. As one they bowed, turned and | eft the
room. Alenburgaturned to the other Midkemians. 'We need afew minutes to discuss how were going to
do this. Kaspar, Erik and General Shavaugn from my staff are, in that order, the chain of command.
Should anything happen to me, Kaspar will assume command of the armies.’ He let out an audible sigh of
relief.

He turned to face the young ruler of the Empire and with genuine gpology in histone said, 'Y our Mgesty,
please forgive any future breach of decorum for we are outlanders, and we need to be about our
business. If youll permit me?

The Emperor said, 'We understand. We shal| attend and observe and remain silent.’

Kasper nodded dightly, indicating the Generd should continue. Between them, they had quickly
contrived thetitle of Supreme Commander to two ends: first to convey in as unambiguous afashion as
possible Alenburga's position and rank, and secondly to avoid any suspicion that the office of Warlord

had been given to anon-Tsurani, an act that could bring more tradition-bound noblesto rebellion, evenin
theface of aninvasion.

Word of the assault on the Holy City and the destruction of the High Council had only just reached the
genera population, and news of theinvasion was still days away. Alenburgalooked around the room and
said, 'We need an order of battle, and before we can do that, | need to have an understanding of our
resources and their deployment.’ He looked at his sub-commanders. "What do we know?

Kaspar pointed to the map. Theincursonishere, in asmall valley about twenty-five miles upriver from
the foothills. About ten thousand Tsurani warriors are strung out along two lines of march, here and here.!’
He pointed at the river and the plainsto the east. 'If the Dasati break containment and movein strength,
they can strikein almost any direction. Their best course, in my opinion, would be to come south and
move aong thisroad that follows the river. Once they get south of the gorges and rapids they could then
usetheriver. If they @ther bring or make boats, that will give them the ability to move swiftly and bring
sgnificant supplieswith them.’

Erik said, 'l don't think so."
"Why? asked Alenburga.

"They'd have to establish another beach-head, somewhere downriver, and that would put them at risk of
asevere beating —they may be better individua soldiers but we outnumber them down there right now
with more coming fast. Also, if they move dong the riverside, they can be flanked and find themsdves
with theriver at their back. | think their best course would be to take the river road, then turn west,' his
fingers stabbed at alarge area of plainsto the west of the river road, ‘then turn south, coming straight at

Silmani from the north. There's nothing there but farms and pastureland.’

Alenburga squinted asif visudizing the terrain on the map.



'I'd try for here," he said, pointing to a spot north-east of the city of Siimani. 'If | read this map right, there
are haf adozen fordswithin amile each way, and alarge forest to the south giving them timber for Sege
engines. That way they don't have to worry about which side of theriver they are on should we
counter-attack.’

Jommy started to fidget and after being ignored for afew more moments cleared histhroat. Without
looking back, Alenburgasaid, 'Something you care to add, Captain? The four young men had been
given that rank asaway for the Tsurani to accept they were empowered to carry orders on behaf of the
generds.

'No disrespect, Generd, but aren't you. .. we, overlooking something?
'What would that be?
"These Dasati, well, they're not human, are they?
'And your point? said the Genera impatiently.

'Wdll, our Tsurani friends here, for dl their differences, are still human like us, and we can expect them to
think largdly like us, but these Dasati, well, Sr, they're something else. What if they don't care about
losses in taking a bridgehead or the need for lumber for sege machines, or swvimming across the ocean. ..
ah, ar?

Alenburga stood motionless for amoment, then said, The boy'sright. Thisis not ahuman army weface.'
Helooked at the Emperor. ‘Mg esty, isthere any way for your magiciansto get us close enough to the
front so that we can observe them?

I will request it, at once, Generd,' the Emperor answered.

Looking from face to face, Alenburgasaid, 'Well, then, let uswait, and while we wait, let's have
something to drink. My head is still pounding like an anvil.’

Erik grinned. 'l know what you mean.'

Chairs were brought by servants and refreshments appeared swiftly. While they waited for the
summoned magician, the ad-hoc military leadership of the Tsurani Empire—foreignersal — sarted to get
to know one another.

Kaspar pointed. 'Look over there!'

It was the morning after they had taken command of the Tsurani forces, and General Alenburgaand his
saff were on top of ahill overlooking awidening of thetrail above the River Gaggjin. Alenburgalooked
to where his second-in-command pointed and saw that anew stream of Dasati Degthknights was joining

thefray.

Miranda, at Kaspar'sleft hand, said, They must have opened another porta within the sphere!

The Black Mount now occupied alarge portion of the north end of the valley, and now rose higher than
any of the surrounding hills. It was clearly growing in Size as Miranda had predicted the night before after
arriving from Midkemia. She and a score of Tsurani Great Ones had attempted every type of mystical
assault on the structure of the sphere, to no apparent effect. What Miranda had encountered while
escaping the first sphere seemed to have proved to be of no benefit in trying to assault thislarger sphere.
The Deathpriests had — it seemed — learned to counter human magic.



After afew minutes, Alenburgasaid, 'Damn.’
'What? asked Erik.
'‘What do you make therate of casuatiesto be, von Darkmoor? asked the Supreme Commander.
Erik said, Twenty to one.’
'Closer to thirty to one,' said Kaspar.

‘The Tsurani are easly the most fearlesswarriors | have ever seen,’ said the old Genera from Muboya. 'l
am honoured to have been given command over diem." He took amoment and inclined hishead in
respect to Lord Jeurin of the Anasati, who was barely more than aboy, but ruling lord of one of the most
important housesin the Empire. It had been a political decision to place him on the staff, but Kasper had
come to recognize that he was a quick study, and had appointed him as athird aide, dong with Tad and
Zane. Theyoung lord acknowledged his Generd's praise of hissoldiers.

Alenburgasaid, 'But | didike wasting their livesto no good purpose.’ He turned to Kaspar. Takea
position south of the hills, where the river emptiesinto the plains. | want you far enough away that the
Dasati must charge you, but close enough that you can cut them off if they try to flank you to the
southwest or south-east. These Dasati may not be human, but | know what warriorsin armour look like;
| haven't seen any cavalry or Sege enginesyet, so expect an infantry charge.’ Miranda and the Great
Ones had speculated to the General that the Deathpriests had used some enchantment to keep the
Desthknights alive long enough to wresk havoc on the Tsurani, but were ether reluctant or unableto use
that same magic on the Deathknights mounts or machines from the Dasati plane. Miranda had tried to
explain why the Dasati needed to stay within the sphere to survive, or needed a magic to adapt them to
Kedewan's atmosphere and energy state, but the General waved away the details once he understood the
basic concept: once outside the sphere, the Dasati became overwhelmed by the energy of thisleved of
existence and started to die after afew hours.

Kaspar nodded. 'Unlessthey come at us mounted on flying rugs, well beready.’

'Now, herésthetricky part. | need you to come up with a battle plan to dow them down. | want them to
take three daysto crossterritory that should only take one. Can you do that?

Kaspar nodded. 'l already have anidea.’
'Good. Get one of these magiciansto get you down south and start scouting theterrain.'

After Kaspar did as he was ingtructed, Alenburga stood silent for awhile, watching the conflict below.
He messured each confrontation and watched with stunned admiration the heroism of the Tsurani
warriors. He spoke just loudly enough for Erik and Mirandato hear him. 'Had | had ten thousand of
these vaiant men with me, | would have conquered from the whole of Novindus. What astonishing
bravery.'

Erik said, They'll dieto aman to savethisworld.'
Lowering hisvoice even more, Alenburgasaid, They cant.’

Erik looked at his new commander, aman whom he had quickly cometo judge as being perhaps the
best strategic thinker he had ever encountered, as worthy of friendship as he was obedience. So as not to
be overheard by those nearby, Erik said, "Why?

Turning to look a Miranda, Alenburga asked, 'Asthe Black Mount expands, the Dasati create new



portas, yes?
She could only nod.

All the colour drained from Erik's face. "Therate of their attack will only increase...' heamost
whispered.

'‘And while | was never the student of mathematics | should have been as aboy, the area of that sphere
doubles and redoubles al the time, correct? the General asked.

Again, Mirandanodded. 'It is exponentia.’

'So where there may be four gates by the end of today, in afew days there may be eight, then sixteenina
week, or sixty-four in amonth?

Mirandasaid, 'Instead of dozens of Dasati rushing into this world each minute, therell be thousands:”

Alenburganodded, asif this confirmed hisworst fears. "We need to regroup. Men are dying needlessly
down there.' He saw abrilliant flash of light near the edge of the sphere and said, 'And not only soldiers.
Get the magicians out of there, Miranda.'

Miranda, not used to military protocol did not immediately legp to do hisbidding but said, 'Why? They
are doing the most harm to the Dasati.

Patiently, the Genera explained. True, but when they are tired from killing Deathknights, they become

essy prey for the Desthpriests. I'm guessing the Dasati have a great many more Degthpriests to spend

than we have magicians. Besides, | have a better use for our magicians than throwing huge balls of fire
around.

'What? perssted Miranda, as the General turned and began walking down the hill.

Heturned. 'l rarely haveto explain mysdlf,’ he said, 'but you are no soldier, and | need you to be clear
about what | propose, so that you can make these Tsurani Great Ones understand. More than anything
else, the one advantage we possessistheterrain. | may not know it well, but Lord Jeurin and the other
Tsurani field commanders do, and we must use that advantage. The second benefit you're about to gain
usis something any field commander would sell his soul for: rapid communications. If the Tsurani
magiciansdon't find it beneeth their dignity, they can rapidly carry commands and intelligence between
the battlefidd and my headquarters, and we will profit immeasurably. Battle plans and tacticsrarely
survive the first hour of afight, and the general who can adapt the quickest, who can order histroopsto
the best position available fastest, will win the day, evenif hisforces are outnumbered.’

'So you think we can defegt the Dasati? asked Miranda.

‘No. It'sgoing to beimpossible. Were losing thirty soldiersto each of theirs, and whilewe have an
advantage in the power of the magicians, they are morta and will fatigue. Eventualy enough of them will
fall that that seemingly endlessflood of Desthpriestswill overwhelm whoever'sleft. No, dl wecandois

dow them down, and the more time we gain, the more time you have!'

'For what? she asked.

"To get as many people through therift and off thisworld as you can. Wewill fail. Barring some
intervention by the gods, we cannot hold thisworld. We must evacuate.”

Mirandawas slent for amoment, then she said, 'l understand. | will get to the Assembly with dl haste



and begin to prepare away for usto evacuate as many aswe can.’

'I don't know where you're going to put them,' said the old general from Muboya, 'but anyone you can't
get though theriftswill die here!

AsMirandavanished, Alenburga saw Erik von Darkmoor looking a him quizzicaly. "What?
Erik said, 'Y ou're going to stay, aren't you?
'‘And you?
‘I'malot older than you, my newfound friend. If anyone should stay to the lat, it should be me.”

Alenburgasmiled. ‘And I, my newfound friend, think it would be impossible to go back to Stting around
atablewithmy lord ruler, listening to politica chat and socid gossip, knowing | quit this struggle too
soon. | have nowish to die, but if I'm going to survive, I'll bethelast onethrough therift, and if | die, let it
be saving asmany livesas| can save.’

Erik nodded, smiled, and put his hand on the Generd's shoulder. 'l wish we could have met sooner.'

I wishit aswell. I'mtired of Kaspar beating me at chess, and | hear you're not particularly good at the
game.’

Erik laughed, despite the carnage below. But after amoment, the mirth died as he turned histhoughtsto
the bloody business ahead.

Martuch, Hirea, Valko and Magnus watched as Pug closed hiseyes. He said, 'I| have only donethisa
few times on my world, and never here, so | do not know how likely | am to succeed.

Pug was attempting to use mystic sight to peer above the hidden room in the Grove of Delmat-Amaand
see what the sudden eruption of noise was. It sounded asif thousands of people were racing through the
orchard above, making far more noise than had been heard even during the height of the Great Culling.

Pug's vision rose through the darkness that was the solid soil benegath the grove, and suddenly he could
see. He had never been rigorousin practising this particular spell and wasn't especialy gifted at it. But
within amoment he had no doubt as to what was occurring up there.

He opened hiseyes. They'rekilling everyone.”
'Who? asked Martuch.

‘Everyone,' Pug repeated. 'The TeKaranas legion is herding everyone towards the Black Temple. It'sas
if they're beating the brush to drive vermin from afield or herding game animalstowards hunters.’

Martuch and Hirealooked at one another, then Hireasaid, 'Never in the history of our people hasthere
been anything likethis..." He shook his head. 'We must do something.’

Pug sat back, tired from his exertions. 'We must wait alittle longer, | think.'

"Why? asked Martuch. He stood up, obvioudly ready to climb the ladder and see for himself what was
going on.

'If you were conducting such amassive operation,’ said Pug, histone reveding hisimpatience a having to
explain, 'and you knew that some of the L essers you sought out were very adept at hiding, what would



you do?

Hirealooked at Martuch and even to Pug and Magnus his expression was easy to read. 'Y ou'd leave
behind Deathknights to follow after at somelong interva to catch those coming up for ar, you foal.!

Martuch looked asif he might draw his sword and turn on his old companion, but after amoment of a
Slent inward struggle he let hishand dip from the hilt of hisweapon and then he sat down in hischair,
frustration on hisface. 'Thisis obscene,' he said softly.

Hireaagreed. Thisiswhy we do what we must.'
"What do you suggest? asked Martuch of Pug.
'Wewait. We will soon hear the second wave of those driving the stragglers before them, | am certain.'
'What then?

'Wefind Vako and the others, then seeiif there's any remote possibility we can locate Nakor and Bek.
But we will indeed have to move soon, for the Dark One has made his commitment; he's using tens of
thousands of livesto expand hisinvasion of Kelewan, and | am certain hewill use every life on thisworld
if hemugt to tekeit.'

‘Every life? asked Hirea, for even though he understood much of what Pug had told him of the Dread
and the creature known as the Dark God of the Dasati, he till couldn't quite grasp the enormity of the
concept.

'Why not? said Magnus. 'He has €leven other worlds. There are many more millions of Dasati to kill on
Kosidi if herunsout here. And when Kosridi isbarren, helll start on another after that.’

'How did we become like this? asked the old trainer.
'Generations of liesand manipulation,’ said Magnus.

Pug nodded his agreement. ‘Let metell you of what | know of the Chaos Wars." He began to tell the two
old fighters about the visions he had on the Tower of Testing in Kelewan and other stories and tales,
woven together in along narrative about the fall of the Two Blind Gods of the Beginning and the rise of
the VVaheru on Midkemia, the banishment of the Dragon L ords, and the Battle of Sethanon after the
Riftwar. Hetold the story without embellishment, and when he had finished, both of the old Deathknights
st Slently.

Finaly Martuch said, ‘Do you think that war extended here?

Pug said, 'l think that war existed in every aspect of redity. | think from the Chaos War down to the
struggle we face today, the fight isdl the same: the balance of the universe has been distorted and we are

caught up in the conflict to restoreit.

It never made any logica senseto methat thiswas only someinternd struggle between those forceswe
cdl good and evil; for even evil existswithin aparadigm that requires abaance with good, or if al isevil
the term loses meaning.

"Thereis nowherein my plane of existence where evil predominates asit doesin the Dasati Empire, yet
here you are, and with other agents of the White, you seek to restore the balance. Because evil cannot
exist without good to contrast with and to balanceit.'



'l don't understand,’ admitted Hirea. "Yet | will accept your explanation.’

'It'snot smple,’ said Magnus. 'But somewhere before history, a breach was made between what is our
collective, red universe, including dl the planes of existence, and the VVoid. It isfrom the VVoid that the
thing you call the Dark One came. He distorted the balance of this universe so much, disrupted the
normal give and take between opposing forces so severdly, that he was able to supplant the Dasati deity
of evil and grew in power after seizing his place and driving out dl the origind Dasati gods.'

Knowing that Pug had mentioned the Talnoy on Midkemia, Magnus added, 'We may never know who
gave the Dasati gods safe haven on my world, but there they remain, and perhapsif they wereto
return... perhapsthe baancein thisream would return that much faster.’ He let out adow breath. 'But
for that to happen, the Dark One needs to be destroyed, | think.'

A sound from above caused everyoneto fdl silent. Feet were pounding on the ground above, followed
by othersin close pursuit. Pug said, 'Soon. We can move soon.’

'l hope Vako and hisknights are safe,' said Magnus.
‘They aresafeor we aredl lost,' said Hirea.
"Where are they? asked Pug.

'We have one place, prepared against this day, that has never been used before. It isvery closeto an
ancient entrance into the palace that will lead usto the heart of the TeKaranas private gpartments. Itis
our plan to burgt into those apartments from below, to kill the TeKarana before his Tanoy guards
overwhelm usand claim the throne.’

'Claim the throne? asked Pug. 'How isthat possible?

Martuch and Hireaexchanged glances, then Martuch said, 'It is easy to forget that despite your
appearance and your ease with our language, you lack fundamental knowledge of our culture, human.'
He pointed to hisfriend. 'Should | kill my friend in battle, that is onething. I gain honour for my house and
society, and can take what | will from hisbody as the spoils of battle, on thefield. But should | kill my
father, | becomeruling lord of my house, as Vako did when hekilled Aruke. And if | kill my liegelord,
overpower him and take his head, then | am entitled to keep al that whichwashis!'

Hireafinished: 'If Vako killsthe TeKarana, he becomes the TeKarana. Why do you think the TeKarana
keepsan amy of fanaticdly loyd Tdnoy with him at dl times?

Magnus sad, 'But that means...'

'Someone must kill the Dark God,' finished Pug. 'Or Vako'sreign asthe TeKaranawill be avery short
one.’

"What do you propose? asked Alenburga.

Kaspar said, The Tsurani are as brave as any soldiersI've ever seen, but they lack a sense of
organization above the company level. Coordinating this could prove difficult.’ He looked towards young
Jeurin of the Anasati. 'My friend, | have avery difficult task for you.'

'Whatever | must do, Lord.'

Theentire Tsurani command structure was now located in a makeshift pavilion erected on ahillock near



theriver, lessthan half amile from where theriver emptied into the plains. They could easily seethe dust
raised from the fighting ashort distance upriver and soon they'd be able to hear the sounds of battle. The
Tsurani were being dowly rolled back, and Kaspar was seeking a plan to thwart the Dasati advance as
Alenburga had requested. Miranda and a haf-dozen magicians had just arrived after beginning the
evacuation and were standing off to the Side, ready to do whatever the General bid them.

The Generd looked a Kaspar who spoke to the young Tsurani lord. 'l need you to take the vanguard,
there—Kaspar pointed to a postion haf-way between their current location and thefirst rolling hillson
either sde of the river— "and | want two detachments of as many soldiers as we can muster on either
sde. Lord Jeurin, you must retreat, very dowly, drawing in the Dasati. We will surround them and press

in/

The young noble saluted and hurried out of the tent, shouting ordersto hisretainers.
Kaspar said, 'What of those behind the vanguard?
Alenburgaturned to Miranda. 'Can you keep them busy for aslong as an hour?
Shesghed, 'Wecantry.'

'How goes the evacuation? Alenburga asked.

‘Badly,' she answered. 'A second rift is being fashioned as we spesk, one that will empty into Novindus,
but it will take sometime, perhaps another day. The one that stands open now isin asmall chamber in
the Assembly, and we can only send through dozens of refugees at atime. And even then they're going to
be on an idand in the Sea of Dreamsin disputed lands between Kesh and the Kingdom. The only good
newsisthat thousands of Tsurani are on their way to the rift-sites, so when they are ready to open, they

will be ableto travel through at once.’

"Thousands,' said Erik von Darkmoor quietly, leaving unsaid what everyone knew: millions of Tsurani
would beleft to dieif something miraculous didn't occur.

At three hours after noon, the order was given to retreat and what was |eft of the Tsurani forces fighting
in the gaps of the river canyon fell back. The Dasati pushed forward, but halted when they saw the army
arayed on the plainslessthan haf amile awvay.

Thirty thousand Tsurani soldiers stood in fixed ranks, in three squads often thousand each. Clouds of dust
from the rear spoke of thousands more soldiers on the march, and the commander of the TeKaranas
Deathknights realized that at |ast they faced aformidable foe. Until now, the daughter had been immense,
the Deathknights killing Tsurani soldiersa awhim, but adjusting to the Kelewan climate and the energies

of thisleve of existence was starting to take itstoll. For every Deathknight killed by Tsurani wegpons,
two werefdling ill and having to return to the Black Mount, where Deathpriests would see to them, or
kill those too wesak to recover.

However, more Deathknights were coming through the portals every hour, and the Mount was
expanding. Kaspar reckoned that afull headquarters was now probably housed insideit, and his opinion
was shared by therest of the staff.

From what Miranda had reported about her captivity by the Deathknights, he knew that this probably

wasn't merely an invasion site, but the point at which they would begin to transform the world, to turn this

entire planet into ahabitable world for the Dasati. And every Midkemian present knew that it wasliterdly
only one step away from Kelewan to reach their own homeworld.



'Soon,’ said Erik. They were far enough behind the lines that they would face Deathknights only if their
plan failed totaly, but Erik drew his sword out of habit. He had stood in the linein too many battles over
the years not to fee the need to haveit in his hand.

Miranda and the Tsurani Great Ones had removed themsalves to a position on ahigh hill to the west of
the invaders, from which vantage point Miranda could make out most of what occurred. They were
waiting until an agreed-upon sgna to attack the rear of the Dasati column and inflict as much damage as
possible on the Deathknights and Deathpriests. Opposite them, in asmall vae hidden from sight, waited
the Tsurani cavalry, six thousand horsemen ready to strike from behind when ordered.

Alenburgasaid, They're coming!'
The Dasati began to move forward, but rather than their previous mad charges, they moved in lock step.
'Good," said Erik. 'They're accepting the gambit.’
Alenburga said, 'Let's hope none of them plays chess!'

Kaspar grinned, ‘'L et's hope our young Tsurani lord can keep his forces from acting like Tsurani and they
play their part.

Sowly the Dasati advanced towards the waiting Tsurani.

'Archers!’ shouted the Supreme Commander, wishing he had ahost of catapults and trebuchets here as
wel.

A flag was waved and acompany of Lashiki bowmen responded, launching avolley of arrows high into
theair. It was asif the Dasati wereignorant of archery as an eement of war. The arrowsrained down
and hundreds of Deathknights faltered, impaed by shafts. Those behind merely shoved the wounded
aside, or stepped on the backs of the fallen. Onward they marched.

'Wait,' said Kaspar as Alenburgawas about to give another order.
The Supreme Commander looked a him. 'How long?
'‘Another minute.' Kaspar paused and at last said, ‘'Now!"

Alenburga signalled to Jommy, who waited on ahorse at the base of the hill. Jommy nodded once, then
turned and put his heelsto the barrel of the animal and raced to the rear of the waiting Tsurani. He had
onejob and he knew exactly what it wasto be, yet that didn't diminish his concern. Where he was going
was about to become very dangerous.

Ancther flight of arrows rained down on the Dasati as Jommy reined in next to Lord Jeurin. 'Ordersfrom
the Supreme Commander, my lord! Now'sthetime!’

Theyoung ruler of the Anasati shouted. '‘Advancein order! Advance!'

The Tsurani had been given detailed ingtructions asto their rolein thisbattle. They knew that thosein the
centre of the line were the most likely to die today, but to aman they stepped forward briskly and
marched head-on towards an enemy more powerful and harder to kill than any foe they had ever faced;
an enemy, moreover, determined to kill every living thing on thisworld.

From his vantage point on the hill behind the lines, Kaspar turned to his companions. ‘'Now it begins,' he
sad softly.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Counterstrike

PUG SIGNALLED.

He had used his ahility to send his sight upward one moretime: the way ahead was clear and without any
apparent traps. 'It'stime,’ he said to Vako. It was now or never.

Martuch, Magnus, Hirea.and Pug had made the dangerous journey from their hideout in the Grove of
Ddmat-Amato Vako's staging area, avast chamber, easily able to contain the thousand or more
Deathknights of the White who had gathered there. Even now asthey prepared to launch their assault on
the TeKarana, dozens of stragglers were finding their way into the chamber.

Their orders had been smple, but for those Dasati who served the White they had been hard to accept.
They had been told that when word came they had to go to ground, not to fight, but to hide. Asif they
were children or femaes, they were to hunker down and wait until they weretold otherwise.

Trusted L essers who served the White had been given the critica task of spreading the word. And
despite dl the years of preparation it had amost been too late. Haifa dozen key messengers had been
swept up in the massive drive to bring sacrifices to the Black Temple and were assumed to be lost.
Another hundred or more Deathknights had died fighting the TeK aranas palace guards. They had been
given no choice, for any Deathknight found in the city after the call to muster was presumed to be of the
White; dl others were many miles awvay awaiting their ordersto invade Kelewan. The only warriorsin the
city not the TeKaranas men or Temple Deathknights were enemies.

Vako now drew his sword and ordered his men to be both cautious and silent. Pug marvelled at the
discipline shown by the Deathknights of the White, for caution and quiet were hardly hallmarks of the
Dasati warrior.

A lever wastripped and amassve ssonewall now did sideways, reveding agaping black tunnel leading
upwards. Vako moved forward and Pug found himself amazed once more by the acuity of Dasati vision
and their lack of need for torches as long as there was the merest hint of light or hest.

They moved into the darkness.

Kaspar signalled to Servan, who turned hishorse and rode asif athousand devils were chasing him. He
had his sword drawn, ready to fight if need be, but his misson wasto carry amessageto asorely
bel eaguered Anasati command bearing the brunt of the Dasati assault. He got close enough to Lord
Jeurin, to shout, 'Now! My lord, now!"

The Tsurani noble had been barely seventeen years of age when word of hisfather's deasth had reached
him. Despite losing hisfather, dong with the family's First Advisor, Force Commander, and dl senior
|eaders attending the High Council, he had shown aremarkable intelligence and resolve. He had stood



ready to defend himsdlf, but willed himself to not fight until given permission. Now he had been told to
put hissoldiersin harm'sway, and to fight adelaying retreat, but no longer would he let hissoldiersdie
protecting him. He saluted Servan, then shouted, "Withdraw in order! Withdraw!"

Servan saw him push forward, past retreating Anasati warriors, who were doing their best to delay
hundreds of Dasati Desthknights while hundreds more pushed in from behind. The young ruler was fire
with rage, venting the pent-up fury he had held in check since the death of hisfather. He leaped past one

of hisfaling men to strike downward, hamstringing a Dasati Deathknight, who reached for him with an
outstretched mail gauntlet, missing the young Tsurani warrior by mereinches. 'Back!" shouted Jeurin.
'Retreat dowly!"

Another Dasati Desthknight legped forward, but the two Anasati warriors flanking Jeurin intercepted him.
Individualy, the Tsurani were no match for the Deathknights, but these soldiers had trained together for
years, and they were protecting thelife of their young ruling lord. One took a shield-shattering blow that
drove him to hisknees, but the other took advantage of adight opening and drove his sword into the
exposed area under the arm of the Deathknight's armour. Orange blood spurted out in afountain as he
yanked loose his blade, and the three fell back another step.

The Desthknight tried to raise his sword arm, but couldn't.

Thewegpon fdl from fingers unableto grip, and he went to his knees. One of the Tsurani warriorswas
about to step forward to deliver akilling blow, but Jeurin grabbed him by the armour at the back of his
neck and yanked hard. 'No!" he shouted. 'Back! Fall back dowly!" Then to himself as much asthe
others, he said in wide-eyed wonder, 'It'sworking. The outworlder's plan isworking.'

On al ddes, the Tsurani were pressing in, save the middle, where Jeurin was withdrawing. This forced
the Dasati to pressforward in alarge circle, with those Deathknights caught in the middie unable to reach
the Tsurani. Suddenly the mgority of the Dasati were forced to watch helplessy asthe surrounding
Tsurani cut and hacked down every Deathknight before them. Now, if they pushed forward, all they
achieved was to shove their own men into the waiting Tsurani line.

The most senior Deathknight in the centre looked around, helpless, uncertain of his next move; an
experience no Dasati had ever encountered before.

Alenburgawatched al thisin admiration. That young man isworthy of any honour the Emperor wantsto
give him," he said to Kaspar and Erik.

They dl are,’ said Erik.

The Dasati were now forced together in an even tighter cluster, and Alenburgawaited to see abreak
between those now surrounded by the Tsurani and those gtill streaming down the trail from the Black
Mount. When abresk occurred, he said, 'Signal Mirandait istime!'

A Tsurani soldier standing nearby picked up avery tal post upon which abanner of bright green hung,
and began waving it back and forth.

On adigtant hill, Miranda saw the signa and shouted, ‘Now!"

As coordinated as court dancers, adozen Great Ones of the Empire of Tsuranuanni rose up asif being
carried by agiant invisble hand. Reaching down with their magic, they raised two additional magicians
each, so that thirty-six of the most powerful magicians on thisworld floated high in the sky, giving them an
unobstructed view of the gap between the river trail and the plains beyond the foothills. As she had
expected, Miranda saw the lines of Dasati were broken, and those in the gap were dowing, waiting to



seewhat was occurring in the battle less than half amile ahead of them, while their commanders decided
what to do next. She was no student of military tactics, but she had witnessed enough battlesto redize
that the Dasati were even worse than the Tsurani at coordinating large number of warriors. She was not
certain exactly what Kaspar's plan wasin every detail, but she understood enough of it to redizeit was
working.

'Forward!" she cried and signdlled them to move on.

In formation, thirty-seven magic-users of enormous power swept down to a position high above the
invading Dasati, and from there began to rain death on the invaders.

Jommy turned to Tad and Zane as Servan raced back from the battle to join them. 'L ook at that!" he
shouted. In the distance, above and behind the battle was a great display of lights and energies, towers of
flame and pillars of smokerising up, dmogt blinding the onlookers.

Tad grinned at his companions. '‘Don't get Mirandamad.' 'Come on,' said Zane, pointing to the command
position. 'We need to get back.’ The four youngsters, together for the first time in months, were enjoying
their new role asleaders of men while il testing their capabilities. Jommy was by far the most confident,
being the eldest and most experienced, but right now they were inexperienced youngsters being given a
huge amount of responghility.

The Tsurani command structure was in tatters, as every ruling lord save ahandful, had been obliterated

by the Dasati raid on the High Council. Those left dive werein key positions around the Empire, but at

this particular battle no seasoned veteran leader was present. Worse, most of the houses of the Empire

had lost their First Advisors, Force Commanders, Force Leaders, and othersin the dead lords retinues
who would have been vauable assatsin this Struggle.

Now tens of thousands of Tsurani soldiers awaited commands from foreigners, relayed by other
foreigners, to inexperienced leaders, aided by soldiers roughly of the rank of corporal or minor sergeant
in Midkemian terms. The few Strike Leaders and Force Leaders who were till alive had been placed in

critical positions and were desperately trying to coordinate those soldiers under their command.

'So far it ssemsto be working,' said Zane, pointing to where the Dasati were being drawn into atighter
group.
Thefour rode back to the command position, in timeto hear Generd Alenburga shout, 'Archers! Pick
your targets!'

The word was relayed, and the Lashiki archers—the finest in the Empire— shot high into the air so that
the arrows fell straight down into the middle of the Dasatis congested position. They were helplessto
defend themselves againgt such an attack.

Jommy drew up his mount, jumped down and tossed the reinsto alackey. Rushing to where the general
staff was arrayed, he sauted the officers and said, 'Orders have been relayed, Generd. They wait your
sgnd.

'Not yet,' said the crafty old soldier from Novindus.

Kaspar looked from Erik to Alenburgaand saw in their expressions the same murderous satisfaction he
felt at trapping alarge force of Dasati and destroying them, without incurring worse casudties.

More and more arrows rained down on the centre of the Dasati formation and Erik said, 'l find it



impossible to believe they don't have shidds'!’

'l don't begin to guess how these creatures think, answered Alenburga. 'All their swords look like
hand-and-a-half. Maybe they've become so tradition bound, variation isn't encouraged, or even alowed.'

Kaspar said, 'If thevison | had isred —and so far nothing shows me it wasn't — they are astrange and
twisted people who gave up innovation centuries ago.'

'Or maybe they just think they'reinvincible? suggested Erik.

In the distance they could see the flying magicians were continuoudy pounding away at the contained
force of Dasati hemmed in dong theriver above the plain.

Kaspar laugh was a bitter sound. 'Another hour of magic raining down from above and they'll lose that
vanity.

'Perhaps,’ said Alenburga, 'but what 1 want to know iswhere are their Deathpriests and why aren't they
answering the magicians attack?

Mirandawastiring but she was still energized by her chanceto lash out at the enemy. Not since the war
againgt the Emerald Queen's army had she felt this outraged or so focused in her anger. Down there were
those who had put her husband and her eldest son at risk, captured her and subjected her to insult and
indignity; she was more than happy to be the architect of their chastisement.

But she found that focus was becoming increasingly difficult with each passng moment, asfatigue began
to rob her of much-needed energy. She took a moment to glancefirst to one side, then the other, and
saw that some of her fellow magicians were a so beginning to show signs of exhaustion.

Gathering as much energy as she could mugter, Miranda cast down ahuge ball of crimson energy. This
served two purposes. Firdly, it was causing serious harm to alarge number of Dasati now held up inthe
river pass, with their way downward stalled by the immobile forcesin front of them, and their way back
to the Black Mount jammed by those following behind. And secondly, it signaled to Alenburgathat it
wastimeto unleash the cavdry.

The massive red flash was aso seen by the Lord of the Tolkadeska, a sixteen-year-old lad who had
never beenin aseriousfight in hislife, let done abattle. Hetried to keep his voice from bresking as he
raised his sword and shouted, 'Forward!'

A thousand horsemen hidden in an arroyo west of and just to the rear of where the Dasati line of march
had been severed moved out in orderly fashion. The boy leading them might be without experience, but
theriders of the four houses that followed him were not. They were veteran horsemen al. Horses had
come to Kelewan during the Riftwar, Kingdom mounts taken as prizes. Kasumi of the Shinzawai had
been the first noble to understand the value of cavalry and House Shinzawai had been the first to breed
horses on Kelewan.

Like Kasumi, many Tsurani nobles quickly became mad for horses acrossthe Empire, and inthe
decades since then, more horses had come through the rift from Midkemiaviatrading. Now the Tsurani
prided themselves on having light cavary the equa of any on Midkemia, including the legendary Ashunta

horsemen of the Empire of Great Kesh.

Every rider was as anxious to answer thisinsult to their nation's sovereignty asthose on foot. They were
eager to join the battle and drive out the invaders. Asthefirst thousand moved out, two other companies



took up position, ready to reinforce when ordered.

Y oung Lord Harumi of the Tolkadeska made a prayer to Chochocan, the Good God, asking not to
shame hisancestors by failing in hismisson. He raised his sword and shouted, 'Charge!’ and none of

those nearby noticed that his voice broke.

Hooves dammed the soil like thousands of hammers at aforge, and the ground shook. Dasat
Deathknights on their right flank felt the vibration before they could hear the sound because of the havoc
raining down from above asthe magiciansin the air kept throwing every evil spell of destruction they
could conjure at them.

The Tsurani cavary dammed into the left flank of the Dasati, turning adow retreet into aroiling mass of

confusion: On foot each Dasati was the match of dozens of Tsurani, but when they were confronted by

cavdry, the odds of their attackers were significantly improved. Dasati Deathknights were bowled over

and sent flying into the mass of their own forces retreating up thetrail. The fury of the ondaught drove

dozens of Desthknights off the trail and down the steep embankment, landing many in theriver, where
they were pulled under by the weight of their armour.

Lord Harumi of the Tolkadeska lashed out with his sword and was easily blocked by an experienced
Desthknight, who then quickly reached up and grabbed hisleg, pulling him from the saddle. Sammed
hard to the ground, the young ruler of his house didn't have timeto raise his sword in defence asthe
Deathknight drove the point of his sword through' the traditional |aminated hide armour of a Tsurani ruler,
ending aline of Tolkadeska lords going back over athousand years. Those around him took note that the
boy brought no shameto hislineage and when he died, hisvoice didn't break.

Alenburgasaid, 'Good. They'reretreating.' He turned to Zane. 'Ride to the front and remind our eager
Tsurani captainsthat they are not to enter the last valley at theriver's head —if they get that far.' AsZane
saluted and turned to run to hishorse, the old generd added, 'And try not to get killed.'

'Sr!" Zane snapped a sd ute as he | eft the make-shift command post.
Erik said, That went well.'
'Yes,' said Kaspar. 'But it was just one battle.'

'‘And unlessthe Dasati aretotd idiots,' added Alenburga, ‘they won't let themselves be drawninto a
cluster like that again. | won't guess how they think, but if | wastheir commander, 1'd be plotting how to
get my own cavary into thefight." Helet out asigh. 'It'sbeen along day.’ Asthe sun lowered in the west,
he asked, 'Do we know if they fight at night?

'We have no intelligence on that,’ answered Kaspar.

'Y our young Jommy is right. We cannot make assumptions about how these creatures think and act.’
Alenburgaturned to those officers waiting behind the three senior leaders of the Empiresarmy and said,

I want the field cleared of the wounded as quickly as possible, and | want defensive positions erected
even fagter. Wewill act asif we know another attack is coming after sundown.'

Another attack came after sundown.

Inthe vast tunnel, Pug held up hishand and they waited, listening. He had given himsalf the responsibility
of moving ahead of the vanguard as an advanced scout, because he was, except for Magnus, the most



powerful single being in thisinvasion force. Magnus had been stationed next to Vako and told to protect
himat dl costs.

There had been a congtant background sound as they entered the tunnel, and it had got increasingly loud
asthey passed near tunnelsthat Martuch said led from the palace complex to the Black Temple, ina
rough latticework fashion. It was hard to put the name to the sound, but it caused Pug's skin to crawl.

Pug motioned for the force behind him to move dong, and over athousand Deathknightsloyd to the
White came forward, moving with deliberate haste. No one knew for certain exactly how long the palace
guards would be occupied with the daughter of the city's vast population, but this attack had to be
conducted before any significant number of them returned from this mission of degth.

Pug detected movement ahead, and felt his pulse race as he anticipated, at long last, adirect
confrontation with the Deathpriests who protected the TeKarana. While preparing for thisraid, Pug had
asked Vdko and the others for as much information as they could provide about what they might
encounter. It proved to be sketchy at best. Little was known beyond this old, abandoned sub-basement
complex attached to the closest access to the TeKarands private complex within the Great Palace. The
TeKaranawas served by athousand dedicated Talnoy — Pug didn't feel the need to share his knowledge
of thered Tanoy gill hidden on Midkemia, or that these were merely men in armour that looked like the
ancient captured gods of the Dasati. He lived in acommunity almost completely isolated from the rest of
the beings on this planet. He had his own staff who were separate from the larger paace staff of
Effectors, Facilitators, Interlocutors, and other minor Lessers, and a harem of females chosen from the
better houses in the Empire. There had never been any record of his acknowledging a son. Moreover, it
was unclear when this TeKarana had taken over from his predecessor and how. Rumours abounded, but
no one knew the truth of it. It was suspected that one of the planetary Karanas would be selected to
replace the ultimate leader when it wastime, but no one outside the innermost society of rulerson this
world knew exactly how the system worked.

Pug reached what appeared to be a dead end, ablank wall of the ubiquitous black-grey stone used as
the primary building materia in the Empire. He motioned for Vako to approach and said, 'Isthere away
inor do | haveto break it down?

Vako seemed impressed, for the first time since meeting Pug. 'Y ou can bresk this down?
‘Not quietly.’
Vako actualy smiled, thefirst time Pug had seen him do so. ‘No, thereisaway.’

Martuch and Hirea came forward and the three of them spread out and placed their hands on the wall,
feeling for something that Pug could not see, no matter what aspect of his magic-enhanced sight he used.
After afew minutes, Hireareached low and triggered amechanism. There was adeep but surprisingly
soft rumble and the massive wall rolled into a pocket on the right, revedling another passage leading up.

Thisway,' Vako said, and Pug and Magnus entered the passageway, towards the palace.

Nakor held Bek back. Bek was dressed in the strangdly disturbing armour of the Talnoy, alook very
familiar to Nakor from the time he had examined ten thousand of the things hidden in avast cavern on
Midkemia, an experience bordering on the mystical. But there was nothing remotely mystic about these
Tanoy, for each was smply afanatic, loyd to the TeKarana, wearing ancient armour. The red-trimmed
black armour of the paace guards wasfar less ornate than the gold-trimmed monstrosity now worn by
Bek, and both were far gaudier than the real Talnoy armour Nakor had seen. It was asif the Dark One's
servants had felt the need to be more impressive in appearance than those they had replaced.



Nakor had heard the summons to the pa ace before Bek could respond, and had smply ushered his
young companion into an alcove off a storage room, as hundreds of Talnoy guards hurried to answer the
call. Bek had not questioned Nakor'sinstructions, but Nakor could tell he was getting restless after Sitting
slently in thistiny room for hours. Softly Nakor said, 'Soon. They'll be here soon.’

"Who will be here, Nakor? asked the hulking young man.
'Pug and the others.’

"Then what will we do, Nakor? | want to do something." Y ou will be able to do something soon, my
friend," whispered Nakor. 'It will be something you likealot.'

Miranda could fed the fatigue threatening to overwhelm her, yet she forced herself to cast one more spell
of scrying. Then her eyes opened wide and her head jerked back asif someone had dapped her.

'What isit? asked Generd Alenburga Hiseyes narrowed in his sunburned face as he studied her.
That hurt.'
"What hurt? asked Kaspar of Olasko.
"They've erected some sort of ... barrier againgt scrying insde that thing.'

Two dozen additional magicians had gathered since the end of the first phase of the battle, just before
sunset, and they were awelcome sight when the Dasati started their second assault an hour after
sundown. The Tsurani had used adifferent tactic thistime, convinced that the Dasati would not err again
and try to charge afixed position where the Tsurani could surround them.

Alenburga had ordered a company of Tsurani engineerswho had arrived towards the end of the battle to
erect as many barriers asthey could across the opening where the river trail emptied into the plain. The
Dasati could still come through, but not in numbers unless they first stopped to remove the barriers, or
tried to swim downriver.

Then adozen heavy ballistaand apair of trebuchets were unloaded from the wagons and erected, just as
the Dasati again advanced down thetrail. Astheir vanguard reached the end of thetrail, Tsurani archers
high in the hills overhead fired down on them, every fifth arrow being aflame, while those operating the
trebuchets hurled huge barrels of flammable ail into the pass. The barrels each held fifty galons of ail, and
they were designed to disintegrate on impact, spreading the oil in every direction. It took afew minutes
for thefireto begin in earnest, but after it caught hold began, it quickly erupted into an inferno that forced
many Deathknightsinto the river where they were pulled under the fast-moving water by the weight of
their own armour, or helped to their death by Tsurani spearmen who used their long pole-armsto hold
the Dasati underwater as they attempted to reach either riverbank.

After an hour of this, the Dasati beat a hasty retregt up the path.

Now they were attempting to anticipate the Dasati's next move, hence Miranda's attempted scrying. 'l
was never very good at that sort of thing, anyway,' she said.

The four young captains were waiting nearby, dl of them showing evidence of fatigue. Zane was nearly
adeep on hisfeet and Tad had to nudge him afew timesto keep him aert. General Alenburga noticed
and said, 'Passthe word to stand down. Set pickets at the edge of the hills, amilein each direction, and
weéll wait. Find whatever comfort you may and get somerest.’



Thefour young officers hurried off to discharge their duty and take a bresk.

Alenburga said to Miranda, 'l don't have any ideahow you do what it isyou do, but you look asif you
could deep for amonth. Go. | have atent set up amile or so to therear. Theré'sfood and adeeping
pallet there.' He detailed a soldier to escort her, and added, 'My thanks to you and the other magicians. |
doubt we'd be standing hereif it wasn't for your amazing skills!'

Miranda gave him awan amile. "Thank you. If you send for me, | can be herein minutes!'

Alenburgacast hisgaze in the direction of the Black Mount. 'l doubt well be hearing from our new
friends before dawn. They may seein the dark like cats, but we've given them alot to think about.' Ashe
watched Miranda departing with the escort, Alenburga said to Erik and Kaspar. 'That'swhat I'm the
most worried about.'

'Whét they're thinking?
'Yes,' said the Generdl.
Erik said, 'Something occurred to me during thislast struggle.”
'Out with it then, said Alenburga. 'Y ou don't strike me asthe shy type.’
Erik smiled. 'l didn't want to speculate until | saw if they were going to come at usathird time.”
'What isit? asked Kaspar.

"Why make the second attack? All they have to do is hold us outside the river pass, keep us some
distance back, and eventually that sphereis going to encompassthis area and they can strike out in any
direction. More to the point, why go to the trouble of creating al that daughter in thefirst place? Why not
just keep expanding the sphere?

Alenburgaran hishand over hisface. 'My eyesfed like I've got adesart'sworth of grit inthem.' He
looked at Erik firgt, then Kaspar. There are alot of questions| have no answersto.’ He paused, then
said, 'How did the Kingdom defesat the Tsurani in thefirst place, isone.’

Erik said, 'lI've studied every record of that war, and the best answer | can come up with is, because the
Tsurani weren't serious about it.'

‘A twelve-year war and they weren't serious?
'Seemsit was merely aside ploy in some big palitical game they were playing here.!’
'I'd hate to see what would have happened if they had been serious,’ said Kaspar.

'Weld al be speaking Tsurani from birth, | think,' observed Alenburga. He took a deep breath. 'But none
of the descendants of the Tsurani will be left to speak Dasdti if we don't prevall.'

'What next? asked Kaspar.

'Wewait.' The General |ooked around for alikely placeto sit and found alarge rock where he could lean
back. He sat down and said, 'Theredly bad thing isthat | have no ideawhat to expect next from those
mongtersin the dome. The good thing isthat come early morning tomorrow, well have threetimesthe
soldiersto throw at them.’

‘Something tellsme,' said Erik, Stting down nearby, ‘well need them.'



Kaspar remained standing and looked towards the sphere asif he could somehow seeit in the dark.
Softly he asked, '‘But will that be enough?

Joachim of Ran was nervous. He was nervous every timeit was his turn to watch the ten thousand
motionless Talnoy. He was aso nervous because the only other magician from Sorcerer's Idewho was
on duty was no older than he was — barely twenty-six years of age— and he had even less experience as
amagician, and was sound adegp outside.

The Conclave had been taking care of these... things, for some time now, Joachim assumed. He didn't
redly know much beyond hisingructions, which were to watch them in shifts with other magicianswho
came and went from Sorcerer'sIde, do nothing, but make sure someone knew if anything untoward
occurred in thisvast cavern.

Joachim was not entirely sure what ‘untoward' meant exactly, but he was entirely sure hewouldnt likeit if
he knew. He couldn't help how he fdlt; these motionless thingsin the vast cavern below were unnerving,
standing row upon row like monstrous toy warriors, each inidentical armour, each as unmoving asthe

rocks surrounding—

He blinked. Did one of them move? He fdt his heart pound and his skin puckered with gooseflesh. He
looked hard, but he could see no sign. It must have been sometrick of the night, a game of the mind, he
decided, yet till his heart raced.

Should he cdll Milton, the other magician? Taking a deep breath to calm himsalf, Joachim thought he
would only be mocked if hedid. He gpplied himsdlf to needlesdy adjusting the sngle torch stuck in the
make-shift sconce above him, and decided it was the flickering of the light that had caused theillusion.
No wonder the mind played tricks. He was once more astonished at how far the illumination carried in

this otherwise pitch-black hole in the ground. He took another deep, caming breath, and turned his

attention back to thetomein hislap. After hisfirst stint of guard duty here he had decided to at least
keep current on his studies. He was not the finest scholar in the Conclave and needed to refresh his
memory on the more convoluted cantrips, and he had particular trouble with the ones written in Keshian,
as hewas not avery good student of languages.

Heturned his attention to the page and after awhile becamelost in trying to master an especidly odd
phrasing. Then out of the corner of hiseye, he saw another flicker of movement and his head jerked up.
In the front row of thelong line of Tanoy...

He had to get hold of hisimagination. Everything was exactly asit had been moments before... or wasit?
Heart thumping, unsure of what to do, Joachim waited, watching for any other movement.

Thefirst of the TeKaranas guardsto spot Valko's forces died before his mind could register what it was
he saw. Pug had decided against subtlety at this point and smply used avery basic spell of physica
control to throw the man as hard as he could againgt a distant stone wall. It had the same impact asif he
had falen five hundred feet onto hard rock. The sound of it, certainly, was bound to dert others down
the halway to the fact that something was amiss. The splatter of orange blood covered yardsin every

direction.

'Impressive,’ said Martuch to Magnus. ‘| must remember not to annoy your father.'

'‘Good decison,' said the younger magician, alittle surprised at the Dasati's dry humour in this Situation.
Of course, compared to the other Dasati they had encountered, Martuch was dmost human in his
outlook. But Magnus was equally surprised at hisfather's outburst, and realized that Pug must have been



concealing a profound amount of anxiety since they arrived in thisrealm. And since he knew that Pug
never worried about himsdf, he must be anxious about Magnus, Nakor, and even that very strange
young man, Ralan Bek.

Magnus knew there were things going on that hisfather had not confided in him, and that Nakor and Bek
were playing somerole that he could not anticipate, but he had cometo trust hisfather implicitly over the
years. A prodigioustalent even asachild, Magnus had dways been given the opportunity to master his
craft at hisown pace, challenged, but never overburdened, and that training, despite his mother's often
impressive lack of patience, had given him agraceful approach to avery difficult practice. Magnus knew
some day he might surpass his parentsin ability, but that was still decades away, and right now there was
avery red question if hewould live minutes, let aone decades.

Pug turned a corner leading into avast gdlery, in which acompany of Tanoy guards lounged, apparently

areserve squad detailed to go wherever they were needed at a moment's notice, for the chamber had a

dozen large passages leading out of it like spokes. A few had their hdms off, chatting while they waited,

and once again Pug redlized how much of their advantage came from theillusion these armoured figures
werethe Tanoy of myth, the nearly impossible killing machinesfeared by al.

Pug didn't hesitate. He raised one hand above his head, and amassive display of blue energy —ahuge

pale globe in which lightning danced — appeared above that hand. He hurled the globe into the midst of

the Talnoy Deathknights. Sparks of energy shot out first one way, then another, dancing from target to

target, tunning each warrior they touched and throwing them into amomentary seizure. Some fell over

twitching while others stood upright asif locked in pardysis: folly athird of those in the company were
incapacitated by Pug's spell.

Vako and his men charged.

Taken by surprise, the two hundred Tanoy were unable to respond in any organized fashion. More than
half the Talnoy were executed asthey lay twitching on the floor or while attempting to rise, and those
who had managed to put up some resistance were quickly overcome. Two or three warriors of the White
assaulted each Tanoy il standing and suddenly it was over. Pug did aquick inventory and saw two of
Vako's Deathknights were dead and dozens had minor wounds, while the Talnoy lay dead to the last
man.

Pug looked from tunnd to tunnel, wondering which way to move, and examined the markings above each
entrance. In Dasati fashion, energy glyphs designating the tunndl's use were inscribed within the stone,
visible only to Dasati eyes, their equivaent to aroad sign with destinations on it. Pug quickly scanned

each and then he saw it, an energy glyph much larger than the others. It must be the mark of the
TeKarana.

Asif hearing Pug's unanswered question, Vako pointed to that very glyph and said, That way.'

Pug looked down the long tunnel. They were one long dash from the TeK arana's gpartment. He said,
'Magnus should come up between us, for we haven't seen a Deathpriest yet, and when we do, we may
see quiteafew of them.’

Vako said, Y our magic isimpressive, human. If it can be used in amore sdective fashion, that would be
useful; it may be some of them are agents for the White. We have afew placed high within the palace,
and they might have contrived a plausible reason to not be involved in the murder at the Black Temple. |
trust some of them are dtill herein the palace, for as soon as we attack, they will join us!'

'One can only hope,' Pug whispered. 'Still, well assume none of them are until we know otherwise.' He



motioned for his son to move ahead of Vako. 'Keep mein sight but fall back to protect Lord Valko if
you seethe need.’

Magnus said nothing as hisfather hurried ahead. He waited for amoment, then set out after him.

Nakor waited, listening, and then he heard it. 'Come dong, Bek. We are going to go find you afight.’
'‘Good, Nakor. | was very tired of standing still," said the large young man.
They hurried aong, hdf-running, haf-trotting, towards the sound of battle.

"When we get there,' said Nakor. 'Can you kill al those wearing armour like yours and leave the others
aone, please?

'Y es, Nakor.'
'Oh, and you might want to take your helmet off so that Pug and the others know who you are.’
'Yes, Nakor, said Bek, immediately taking off hishem and cagting it aside.
Asthey neared the sounds of fighting, Nakor said, 'Remember what | said?
'Yes, Nakor. Can | go now?
'Yes, go,' said the spry little gambler.

They rounded the hallway and at the far end could see avast courtyard opening up to the heavens. Even
from wherethey stood they could seethat afairly impressvefight wasin progress. From the blinding
flashes of energy and deafening sounds reverberating down the hall, Nakor judged that Pug and Magnus
must be there, which was as he wanted things to be. He sensed that the time was fast approaching when
al of hisplans, plansthat had been yearsin the making, were at last about to come together.

The only concern he had left was, would Ralan Bek, atotal madman, play his part? Everything Nakor
needed to have happen, the fate of three worlds, and the lives of everyone he had come to care about
over the last hundred years, would come to nothing if Leso Varen did not do as Nakor expected him to
do. There were times, thought Nakor, when being a gambler was not necessarily a good thing.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Return

d A

PUG CAST HISSPELL.

An explosion of brilliant illuminations confounded the Deathpriestsfor amoment, which wasal thetime
Magnus needed to lash out with another enchantment. Sparkling lights exploded from the pdm of his
outstretched hand asif he had cast ten thousand minute gems — diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and



sapphires. But the beauty of the spell wasin stark contrast to its effect, for it shot through the Dasati

Deathpriests like minuscule razors. Orange spots of blood appeared first on their faces and exposed

arms, but such superficid signswereirrdlevant, for to aman their eyes went vacant as dozens of tiny
holes were ripped through their brains.

Haf a dozen more Deathpriests now hurried into the room. They paused, cautious, and then asone
began an assault on the rear of the Tanoy guard. Pug noticed that each man wore awhite sash that had
hastily been tied around hiswais.

Vako turned as another figure raced into the room: amassive Talnoy guard, but this one was not wearing
any hdmet.

'Wait!" shouted Pug. 'That's Bek!"

Vako hesitated for an instant, then stepped back as Bek hurried past him, an expression of demented
glee on hisface asheraised his massive sword and swung it like awoodsman chopping timber. A Tanoy
who had been aiding another in pressing back two of Vakao's Deathknights was sundered from shoulder
to crotch and the two halves of hisbody fell apart in an explosion of orange blood. Bek grabbed another
Deathknight by the back of the neck, asif he were afractious puppy and turned rapidly, in dmost a
dancer's pirouette, throwing him hard againgt athird warrior half-way across the room. With a sudden
reversa of his spin, he completely cut through another Talnoy, his blade sundering the warrior's armour
with the shrieking sound of tearing metal and ashower of sparks from the blow.

Pug stood back, awed. Bek was now aforce of nature, something worse even than the most terrible
warrior Pug had ever seen. Pug had heard from Tomas what a challenge Bek had been when they had
first encountered one another, but now Pug wondered if even the legatee of the Dragon Lord armour
would survive an ondaught of thiswar god incarnate. Certainly there was more to Bek than he had ever
suspected, for it seemed that whatever was hidden inside him was now coming to fruition.

Valko circled around to where Pug stood and said, 'No mortal can do this. What is he?

'l don't know," Pug said. He could see that the Situation was rapidly approaching victory, asthe knights of
the White were disposing of those Tanoy guards who were not throwing themselves at Bek to protect
the TeKarana. Taking adeep breath, he continued, "'When we first found him, he seemed a strange young
man, possessed by some. .. agency, and we thought perhaps we understood his nature, but since coming
here... | don't know. It'sasif he'sa Dasati soul in a human body'

'Hé'sterrifying, said Vako, completely unaware of making the most profoundly aien admission possible
for aDasati Deathknight to utter.

Pug looked back and saw the othersin the White company were also watching as Bek weighed into the
fray, laying about with his sword asif he were a giant among mere men. He took wounds, but ignored
them, and each time he struck a Talnoy guard fell. Quickly the Talnoy began to do something unthinkable
amoment earlier, turning to flee. Bek crippled two from behind before they could take a step, then set of f
in pursuit of the handful that were trying to organize astand on the far sde of the room. In ahaf-dozen
strides, Bek was upon them and with the efficiency of abutcher in an abattoir he finished them off in
moments. Then the room fell silent. Deathknights of the White stood in mute astonishment at what they
had just witnessed.

Vako sad, Thiswill not last long. No matter how much confusion exists in the palace and the city
beyond, as soon as we pass through that door into the TeKaranas inner chambers, every loya Tanoy
guard and pal ace Deathknight will come as quickly asthey can. We must move decisively and without

hesitation.’ He turned to his company, many of whom were barely able to stand, and said, 'No one



beyond that door isour friend.’

Vako looked at the Deathpriests who had joined them and saw Father Juwon, one of the first to begin
histraining to serve the White. He was as highly placed in the Brotherhood of the Dark One as any
serving the White, and a powerful practitioner of magic. He hurried over and said, Y our mother and
sster arewell.' He spoke rapidly. 'We located the traitor, a Lesser who served in the kitchen. He
reveded himsdf to be aDeathpriest and did not die easly. Everyone you left behind is safe and the
Bloodwitch Sisterhood isintact, and ready to serve when needed.’

'How go things esawherein the city? asked Pug, ignoring the odd expression on the face of the High
Priest when a Lesser spoke up without permission.

"Thisisthe human magician, Pug,' said Vako. 'And that Lesser thereis dso a human magician.' He
indicated Magnus.

A voicefrom behind the priests said, ‘And | am, too.’

They looked around, and there was Nakor. The little man said, ‘| mean, I'm human; I'm not amagician.
I'magambler. But | know afew tricks!

The Deathpriests did not seem to know what to make of Nakor.
Pug said, 'We haven't much time. How are things?

'Madness, beyond anything we have ever encountered, or even heard about; what is happening now to
the people of this planet makes the Great Culling we recently endured look like nothing more than ridding
atiny bush of pests. Now there is wholesale murder around the world, Vako." Juwon closed his eyesfor

an ingtant, agesture Pug found very human, then he looked at the young Degthknight. "While the great

muster waits patiently to go to the human realm and die on another world for the glory of the Dark One,
tens of thousand of Lessers are being daughtered everywhere!

‘Everywhere," said another Degthpriest. 'It'sasif no living thing on Omadrabar is safe.’

'Nothing is,' said Pug. 'l know more of the nature of rifts and magic portals than any man living on my
world or on the Tsurani world. Thisthing that tethers thisworld and Kelewan islike nothing I've sensed
before. | can't be certain until | get closer toiit, but the only thing | have seen that isremotely likeit was

the death rift used by amad human magician to leave Midkemiafor Kelewan.'

'What are these rifts you speak of ? asked Valko.
Nakor sad, 'Be brief; we havelittle time [&ft.’

‘Riftsare portds, if you will, between worlds. Those | understand are fashioned with magic that is both
powerful and subtle. But this one, used between our two realms, isathing of death-magic, necromancy
of apower beyond my capacity to contemplate. It ismore like avast tunnd, alowing travel in both
directions, and it isfudlled by the deaths of your people. | think there must be away to closeit, to save
my realm from the Dark One, but | won't know until | reachit.

"The Dark Oneisabloated cresture of the Void, near-mindlessin his hunger for life. The next redlm, my
home, isfar richer inlife. That iswhy he seeksto riseinto my realm, rather than extend his reach beyond
the Twelve Worlds." Almost to himsdlf he added, 'The only mystery is how he found the meansto reach
our plane from yours.' Pug paused, then continued, 'The Dreadlord is seeking away into my realm using
the desths of your people asameans. He has been devouring your people for ages, building up his
grength and readying himsdf for this migration to my reslm. He's now using thiswholesale murder to fue



the rift between our worlds, and doesn't careif he kills every living thing on thisworld or the other eleven
ruled by the Karanasin hisname.

'Hewill destroy the entire Dasati race if needed to reach the next plane of redlity. Thereisnothing that
can change the fate of the Twelve Worlds unless we conspire to destroy the Dark One!’

Vako looked to where Bek waited, his body covered in orange blood, his eyes fixed on the doorway
leading into the inner sanctum of the TeKarana. 'Is he the Godkiller?

'If heisnt, | don't know whois," said Pug.
'No," said Nakor. 'Heis not the Godkiller.'
All eyesturned to Nakor.

In amazement Pug said, 'What did you say?

'| said hel's not the Godkiller. Bek is hereto alow the Godkiller to destroy the Dark One, but heisnot
the Godkiller.'

I don't und—' began Pug.
Therésno time,' said Nakor. 'Bek, open that door!”

Raan Bek reached out and took a huge handle in hisleft hand, hisright holding his sword as he prepared
to vist mayhem on whoever waited on the other side.

Pug could hear the sound of metal bars screaming asthey bent in protest, yet the fastenersthat had
locked them out now broke free beneath Bek's powerful pull aseasily asif they had not been there, and
with far less protest than had any Siege device or engine been used. Pug wasn't sure that his magic could

have accomplished the task so easlly.

A dozen men in Tanoy armour waited on the other Sde of the door: as one they launched themselves at
Bek. Two died before they could take afull step; and athird as his second foot touched the ground.

Now, Vako and the other Deathknights of the White attacked.

Pug turned around and around, trying to ascertain where the next attack might come from. The chaos a
the door blocked hisview for amoment, as he dodged through the carnage while Bek daughtered
everyonein front of him, and Vako's men surged on ether side, streaming into the room, their battle cries
ringing off the vaulted stone celling.

Pug knew here he would encounter the most powerful of the Dark One's Deathpriests, for they would be
ready to defend the TeKarana. The throne room was vast, along oval with adoor at one end through
which they had just entered, a dozen massive stone pillarsrising on either sde and down at thefar end, a
mass of waiting men.

As Pug and Magnus hurried forward, they saw the Deathpriests who were gathered at the far end of the
room, surrounding a powerful-looking figure arrayed in orange armour: the TeKarana. And between the
TeKarana and the attackers stood a veritable army of defenders. Pug said to Magnus, 'We don't have
timefor this'

Magnus said, 'l understand,’ and roseinto the air, above the battle.

Aswith everything elsein thisdark and twisted world, the TeKaranas persond quarterswerevast. He



sat upon athrone on acircular dais Situated on twelve concentric rings of stone, rising from the centre of

thefloor. Like every other room in the palace, the walls were bare of anything resembling human art, but

here they sported trophies: the skeletal remains of hundreds of warriors, each still wearing their armour: a
mute testimony to the power of theruler of the Twelve Worlds.

Beyond the throne lay the entrance into the TeKaranas persona quarters, where terrified Lessersand
women of the harem dressed in seductive raiment peered through the door. Seeing Magnusriseinto the
air, many of theseturned and fled.

If the sght of aLesser flying caused any of the combatants to hesitate, they paid for that pause with their
lives. Magnus sent lances of searing energy that burned everything they touched save the stones of the
floor and wall. Flames erupted from the clothing and flesh of any Desthpriest too dow in erecting a
protective barrier from the soaring magician.

Magnus had amydtical protective barrier in place, when the Deathpriests unleashed awave of magic.
Noxious-smdling tendrils reached out from their hands, long flowing ribbons of desth spreading
throughout the room. The Deathpriests were indiscriminate, killing defenders aswell as attackers, for they
knew that the defenders were not going to save the TeKarana, but that killing everyone elsein the room
until reinforcements arrived would.

Pug lashed out with a blinding silver-white flash that withered each tendril asit extended acrossthe room
and the Deathpriests shook asif in pain, some crying out astheir spells were sundered, then turned their
attention to the two magicians. Those able to respond sent forward aswirling cloud of black motes, as
much like aswarm of flies as anything €lse Pug could put anameto, and he erected his own shield before
Magnus and himsdf. While Pug defended, his son unleashed another withering attack on the Deathpriests
and two morefdl screaming asthey erupted into flames.

Bek cut hisway through the defenderslike afarmer scything through wheat and the Deathknights of the
White behind him spread out to engage the Talnoy. Vako moved to stand on Bek's | eft, ready to leap
forward and confront the TeKarana.

Pug and Magnus together were more than enough of amatch for the Deathknights and father and son
worked in concert like two beings with the same mind. Magnus seemed to know without being told when
he needed to defend against the Deathknights, and Pug's counterattacks quickly |eft them dead or
disabled. Quickly, al magic threatsin the room were blunted.

Within minutes only ahandful of bloodied defenders stood protecting the TeKarana, atal,
massively-built warrior, of the same stature as Rdan Bek. He held asword dmost identicd to the one
Bek carried, save that it was decorated with precious metas along the blade and with gems on the hilt.

"Y our corpse will receive a position of honour above my throne!" he shouted at Bek, as herose from his
throne, descending the steps to the floor opposite the hulking young warrior. Pointing a Bek in challenge,
he shouted, 'Never has any warrior challenged me within my own demesne!’

Pug used hisartsto pick up the last two Deathpriests and fling them across the room, ending their
magical threet. He saw Magnus return to stand on the stone floor, untouched, though he like everyone
else in the room was smeared and spattered with orange blood.

Bek saw the TeKaranas chalenge, and swept aside those remai ning guards between himsdlf and the
ruler of the Twelve Worlds. He was unrdenting, coming straight at the TeKarana.

Vako and the remaining Deathknights of the White finished off the remnants of the TeKaranas Tanoy
guards on the flanks, and as Bek lashed out and the clash of swords rang out through the hall, dl eyes



turned to the struggle. Two terrible figures of power now battled.

Pug raised ahand to add his magic to the attack on the TeKarana, but Martuch reached out and yanked
him by the shoulder. 'No! Y ou must not interfere!’

Pug saw that none of the other Deathknights, including Vako, were rushing forward to help but instead
were dl watching with rapt attention as the two titanic figures battled. Each blow was answered and the
sound of it wasasif amad god of blacksmiths worked stedl on amassive anvil.

For minutes Bek and the TeKarana struck back and forth, evenly matched, as each blow was received
and answered, each thrust met with ablock or riposte, and no injury was given or taken. For what
seemed along time to Pug, the room was silent except for the sound of the two combatants, as metal
rang upon meta and grunts of exertion punctuated gasping intakes of breath.

Then the balanced shifted. Bek was in ragpture as he fought, each strike seeming to empower him and

make him stronger, while by contrast the TeKarana's breath became more laboured and he began to

dow. Thefirst Sgn of theinevitable was a strike to the TeKaranas upper |eft arm as Bek's sword cut
through his orange armour asif it were paper.

'Impossible!’ said Hirea.
'No," said Nakor, quietly. 'Watch and you will see something remarkable.’

Vako stood beside Pug, holding his sword and Pug could see the conflict in the young Daseti lord's face.
Pug redlized that VVako had assumed that he was the prophesied one, the warrior destined to destroy the
TeKaranaand prepare the way for the Godkiller, not this human warrior in the guise of a Dasdti.

Now the TeKarana swung wildly and over-extended himself, and Bek levelled him with aback-handed
blow, the metal clad gauntlet of hisleft hand striking him squarely on the side of the head. The
TeKaranas hdm went flying and thiswas the first time that any who were not of hisinner circle had seen
his face since he gained the throne.

Helooked... ordinary. His build was massive and powerful, but there was nothing in the face of the
Ruler of the Twelve Worlds that spoke of any specia qudity. His expression was dazed from the blow to
his heed, his nose ran orange blood and he blinked furioudy, asif trying to will hisvision into focusashe
held himsdf up on dl fours, defenceless. Bek took one step forward and kicked the Dasati full inthe
face, sending broken teeth and more blood flying to splatter the floor.

The TeKaranawas stunned, but not incapacitated: he rolled away from danger, then cameto hisfeet with
abdt-knifein his hand. He made amenacing feint with it and reached for his sword with hisfree hand,
and Bek swung down hard, causing sparksto fly when his blade struck the stone. The TeKarana barely
withdrew his hand back intime.

‘It'sover,' said Martuch.
‘Not yet," said Nakor.

Bek laughed, and it was aharsh, chilling sound that filled those listening with the madness of bettle. Even
Pug felt the desire to grab aweapon and join the struggle, as dien afeding as he had ever experienced.
Helooked at Magnus and saw that his son felt the same way. He nodded to him once and both
magiciansincanted aquick spdl which freed their minds of intruding thoughts and emotions.

Bek stepped back, indicating to the TeKaranathat he could pick up his sword. Thissmall measure of fair
play was agesture so dien to the Dasati that it took afew seconds for comprehension to dawn on the



TeKarana. But once he saw he was not being taunted, he reached out with surprising speed and picked
up his blade. He kept it moving in alooping circle and suddenly swung it down towards Bek's head. Bek
blocked it easly, holding hislong sword easily in one hand, then struck the TeKarana hard on the point
of the jaw with hisfree hand. The battered warrior's knees went wobbly but he held tightly to his sword.
Hislegstrembled and he began to fall to hisknees, but Bek reached out with hisleft hand, seizing the
TeKaranasright wrist and prevented his collapse. Bek crushed the TeKaranaswrist and the sword fell
from fingers gone suddenly limp. Slowly Bek et him down, until he knelt, defenceless, before thelarge
warior.

Bek released his hold and the defeated warrior fell backward, his right hand usaless. The pain had made
his eyes go vacant for an ingtant. Instead of stepping forward and killing the TeKarana, Bek turned his
back, and walked towards Vako.

The TeKarana shook his head, regaining hiswits. He looked at the retreating back of the huge warrior,
frowned, then reached down to retrieve hiswegpon with his uninjured hand. Gripping hissword tightly,
he struggled to hisfeet, histarget the exposed back and neck of his opponent.

Bek stood motionless, then looked down at Vako and said, 'Kill him.'

The TeKaranaraised his sword and just as the blade came fully upright, Vako stepped past Bek and ran
his sword-point into the TeKaranas throat. With awrenching twist that dmost decapitated the Ruler of
the Twelve Worlds, he yanked free hisblade.

'What just happened? asked Magnus.
Hireasaid, 'Bek just gave Vako an empire!

Vako looked at those in the room, his expression indicating that he was just as confused as everyone
else asto what had happened and why, but he understood the gravity of the moment. He stopped,
picked up the fallen TeKaranas ornamenta sword and walked dowly to the throne.

Lessthan aminute later acompany of Tanoy guards raced into the chamber to find hundreds of
Desthknights of the White knedling before the throne, upon which sat ayoung Daseti lord. At hisfeet lay
the prone body of the former TeKarana.

Asthefirg Tanoy hesitated, Juwon, in the robes of ahigh priest of the Brotherhood of His Darkness,
cried out, 'Valko? TeKarana!'

Such wasthe Dasati way that the Talnoy instantly bent akneein the presence of their new ruler. No
guestion was asked, and no protest was sounded, for in the order of Dasati life hewho kills hisliege
becomesruler. Valko was now supreme ruler of the Twelve Worlds.

Pug softly asked Martuch, 'How long will thislast?

The old Deathknight shrugged. 'Who can say? If it is as you suggested, and the Dark One cares no more
for thisrealm as he flees, then aslong as Vako can keep his head on his shoulders. Many will seehim as
ayouth, ripefor killing, and many will dieto keep him on that throne.' He indicated the generd direction
of the Dark Temple and said, '‘But if the Dark One needs a pet ruler on the throne, then it will last only for
aslong asthe Dark Oneisbusy. Once word reaches him that a rogue Deathknight has deposed his
favourite, every Temple Deathknight in the Empirewill be heading hereto kill him. They will obey the
Dark One's Deathpriests before they obey the TeKarana. Even if we can defeat the Dark One, we may
have acivil war; the only question iswill it be along one or ashort one!’



'Short one? asked Pug.

"The only friendly Deethknights not at the great muster and invading the human world are those of us
here. If the Dark One orders hisforcesto attack us here, it'savery short civil war.'

Pug reckoned there were roughly athousand Deathknights, including the newly-arrived Tanoy guardsin
the chamber.

"There are perhaps afew more palace guards scattered around who would bend aknee to Valko, but
the Dark One till has perhaps twenty thousand Deathknightsin the city and another five thousand at the
Black Temple,' Martuch finished.

Magnus looked at Bek, who stood amost motionless, his expression rapt and distant, asif seeing
something in the air. Then he turned to Nakor and said, "What has happened to him?

'He's come home," said Nakor. The little gambler looked around the chamber as Deathknights of the
White and the TeKaranas Tanoy guard stood uneasily side by side, awaiting the first command from
their new ruler. He then looked to where. Vako sat, also looking uncertain, and said, 'Vakao's young, but
he will start achange here that may take centuries. Eventually these people will find their way back to
where they should have been had the Dark One not cometo thisrealm.’

Pug said, 'Nakor, you have knowledge we lack, obvioudy. We shal soon face an army of Deathknights
loyd to the Dark One and our forces are exhausted.' Pug looked his old friend in the eyes. There have
been times over the years when | knew you were holding back, not telling me everything, and | merely
thought it was your way, but now, for the sake of al we've sacrificed and al we've hoped to gain, we

need to know what you know.’

Nakor laughed. 'That, Pug, isimpossible. But you do deserve the truth.' To Magnus he said, 'Can you
take usto the Dark One?

'Yes,' said Magnus. 'l| remember that overlook, where the TeKarana and his court watch the
ceremonies!

To Vako, Nakor said, 'Ruler of the Twelve Worlds, my time hereisamost a an end. Y ou must endure
and lead your peopleinto anew era. He pointed to Bek. 'He will remain with you awhile longer, but
soon he must go about his own business.’ Now he moved to stand before Bek. ‘Goodbye, Ralan Bek,'
he sad quietly.

'‘Goodbye, Nakor.'
Y ou know what you must do?

'l do," said the massive youngster. With agrin aswide as Nakor'she said, 'l finaly know what itisl am
supposed to know.' He looked down at his diminutive companion and asked, 'And you know what you
must do?

'Yes,' said Nakor. He reached up and standing on tiptoes he put his hand over Bek's eyes. The young

man stood motionless for amoment, then his head jerked back asif he had been struck and he stood

blinking for amoment. Then he smiled. Thank you, little human," he said with obviousjoy. He looked
around. 'l will protect this boy until the others get here.'

'‘Good," said Nakor. 'Fare you well, Ralan Bek.'
'‘And fare you well, Nakor the Isdani.’



Nakor said, 'Martuch, Hirea: guidethelad.'
'Others? asked Pug.

Y ou will see, soon enough,’ he said to Pug. To Magnus, Nakor said, ‘Come, the three of us have much
to do and littletime. Let us go to the Dark One's pit.’

Magnus obliged and Pug and Nakor felt the sense of didocation, dmost afaint jerking fegling asthey |eft
one place and arrived at another. Suddenly the three of them were standing before the TeKaranas throne
on the observation platform withessing a scene of madness beyond their experience.

Thousands of Dasati were fdling from above, some bouncing off the rock-face, othersfalling directly into
the burning sea of orange energy and green flame. Otherslanded on the bloated thing that was the Dark
God and afew pitiful wretches were dill living when they landed. One or another was picked up by the
Dark One's magic and carried screaming towards his massive maw. The featureless head was without
digtinction, yet the two burning red eyes regarded its next victim. While no mouth could be seen, the
victim would vanish into the face of the Dark One, who would swalow the Dasati whole.

"Thisisunnecessary,’ said Nakor. "The cresature can suck life energy with atouch. Theedtingis...
thestrics.

Terror isatool of the Dread,' said Pug. Turning to look at Nakor, he said, 'Why are we here? We may
be noticed at any moment, and even the three of us can not best athousand Deathpriests, or that thing in
thepit if it reaches out to us!’

The gdlery beyond where they stood and the rim of the pit above aswell as adozen openings at various
levels of the cavern were thronged with Deathpriests and temple Deathknights.

'We're waiting,' said Nakor. "We're waiting for the Godkiller, and when he arrives, we must each carry
out our appointed tasks.'

'Nakor," asked Magnus softly, ‘what are you not saying?

Thelittle gambler sat. 'I'm tired, Magnus. Y our father has understood for quite along time that | am not
entirely what | seem, but he's had the consummate good grace to let me play the fool when it served my
purpose and not ask too many questions.”

'Y ou've dways been agood friend and staunch dly," said Pug.

Nakor let out asigh. 'My timeisamost over, here, and it isfitting that you should know thetruth." He
looked from Pug to Magnus. "Y ou will inherit aburden from your father, and it isaheavy one, but | think
you will be equd to that task. Now, | need amoment of timewith your father, aloneif you don't mind.'

Magnus nodded and moved away to give them some privacy.

To Pug, Nakor said, 'Y ou must make good your promise and suffer your trias, my friend, but if you are
resolute, al will cometo passasit must. You will, in the end, save our world and help restore a
much-needed balance.'

Pug looked hard at Nakor. 'Do you speak of—'
'No one knows of your arrangement with the Death Goddess, Pug, except she and you.'

‘But you do," Pug whispered. 'How isthat possible? Even Miranda doesn't know.'



'Nor can she, or any other morta, said Nakor.
'Who are you? Pug asked.

‘That,' said Nakor, 'isavery long story.’ Then he grinned hisfamiliar grin and said, 'All in good time.
Now we must wait.' Looking over a the horrific scene in the heart of the pit, he said, 'l hope our wait is
short. Thisplaceisno fun.’

Men screamed in pain and shock asthe Black Mount suddenly expanded in asingle gigantic spasm.
Whereit had been haf amile away one moment, the next it loomed over the command centre, mere
yards from Alenburga's headquarters. Miranda managed to get a defensive shield up but it was aready
too late.

The screaming stopped as abruptly asit had started. The men who had been positioned before the
commander's observation point on the ground below the hill had, it appeared, been bisected by the
arriva of the sphere. Blood and body parts rimmed the edge of the sphere.

Mirandacried, 'We must pull back!"

Stunned by the sight of the Black Mount, General Alenburganow ordered, 'Withdraw!" To the four
young captains who waited to carry out hisingtructions he said, 'Head south. Theresaknoll near a
stream that feeds into the river. Grab as many maps asyou can carry and take them there.' To Kaspar
and Erik he said, 'Gentlemen, it'stimeto go.' To Miranda he said, 'Madam, if you and your magical
friends can shed any light on this development, sooner is better than later.’

The commanders of the Tsurani army made an orderly, but hurried, departure.

Mirandafelt confident that the sphere wouldn't expand again for awhile, but her curiosity was piqued.
She closed her eyeswhile others around her beat a hasty retreat, and sent her mind forward.

She encountered the mystic anti-scrying magic she had been repulsed by previoudy, and sought once
moreto neutraizeit. She had discussed this problem with severa other magicians while they were
resting, and had got severa useful suggestions. She redized one point made was possbly the most

cogent: it wasn't abarrier, but rather acounter-spell, one designed to harm, injure, or kill should intrusion
be pressed. If that was the case, she could counter it, aslong as she was willing to endure some
discomfort.

She forced her mind to conjure up the strength of will to push her mystic sight through the barrier and felt
asharp stab of pain as she did so. She battled the pain and erected defensive spells of her own to
counter the attack on her mind, and then shelooked at what was occurring insde the sphere. The

revulson she felt as her mind registered the scene before her caused her to recail inginctively. She dmost

fainted as she tore her mind back to thisside of the barrier.

An unknowabletimelater, she found Erik von Darkmoor standing over her and Mirandaredized she
was lying on the ground. 'Areyou dl right? he asked calmly in the midst of the organized chaos.

I saw..." she said weskly asthe old warrior extended his hand to help her to her fedt.
"What did you see? he encouraged, supporting her by onearm.
‘Wemud...'

'What?



Her eyeswere unfocused and her thoughts were cloudy. She said, 'We must leave!
'We are leaving,’ he said. "We're pulling back to regroup.’
'No,' shesaid. 'We must leave... thisworld.'

‘Miranda," he said camly as he walked her down the hill to where alackey held his mount, ‘what are you
saying?

He saw her wits return and despite her obvious exhaustion, her eyes were wide and her features became
animated. 'Erik! They've opened... | don't know what to call it. It'snot arift as| know it, but rather... a
tunnel! It's some sort of passage between the two realms, and it's occupying dmost the entire inside of
that spherel" Shelooked back at the monstrous Black Mount that rose up into the late afternoon sky like
terrible dark boil on the surface of the planet. "The mouth of the tunndl isthisvast pit, only ahundred or
so yards insde the edge of the sphere. It must expand as the sphere expands.’ She squeezed her eyes
shut, and took a deep breath. ‘Most of your troops... they must havefalen into that void... tunnd,
whatever itis!

'Gods,' he said softly.

'Erik," she said, looking around and redlizing that Alenburga and Kaspar had dready departed. 'Y ou have
to tell them. Everyone... we must evacuate as many people aswe can. There are Deathpriestsingde that
thing, stunning those who fell ingde, your men, and they had Deathknights throwing them into the opening
of thetunnd..." She closed her eyesasif willing hersdf to remember. 'Erik, they'refeeding it. They're
using your soldiersto make it stronger, makeit bigger.’

Erik'sface drained of colour. 'And when it gets strong enough, it'll jump again?

'Yes,' said Miranda, dmost unable to frame the word. The spherewill get bigger... and bigger..." Her
voice grew softer and she started to wobble on her feet. 'Until it coversthiswholeworld...'

‘But it can't keep growing... forever.'

Miranda's face was ashen. ‘No, it only needsto get big enough to let something come through from the
other sde...'

'What?

"The Dark God of the Dasati,' she whispered. Mirandawent limp and only Erik's firm grip kept her from
fdling to the ground.

"You!" he shouted to a nearby soldier. 'Get alitter! Bear her to the Supreme Commander!”
'Yes, sir,' said the Tsurani Strike Leader he had addressed.

Erik looked at the sphere as he waited. Againgt the armies of the Emerald Queen a Nightmare Ridge he
had survived with what he had. Thistime, however, he felt asense of helplessness. Thistime maybe no
onewould survive.

Pug and Magnus covered their earsto protect them from the shrieking sound. Nakor was knocked to the
floor.

The entirety of the cavern shook and vibrated and many of those near the rim of the cavern fell over,



screaming asthey fdll to their desth. Nakor sat up and pointed. 'Look!

A circular column of air was swirling down from above, like agiant wind funnd, and through it fell more
bodies. Hasheslike lightning cracked through the gloom, illuminating the vast cavern with ablinding silver
light. Above agiant hole appeared at the top of the funnel, and more bodies started faling throughit.

"They're Tsurani!" shouted Magnus.

There was no mistaking the armour and the human forms as thousands of men cascaded down through
the hole. Suddenly the giant form of the Dreadlord shook and he began to shimmer and flow likesilk in
thewind.

Then from the surface of the malignant being tendrils of foul-smelling smoke rose up, and flowed into the
funnel, combining with it, and seeming somehow to add to its volume.

'‘What is happening? Pug shouted to Nakor.

"The Dreadlord has opened a passage between thisworld and Kelewan,' shouted the small man. ‘It is not
like your rifts, Pug, or even the portas used to gain afoothold. Now thisworld and Kelewan are linked,

and asthe Dreadlord gains strength, helll push the area of his control outward. The greater the surface of
Kelewan he covers, the more people under the dome of his control will die. Thelarger the number who
die, the bigger the dome. Kelewan isto be his next home. Heis using his own being, the energy he has

gored ingde himsdf from thousands of years of degth, and hesusing it to pull himsdlf through to
Keewan. Somewherein this process, and soon | fear, he will begin hisjourney through that tunndl to
Kelewan.'

"What of the Dasati? asked Magnus.

"They are dupes on an unimaginable scale.' He looked at Pug. "Y our father has dready cometo
understand the truth about the Dark One. Heis using them as a means to gain access to the next highest
plane: theideathat heis opening up anew ream for the Dasati isalie. He will abandon thisworld and
move on, but not before hedrainsthisone of dl life.

'Once he's established himsalf on Kelewan, helll erect aDark Temple, like this one, then return the planet
toitsformer sate, and whatever remnants of humanity exist on it will be alowed to breed and repopulate
and form new societies while the Dreadlord degps. He will deep for centuries, but his dreamswill hold
sway over the emerging tribes of mankind. He will make Kelewan amockery of itsformer greatness,
turning the Tsurani into murdering desth-worshipperslike the Dasati and gtart them moving upward to the
next highest redm.’

'How do you know al this? asked Pug.

'Because it's happened before, Pug,” answered Nakor. 'In other places and here, on thisworld." Nakor
signalled for them to make their way to the relative shelter of the dais behind the TeKaranasthrone. He
crawled around behind it on al fours, and they staggered against the wind and crouched down next to
him. He said, 'It'sthat long story | mentioned.’

Isittimeto tell us? asked Pug.

'Yes,' said Nakor. ‘It istime for the truth.' He held up his hand and suddenly time stopped.

‘That'savery good trick, Nakor,' ssid Magnus, true awein histone.



'Yes itis,' sad Pug.

'l can't hold thisfor very long, but at least welll have abit of quiet,’ said thelittle gambler. He sat down on
the stones. 'I'm very tired, Pug. | should have died along time ago, | think, but as you know better than
anyone e se, sometimes the gods don't care what you think should or should not be happening.'

'What isthistruth you're going to tell, Nakor? Pug pressed.

"There are somethings | don't know, and some things that are till in doubt and can't be foretold. And
even afew thingsI'm forbidden to tell you.'

Pug looked at hislong-timefriend and said nothing.

After amoment, Nakor said, 'l have something inside me, Pug. As does Bek, but what he carriesand
what | carry are not the same. Inside Bek isadiver of something very powerful.’

'Y ou said you thought he might have adiver of the Nameesswithin him, said Magnus.

Nakor grinned and shook his head. 'No, | lied. That's not it. When he was aboy | think he wasjust a
bad boy, alout, athug or killer waiting to get hanged or have histhroat cut... but somehow he became
entangled in thisthing we do, this struggle to restore along-lost baancein... well, in everything.'

'‘Goon,’ said Pug.

‘Thefirgt night he stayed with me, outside the cave with dl the Talnoy hidden inside, he was curious, as|
expected him to be, and he sneaked inside to look. | pretended to be adeep. | knew then I'd either have
tokill himor use him. So, | did something to him.’

'What?

'l reeched insde him and there | found a strange and marvellous power. It wasfamiliar and | had a
dream.’ Nakor smiled. 'More of avision, maybe. Anyway, time stopped then, or | had hours of thoughts
in seconds, but suddenly | knew... everything. Bek came to me because it was preordained that he
should. Thething that moved him was the same as what moved me, when | was young. Both of uswere
tools of the gods, but with adifferent purpose. | wasto be hisguide, and he wasto be the vessdl to bring
something back to Omadrabar that had been lost. So, | made him avessd.'

'A vessdl ? asked Magnus. 'For what?
'For what wasinsde one of the Tanoy in the cave.'

Pug was speechless. What the Dasati with Macross memory had told him was that each of the Talnoy
housed the soul of alost Dasati god. "Y ou put agod inside him?

‘Only atiny little bit, but enough.’
'Enough for what? asked Magnus.

'Enough to make surethe TeKaranadied, even if Vako didn't kill him, and that something of critical
importance would come back here!

'What? asked Pug, now totally confused by the little man's convolutions.

"The gods, Pug. Remember, dl the gods on dl the realms are just aspects of the same fundamental
powers, and all the gods of our realm and those above and below are locked in a struggle with the



creatures of the Void. When the Dark One rose to power, amad plot was put in place, one that caused
the ten thousand gods of the Dasati to hidein plain sight.”

TheTdnoy.'

'Yes. The Dark Oneis powerful, but there is nothing intelligent about the Dreadlords. | don't even know
if they can be said to think the way we do. They exigt, they act, they have purpose, but... they are
beyond our understanding. So, the Dreadlord first subverted the worshippers of the God of Degth,
Bakal, and began the Dark Temple. When the Chaos War raged here, the Dasati gods were given

haven.’

'On Midkemia," said Magnus.
'Y es, inthat cave, where they have stayed for... more yearsthan | can count.’
'What of the one Kaspar found?

"That was put there by Macros, a the bidding of ... well, the onewho isredly behind dl of what we've
been struggling with. Macros was only another agent of the gods. So, Bek isthefirst of the ancient Dasati
godsto return home. To these people, heis Kantas-Barat. On our world he would be Onan-ka.'

"The God of Battle,' said Pug.

"It seemed right for these people. The Happy Warrior has come home. Bek will remain for awhile, but
hismorta days are over. He has been consumed by the god that iswithin him. Bek aswe knew him
when he firgt appeared is no more. He has been dead since before we cameto thisrealm, redly.’

'How did you puit... atiny bit of agod into Bek, Nakor? asked Magnus.

That'sthe hard part to explain,’ said Nakor. He pointed to his own chest. 'l have something here, and
sometimesit. .. takes over. Sometimes| remember it doing things, tricks| don't know, and other times....
it'sjust blanks. | go to deep one place, wake up another, and sometimes people are very angry with me,

or sometimes| havethings| didn't have beforein my sack.'

'Do you know who's doing this? asked Pug.
'Oh, yes,' said Nakor with agrin. '"And you need to know, because you need to take him back.’
"Take who back? asked Magnus.
‘Ban-ath.'
Pug sat down next to Nakor. 'The God of Thieves?

The Midkemian god of thieves,' confirmed Nakor. 'He cannot stay without a protective vessd |’
—Nakor pointed to his own chest— 'or hewill perish—well, he won't perish, but thetiny part of him |
carry within will —and what he has learned here must go back. Y ou must be hisvessd for alittlewhile,

until you get home.'

‘But why don't you take him back? asked Magnus.

Nakor grinned. '‘Because I'm not going back. Thisismy time." He looked around &t the vast cavern and
said, 'It'san odd placeto die, don't you think? At least I'll have alot of company, human aswell as
Dasati.



"Why do you need to stay, Nakor?

'Because something very big, and very important, needs to happen, and | need to be hereto seethat it
does. | will havejust enough trickseft to ensure that thisthing goes asit should, and then | will... end!
He stood up dowly. Pug aso stood up. Nakor touched his own chest with his hand and said, 'He may
answer some questions; perhaps he will think he owes you that much. Perhaps not.' He moved his hand
from his chest suddenly and put it againgt Pug's, and instantly Pug could fed something flow from Nakor's
hand into Pug's body.

'What—?
'I'm going to rest now," said Nakor. "Y ou have something you must do, and soon.'
'What? asked Pug.

'Y ou must go to the cave in Novindus and tell something to the Tanoy there, with that crystal | fashioned,
or thering, either will do.'

'What must | tell them, Nakor? asked Pug as he helped hisfriend sit down again.

His eyes suddenly tired and hisface lined with age, thetiny gambler looked at hisfriend and said, 'Y ou
must open arift to Kelewan, near the Dasati invasion site. Then tell them one thing: tell them to go home!’

Magnus said, 'We must find Martuch and have him send us back.'
'No need,’ said Nakor. 'He would tell you what | am telling you: stop trying so hard.'
'What? asked Magnus.
Grinning even more, Nakor said, 'Y our father understands.”
Magnus looked at Pug who started to laugh. ‘It's all ajoke, isn't it, Ban-ath?
A voiceinsde hishead said, 'Sometimes.’

Pug reached out and took his son's hand. ‘With al those things taught to us by Martuch on Delecordia,
we began a process of trying to be here. Now, to go home, al we must do is—'

'Stop trying, finished Magnus.

Pug gripped his son'shand tightly. 'Just let go, Magnus.' He looked down at hisold friend and said, 'l will
missyou, gambler.'

I will missyou aswell, magician.' Nakor yawned. 'The end comes quickly asit must. That isgood, for |
am very tired and need to rest. The God of Thieves gave me afar longer alotment than most men have,
s0 | do not fed cheated it ends now.' He rested his back against the rear of the throne. 'I'm going to Start
timeagain, o it will get noisy and unpleasant. Y ou might want to leave now.' He held up hishand and
suddenly the wind and noise returned.

Pug said to his son once more. ‘L et go, Magnus!'

Magnus closed his eyes and tried to relax. 'Father, it's asif I've clenched my fist for ayear. | can't unfold
my fingers!

'Sowly. Let go dowly'



Pug and Magnus stood motionless, concentrating the part of themsalves that had been controlling the
magic that allowed them to tay in the second realm, and suddenly, there was awrenching pain, asif fire
burned acrosstheir minds. Then their lungs burned and their skin fdt asif lightning danced acrossit.

Both men fell to their knees and then lay prostrate on the ground. When the pain ebbed away and they at
last could open their eyes, they found they were no longer in the deep cavern. Instead they wereina
crater littered with stones and rubble. The noise and stench of the deep pit was gone.

Pug fdt hislungs almost collapse from the pain of breathing, but with each breeth the pain lessened. After
amoment he sat up and saw his son, looking as he dways had. Magnus groaned and then started to
cough and finaly managed also to St up. Pug saw that his son'sillusion was gone and that he looked

human once more.

'Where arewe? Magnus asked hisfather.
Pug stood on unsteady legs and looked around. 'l recognize this! We are in a sub-basement—'
‘But there's nothing above us, interrupted his son.
'l know, but once thiswasthe lowest level of the great arenain the Holy City.'
'We're back on Kelewan?

‘Apparently,’ said Pug as he looked around. 'Given the congruency of the two worlds, it makes sense that
if we changed the realm in which we resided, we wouldn't have any reason to change location.' He
pointed to the rubble surrounding them. 'The Dasti raid... it was more like utter destruction.'

A pain erupted insde Pug's chest and head, and he doubled over, only staying upright with his son's help.
'What isit, Father?
‘Ban-ath,’ said Pug. 'He'sreminding me | need to get back to Midkemia.'
'Can you conjure arift home, or should I fly usto the Assembly?

'I can make arift and take us where we need to go,' said Pug, though he was amost at the point of total
exhaugtion.

He closed his eyes and Magnus |ooked around the crater that had at one time been the bottom of the
great arenain Kentosani. The stones around them till reeked of conflict magic and Magnus detected
other energies. A great battle had been waged here, as both magicians and priests from the various
ordersfought againgt the raiding Dasati. If the reports that had reached Valko were true— and apparently
they were —the Dasati had destroyed alarge part of the population after killing everyone in the Tsurani
High Council and the Tsurani response had been dow; early estimates had put the dead at fifty thousand
Tsurani, warriors and common people. But looking at the devastation around him, Magnus could easily
believe more than that number had perished, for thiswas the result of Tsurani magic, not the deathmagic
practised by the Dasati. Some group of magicians and priests had literdly torn this arena down around
the ears of the Dasati. While hisfather worked, Magnus used hisown artsto riseinto the air, gaining a
better look.

Once he could see over the rubble that had been the shell of the great arena, he wished he hadn't. The
entire heart of the Holy City wasin ruins. Fires till burned in sections abandoned by those who lived
there and nowhere close by could Magnus detect any sign of life. Therewas gtill afaint stench of decay
on the wind as bodies | eft unburied lay where they had falen. Scavengers had finished most of the work



daysearlier, but just enough degth lingered on the stones to suggest to Magnus thiswas now a dead city.

Hefdt overwhelmed, even after dl they had been through. Could they redlly stop the Dark Lord from
reaching thisworld?

Helowered himsdf down just as hisfather finished casting hisrift-spell, and a doorway-szed grey ovd
appeared inthe air.

Without saying anything to his son, Pug stepped through and Magnus followed him.

Caeb stood in shock as hisfather and brother walked through arift into his father's office and then he
raced forward as hisfather collapsed to the floor. Magnus aso could barely stand and had to put his
hand to the wall to steady himsdlf.

'Mother will be overjoyed to seeyou,' Caleb said, as he kndt beside Pug, 'if you have the good grace
not to die on me before she returns.’

Magnus smiled. He enjoyed Caeb's dry sense of humour. 'It's good to see you, too, little brother.’

Half-conscious now, Pug required the help of both his sonsto regain hisfeet. Once he had stood up, he
sad'l fed sck. Thetrangtion.'

Magnusfdt asill as he had when they had first transited to Delecordia

'Get ahedler,' said Pug to Caleb. 'We do not have the luxury of time. We cannot afford to lie abed for
days.

I'll send for one," said Caleb, 'but until he arrives, to bed with both of you.'

Caeb called for help and apair of students came to take Magnus back to his quarters, while Caleb
helped hisfather to hisown.

As soon as Cdeb |eft hisfather to await the healer, Pug felt asearing pain across hisforehead and he
arched his back in agony. Then the pain vanished.

A man stood next to the bed. 'Sorry,’ he said. He was afamiliar figure, short and bandy-legged and
wesaring atattered orange robe. He had arucksack hanging from one shoulder and held a staff in the
other hand. He waved his hand and Pug's pain and fatigue lessened.

'‘Nakor? asked Pug in wonder.

'Not redly, but | thought you'd prefer this appearance to the others I've used over the years,” answered
thefigure. "And should anyone chance upon us, it'll save alot of questions:”

‘Ban-ath?

Bowing, thefigure said, ‘At your service, Pug. Or rather, you've been a mine. And you're not done yet,
but we are getting close to theend.’

Pug sat up, feding asif he had rested for days. 'What have you done?

"Wl if all goes according to plan, I've saved the world and everyonein it, aswell as a sizeable piece of
thisentire universe,' said the god in Nakor'sform. 'Y ou're looking a mess, magician, and you have much
left to do, so clean up while | tell you somethings.'



'Morelies and manipulations?

'Oh, dmogt certainly, eventually, but for now I'm content to limit mysdlf to the truth, for right now, that
will serve me best.’

Thetruth?

'Y es, magician, thistime you hear the truth.’

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Truth

d A

PUG LISTENED.

Thereslittle to be gained by rushing, but time does press. Still, after what you've endured over the
years—'

'Over the years? Pug interrupted.

The god who looked like Nakor held up his hand. ‘Do you remember the story Nakor told you, the
parable of the scorpion and the frog?

"The scorpion killsthe frog who is hel ping it cross the river and when asked why answers, "becauseit is
my nature”. Yes, | remember it.'

'‘Good,' said Ban-ath. 'Becauseit ismy natureto lie, to manipulate, to sted, cheat, and ignore laws and
rulesat every hand. It was| who put you where Macros could find you, Pug. | who guided himto
Crydee and let him think watching over you was hisidea. It was | who manipulated every step of
Macrossway, making him think he was serving the lost God of Magic' He betrayed amoment of
reflection in his expression as he gazed out into space and said, 'It will cometo passthat Sarig returns,
just asthe othersreturned, asthe Dasati gods returned to their redlm. .. if we survive long enough, but
Macros was not Sarig's servant. He was mine. His vanity was my biggest adly; he never once conceived
that anything he did might not be the product of hisown genius.

I manipulated his magic to infuse the ancient armour found by Tomasin the dragon's cave, so that my
magic could bridge time and space, and convey Tomas's thoughts back to Ashen-Shugar, manipulating
one of the enemies of the gods, so awar we were losing could become awar postponed.’

'What? Pug wasincredul ous.

'What you call the Chaos Warsisonly asmal part of amuch vaster conflict, one about which you are
now learning, one which has been raging since before the rise of humanity and even the creation of the
gods. At the advent of anew epoch, when we who are your gods rose and deploy those forces you think
of asthe Two Blind Gods of the Beginning, asthe Vaheru rose againg us, dl of that... wdll, to put it
bluntly, at that timewe... or moreto the point, | wason thelosing sde.’



Pug could only stare at the likeness of Nakor.
'So | cheated.'

Pug suddenly started to laugh. He could not help himsdlf, but in that instant he redlized that no matter how
vast and deep this conflict was, no matter how dire the results were for millions of intelligent beings, to
this entity, this'god, it was just agame, no more worthy of respect than agame of lin-lan in the back
room of an de-house in Krondor.

Nakor's face grinned. 'Ah, you do appreciate agood joke, don't you?

"Joke? said Pug, sobering. 'I'm laughing at the sheer madness of thisdl. I'm laughing to stop myself from
reaching out to strangle you.'

'l wouldn't recommend your trying, Pug,’ said Ban-ath, suddenly solemn. 'Understand, | am the scorpion,
and | can no more change my nature than you can become afrog.’

Pug waved away the remark. There was aknock at the door, and suddenly the figure of Nakor was
gone. The door opened and Caleb appeared with ayoung woman behind him, ahealer named Mianee.

Pug said to them, 'I'm fine, redlly. Bring me somefood if you don't mind, and some de. Actudly, I'm
famished.'

Mianee was a no-nonsense type who refused to be put off, so Pug endured aquick examination, after
which she pronounced him fit. She left and Caleb returned with food and ale. When the tray was on the
table at the bedside, Pug said, 'l would like sometime aone, son. I'll call you if | need something.’

Caleb gppeared about to ask a question, thought better of it, then left, closing the door behind him. Pug
looked from the door hick to the tray and found astranger standing next to it, picking up a piece of
cheese. Hewas of dight build and had curly brown hair and Pug took a moment to recognize him.

‘Jmmy?

'Of course not,' said the figure, nibbling at the cheese. He was now the twin of young Lord James, Immy
the Hand, when he had first come into Prince Aruthas service asasquire. ‘Thisisvery good.'

‘Ban-ath,’ said Pug.

'Of if you prefer Kakin, Antrhen, 1sodur, or any number of other names humanity inflicts on me— Coyote
isone of my favourites— but no matter the name, | am mysdf He gave athesatrica bow which very much
reminded Pug of the former thief who had grown up to marry his daughter and become one of the
legendary figures of Kingdom history.

Pug sat back and started to eat. After amoment of silence, Ban-ath said, 'As | was saying: we were
losing the war with the ancient powers and the Vaheru were doing us no good. Of ahundred lesser
aspects and the dozen greater aspects of the godforce only adozen lesser and four greater endured.

'Y ou must understand | am giving you alimited perspective, aglimpse of afar greater whole, but awhole
which is beyond even your not inconsiderable intellect's ability to grasp. Yoursis, perhaps, the greatest
mind in the history of the human race on Midkemia, Pug.' Pug began to object, but Ban-ath cut him off.
‘Save your modesty, for athough it may be considered a pleasant quaity by most people, | don't seeit

that way. Vain people like Macros are easy to manipulate. Thereisan axiom, "you can't cheat an honest

man", and an honest man admits his own shortcomings. With you | must approach certaintasksina
different fashion than | did with Macros; | could easily convince him he was the genius behind dl hisplots
and intrigues;. Y ou, on the other hand, are more effective working on behaf of something you believein,



and whiletdling you thetruth islessfun, itismore efficient. Stll, I'm willing to be honest — occasionaly —
since | am acreature of hard facts and probabilities. Best of dl, you know what you don't know and long
to learn, which iswhy you're agreat deal more intelligent than most people.’ Ban-ath waved him out of
the bed. 'Get dressed.’

With asnap of the god'sfingers, Pug was suddenly wearing a clean, fresh robe.
‘The food?

Another finger sngp and Pug was no longer hungry. 'With rank comes privilege. We can tak whilewe
travel. We havealot to see'

Another finger snap and they were somewhere ese.

It wasavoid, but not like the one he had experienced when he had destroyed the origind Tsurani rift at
the end of the Riftwar. Thisfdt different. Rather than the absence of anything, this placefelt asif they
were surrounded by everything, but in afine powder, compared to which the finest mote of dust was

grotesquely large and coarse. "Where are we? Pug asked.

'We arein the fourth reelm below, or what your poets, dramatists, and not afew clergy called the Fourth
Levd of Hel.'

Thinking of what he had glimpsed through the porta to thefifth circle when Macros had battled the
Demon King Maarg, and what he had seen of the second plane — the Dasati plane—he said, Thisis not
what | expected.’

'Nor isit what you would have encountered millenniaago, had you causeto vist.' Pug detected an odd
tone in the god's voice, anote of regret. Thiswasto the Dasati world what their world isto yours. There
were beingsliving here, Pug, alittle more civilized by your standards than the demons, but not by that
much. Still, they had asociety, or rather agreat many of them, for they were spread far and wide
throughout this universe, much as humanity is spread throughout our rem.’

'What happened?
"The Dark One," said Ban-ath shortly.
'What do you mean?
'No one knows, or at least no one | know does, and | know alot of people... billionsin fact.'

Pug glanced at the source of the voice, expecting to see Nakor again, but there was nothing but void all
around him. 'What am | seeing?

‘A plane of redlity so devoid of lifethat it has been reduced to afine primordid grit, a place where every
snglehit of redity has been equally distributed across the entire volume of thisredlity.’

'How isthat possible?
'Inaninfinite universe, anything you can imagine is possible somewhere, probable, even.’
Then thisentire redm is completely devoid of anything beyond this... fine dust?

'Well, nothing iseternd, or at least well never know. Even the gods as you think of us have limits on their
perceptions and existence. It may be that for some reason or another two moteswill bump into one



another and bind, and eventualy athird will join them, and that attraction will continue asit pullsmore
matter into asphere. Eventuadly al that is herewill be pulled in and when it reaches a certain leve of
density—'

'It explodes,’ said Pug. 'And anew universeis created. It's what Macros showed us—'

'In the Garden by the City Forever, when the Pantathians trapped you, Macros, and Tomas was there
with that dragon, yes, | remember.’

Y ou remember?

Laughing, the God of Thievessaid, 'l orchestrated it!" His tone turning serious, Ban-ath added, 'Y ou may
never fully understand, nor may you ever forgive me— about which | care nothing — but many of the pains
you've suffered and the wonders you've observed have been part of amuch larger plan, onethat has
been preparing you for what you must do now.

'Seaing that image of how your universe began was merely your first lesson in gppreciating just how vast
things are, and how important what you're about to do is. For you must do something that you would
have been unable to until now. Y ou had to see auniverse born, watch people die including those you've
loved, travel the Hall of Worlds, and do so many other improbable things, Pug, because you must
undertake even more arduous and challenging tasks and make decisions no mortal should ever haveto
make.'

'What decisons?
'Intime. Right now you must learn more.’
"We're not redlly here, are we?

‘No. Were dtill inyour room, actually, and you're Sitting quietly on your bed staring into space, but for
the sake of what comes next, think of yourself asbeing on an amazing journey.’

Ban-ath snapped hisfingers.

Therewas aflash and suddenly they werein adifferent redlity, one in which massive chunks of rock and

debris sped past at great peed. Thistime Pug saw a, sky that was more akin to what he might expect of

the Dasati universe, aplace of colours and energies vivid to the eye, but beyond human senses. But here
there were vast curtains of colourswith massive flows of energy pulsing acrosstheir surfaces, and he
knew he was witnessing something incredibly distant. Sheets of scintillating colours, red, purple, viol€t,
and indigo shimmered impossible distances away, covering incaculable areasin the heavens. A giant

rock the size of amountain tumbled past, energy dancing acrossits face, sending jets of magma erupting

into pace. A vast distance away, starsilluminated the vault of the sky, though there were far fewer than

inthenight skiesat home.

'Where are we? asked Pug.

"Thisisthethird reelm, most recently occupied by the Dark One. Asyou see, he left enough big pieces

behind this so thet leve of redity has a chance to reform alittle more rapidly than the realm we just I ft.

Thereare corners of thisuniversewherelife il exigts, afew minor civilizationsin fact. They may even
endure long enough to reach out to other worlds.'

'Why isthere less destruction here?

'A variety of reasons,’ said Ban-ath. 'As you have no doubt noticed the states of energy are much higher



in our realm, the so-caled first realm, which by the way is consdered thefirst circle of Hell by those who
livein the reim above us!'

Pug laughed. 'It'samatter of perspective, | guess!'

"Very much s0." Ban-ath's tone turned sombre. "Y ou have been cursed as much as blessed, Pug of
Crydee. More than any mortal since Macros!'

'I'm beginning to understand that.’
'Macroswas an imperfect vessd, our first attempt, and in many ways he was a poor choice.’
'Why?

"The things that made him so easy to manipulate: vanity, arrogance, and afundamenta distrust of others.
Y ou on the other hand were anew soul, untroubled by so many of the things which marked Macrosin
previouslives. Y ou are the result of aconspiracy of gods, for we had need of you.'

Why?

'‘Because you are aweapon, of sorts, and atool, and you bring the one thing to this Situation that no god

can: humanity. We are davesto you as much as being your masters, Pug. The relationship between the

gods and humanity isone of afair exchange. We provide expression for your degpest beliefs and needs,
and you give us form and substance.’

'Why you? asked Pug. 'If | had been asked before which god would be responsible for restoring things
to thisrealm asthey should be, | might have suggested Ishap, for balanceis crucia. Or among the lesser
gods, perhagps Agtaon, for hisjudtice, or Killian for her nurturing of nature. But you?

'Who ds2? said Ban-ath, giving adeep rumble of alaugh. '"Macros thought he was somehow working
for thelost God of Magic, Sarig, and Nakor thought he was the instrument of Wodan-Hospur, the lost
God of Knowledge.' He paused. 'Y ou've seen only atiny aspect of the gods, Pug, but you've seen more
than most. And you've heard more, from people like Nakor and Jmmy.

'Y ou know that even the memory of agod, or agod's dream, or agod's echo can take on form and
substance, and can act asif the god were still present.

I am here presenting to you an aspect of mysdlf, providing anilluson to ingtruct you, but | am aso at the
sametimelistening to athief in Roldem who is about to be found out by the City Watch, begging meto
intervene. | am watching aman lieto hiswife as he leavesto meet his mistress, who liesto him about
loving him while taking hisgold to give to her lover, athug who doesn't quite believe in me, but who
grudgingly leaves a copper once amonth in the votive box inmy shrinein LaMut, justin case. | anaso
listening to the pleas of agambler about to lose hislast coin and who will be beaten and killed later
tonight when he can not pay back the gold he borrowed from an agent of the Mockersin Krondor when
the Upright Man makes an example of him. | am stting with amerchant who has placed gold in the hands
of one of my prieststo beg meto keep my worshippers away as he ships va uable spices from Muboya
to the City of the Serpent River. | hear every prayer and answer them dl, though most of the time my
answer is"no". | aso seeevery act donein my name, and an endless series of possibilitiesfor every
choice made. Humanity speaks to me congtantly, Pug.

'All know me by adifferent name, or guise, or aspect. | an the god of thieves, and liars, and gamblers.
But | am also the god of those who undertake impossible quests, and hopel ess causes. And that iswhy it
is| who acts on behaf of the gods of Midkemia, for if there was ever ahopeless cause it is temming the



advance of the Dread into our world, Pug.

"There are rules and they bind the gods as much as they bind mortals, and Astalon and Killian, Guis-wa,
and Lims-Kragma—for al their powers— cannot ignore those rules. The laws of the universe say that we
are confined to thisrealm, that no matter how important and puissant we may bein this, our realm, in
other realms we are trespassers and hold no sway. So then, who better to enter the other realm and
effect change than me?

"The god who ignores the law, and bresksthe rules;' said Pug.

'Y es,' chuckled Ban-ath. The Trickster. The Cheater. Only | can do what needsto be done, for itisas
much my nature asit is the scorpion's nature to sting that stupid frog to death!

Suddenly they were standing on a hill, on the edge of abucalic valey through which ran a stresm where
fish could be seen jumping.

'Where are we? Pug asked.
'It's somewhere you've been before, once.'
'When?
'‘Remember,’ said Ban-ath, and Pug did.

'Macros, Tomas, and | stopped here on our way back through the Hall of Worlds, after leaving the City
Forever, before the Battle of Sethanon.’ Pug looked around. Deer-like herbivores grazed in the
meadows and birds sang in the trees. In so many waysthis world resembled Midkemia. 'Why did you
bring me here?

'So that you would remember this place, said Ban-ath, and then he vanished. From the empty air camea
disembodied voice. ‘Consder thisasmdl gift for servicesgiven. | have no concern for the Tsurani, for
they are not my people, but you do, as| know well. No trick this, but a heartfelt expression of gratitude.
| may be anaturd force without compassion, but occasionally natureis clement.’

Pug said, 'What do | do now?

Suddenly they were back in hisroom, and he wasin bed. His med wasfinished, so he assumed while he
was on thismystical journey he had actualy been eating.

'Y ou save thisworld,’ came Ban-ath's voice from the air around him.

Pug hesitated for only a moment, then he climbed out of bed and donned afresh robe. 'Caeb!’ he
shouted, and waited for his son to appesr.

People ran screaming from athundering horde of Dasati Deathknights mounted on varnin. Whatever had
prohibited the Dasati from protecting the war-steeds during the early onset of thiswar had obvioudy
been overcome, for now cadres of Dasti riders erupted from the constantly expanding Black Mount.
Any Tsurani resistance wasfutile, for at best it merdly slemmed the Dasati advance, while costing the
lives of the defenders. At worst they were overcome and the Dasati reached their objective, which now
seemed to be to capture as many Tsurani as possible and drag them back into the Black Mount.

Miranda stood next to Alenburgaand surveyed the sphere, now miles across, dominating the horizon. 'In
thelast hour,' she said, 'l reckonit's expanded by about another mile!'



Alenburgasighed. 'l can't keep throwing soldiers lives away. There must be another way.'

'I've tried every magic at my disposa, as has each member of the Assembly. Weve lost more than two
hundred magiciansin the fight, and those who remain arefast losing hope!’

'Unlessyou have amiraclein reserve,’ said the old generd from Novindus, 'l think it'stimeto tell the
Emperor he needsto evacuate.’

'l think you need to tell him yourself, said Miranda.

Alenburgalooked at Kaspar who nodded his agreement. Then he looked towards Erik, who said, ‘Go
on. Well keep an eye on things!'

Alenburgaturned to Miranda. "Take methere.'

Miranda put her hand on the Genera's shoulder and suddenly they were standing in agarden miles away,
in the middle of the old Acoma estates. White-and-gold clad Imperia Guards drew their wegpons before
they redlized the intruders were the woman magician and the outland generd; then they moved to escort
thevigtors.

Inside the great house, Chomata, First Advisor to the Emperor waited. ‘Generd, he said, bowing his
head in greeting. Next he acknowledged Miranda, 'Great One." A thin, ascetic-looking old man with a
balding pate, helooked asif he hadn't dept in aweek. "What news?

'For the Emperor,’ said the Generd, 'and | fear it isnot good.'
'Hell want to see you at once,' said Chomata.

In his private chambers, the Emperor dined aone. Alenburga bowed as did Miranda, then the Genera
said, 'Magesty, | bring grave news." He quickly recounted the Situation and their best estimate of how long
it would be before the Dasati dome menaced this very estate.

I will not leave my people,’ the Emperor said camly. 'How many have you evacuated through the rifts?
Mirandafdt her heart snk. 'Only twenty thousand or so, Mgesty.'
"There are millions in the Empire, and what of those without. .. and have you consdered the Cho-ja?

Mirandaredized she hadn't. Kelewan had severd intelligent races besides humans, just as Midkemiadid,
but here the relationships were different. The Thin raiders from the north were a congtant plague on the
northernmost garrisons and occasionally made it through the passes of the High Wall, to pillage estates
there. The Cho-jawere an insect-like hive culture, each hive ruled by a queen, but as Miranda
understood it, somehow they were dl linked in communication. Of the other races she knew little—a
race of savage dwarves acrossthe Sea of Blood in the Lost Lands, an dien race of lizard-like creatures
that lived on idands across the great seato thewest... Feding defested, she said, 'Maesty, | will plead
to being morta and having limitsto my abilities. No, | have not thought of these things. My firgt thought
was to defeat these mongters who menace both your world and mine. Now | seek to save the Tsurani
people. Asfor those others, what would you have me do?

From behind her avoice said, 'l can help.’

Miranda turned with tears welling up in her eyes. In two strides she was across the floor and then she had
her armstightly around her husband's neck. 'l was so afraid,’ she whispered, words that Pug knew no
other mortal would ever hear hiswife utter. Then she said, 'Magnus?



'Y es," hewhispered back. 'He's on our idand, safe!’
She sobbed once. 'Thank the gods. Then she asked, 'Nakor?
'No," he said softly, and hefelt her body go rigid. Shewas still for amoment, then took a deep breath.

She turned to the Emperor and said, 'Despite thisinterruption, | must continue to urge you to make ready
to seek refuge on Midkemia, Magesty.

Pug said, That won't be necessary’

All eyesturned to him. 'What are you saying, Milamber? asked the Emperor. 'Can you defegt the
Dasati?

'No,' said Pug, acknowledging his Tsurani name. 'But | have found you a haven.'
‘A haven?

It'safar world.' He smiled. 'I'd say it's even alittle more hospitable than Kelewan. There areforestsand
valeys, great seaswith beautiful beaches, mountains and deserts. There's game in abundance and many
placesfor farms and orchards, to run herds and build cities. And no one ese livesthere.’

'Milamber, isthere no other way? asked Sezu, and for the first time since meeting the Emperor, Pug saw
the mask of imperia confidence break, and behind it he spied the uncertain young man.

'l wish there was, Mgesty. | wish | could say the horror I've seen can be defeated, but it cannot. It can
only be frustrated, and to save other worldsin thisuniverse from it, Kelewan...' He hesitated to say what
he knew to be true, that thisworld must be destroyed to prevent the Dark One from establishing any sort

of foothold in thisrealm. Finally he said, 'Kelewan must be abandoned. It isthe only hope for your

people.’

Softly, the Emperor said, 'What shall | do? Hefirst looked at hiselderly First Advisor, then at Pug and
Miranda

Findly Pug said, 'When | trained for the Black Robe, Mgesty, | stood upon the Tower of Testing, and
part of that ritual showed me what isknown of the history of the Tsurani people.

"It dl began with the Golden Bridge, when the people of Kelewan first came here, fleeing from some
namelessterror through avast portd, to thisworld.'

‘Thisisour legend,’ said Chomata.
"The Tsurani people did not originate on Kelewan,' Miranda added.

"The Tsurani people can survive on another world," said Pug. "'Tsuranuanni is not your cities and temples,
the villages and towns, for you can build again, nor isit titles and honours for those can be restored.
Tsuranuanni isyour people. If they endure, anew Tsuranuanni can be forged.”

The Emperor was slent for avery long time, then he nodded. ‘It shall be done.’

Pug said to Miranda, "We have much to do. | will speak to the Thiin and you must speak with the
Cho-ja | will first go to the Assembly and seeif any of those remaining have knowledge of the dwarves
across the sea or other intelligent races.

‘Then | must go to the Hall, and find that world | visited so long ago. Once there, | will open aslarge arift



as| can between that world and the origindl rift Site, near the City of the Plain.

'Have the Great Ones of the Empire begin building rifts from every mgor city and from any safe place
away from the Dasati and tell the people to gather what they may, for the Empire must be ready, the
nations must be ready, the people must be ready! We havelittletime left.’

'How much time do we have? asked the Emperor.

‘Lessthan aweek, Mgesty. If welinger, we die, and with us die other worlds, eventually. | have seenit.
[tisthetruth.

'Go,' said Sezu, who now truly looked like a crestfallen young man, ayoung man wearing the mantle of

leadership that had been thrust on him by an accident of birth. It was clear to everyone in the room that

he would rather that burden be on other shoulders at thistime, but he had made his decision and he was
ready to act. 'Makeit s0,' he said.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Warnings

d A

THE CHILL WIND BLEW.

Pug repeated an gpproach he had used many years before, of transporting himsdlf viamagic to aplace
on the vast tundra of the Thin. He hiked to the north for the better part of an hour, hisblack robe a stark
contrast to the bare grey-and-white soil beneath hisfeet. He wasin one of the few places on thisworld
which knew cold and ice, and it felt strange.

A band of Thin males appeared an hour before sunsat, riding towards him. They were centaur-like
creatures, but rather than amarriage of man and horse, they looked more like Saaur warriors grafted to
the torsos of warhorses. Each carried around shield and a sword and they hooted odd battle chants.

Pug was ready to attempt the same tactic he had used the only previous time he had come thisfar north:
erecting apassive barrier so that they could not harm him, or force him to defend himself with violence.

But thistime they came close enough to see his black robe and veered off, speeding back the way they
had come. Having no time to wait for them to send out an expendable emissary, Pug followed in aseries
of magic jumps, staying just far enough behind them not to provoke an attack.

Inlessthan an hour avillage came into view and Pug could see more than a score of massve sod huts
with ramps leading down towards doors, so he deduced that the houses must be half underground.
Smoke rose through vent holes, and Thiin children and femaes moved among the buildings.

An darm was sounded and ingtantly the young scurried for the safety of the huts. The femaestook up
positionsin the doorways, obvioudy ready to defend their young if the maes were defeated. Pug redized
that dl the Thn's encounters with humansin black robes had been punitive, save one, thelast time he
had spoken to them. As part of their nature, the Thin attempted to range south of the mountainsin



winter, and for athousand years they had been repulsed by the Tsurani.
Pug was about to seek to convince them to leave lands that had been their home since the dawn of time.

He erected a shield around himsdlf, and approached dowly. A few used dingsto hurl rocks at him and
one shot a him with abow, but when the missles bounced harmlesdy off the shidld, they stopped. A few
feigned charges and drew up short of damming into him, but they al hooted and chalenged him.

Pug stopped just outside the village boundary and said in aloud, cadm voice, 'l seek aparlay with the
Lasura.' He used their own word for themsalves, like so many others meaning ‘the peopl€. Thin wasa
Tsurani word.

For dmoast ten minutes nothing happened while Pug stood motionless and the Thin warriors shouted
what he took to be insults and challenges to single combat. He knew it was ritualized and expected of
braves, but he and the Thln aso knew that the average Tsurani Great One could rain fire down on this
village and Pug was far from average.

Finally an older mae approached and in heavily-accented Tsurani said, 'Speak, Black One, if you must.’

'l speak of agreat danger, not only to the Lasura, or Tsurani, or the Cho-ja, but to this whole world.
Listen and heed me, for | cometo you asafriend, and offer you escape.’

Pug spoke as well as he could, for nearly an hour, and tried to keep the concepts focused and plausible,
for he knew there would be serious doubt that this was anything but some Tsurani ploy to lure the Thin
south to destruction. At theend he said, 'l must leave, and | have only thisto say. Send fast runnersto
your other villages and tell them of what | have spoken.

'If you stay here you will perish in lessthan eight sunrises. But if you wish to live, go to the place on the
plainswhere the seven fingers of rock rise up from the mountainsto the south. There | will leave amagic
doorway. Step through it and you will find yoursdlf on agrassy plain, with lush trees and warm breezes!’

'Why would a Tsurani for the Lasurado this? asked the old male. 'Enemies are we, and aways have
been.’

Pug avoided explaining he was not Tsurani born —it was a needless complication — but said, Thisland
was your land before the Tsurani came, and | would make this much right: come to where the Tsurani
flee, to the new world, and | will make ahomefor you. Y ou will have the oath of the Emperor of the
Tsurani, and thisentire land | speak of will be yoursaone. No Tsurani will trouble you, for it isacrossa
vast seaand you will shareit with no others. Thisismy bond as a Great One of the Empire, and soisthe
bond of the Tsurani Light of Heaven.

'Heed my words, for I must leave now," he said, and then he willed himself back to the Assembly.

Alonein theroom set aside for Miranda and himsdf when they resided with the Tsurani, Pug closed his
eyesfor amoment, hoping that the Thiin would listen. But he was amost certain they would not.

Miranda gpproached the hive entrance with an escort of Imperia Guards. Cho-ja hive workers scurried
about the Acoma estates as they had for centuries. Miranda knew that there had been some kind of
specia relationship between the Emperor's great-grandmother, Mara of the Acoma, and the hive queen
and later the Cho-jamagiciansin far-off Chakaha, the crystal-spired Cho-jacity far beyond the eastern
border of the Empire. She did not know exactly what that relationship had been, but she understood that
since then the Cho-ja had enjoyed the status of an autonomous people within the borders of the Empire.



At the entrance Miranda realized she had never been this close to a Cho-ja before. They wereinsects, as
far as she was concerned, giant ants from her point of view, yet their upper torso rose like thet of a
human's, with smilar musculature in the chest, shouldersand arms. Their faceswerelike those of a

mantis, with eyesthat looked like faceted metal spheres, but in the place of mandibles, the Cho-jahad
mouths that were very human-like. Their colour in the sun was an iridescent blue-green. 'May we address
your queen? asked Miranda.

The guard stood motionless for along moment, then asked in the Tsurani tongue, 'Who isit who seeks
audience with our queen?

'l am Miranda, wife of Milamber of the Assembly of Magicians. | seek an audience with your queen to
bring word of grave peril to al Cho-ja’

The guard twittered in aclicking language, then said, 'Word will be sent. He turned and clicked loudly
down the hall, and severa passing Cho-jaworkersturned to look at Miranda. After afew minutes,
another Cho-ja, wearing some sort of mantle around his shoulders, appeared at the entrance. He made a
fair imitation of ahuman bow, and said, 'l am one who advises, and have been sent to guide you. Please
follow me and be cautious, the footing hereis not easy for your feet.'

Mirandawas too concerned by her mission to be amused by the odd syntax and the kindness of the
warning. She followed the Cho-jaadvisor into the tunnels. Her first impression was of amoist odour: a
hint of a spice and anutty tang. She realized this was the scent of the Cho-ja, and that it was not an
unpleasant scent.

The tunnelswerelit by some sort of fluorescence emanating from a bulbous growth that hung from odd
supports that appeared to be of neither wood nor stone. As she moved down along tunnel, she saw
Cho-jadiggers excavating asde tunnel and saw asmal Cho-jaextruding something from hisjaws, his
cheeks blown out to impossible proportions as he spat acompound onto the wall, then patted it into form
and redlized that these tunndl supports must be made of some body secretion.

In adeeper chamber she saw strange little Cho-jahanging from the celling. They had long trand ucent
wingswhich they beat furioudy for awhile, then rested, staggering the beating of their wings so that at
least one of them in agroup was dways moving. Mirandaredized that with miles of tunnelsthis deep and
with thousands of Cho-jaliving in these vast hives, they had to keep the air moving or suffocation in the
lower tunnelswould be arisk.

It took a good hike downward, but at last Miranda came to the roya chamber. Thiswasavast
excavaion, easly five storeys high with ascore of tunnelsleading away on dl sides. Inthe midst of this
huge chamber lay the Cho-ja queen, resting upon araised mound of earth.

Shewasimmense, her ssgmented body at |eest thirty feet long from her head to the end of her second
thorax. Her chitin looked like cured hide armour, polished black, and from the withered appearance of
her legs Miranda reslized she never moved from thislocation. Her body was draped with a beautifully
woven tapestry of ancient Tsurani origin. On al sdesworkers cared for her enormous body, polishing
her chitin, fanning her with their wings, carrying food and water to her. Above and behind her, and
mounted back upon her thorax, a stocky male perched, rocking back and forth as he mated with her.
Small workers surrounded him, tending him, while other males waited patiently to one sdeto play their
rolein the constant, endless Cho-ja breeding.

A dozen Cho-jamaleswere arrayed before the queen, some wearing crested helms and others without
visble ornament; al greeted Mirandawith polite, silent bows. On either side of chamber, smdler versons
of the queen lay upon their somach and attendants bustled about each of them. Mirandaknew these



were egg-bearing lesser queens, whose non-fertile eggs were passed to the queen, who swallowed them
whole, fertilizing them ingde her body and then laying them again.

Miranda bowed low before the assembled Cho-ja. '‘Honoursto your hive, my queen.’
'Honoursto your house, Miranda of Midkemia.'

'l bear amost dire warning, Maesty,' she began. Calmly Mirandarelated al that Pug had told her of the
coming of the Dreadlord and the plansto rel ocate the Tsurani to their new world. At the end, she said,
"Thisworld islush and abundant, and there is ample room for the Cho-ja. | understand that what one
queen hears, dl queens hear, and that my words are even now being heard by your kinin distant
Chakaha. Y our magicians are legendary and we would welcome their aid in preparing the rifts to thisnew
world for timeis short and there are so many to evacuate.’

The queen continued her norma duties, then finally she said, 'We, the Cho-ja, thank Miranda of
Midkemiafor her warning, and we thank al who are concerned for the well-being of the Cho-ja." Shefell
quiet for along moment, and Mirandawondered if there was some sort of silent communication
underway between this queen and the others. Then the queen said, '‘But we must decline your kindness.'

Miranda could scarcely credit what she had heard. 'What? she blurted.
'Wewill stay and wewill die!

Therewasatotd lack of emotion in that statement, making it al the more dien for its Sarkness. ‘But
why, Mgesty? Of al those on Kelewan, you are the oneswho are most able to facilitate your own
evacudtion. Y ou have powerful users of magic and can fashion your own rifts through which to escepe.’

'Maraof the Acoma came to fetch me when | was ahatchling,’ began the old queen. 'She said | was
pretty and that iswhy | came here. Since then she visited me many times, asdid her son, and his son, and
hisson. | enjoy those visits, asdo al the queens who share the experience with me, Miranda

'But no human has ever truly understood our nature, We are of thisworld. We can not abide anywhere
ese. Wewere of thisworld when humansfirst came here, in the time before history, and we will diewith
thisworld. It iswhat must be. Would you uproot trees and move them? Would you fish the seas and put
creatures of the deep in alien watersto save them? Would you move the very rocks of Kelewan to save
them?Y ou humans are vigitors here, and have always been such, and it isright you should move on, but

we are of thisworld.' She paused for amoment, then repested, "We are of this world.'

Miranda was speechless. There was such aprofound findity in the queen'swords, that she knew debate
was pointless. Feding defeated she said weakly, ‘'If you have a change of heart, we will do what we can.’

'‘Again, we thank you for your concerns.'
'I'will be away, for | have much to seeto.’
'Honoursto your house, Miranda of Midkemia.'
'Honours to your hive, Queen of the Cho-ja.’

Mirandafelt something very beautiful and important was about to be lost, but there were till SO many
things to do that she pushed aside the ache in her chest and started the return to the surface where the
Imperial Guards waited to escort her back to the Emperor.

Pug felt achill that had nothing to do with the unusudly cool highland wind. Kelewan was ahot world



compared to Midkemia, but these highlands were home to bitter winters and cold nights. He stood
motionless and waited as agroup of five Thuril gpproached him on foot. He waited at the edge of the
town called Turandaren, which over the years had become amgjor trading centre between the Thuril
Confederation and the Empire. Once avillage on thefrontier, it had evolved over the yearsuntil it was
the closest thing to a Tsurani settlement in the highlands.

Over acentury of peace between the two people had not lessened their distrust of each other, for that
peace had been preceded by centuries of war and attempted conquest by the Tsurani. The old walls
might have crumbled but they were till defensible, and the Thuril were adept mountain fighterswho had
never been conquered by the Tsurani.

The leader of the five men was an old warrior by the look of him. Hislong grey hair was plaited and he
wore asmal wool cap with along feather hanging down behind hisleft ear. His upper body bore clan
markings and old wounds, showing that while peace with the Empire might be the norm, that didn't
preclude Thuril blood feuds and border raids. Banditry was commonplace aong the trade routes, aswell.
He wore adeep blue tartan and carried a shield and longsword, both strapped to his back. The other
four men looked more like merchants than warriors. The leader halted directly in front of Pug and said,
'Y ou're standing asif you're waiting for an invitation to enter the town, Black Robe.

Pug smiled. 'l thought if | waited here conspicuoudly I'd get faster resultsthan if | wandered around town
asking questions.'

The leader laughed. 'Not abad guess.' He rubbed his chin. 'Now, I'm Jakam, hetman of Turandaren, and
these worthies are men of note." Pug noticed that he didn't bother to introduce them. 'What can we do for
you, Tsurani?

Pug said, 'l need to find the Confederation Council and, most importantly, | need to spesk with the
Kdiane'

At the mention of the Kaliane, Jakam nodded his head, asif showing respect. The Council meets at the
Warm Springs of Shatanda, near the town of Tasdano Abear. Do you know it?

I canfindit, if you point meintheright direction.’

"Take the road east, up into the mountains, and at the notch in the ridge, you'll find two trails down. Take
the northernmogt, and follow it for aweek if you walk, lessif you have ahorse or magic. That'll put you
inthe Valley of Sandram and at the northern end you'll find Tasdano Abear and the Warm Springs of
Shatanda. The Council should be easy enough to find, it'l bein all those tents and huts thrown up around
the springs. But you'd better hurry. Council endsin six days and the leaders of the clanswill returnto
their homes!'

T'll bethere by nightfall,’ said Pug.
‘Black Robes," said Jakam, asif it were acurse. 'Anything el se?
'My thanks, and awarning.'

The four merchants stepped back and Jakam's hand moved across his chest, one motion away from
drawing the siword over his shoulder. "Warning?

'Y es. Prepare your people for travel, for word should come from the Council soon that the Thuril people
must leave these lands.'

'What? Are you bereft of reason? Are you Tsurani claiming these lands again?



'No," said Pug, his voice echoing with sorrow. 'They areleaving, too. Something terrible is coming into
thisworld and al must flee. Just know that the more your people prepare, the more they will be able to
take with them.’

Jakam was about to ask another question, but Pug knew that further talk would be pointless. He spied a
distant risswherethetrail could clearly be seen, and transported himsdlf there. It was an old mode of
travel he had employed before, jJumping from placeto place dong hisline of sght. It was fatiguing, but
effective, for like al magicians save Mirandaand Magnus, he could not jump to a place he had never
seen before.

Hereached hisgod at nightfall, as he had anticipated. He could see the many fires up on the hillsde
around the springs, and made hisway into town. Unlike Turandaren, Tasdano Abear wasaclassic Thuril
town comprising wattle-and-daub buildings, only the inn making concess onsto more modern
requirements. On the top of the hill above the town was the fortress, the Thuril log emplacement
surrounded by aditch full of bramble and thorn bush. The Thuril had been impossible to conquer because
they simply refused to die defending a particular piece of land. The fortress was designed more to maul
an invader before being quickly evacuated than it wasto withstand any long Sege. These highlanders
regarded al of the highland plateaus, valleys, meadows and mountains as their home, and didn't
particularly care from season to season where they resided. A town like Tasdano Abear would flourish
for adecade, then vanish when people got tried of trading there. Still, over the last century, reportsfrom
the highlands indi cated peace was having the long term effect of turning a semi-nomadic peopleinto
permanent residents of specific aress.

Clanstraditionaly had claimed ranges and meadows, but who within that clan got rights to what was
often ameatter of very difficult, convoluted clan politics. As most families had severa blood tiesto every
other family in the clan, bloodshed between familiesin clanswasrare, but brawls were a stgple of the hot
blooded highlanders.

Pug entered the tavern and looked around. As he expected it was crowded with many young warriors
here in support of clan leaders at the Confederation Council. And while the mood was mostly festive,
with this many young men from this many different families, they were dways one moment away froma
brawl.

The Thuril were an odd race in contrast to the Tsurani, for while the Tsurani were reticent to the point of
near-slence, the Thuril were aferocioudy outspoken people. Insult was an art form, and the art wasto
be asloud, boastful, and obnoxious as one could be, without starting afight.

By the time Pug sat down at along table in the corner, in the one unoccupied seet, the room had falen
dlent. Never in the memory of the oldest living Thuril warrior had a Tsurani Greaet Onewaked into aninn
during a Confederation Council and sat down.

Finaly one of the older warriors, obvioudy drunk, said, ‘Areyou lost? He was ared-headed, brawny
fellow, with ruddy cheeks and along drooping moustache. He wore a beaten copper necklace that
gparkled in the torchlight. It was a very valuable piece of jewellery on this metal-poor world.

Pug shook his head. 'l think not.’
'So, you know where you are then?
Thisisthe Sandram Valley, right?

Itis’



'And thisis the town of Tasdano Abear, right?
Yes, itis'
'And that's the Confederation Council up on the hillside at the Shatanda Warm Springsisn't it?
'Yes thatitis'
Then I'mnot logt.
'Well, then, Tsurani, if you don't mind me asking, what brings you to this place?
'l need to speak to the Council and especialy the Kdiane!'
'Ah, the Kdiane, isit?
'Yes,' said Pug.
'And supposing she doesn't wish to see you?
'| think shewill."
'‘And why would that be?
'Because | have something to say to her that she will certainly wish to hear.'

"Then why are you Stting here, you ill-gotten offspring of amusonga,' —invoking the name of a
particularly stupid burrowing pest that was the bane of dl fanners on Kelewan— "and not toddling up
thereto tell her what you've got to say?

'Because, you rock-headed son of aflatulent needraand amud wallowing baloo,' —Pug rejoined with a
pair of domestic animas, the stupid beast of burden and filthy, and stupid, but edible meat animal— ‘it
would be bad mannersfor meto "toddle" without an invitation to an audience, which you would know if
your mother had birthed any children who could tdll it was daylight while standing outsde staring into the
sun, and had you haf the wits the gods gave to abag of rocks. It's called "good manners'.’

Thewarriors nearby erupted into laughter: this Tsurani not only spoke passable Thuril, he could insult
with Syle.

The red-headed warrior didn't know whether to laugh or take umbrage, but before he could make up his
mind, Pug said, '‘Be awe coming host and ask the Kdianeif shewill listen to the words of Milamber of
the Assembly, once husband to a Thuril woman, Kataa.'

Theroom fl slent. An old man gitting in the corner stood up and walked over to Pug. 'How can that
be?Y ou are ayoung man, and Katala was a kinsvoman of mine, dead before | wasborn. The story is
told of her having wed a Black Robe.’

'l am that man," said Pug. 'l am long lived, | remain as you see me, and was then as| am now when | was
wed to her. Shewas my wife, and mother of my first born son, and | till grieve for her.'

The old man turned to one of the younger warriors and said, 'Go to the Kadiane, and tell her aman of
importance has come from the Tsurani lands, to speak to her and the Council. He hasaclaim of kinship.
I will vouchitistrue!

The young warrior nodded in deference to the old man, who sat down beside Pug. 'Milamber of the



Assembly, | would hear the tale of you and my kinswoman.'

Pug sighed, for these were memories herarely visited. "When | wasllittle more than a boy the Tsurani
invaded my homeland and | was taken as dave, for the great house of the Shinzawali. It wasthere | met
Kataaof the Thuril, sold into davery by border raiders. We met oneday..."' Hetold the story dowly and
plainly, and soon it was clear that the memories were as vivid to him now as they had been years before,
and theimages of hisfirst wife were undimmed by the passage of time.

When he had finished, warriorswept at thetale of their parting, for the proud warriors of the Thuril felt
no shame in showing strong emotions. The room fell silent as the messenger returned and said, The
Kdiane bids you come and makes you welcome to the Council, Milamber of the Assembly.’

Pug rose and walked out of theinn. He followed his guide to the top of the trail, which opened into a
large meadow, dotted with hide tents, erected for the meeting of the Council. The meadow was hometo
natural warm springs, which in the night sent up plumes of steam and gave off afaintly metalic odour.

Night birds sang and Pug was reminded that as dien as Kelewan had been to him when he had first come
here asa Tsurani captive, he had cometo think of it ashome for the better part of eight years. He had
met hiswife here and fathered hisfirst-born, and thisis where she had returned to die of anillnessno
priest or chirurgeon could cure.

As hewasled through the sorawling community of huts, hefinaly found himself before an ancient
longhouse. He knew enough of Thuril tradition to redlize that thislonghouse had been here for decades,
perhaps acentury, as a place where e ders might come to council and seek the caming influence of the

warm sarings.

Onceingdethelong hdl, Pug saw over forty Thuril leaderswaiting for him, and in the centre animposing
woman of advancing years with long iron-grey hair tied in two braids. She wore asimple dress of dark
red cloth, but over that atorc of beaten copper, set with precious gems. The others, both men and
women, wore traditiona headgear of feathers and quills, and shirts, trousers, kilts, and dresses of wool
and homespun. The air in the room was thick with smoke from the large firein astone-lined pit in the
centre of the room, and from torcheson thewalls.

"Welcome, Milamber of the Assembly,’ said an old chieftain Sitting to theright of the Kaiane. 'l am
Wahopa, chieftain of the Hlint Ridge people. It ismy honour to host this year's Council. | bid you
welcome.’

Thewoman to hisleft said, 'l am the Kaiane. Y ou wished to spesk to us?

Pug said, "Yes. | bring words of warning, and hope." He began dowly. These were not a stupid people,
but he was explaining concepts difficult for amagician to grasp, let done awarrior of the highlands. But
they listened without interruption, and when he finished he added, 'Safe passage will be provided to as
many of your nation as can be made to muster here within the week. Bring your livestock and chattels,
wegpons and tools, for it isanew world opening, one that will demand much, but will givemuchin
return.’

"Tdl usof thisnew world, Milamber,' said the Kdiane.

Itisafair place, with vast plains of grass, deep lakes and rolling oceans. There are mountains that touch
the sky and great highland valleys where herds can run free. It isaland abundant in game and fish, and

more, and thereisno oneliving there.’

'But you are Tsurani, and your people go there. Why would you offer to share it with your enemies?



asked a chief from the second row. His tone was suspicious.

'l am not Tsurani. | am the outland magician, Pug of Crydee, taken captive during the war on theworld
of Midkemia. It was | who freed the Thuril warriors a the Great Games and destroyed the great arena. It
was | who waswed to Katala of the Thuril, whose kinsman | met down in the town just hours ago.

'We will take anyoneto this new world who wishesto live,' Pug said calmly. 'l have spoken to the Than.'
This brought an angry response, for the Thin were abigger plague on the Thuril than they were on the
Tsurani. 'Even now others are making the same offer to the Cho-ja, the dwarves across the Sea of
Blood, and any other race who wishes to escape the devadtation.' Passion rosein hisvoice ashe said, ‘It
was Mara of the Acomawho came to you seeking away to meet with the great magicians at Chakaha,
and she was mother to thisline of emperors.

'Y ou have had a century of truce with the Tsurani, despite occasiona conflicts, but these have been no
more than your own clan struggles. Thisworld | speak of isvast, and the highlands are agreat distance
from where the Tsurani will reside, and if you wish, you can ignore them for another century.’

Severa of the chieftains nodded, asif thiswere agood thing.

'Or you can reach an accord and forge atreaty that will last for generations. But none of this can cometo
passif you do not leave these highlands, for death approaches rapidly and will be upon you suddenly'

The Kdiane stood. 'l would speak with this Great One done,' she said and her tone indicated that she
was not asking for permission. 'Walk with me outside, Milamber.’

Shetook the lead and Pug followed. Once outside, she headed dowly down atrail leading to the larger
of the many springsin the area. 'Y ou speak fairly, Milamber, but many will not believe you,' she began.
"They will think thisa Tsurani ploy to remove us from our lands, or atrap to lure usto our deaths.’

Pug wastired. He had been through ordeals no man had ever known, and despite the reinvigorating
magic Ban-ath had employed, he felt exhausted in his heart and soul. He took a deep breath and said, 'l
know. | can only do so much. | cannot save everyone. | make asimple offer, Kadiane. Within two days|

shdl open arift, —helooked around and then pointed to a clearing a short distance away— 'there. It
will lead to ahighland meadow on the world of which | spoke." He took a deep breath. "The Thin will be
put on a continent avast seaaway from al humans. It will be years, decades, perhaps even centuries
before human refugees and the Thin meet again. Perhaps by then you'll have made peace with the Tsura
ni. | do not know what the Cho-ja say, for another has sought them out. The highlands where | will open
therift isat agreat distance from where the Tsurani will arrive—you can avoid them or seek them out as
isyour pleasure, and either make war or peace, or you can remain here and perish.' Fatigue crept into his
voice. 'lItisal your choice. | can only do so much.'

'l believeyou,' shesaid. 'l will urge the chieftainsto send runners and gather the clans.’ She crossed her
arms on her chest and looked out over the hills below. These have been our homes since the time of the
Golden Bridge, Great One. It will be hard for someto leave.'

'‘Somewill die; Pug said. 'Some will not get word in timeto reach here, and otherswill betooiill to travel.
Some will refuseto leave. All of thosewill die. It isup to you to savetherest.’

'Y ou do thisthing, why, magician? Why do you struggle to save so many?

Pug laughed, more out of frustration than humour. 'Who elsewould doit?Itismy lot. And | doiit
becauseitisright that | do so0.'



She nodded. Y ou are agood man, Great One. Now, go, and | will dowhat | can. Will | seeyou again?

'Only the gods know," said Pug. 'If | can vigt the highlands where you areto live, | will, but if | dont,
you'll know that it isfor agood reason.'

'Go with the gods,' she said, turning to walk back to the long hall and begin what would most certainly be
along and heated debate.

Taking an orb from hisrobe, Pug triggered it to return to the Assembly, and was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Ondaught

d A

JIM THREW A DAGGER.

He ducked away behind arock asthe blade struck a Dasati Desthknight in the face, taking him out of the
saddle of hisvarnin. He wasimmediately trampled by other riders who ignored their fallen comrade as
they rode through the canyon.

Reaching a promontory where his companions waited, he said, Time to be going!'

Jommy, Tad, Zane and Servan didn't need to be told twice. What had less than half an hour before been
arear echelon area, astaging point for troops heading into battle and aresting place for troops pulled out
of the line, was now suddenly the front. An hour ago, al five young men had been nursing aching bodies,
esting decent mealsfor thefirst timein two days, and anticipating some well-earned rest. After eating,
they had found a shady spot under awagon on which to deep. They had become accustomed to the
needra, the Six-legged Tsurani beast of burden, its restless snorting and its dien odours. They were so
tired it had only taken minutesfor them to fall adeep.

Jm had been thefirst to be roused by the shouting. They had barely avoided being trampled by Dasati
Desthknights, and had escaped their nets only by scurrying up the rocky hillside which led to aridge that
had served as anatura defensive barrier on Alenburgas left flank. The only problem wasthat everyone

elsein the headquarters had gone in the other direction.

For the last two days they had been making asteady retreat. The Black Mount would expand on afairly
regular basis and the Tsurani magicians were attempting to gauge its rate so that they could predict asafe
distance for each withdrawal.

The defenders tactics had changed. They were no longer attempting to repulse a Dasati invasion, but
rather were attempting to fight a screening rearguard withdrawa to give refugees time to reach the safety
of the nearest rifts. Pug had established arift that morning between Kelewan and another world, and the

Emperor's edict had gone out. Magicians had carried the order to every part of the Empire and the
population was mobilizing. It would be impossible to get everyone through theriftsin. time, but they were
going to save asmany as possible.



Oncethefirst mgor rift had been established, Pug had crested a second one to a distant continent, then
created agateway for the Than. A third had been created in the Thuril highlands, and after that, other
magicians were creating secondary gateways to those locations. Still other Great Ones were busy
creeting lesser rifts around the Empire, which terminated near the first mgjor Tsurani rift, on the City of
the Plains. That location had been selected because the area around the rift was vast and afew dozen
lesser rifts could open there giving enough room for the massive influx of refugees to wait without

trampling one another.

The problem seemed to be creating enough riftsto reach the new world. Pug was one of the few
meagicians capable of creating such arift without help. Once he had established arift, other rifts at nearby
locationswould naturaly follow it to the new world, and that was beneficid, but it till took two or three

magiciansfour or five times aslong to do the work. At the last report there were seven effectiveriftsto
the new world. But Kaspar had remarked within earshot of the young captains that seventy wouldn't be
enough.

So, there was aneed to dow down the Dasati, who seemed intent on capturing as many prisoners as
possible to be dragged back to the Black Mount and thrown into the pit to feed the monstrosity on their
home world. No one wanted to consider how hoarrific the Situation had become. The Tsurani were
warriors by tradition and temperament, and aways focused on what was ahead, not behind them, but
estimations ran as high as twenty to thirty thousand Tsurani having goneinto the pit in the last two days.
From what they had seen, the young captains thought that number low. The Dasati were anything but
supid: they were rapidly adapting their strategy and tacticsto fit the Situation and now their radds were

massive and unexpected.

It was probably just bad luck that had this newest one had brought them almost on top of the Tsurani
headquarters.

Jommy looked around as they could hear the rumbling of the Dasati riders on the other Side of the ridge.
"Where are we?

Zane said, 'Tad wasthe last to see the map.' He looked at hisfoster brother and asked, "Where are we?

The dender blond youth held out his hand, palm outward and fingers down. 'This," he said pointing to his
middle finger, 'istheridge behind us. Over here,' he said, pointing at the ring finger, 'iswhere everyone
€lse went. We need to get from there to there!'

"With acouple of thousand Dasati Deathknights between us," said Servan.
Jm Dasher said, 'Wait, | have anidea’

'What? asked Jommy. Since arriving with messages for Lord Erik, Dasher had been seconded to
Genera Alenburgas staff, joining Jommy, Tad, Zane, and Servan asacaptain.

He pointed south-west. The Dasati are going that way .
'Yes,' said Tad.

'S0, let's go that way," he said, pointing north-east. "We cut across the valey floor, and we're on the other
side where we can catch up with the General and the others!'

‘Brilliant idea,' said Jommy, 'but you're overlooking onething.'

'What?



'Everyone ese a headquartersis mounted. They have horses. We don't. Well never catch up with them.’

'Well,' said Zane, ‘we certainly won't if we stand here arguing about it. | say we do as Jm says.
Eventudly the Generd will throw up another headquarters and if we just keep following the line of
retreat, well find it sooner or later.’

With no better course of action, they boys agreed and they started back up the ridge they had just fled

down. Reaching the top, they paused, crouching just below the ridgdline. They could hear no sounds of

mounted Dasati, but experience had taught them that Dasati often had secondary patrols following after
the raids to catch anyone who had been in hiding.

Jm was about to stick his head over the rise when he heard something. He held up hishand in asign of
caution and listened. Then he recognized the sound. Someone was humming!

He peered over and saw alone figure moving up thetrail, wearing the black robe of a Tsurani magician,
and he was humming atune. 'What isthis? Jm asked.

The others peered over and saw thefigure vanishing up thetrail and Jommy said, 'Was he singing?
'Humming,' corrected Jm Dasher. ‘Loudly’'
'Should we go after him? asked Zane.
'No,' said Tad. 'If he'samagician he can take care of himsalf, and look where heid!’

Where he was happened to be was approaching the outer limits of the 'safe’ area around the Black
Mount. Anywhere closer was likely to result in suddenly finding yoursdf ingde the dome the next timeiit
expanded. They watched the robed man vanish dong thetrail, then they moved over the ridge and down
to thefloor of thevalley.

‘Last time | looked, the generas were heading that way," Jommy said, pointing to the south-east.
"Then that's the way we go,' said Dasher. "Y ou know, | think I've had enough of this.'
'What? asked Servan.

Thewar? Tad suggested...

‘That, certainly,’ said Dasher. 'No, | mean the whole service to the Crown business.’

"Well, no one made you do it,' suggested Zane.

'Actudly, someonedid, said Jm.

'Who? Jommy asked.

Dasher shrugged. Y ou lads must have figured out by now that I'm not just athief from Krondor.'

Jommy laughed asthey trudged dong, keeping dert for any marauding Dasati. 'We sort of got the notion
when you showed up carrying roya dispatchesfor Lord Erik. They don't usudly hand those over to
random pickpockets and bashers and tell them to scoot along through the nearest rift to awar on another
world.'

'Wdll, it was my grandfather, redly, who got meinto "the family business’, | guessyou could say.’



Servan said, 'Don't keep us guessing.’ His tone was dry and he seemed unconvinced. He had known Jim
Dasher long enough to judge him an accomplished liar.

'My grandfather is James, Lord Jamison, Duke of Rillanon.’
Jommy laughed. That'sawonderful tale'

'No, I'm serious,’ said Dasher. He picked up arock and threw it, hitting alarger rock some distance
away. 'I'mtired of risking my life, thugs, gamblers, whores, and al therest of it, and I'm ready to settle
down and gart afamily.’

'Y ou? sad Jommy, laughing. ‘A family?
'Yes' said Jm, beginning to become nettled. 'l even haveadgirl in mind.'

This| must hear,’ said Servan. 'Who, among the Kingdom aristocracy, has the Duke's grandson in
mind?

The others began to laugh.
'If you must know,' said Jim, 'she's Lady Michele de Frachette, daughter of the Earl of Montagren.’
The laughter stopped.
'Y ou're serious? Michele? asked Servan.
'Yes, why?
The four former university studentslooked at one another, and Jommy said to Tad, "You tell him.'
Zanesad, 'Y ou should tdll him, Jommy.'

'No," said Jommy. 'l redly think it should be you, Tad. You'rethefirst one she...' Helooked at Jm
Dasher, then said, '... danced with at the King's reception.’

'Yes,' said Tad, looking askance, 'but you... danced with her the most.'

Jommy sighed and stopped walking. 'Ah, Jm, we have dl had the pleasure of her... ah... acquaintance.
She attended a reception at the Roya Court in Roldem, when Tad, Zane and mysdlf were made Knights
of the King's Court.' With agrin, he dso said, 'Which iswhere | met Servan'slovely sster, too.'

Servan's expression darkened. And it was Tad who said, 'She's, ah...'
‘A lovely girl,' supplied Zane. 'Redlly.
'Areyou talking about Michele or my sister? Servan's expression was not happy.

Tad jumped in. 'Both, about the lovely girl part, but ignore him," he said, pointing to Jommy. 'He just likes
your sister to annoy you.'

"That's not true!" protested Jommy. 'Sheredlly is awonderful girl." He mock-scowled at Servan. 'How
the two of you came from the same parentsisamystery to me.'

'Enough,’ said Dasher. 'Michele?

'Ah, yes, Michdle. Lovely, but... ambitious,' said Jommy. 'She'slooking for awell-positioned husband,



you could say.'
That'swhat 1'd say," agreed Servan.

‘And no one would be aswell positioned as the grandson of the Duke of Rillanon, would he? offered
Zane.

'But before that she was... more open to other suitors,’ supplied Zane.
'S0, let's say we've al had the pleasure of ... her company,’ said Tad.
Jm's expression turned dangerous and his colour began to rise, his cheeks turning red. 'When?
Jommy said, 'Second Day. The reception was the previous Fifth Day'
Tad said, 'Firgt.'
‘Redlly? asked Jommy. 'l thought | had supper with her first.'
'No, | did,’ said Tad.
'‘And you? Jommy asked of Zane.
'Fourth.’
Jm looked ready to lose histemper completely, 'So, you're telling me that the three of you—'
Servan said, 'Ah, four.' They looked at him and he added, Third Day'

Jommy put his hand on Jm's shoulder and gave it afirm squeeze, asfriendly agesture as he could
manage. 'Look at it thisway, old son. We've saved you from aworld of embarrassment, haven't we?
Whoever doeswed her isgoing to be the butt of alot of jokesin court. Can't have that for the Duke's
grandson, can we?

Jm looked from face to face, and the colour in his cheeks began to fade. He was not by nature an
idedlistic sort, but he had built up avery lovely idea of Michele. Better to find out now, he
acknowledged. Findly he shook his head and said, 'Women.'

They resumed waking and Jommy said, 'Yes!'
Tad said, 'Y ou know what the monks of La-Timsa at the university say about women don't you?

Jommy, Servan, and Zane had heard the old joke a dozen times and in unison answered, Women! You
cant live with them and you can't live with them.'

Jm groaned, redlizing that La- Timsteswere acdibate order. 'l think I'll stick to whores!'

Servan said, 'Knowing the young women of the Royal Court in Roldem, I'd say it's probably less
expensve.’
'‘And you'll belied to less often,’ said Zane.
'Well, thisisdl good and dl,’ said Jommy, 'but have you seen any sight of aretreating army?

"That way,' said Jm, pointing at alitter of dropped items. 'We follow what they threw away.'



‘Let's hope the Dasati didn't. I'm not anxious to walk into their rearguard,’ Tad said.

Conversation fell off asthey trudged up ahillside and over another ridge. Then Jm said, 'Y ou know the
tune that magician was humming?

'What about it? asked Servan.
'l just redized | recognizeit! It'satune common in the ale housesin Land's End and Port Vykor.'
'So? asked Tad.
'So where's a Tsurani magician learn atune sung by drunken sailors down in Land's End?

No one had an answer.

Leso Varen fdt positively buoyant, though hewas a alossto explain why. So much of hislifewas made
up of odd impulsesthat he could not explain, so he had long ago given up any seeking reasonable
explanations. He knew it dl began with the amulet he had found so many years ago, and the dreams that
had come afterward. He had thrown it away, twice, then spent years recovering it, and once he
destroyed it, he thought, only to find the shards and restoreit, killing ahaf-dozen jewellersin the

process. Something about that amulet. ..

That damned pirate Bear, the murderous mongter, had it on when he died, and it was lost somewherein
the Bitter Sea. He had redlly desired that amulet. Wearing it had given him the first glimpse of what was
possible, how death and life were so closdly linked, and there was no more powerful source of power
than alife dipping into desth.

He never found the amulet, though he had searched in the seafor it yearsago... There, hismind was
wandering again.

He was certain there was some higher agency a work here, for he could not rest once he got an idea
until hetook it to fruition. Several times he had been frusirated by others, but somehow he had dways
endured.

Ashe climbed the road, Varen saw dead bodies littering the landscape. Perhaps that was why hefelt so
good. There was so much desth everywhere that he had been able to leech away fleeing life here and
there. These Dasati were like children when it came to desth-magic; very powerful children, granted, but
their ability to find the subtle side of magic was non-existent, and they operated in avery wasteful fashion.
But at least their waste had | eft enough ambient life-force lingering that he was physically rgjuvenated to
the point of no longer needing awalking stick — though Wyntakata really wasn't much of aspecimen, to
be truthful. Once Varen found agood lair, held start building up the things he needed to seize another
body. He idly wondered what he could accomplish with the level of daughter these diens achieved.

He wondered why he was feding the need to go back and visit the Dasati again. Hisinitia contact with
them had seemed awonderful opportunity, but once they had established their firg little dome on this
world, and after he had ddlivered Mirandato them for study, they were downright inhospitable. He had

exited without afarewdll, fairly certain they were getting ready to study him. And he was certain they
thought lesswell of him after he had killed two of their Deathpriests on hisway out of the door.

Still, histime with them had not been a complete waste, for he knew he could work necrotic magic they
could only dream of. And now appeared as good atime as any to do so, since a Dasati patrol was
thundering down the road towards him.



He drew on a spark of the rage he harboured within, called up alarge supply of thelife-force he had
recently acquired and waited. There were twelve Deathknights riding at him, and as they approached
they dowed, perhaps wondering why alone human would stand waiting for them.

'Hello,' he said in passable Dasati, learned from the Degthpriests he had negotiated with after he had
discovered their little probe-cresture.

The leader pointed hissword at him. 'Y ou speak our language?

Sighing theatricdly, Leso Varen sad, 'By the gods you are amaster of the obvious.' His hand shot out
and adozen tendrils of green energy sprang forth, each cocooning a Deathknight's head. Instantly swords
were dropped as they reached up, clawing at the suffocating head-covers.

Within moments, they werefdling from their saddles, writhing on the ground in agony astheir lungs
burned. Varen could fed their lives pulsing up the tendrils and his own vitdity increasing. Just to be
thorough, Varen did the same with the milling varnin, killing them al by draining their lives. When the last
of them was dead, he smiled. 'Well, that was refreshing.’

He gtarted humming the song again as he resumed histrek to the Black Mount.

Pug was nearly exhausted. Even after the return trip from the second plane he had not felt this depleted.
The creation of rifts was adifficult enough task when carried out under norma conditions; but conditions
asthey stood were hardly normal.

He took a deep breath and nodded to Magnus. His son still showed the price paid by the foray into the
second realm, but he had insisted on accompanying his parents to give whatever help he could.

Magnuslifted hisfather up, raisng him so that he could see the thousands flooding acrossthe plains. In
the distance, to the north, loomed the Black Mount. It had grown again twice in the last day, its most
recent increase bringing it miles closer. Pug calculated that it now covered two magjor cities and a score of
towns along theriver, aswell as overlapping a huge portion of the northern plain. It rose up so high that
itstop vanished into the clouds: to Pug it looked like nothing so much as a giant black wall advancing
down on them.

He motioned to Magnus, who lowered him.
'Can we do more? Miranda asked.

'No," said Pug. 'We might open another rift or two from the far west, but there are not that many people
there.' He sighed. 'l fear dl we can do now iswait and see how many we can get through therift and
how long it is before we must closeit.

Magnus looked into the distance, That thing will fee down on usin two or three days''

Pug looked at thefirst and largest of theriftsto the new world, and saw that people were streaming
through it, but there were so many frightened, tired, hungry people waiting that the line was mileslong. He
had made it clear to everyone that as soon as people were through therrift they had to move off, for the
valey on the other sde of therift did not have sufficient capacity to hold al these people. He a'so knew
that soon the people going through would be too exhausted once they were on the other side to move
very far off. He turned to Magnus and said, 'Hold them up for afew minutes.’

Magnus passed ordersto the Imperial Guards, who ordered the halt to people passing through. This
brought instant grumbling and complaint from the otherwise dutiful and obedient Tsurani.



Miranda said, The next time you do that, we're going to have ariot.'
Pug nodded.
'How many have gone through aready? she asked.

He shook his head. 'l don't know, redly. Two hundred thousand today, maybe. Haf that many yesterday
when we Started.’

'Not even the population of one good-sized city.'
'Enough to start anew civilization, said Magnus.

Mirandalooked a her son and redized he was trying to make them fedl that something had been
accomplished. 'Only if they don't mind spending the next two or three generationsin mud huts." She
looked across the plain and saw that fires were being lit as evening approached. 'Maybe some cooking
and ashort rest will help some of them." Asfires appeared across the horizon to the east at first and then
to thewest, she said, There are so many.'

‘Millions yet to come,’ said Pug. 'We're going to lose most of them.’

"We don't know that, Father.' Magnus pointed. 'I'll go and hel p to open another rift to the new world. Il
go through this portd and fly mysdlf miles away, and open another—'

'We have six spread out all over that region. It's going to take them weeks to find each other and
establish some sort of communication.' He looked around. "We can't wait too much longer to send the
Light of Heaven through.’

'Will he go? asked Miranda. "He seemed determined to be the last through when | talked to him.’
Magnus smiled. 'l think he's going to haveto fight Generd Alenburgafor the honour.'

It doesn't matter,' Pug said quietly. The last to go through...' He looked at the campfires now springing
up in dl quarters. '"Anyone who waitsto be last through will die here, Magnus.'

His son said nothing.

Varen trudged dong the road, watching the Black Mount rise up, getting larger by the hour yet somehow
seemingly never closer. That isredlly big,' he said to himsdif.

At least four timesin thelast hour he had destroyed small bands of Deathknights, but he sensed he was
overmatched as he crested arise and saw afull hundred of them riding out of adell. Wishing he had
some of histoysfrom hisold study in Kaspar's citadd in Olasko, he conjured up an illusion he hadn't
tried in years. It was an old stand-by and easy enough to deploy. Any Tsurani would have stopped to
examine the massive old dead oak that was suddenly sitting by the side of the road, but the Dasati had no
ideathetree was as alien to thisworld asthey were. They rode past and when they were safely down the
road, Varen regppeared asthetreeillusion vanished.

Continuing aong he wondered how long it would take him to reach the edge of the sphere. Perspective
was difficult, for the featureless Sdes gave him nothing by which to judge scde. It might beamile onthe
other side of the next ridge, or it could be five miles.

Then suddenly it was dark and hislungs started to strain as his ears rang and his eyes burned. It dso felt



asif the grandfather of dl thunderclaps had exploded right above his head.
And then hands gripped him.

Varen saw apair of Deathknights had an iron hold on each of hisarms and were propelling him
forwards, expecting him to beincapacitated. But he had been insde a Dasati dome before and knew
what to do, and suddenly he could breathe easily. He let the Deathknights pull him along what had up to
minutes ago been a countryside road out in the bright sun. Now it was a pathway shrouded in darkness
and even as he watched the leaves on the trees on either side of the road begin to blacken and shrivdl.

'Oh, thisis so clever!" he shouted.
The two Deathknights tightened their grips and one looked a him. Hewasthefirst to die.

Varen smply reached ingde the man with his mind and stopped his heart. 'Oh, | lovethis place!" he said
to the till-upright Deathknight. The warrior let go of Varen and drew his sword, and Leso redized he
had been speaking Tsurani. He spokein Dasati: 'l said, "Oh, | lovethis placel™ The Desthknight raised
his sword to strike and Varen held out his hand and another encompassing cocoon of green,
life-devouring energy engulfed the Desthknight.

Varen was motionless as the Deathknight died. Others nearby saw the single human standing with two
dead Deathknights at hisfeet and ran to attack him. Varen easily snatched life from each of them until
therewas not aliving Deathknight in Sght.

'I never used to be able to do that!" he exclaimed, delighted at his new-found power. ‘It must bethis
place!’

He looked around and adjusted his perception, and everywhere he looked he could see life energy
rushing in towards the centre of the great sphere. That'swherel need to be," he said.

He never once for amoment considered where these impulsesthat had ruled hislife came from. He
accepted them, and knew that when he gave into his most outrageous and destructive impul ses, the more
pain he caused, the more chaos he creeted, the happier he was. At timesin the past he had found himself

working very much aone, in mouldy old caves or damp hutsin noxious swamps. At other times he had
finessed hisway into comfort, living in luxury, hosted by dupeslike the Baron of Land's End or the Duke
of Olasko. He had endured his share of pain dong the way; and discovered that dying was no fun at all,
even if hewoke up in ahedthy new body moments|later. He had aso discovered that being run through
with a sword from behind was hisleast favourite way to die. He took a deep breath. If he had only had
accessto theincredible energy of life hewasfinding here, or rather, that incredible moment of astonishing
power when life turnsto death. .. if only he had possessed that knowledge and power years ago, he
would now be ruling Midkemia

I must find out what thisis!' he said doud. He moved towards the nexus of al this strange and wonderful
desth-magic.

Nakor gtirred. He had been unconscious, lying behind the throne upon which the TeKaranawould
observe the daughter of thousands. He had no idea how long it had been since he had said goodbye to
Pug and Magnus. Asdry as hismouth felt, it was at least afull day, if not severd. He forced himself
upright and reached insde hisbag. It was empty. Sighing, he took it off and pushed it away. He hadn't
redlly been hungry, and was reaching for an orange out of habit. He doshed alittle water around in the
water skin at his belt and thought it odd that he wasn't thirsty either, despite his dry mouth. Then he
redlized what was happening. 'Ah. That's... brilliant!"



He turned his head to see what was occurring in the pit. The sight made him sad. Hundreds of bodies
were falling each minute, and more and more of the essence of the Dreadlord was turning to vaporous
smoke and spinning upward in amad cyclone of wind that rushed up from the bottom of the pit.

He pulled himsdlf around the throne. He could bardly see the Dreadlord any more, so much of hisbeing
was being sacrificed into the mael strom to reach out and bind thisworld to Kelewan.

A sudden giddiness struck Nakor and he knew. ‘It'samost time!" he whispered. He moved around, and
finding it amusing, sat down in the TeKaranas throne. He didn't think VVako would mind.

Hewaited.

'Why don't they come? Martuch asked. For two days the warriors of the White and the Talnoy guards
had waited for an attack from the temple Deathknights loyal to the Dark One. But no attack had
materidized.

Thosefew Lessers|eft alivein the TeKarana's private apartments had been give the chore of preparing
food for those hunkered down, waiting.

Bek had stood motionless in the same position, waiting for the assault. He had not eaten, drunk water, or
relieved himsdlf for two days. It was beginning to unnerve even the most battle-hardened Deathknight.

Suddenly, Bek said, "They are not coming.’
'How do you know? asked Valko.

The massive warrior turned and with a grin that was nearly demonic said, 'l know. Y ou are safe. The
Dark Oneisbusy and will not return. Heisleaving thisworld very soon. | can go now.' Suddenly a
crimson light shone around the large warrior and hefell over.

A disembodied voice said, '| am Kantas-Barat! | have returned.’
The Deathknights looked from one to another, and Father Juwon said, 'The old gods are returning!’
Hirea hurried over to Bek and examined him. Looking up, he said, 'He's dead!”

Martuch shook hishead. 'That one has been dead along time, | think. Whatever wasinside him has no
more usefor him. | hope for agood cause.' To those assembled, he raised hisvoice. 'Come, it'stimeto
end thisinsanity and begin rebuilding our nation.’

Most cheered, including Vako, but he looked out of the window at the city in turmoil, with firesand
smoke everywhere, and he knew that despite this feigned optimism, the conflict was not yet over.

Pug dozed. He came awake with a start and looked around.
'What?
'Father, said Magnus. 'What isit?
'‘Something..." He sood up and looked off into the night. 'Something's changing.'

He had been lying insde atent hastily erected near the command pavilion occupied by the Emperor and
his generals. He looked around and saw the massiverift a short distance away, torchlight casting the
entire tableau into an eerie chiaroscuro, punctuated by flickering amber and red glows.



The stream of refugees was now ariver, and as he silently watched, hundreds walked through the rift and
into another world.

'How many? he asked Magnus.
'No one knows, Father. Maybe a million by now, through al the gates. Maybe more.’
'Maybe less!
Magnus shook his head in resignation. "We're doing all we can.'
"Where's the sphere?
'It's about fifty miles north of the City of the Plains.’

Pug amost wept. When he had last asked, it had been over ahundred miles awvay. He let out along
breath. 'Unless something miracul ous happens, we will lose the rifts by late afternoon tomorrow.’

Magnus knew what hisfather was saying. All rifts off thisworld had to be closed before the Dark One
reached them. If he wasto take Kelewan, so beit. They could regroup on Midkemia and decide how
best to confine him to thisworld, if that was possible.

But if he managed to gain accessto the new Tsurani world or to Midkemia, the horror they had been
watching herefor dayswould repest itself eventualy.

Suddenly agust of wind blew everything back as a huge thunder peal sounded around them. Lightning
danced across the surface of the Black Mount and Pug shouted, ‘Now! Get the Emperor through that
gate!’

Imperid Guards raced to the command tent.
'‘What happened? asked Magnus.
‘| don't know, but we don't have until |ate afternoon tomorrow.'

The Black Mount was not fifty miles north of the city any more. It was now lessthan amile north of the
rifts, which meant that at least amillion people had been swalowed up by it.

Pug fdlt tears come unbidden.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Oblivion

d A

THEDASATI ATTACKED.

The screaming derted Pug and the other magicians who had congregated around the Emperor's pavilion.



The argument had been underway for the better part of an hour, al decorum and rank put aside.

The young ruler was being intransgent about staying to the very lagt, and findly Pug said, 'Mgesty, no
one here doubts your heart or your bravery. We know that you die each time one of your subjectsis
taken, but your people, more than ever, need your guidance.'

He indicated the sea of faces crowded around the large tent, looking in through the large opening, waiting
to hear the Light of Heaven's order. Pug saw priests and high priests of every order, remaining closein
case the Emperor ordered them to fight to the death. Pug's hand inscribed an arc in the air, encompassing
everyone outside. "Y our brave Tsurani nobles are for the most part dead, and each of them gavetheir
livesdearly. That leaves you with only children to claim thetitles of Ruling Lords, and afrightened
populace. Y our people are good people, honest and hard-working, but they will need guidance. Order
your magicians and priests, and whoever isleft of the nobility, through the rift now.’

He could hear the fighting approaching, no more than afew hundred yards away. 'Soon panic will setin
and no onewill be ableto get through therift... beforel must closeit!'

The Emperor looked determined. 'No, Gresat One. | will fight.'

Pug felt exasperated. Thiswas not thetime for youthful defiance. But he redlized he wastaking to a
young man whose every whim had been obeyed for most of hislife. 'Sire, have you heard the tae of
Emperor Ichindar, the ninety-first emperor, at the first peace talks between the Empire and the Kingdom
of theldes?

'No," said the young ruler, suddenly uncertain asto where this conversation was going.

'‘Good,' said Pug, and he put out his hand. The young Emperor's eyesrolled up into his head and he
collapsed. Half adozen Imperiad Guards drew their swords and Pug shouted, 'Hold! The Light of
Heaven merely deeps!’

The Emperor's First Adviser Chomata chuckled. 'l know that story, Great One. It was Kasumi of the
Shinzawai who knocked Emperor Ichindar unconscious so that he could be taken back through the rift to

sfety.
'‘Good," said Pug. "Y ou can explain it to him when herevives.
To two guards he said, 'Pick up the Emperor and bear him through therift. '

Genera Alenburgalooked at Pug and then turned to face the throng outside the door. With the tent flaps

pulled back, he had an dmost panoramic view of the distant battle. He looked down &t the faces of those

waiting to be told what to do next. Y ou, the priests and magicians and remaining ruling lords, if you love
your nation, itistime. Go through the rift and care for your people. Build anew Tsuranuanni. Go!'

Many hesitated, but many moved the moment the order was given towards asmaler rift Pug had
prepared to get the command staff away to safety. Magnus said, 'Father, what about you?

I'm staying alittlelonger, Pug said. ‘It'sal but over here, but there are things | done can do, and they
must be done.'

'Wheat shall | tell Mother?

"Tell her under no circumstancesis sheto return here.' Helooked out at the distant fighting. Tell her |
love her and | will be home soon.’



Magnus shook his head. "Y ou know if | tell her not to come shewill.!
‘Convince her. Tdl her I will be going through therift gate in afew minutes!’
'Y ou know | could never lieto her.

It'snot alie. | an going through the gate, but not this one." He pointed over into the darkness. 'I'm going
to go through the first gate, to the Academy.' He dropped hisvoice. Tell her therewon't be a"here"
soon.'

Very wdl,' said Magnus, embracing Pug. ‘Do not get yoursdlf killed, Fether.'

Magnus departed and Pug turned to what remained of the genera staff. Alenburga, Kaspar, Erik and the
young officers waited, as Pug said, 'It's over, gentlemen.’

Erik von Darkmoor |ooked out at the distant battle. "Yes, findly.'

Alenburgaturned to the younger officers and to the Tsurani soldiers he said, 'Go through therrift to the
new world. That isan order.’

Asonethey sauted and departed. Then to Jommy, Servan, Jim, Dash, Tad and Zane he said, "Y oung
grs, your duty hereisover. | thank you for your bravery' Then, looking a Jim Dasher, he added, 'And an
occasiond bit of foolhardiness. Now, go. Get home.'

Pug pointed to the rift to the Academy. 'I'll need you there. Use that rift gate.’
Jommy glanced at his companions, who nodded. 'WEell stay, if you're staying.'
Kaspar sad, 'Jommy, you're alikeable enough lad, but you are aterrible officer. Go!'
Jommy hesitated for amoment, then turned and moved out, the othersfollowing.

At the entrance, Erik put out arestraining hand and held up Jm Dasher. Tell your grandfather he hasmy
best wishes, Jm. And tell him he has reason to be proud of you.'

Jm looked the old soldier in the eye. Thank you, sir.'
Kaspar and Alenburgaregarded Erik. Alenburgasaid, '‘Coming?

Erik shook hishead. 'No. | think I'll stay. If I can dow down one Deathknight for aminute or so, another
dozen or two might get through the rift. I've been on borrowed time for afew years now, and | should
return what | borrowed.' He glanced at Pug and said, 'If you see that annoying little gambler, tell him
"thank you'".'

Pug could only nod, for he had not told anyone yet of Nakor's decision to stay on Omadrabar. Only
Magnus knew. He could barely spesk ashe said, 'l will, Erik.’

The old Knight-Marshall of Krondor drew his sword from its scabbard and moved purposefully towards
the sound of battle. When he had vanished into the crowd, Kaspar said, There goesagrest man.’

Pug could only nod, unable to find words. Finaly he forced himsalf to spesk. 'What of you two?

Alenburgahad his hand on the pommel of his sword and looked ready to follow Erik'sexample. 'It's
difficult to imagine going back,’ he said quietly, hisvoice ill carrying despite the din outside. Panic was
rising as those trying to reach the nearby rift gate could hear the sounds of battle coming from therear.



‘Leaving dl these people behind...'

Kaspar put his hand on the Genera's shoulder. ‘It does them no good for you to die with them, Prakesh.
Y ou have ahome.’

'It'sgoing to be too quiet, Kaspar.' He looked at his companion of thislast few weeks. 'After what we've
done here, trying to conquer Okanalawith aband of street urchins wouldn't seem much of achdlenge.’

It was Pug who answered. "Then go through that rift to the new world, Generd .’
'What?
"The Tsurani are a people in shambles. They will need strong leadership.’

'I don't think they're going to need agenerd any time soon," he responded, but aready Pug could seethe
spark in hiseyes.

"Then you haven't really come to know the Tsurani, Generdl,’ said Pug. 'Before dawn on thefirst day,
there will be plots and intrigue enough to keep you jumping for the next century. War is nothing
compared to the intrigue in the Game of the Council. Have the Emperor's First Advisor tell you the story
of the Riftwar from the Tsurani perspective: it was aploy in the game, nothing more.

Kaspar said, 'Go, and lead. They will need you.'

Alenburga hesitated, then turned and put his arms around Kaspar, grasping him in abear hug. 'l will miss
you, Kaspar of Olasko.'

'l will missyou too, Generd .’
The General moved purposefully through the tent, and Pug said, 'Kaspar?
'I have no desire to be anyone's martyred hero, Pug. | will go with you.’

Pug motioned for Kaspar to follow and led him out the back of the tent towards the ancient rift gate. A
trickle of people were still attempting to get through, but were being turned away by Tsurani guardswho
redirected them towards the larger gate to the new world. Seeing a Black Robe, the guards moved aside,

and before he stepped through, Pug said, 'Go, now. Y our duty hereis done.’

Both soldiers, wearing the armour of the House of Acoma, saluted and moved away, both drawing their
swords and running towards the sound of fighting. 'Damn, but they are an amazing bunch,’ said Kaspar
admiringly.

'Y es, they are," Pug agreed.
They entered therift.

Varen looked over the edge of the pit and found himself both repelled and attracted by it. Part of him
said that he should turn and run away, asfast as possible, yet another part felt the urgeto jumpin. He
took adeep breath and looked around.

There used to be acity here, he thought. And around it were farms and valleys and hills and villages.
Now therewasjust this pit. Hole. Tunnel. Whatever it was, it was massive, so big that the curve of it
seemed to be dmost a straight line when you stood on the rim.



The power! he thought. He wasintoxicated with it. It represented a mastery of death so far beyond his
dreams, and he had had some pretty incredible dreams over the ages. It was staggering. If he could
somehow bring these Dasati to hedl, have them serve him, he could conquer worlds.

The urge to jump became dmost unbearable. If only | had areason, he thought. Then hejust jumped.

Pug appeared outside the cave, Kaspar at hisside.
'Where are the guards? Kaspar asked.

'l ordered the two young magicians back to theidand when | called for as much help aspossible. By
then | knew we didn't need to guard these things any more.’

Kaspar shrugged. 'If you say s0.'

They entered the first tunnel and moved down to agalery. Below, ten thousand armour-clad figures
waited patiently. 'What are they, Pug, really? asked Kaspar. He had been the one who had first found
the Talnoy herein Novindus, and had lugged it back with him to the Conclave.

"They are deeping gods, Kaspar. They arethe lost Dasati gods.’
'How did they come here?

‘That isapart of the story we may never know, but | believe some higher agency here conspired with
them.' Pug thought it best not to mention the role played by Ban-ath. 'Thiswas arefuge.’ He looked
down at abox |eft near the door. 'For along time | thought the Dark One had somehow trapped these
beings, but now I'm not so sure. | believe perhaps the gods of three worlds conspired to save this
universe from the thing that is destroying Kelewan as we speak.’

Kaspar could only stand in mute gppreciation. Pug picked up the box and opened it. Insde were aring
and acrystd. 'Nakor fashioned this crystal as ameansto control these... beings." He took out thering.

Kaspar said, 'Don't! If you wear it too long, it makes you mad!'

Pug dipped thering on. 'Don't worry. | won't wear it long." Smiling, he added, Y ou might want to cover
your ears for amoment, and perhaps close your eyes against the dust.’

'What dust?

Pug raised his hands above his heed and atwisting spird of light, white with brilliant hints of silver, shot to
the celling of the cavern. It twisted and began to bore upward. Soon a hole appeared and from above
came light. Pug increased the gap between his hands and the light began to spin faster until Kaspar saw
that it was boring away the top of the mound under which the Tanoy had rested for centuries.

Dust flew and Kaspar squinted, but he couldn't take his eyes from the sght. For nearly five minutes Pug
used his magic thus and when he had finished, a hole broad enough for dozens of the cregturesto exit
hung over their heads.

'What now? asked Kaspar, coughing from the dust.
'‘Come outside amoment,’ Pug said.

Kaspar followed Pug out of the mouth of the cave and a short distance up ahillsde until they could look
down on the hole. In the sunlight from above the Tanoy armour glinted asif newly polished.



‘That'sasight,’ said Kaspar of Olasko.
Itis, indeed.'

Pug extended his hand and closed his eyes. For nearly five minutes nothing happened, but Kaspar had
learned long before to be patient when it came to matters of magic. Suddenly ashining ova sparkling
with slver sorang into exigencein thear.

Pug pointed at the Talnoy, and said, ‘Go home.

Asone, the Tanoy turned towards the magician, and the first one lifted off itsfeet, floating upwards. Asit
came even with thelip of the cavern, it picked up speed and flew into the ova that was the newly-formed
rift. Then came another, and the next, and as each one rose up it rose faster until the Talnoy wereflying
out of the cavern so fast they became a blur to the human eye.

'Even that fagt it'll take awhilefor ten thousand of them to get through,’ said Pug.
'Where are they going?

"To Kelewan, and into the Black Mount, then down to the second realm. The ancient gods of the Dasati
arereturning to clam their home!'

‘Amazing.’

Pug said, 'What will you do now, Kaspar? Y ou've earned your choice. Whatever crimesyou were
accused of, you have more than redeemed yoursdf in the eyes of the Conclave. If you'd stay, we would
welcome you. Y ou are aresourceful man of many taents.’

Kaspar shrugged. 'l don't think so, Pug, but thank you for the offer. | think I'll follow Ta Hawkins
example. Like Td, if you have any need of me, I'll try to help, but for thetime being, | think | need to find
anew lifefor mysdf.’

Pug smiled. There'sayoung king down in Muboyawho needs anew genera.’

Kaspar grinned. "Y ou know, | had the same thought mysalf. Alenburgatold me enough about the boy
over chessfor meto have afair ideawhat needs to be done there!

'‘Conquest and war?

'No, that phaseisover, at least until one of Muboya's neighbours gets stupid. What they need now is
peace and competent adminitration.’

'Well, whatever they need, they'll be lucky to take you into their service.'
"Thank you, Pug.'
'For what?

Kaspar's eyes were shining with emotion. 'For letting me take my soul back. In your stead, | would have
had me hanged the moment I'd taken the citadel in Olasko. Y our son and Ta Hawkins were better men
than | ever hopeto be, but | will try to live up to your generosity.'

'Y ou dready have, Kaspar.' Pug watched the Tanoy ill flying through the rift, and added, "Would you
like meto get you down to Muboya?



Kaspar shook hishead. Theday isill long here, and there's avillage not too far away where | can buy
ahorse. After what we've been through, | could use afew hours of quiet. Thewalk will do me good.'

'l understand,’ said Pug, extending his hand. They shook. 'Fare you well, Kaspar of Olasko.'

'Fare you well, magician.' Kaspar turned and walked down thetrail. By the time he reached the bottom
of the hill, the last of the Talnoy was gone, and so was Pug. As he looked upward, theriftintheair
vanished.

Thanking the gods for being dive, Kaspar of Olasko waked purposefully down thetrail, beginning the
next journey of hislife.
Pug appeared in his study, where Miranda, Magnus and Caeb waited. Miranda threw her arms around
her hushand and held him close. ‘Isit over? she asked.
'Not quite.'

She stepped back, examining his expression. 'Y ou're going back!" It was more of an accusation than a
question. Before he could answer, she declared, 'I'm going with you.'

'No!" This came out harsher than he meant it to: an exhausted and drained woman was about to get into a
serious argument with her husband. 'No,'" he said again, more softly. 'l need you here. Without you, |
can't get back.'

Sowly, her mood changed. 'Why?
'‘Because I'm going to do something I've only done once before.”
"What?
'Close down arift whileI'minsdeit.
Miranda stared at him. 'There has to be another way.'

'I wish there were, but we are hours, perhaps only minutes, from whatever is coming up that tunnel from
the Dasati realm to this one from gaining control of therifts. | must go back and shut them down, but the
last one can not be closed from thisside. Y ou know that. 1t can be closed only from the Kelewan side!’

'Or from ingde,’ said Magnus. He was nowhere near the master of rift-magic that hisfather was, but he
had studied it far more rigoroudy than his mother had. 'Father, what do you need usto do?

"Thereisapair of favesin my quarters. Please bring them to me.’
Magnus hurried out and Pug turned to hiswife, 'l will befineif you just remain here and do your part.’

Tearswelled up in Miranda's eyes and she found she couldn't speak. Shejust held tightly to her
husband's robe with both hands, asif afraid to let him go. At last, shejust nodded.

Caleb came over to them. 'Can | trust you to get back here safely? he asked.

Pug laughed. He put hisarm around his younger son's neck and squeezed him tight. "Y ou were dways
the sweetest child, Caleb, and despite being a strong man any father would take pridein, it'sgood to see
that little boy is 4till in there somewhere!



Softly Caleb whispered, 'Y oure my father. | loveyou.’
'And | you.'
Magnus returned and Pug said, "We do not have much time. Outside, please.’

They exited the building and stopped a short distance down the path in asmall garden at the side of the
house. Pug took one of the staves and handed it to hiswife. 'l had these fashioned from an old
lightning-struck oak on the other side of thisidand. They aretwinsand | need one here, in the soil of this
place, asan anchor.’

Miranda planted the butt of the staff into the soil. Pug looked to where Magnus stood with his brother
and said, 'Can you please help your mother, boys?

Magnus and Caleb gripped the staff, and nodded.

'No matter what happens, for the next hour do not let go of that staff. Keep it anchored to the ground. It
ismy only way back.'

'Where did you learn this? Miranda asked.
'From your father.'
Sherolled her eyes, but said nothing.
I will come back," he promised. Then he vanished.
Mother and sons stood motionless, with Miranda, Caleb, and Magnus holding tightly to the staff.

Pug appeared at therift Ste at the Academy to find half adozen magicians anxiousdy watching the flood

of refugees streaming through. One of them, atal magician named Ma colm of Tyr-Sog shouted, 'Pug!

We can't keep thisup! We can't get them off theidand fast enough, and there are food riots beginning
over in Shamatal’'

"Then take the rest of them up to Landreth!" Pug pointed to the twin outward-bound rift and said, 'Once
I'm through that, shut it down. Isthat understood?

'Y es, but what about this one?

Those coming through were close to panic, pushing and shouting and amost tumbling over one another.
I'll close it down from the other side.’ Pug took a deep bregth. 'I'm closing down dl the rifts!’

He hurried past asituation that was amost out of control and, shouldering his staff, stepped through the
rift gate into Kelewan.

Hewaked into a scene of insanity and chaos.

The fighting was less than ahundred yards away from the rift gate to the new world. So many people
weretrying to force their way through that the weak were being trampled underfoot by the strong. Pug
willed himsdf up into the air for a better view.

The Dasati were everywhere. The Black Mount had not expanded since he had | &ft, but he knew it was
merely amatter of time. He used magical sight to see which of therift gates were in the most peril, and



saw that the one nearest to where he stood was the one most likely to be captured first.

Pug hesitated. Every moment he waited afew more Tsurani would make it through therift into the new
world. It would be adifficult life for these refugees, but it would be life. The moment he closed down this
rift, he consigned everyone trying to reach it to deeth, most of them to the horrible fate he had witnessed

down in the pit in the heart of Omadrabar. He saw a Dasati Deathknight reach the bottom of the long
ramp leading up to therift and sent out abolt of searing white energy which caused the armoured figure
to burgt into flames.

That proved to be an error, for two nearby Deathpriests sent their death-magic towards him. He barely
got hisdefensive barrier up in time, but now he could not attack the Dasati without making himself
vulnerable. He consdered for amoment making himsalf invisible again, but he knew that the work aheed
of himwaslikely to use up al his strength, and he would have noneto spare.

He closed his eyes, as much to spare himsdf the vison of those below once they redized dl hope was
gone asto focus hiswill, and reached out to therift. No one on either Midkemia or Kelewan understood
rifts as Pug did. Thisrift was one he had created and he had enabled it to be easily closed down by
anyonewho knew how. Hewilled it out of existence.

One second therewas agrey void with silver light shimmering on the surface, abeacon of hope and a
doorway into safety, and the next it was gone. The wail of despair that rose up tore a Pug's heart and he
fought back the urge to lash out at the Dasati. They were being as evilly used by the Dark One as anyone

else, and he knew that any Deathknight or Degthpriest on Kelewan was doomed to die a ong with the

remaining Tsurani. But even so, it didn't lessen his outrage.

He went to the next rift at risk and shut it down.

Seeing the rifts begin to blink out of existence one at atime, the crowd erupted into hysteriaand panic.
Motherstightly gripped their children, asif they could somehow hide from the monsters who now
approached them with deadly purpose. Husbands ran, leaving wives behind, or threw themselves at the
Deathknights, striking them with their barefigts, or attacking them with household implements. The old,
the weak and the very young died quickly.

Pug swallowed hard and shut down another rift. He moved on to the next one. He had much to do and
time was running out.

Nakor gtirred. He had finally become used to how his body felt. It was avery interesting Situation, and he
wished he could appreciate it more, but he knew that he had something important to do very soon.

He stood up and walked to the edge of the pit. The Dreadlord was now rising up in the sea of orange
and green flame, roaring defiantly, asif issuing a challenge. Nakor wondered if the godsin Kelewan
could hear it. Not that it mattered, for those gods were old and tired, and unable to protect their realm.
Hewondered if they would go with the Tsurani people to their new world, or whether new gods would
arise. Hewondered if there was redlly any difference. It was apity he wouldn't find out.

He studied the changing form down in the pit, for two things were happening smultaneoudy: the
Dreadlord was releasing much of the energy harboured againgt this day, letting it fly up to do hisbidding,
creating a powerful conduit between the worlds, and asit did so, the amorphous shape was resolving
itself into amore human-like aspect, abeit one of heroic stature. A vast head rose out of the blob of a
body, followed by a powerful neck and then gigantic shoulders. The body that was risng mocked human
form, yet paid homage to that form, for it was athing sculpted by a master. Arms of perfect proportion
followed and afist was raised high, shaking in defiance as the Dreadlord readied himsdlf to riseto the



next plane of existence. Nakor found this entertaining in adetached way, and wondered if that
detachment was afunction of hisno longer being dive.

Nakor wondered if he might have felt resentment, had he still been dive, but he speculated he would not.
Thiswas aunique experience. The God of Liars had left him with just enough of hisown magic energy to
be animated, cognitive, and logica. Nakor suspected whatever fdt like emotions were most likely echoes
of hisown life, not genuine and heartfelt, but something his animated mind felt was needed as part of the
current experience. Y et those fedings were very distant, muted to the point of detachment. But the entire
experience did pique his curiosity, and he was glad he ill retained the ability to be curious.

Something was coming, fast, amid the faling bodies. The Dreadlord was no longer indulging his baser
appetites, but was now using the newly-dead energies as asource of power for building his passage,
rather than merely feeding his gluttony. Nakor found it interesting that as the Dreadlord rose up, as his
body became |leaner and more hungry, the smarter he seemed to become. That would be another
interesting thing to explore, had hethetime,

The thing that was approaching fell from the roof, but before the Dreadlord took any notice of it, Nakor
reached out with one of hisfew remaining tricks and pulled it towards him. It was aman in ablack robe,
and even though he had never seen thisface before, Nakor knew exactly who it was.

Leso Varen looked at Nakor the Isalani with open-eyed astonishment. The little man had ssimply reached
out with his mind and dragged him down to this silly throne and nothing he had tried could prevent it.

Varen wasrardly rationa under the best of conditions, and at the moment the conditions were hardly the
best. In fact, they were about as bad as he had ever experienced. Moreover, he was very angry, though
asyet he wasn't entirely surewhy. 'l don't know who you are, little man, but you should not have done
that!"

Varen lashed out with his most punishing desth-magic, but the little man stood there grinning at him. "Hard
to kill someone aready dead, isn't it?

Varen'smind raced. Already dead? He was the master of necromancy, but he had never encountered
anything likethisin hislife. He had animated severa dozen bodies over the years, and had encountered a
lich or two, but even the smartest among the undead were not usualy very bright, and were dways
insane. Hetried to seize control of Nakor, as he would with any undead being, but the little man just kept
grinning & him.

"Thisisamusing, but your timeisover. | need something you have,' Nakor said.

Leso Varen gtared at him. "What—? he began, but Nakor reached out and his hand seemed to passinto
Varen'schest. Varen's eyes widened asif he were experiencing stunning pain, and he looked down as
Nakor pulled hishand out.

Nakor opened hisfingers and there, resting on the palm of his hand, was atiny crystal, black and pointed
at each end, looking like amulti faceted gem. Deep within the crystal adim light burned, pulsng with a
purple glow. 'We are but vessals, you and |,' said Nakor. 'The only reason we are hereisto carry with

us something that otherwise couldn't exist in this place. Within me | carry thetiniest spark of Ban-ath.
And this —he held up the tiny crystal so that VVaren could seeit— 'isatiny spark of the Nameless.
Y our master sent you here to destroy the Dark One. He may be imprisoned, insane, and countless miles
from hishomeworld, but he's still angry enough that someone e se wantsto take hisworld from him that
he fashioned you. Y ou are hisweapon, Leso.'



Varen'seyes|ost focus and Nakor pushed him away. 'We do not need you any longer, for now | hold
the Godkiller!'

The one-time master of necromancy fell into aheagp, dead at last. For along moment Nakor regarded
what he held in his hand, then he looked at the Dreadlord. 'Just afew minutes more,' Nakor promised.
"Then we will be done.’

Pug rose high into the sky. He pushed aside an dmost overwhelming fedling of sorrow: thousands below
him were dying by the moment. He looked at that thing that was the Black Mount and his heart sank
further. It now covered hundreds of miles of the Empire. He suspected that at the current rate the entire
world would be overrun within another month, perhapsless.

Ignoring the sounds of horror beneath him, he kept rising until he felt the air turn cold and thin. He crested
apocket of air around him, knowing that it would not last long, and kept rising until he could seethe
curve of theworld below.

Hegrieved, for whileit remained aien to him in so many ways, Kelewan had been hishomefor years.
The Tsurani were a unique and proud people, embodying the best and worst of humanity. They could be
crud, murderous, and hateful, but they also could be generous and honourable, and would give therr lives

for what they believed. And they had a grest capacity for love.

Hewas musing on thiswhen something shifted within the Black Mount. Pug used hismagica vison,
honed by histime on the Dasati world, to peer deep into the heart of the dome. He saw there a scene of
horror so profound he could scarcely contain his outrage.

Hundreds of Desthknights rode their huge varnin through the enclosed countryside, dragging netsfilled
with dead and dying Tsurani behind them. Thevadt pit that formed the tunnd to the second realm and the
Dasati world of Omadrabar stayed afixed distance from the edge of the sphere, so the Deathknights had

only the same distance to cover as before it expanded. The pit was now vast, hundreds of miles across.
And Pug sensed more than saw that something was moving insde.

Nakor watched, curioudy detached. It occurred to him that being dead he had little interest in anything
other than the matters at hand. He wondered if he should fed regret, because he remembered being very
curious when he was dive, and then he redized he had no time for thought.

The Dreadlord was using his power to drain every living thing in the vicinity. Loya Desthpriests and
temple Deethknights above dl fell lifeess, their bodies descending the tunnel from Kelewan dead long
before they reached him. The Dreadlord stood motionless, hisfigure fluid and vague, then suddenly he

resolved himsdf into athing of nightmare.

He was mgjestic, and now he looked as Nakor imagined a Dreadlord would. His body was massive,
eadly thirty feet tal, and shaped like aman's, though the legs had adecidedly anima shape, likeagoat's
or horse's, with astifle and hock, rather than with hip and knee. The head was featureless, save for a
suggestion of earswhen he moved in certain directions. Around his head hovered atiny circlet of slver
light punctuated with golden flames, forming a demonic crown. His eyeswere two flaming cods.

Then from his back wings of shadow sprouted, and Nakor realized these mystical pinions were designed
to carry him up through the tunnel to Kelewan. Asthe Dreadlord prepared to launch himsdlf upwards,
Nakor stepped out from his concealed position behind the throne, stepping over the dead form of Leso

Varen.



The Dreadlord launched himsdlf up the tunnd, leaving the pit suddenly silent and empty. Then camea
loud concussion, asif two massive things were colliding with each other through the tunnel. Nakor
understood and made readly.

From above ten thousand black-armoured figures descended, touching down on the cold stone floor
where only moments before there had been aroiling sea of Dasdti life energy. Ten thousand Dasati gods
had returned home, and as each touched down, their armour erupted in aglow of light —silver, green,
gold, every colour imaginable — as the power of the trapped gods were released. At one time Nakor
would have felt awed by such asight, but now hejust watched, sensing that hisrole was at an end.

Knowing it waslikely to bethelast act of hisexistence, Nakor held the black jewed ontheflat pam of his
left hand, and with hisright, flicked it, asachild might flick a pebble off hispam. It flew straight and
followed the Dreadlord'sflight up the tunnel. Asit rose up the tunnel, the Godkiller ssemed to draw the
tunne's energy into it, effectively seding it off behind the Dreadlord. He could never return to Omadrabar
that way. The Dreadlord wasfinally gone from the second plane of existence. To al intents and
purposes, for the Dasati the Dark One was as good as dead.

Nakor sat down and felt hismind begin to drain away. Hislast thought was that it had been avery
intereting life.

Something was coming!

Pug stared down into the Black Mount, focusing hard. Then he redlized it was the Dreadlord. He was
using this passage between the planes of existence to leave Omadrabar and come to Kelewan! Whatever
time-scale Pug might have thought he faced was completely wrong. He didn't have months or weeks, or
even days, to prepare for this. The monster would arrive in moments...

Pug probed with every sense he possessed, |ooking for aweakness in the Black Mount. He could find
none. Had he days or weeksto study it, with Miranda's help using what she had learned from her escape
from thefirgt gphere, then perhaps he might have found ameans to shut down this monstrous thing. But
he knew in his heart he might study it for years and never find what he sought. He had only one choice, a
choice he had denied since this Situation had presented itsalf. He stedled himself and began to manipulate
the energiesaround him.

Pug let hismind reach out, and in the vast distance of space he found what he sought. He conjured the
sngle most powerful spell he had ever fashioned, one he had imagined, but never thought he would ever
use. Circling Kelewan was a single moon, locked in a perfect orbit by the balance of forces exerted by
both the sun and the planet. Pug tipped that balance.

Millions of miles away in space amassve rift appeared before the moon, and just insde the top of the
dome of the Black Mount its twin manifested. Pug lowered himself down to a position by therift that led
back home, and knew he had to be quick.

He could not leave thislast rift open, for to do so would doom Midkemiato the same fate about to befall
Kdewan.

Millions of miles away, the moon struck therift gate. Only part of it was forced through, but its velocity
was enough to drive an imposs ble amount of sone, equd to the tallest mountain on Keewan, through it
in scant seconds. Pug stepped inside the rift just as the moon's vast shard appeared inside the Black
Mount and dammed down at inca culable speed into the pit. The Dreadlord had only an ingtant to sense
that something wasterribly wrong. A massiveincreasein air pressure around the Dark One gripped the



gigantic being asif an enormous hand squeezed him. Then for the briefest instant awall of light fell upon
him.

The moon shard and the black gem shard Nakor had released struck in the same ingtant. The Dreadlord
was no mortal being; but in that instant he was crushed.
The universe began to tear.

No one on the planet's surface felt pain. For one moment the world had been alandscape of terror,

struggle and death, and in the next moment, everything was gone. A cloud of hot gastravelled apath
around adistant yellow-green sun where minutes before aworld and its moon had existed.

Pug found himsdlf in agrey nothingness, devoid of any sensation, light, dark, cold or heat. He had
experienced this once before, and then he had reached out with hismind to find his old teacher, Kulgan.

Thistime he had amore compelling target for hismind: hiswife and sons. He gripped tightly the staff that
was twin to the one at home. Helet his magic senses run through the ancient wood and could feel
Miranda, Caeb and Magnus out there, the three people he loved more than anyone e sein that world.

He sensed them... somewhere... there! He could fed the echo of the staff in his hand and the touch of
hisloved onesonit, and reached for them. Then with atearing pain, he was sanding by them, shivering
asif he had been exposed to the most profound cold possible.

Hesaid, "It isdone,’ then collapsed into his son'sarms.

EPILOGUE
< 4

|t was a quiet afternoon lunch. Pug had dept the entire night and next day through, and deep into the
morning before arising. He felt numb, and knew that the full weight of what had happened would not fall
upon him for afew more days, or even weeks. He was old enough to understand that the mind and heart
hedled in their own good time and that when they were ready to deal with what he had done, they would.

Caeb, hiswife Marie, and the boys, Jommy, Tad, and Zane, dong with Magnus and Miranda, were
quiet, lost in the gentle conversation of afamily just pleased to be with one another. 1t was an overcast
day outside, but sombre weather seemed appropriate to Pug.

At lagt, he asked Miranda, 'How many Great Ones got through in the end?

Miranda stopped chewing for amoment, then swallowed. 'l believe forty-one got through therrift to the
Academy, and perhaps another hundred or so through the rift to the new world.'

Jommy said, They're going to have to come up with anamefor the place. They can't just keep cdling it
the "new world", now, can they?

Pug smiled. He was very pleased that histhree foster grandsons had survived.



'How about others? he asked.

Mirandasaid, 'Weve no officid taly. Maybe ten thousand Tsurani got through the riftsto here and that
other one up in LaMut. Most of them want to go to the new world, to the King'srelief, I'm sure, though a
few want to stay in LaMut. A lot of those who were with Kaspar are staying with him down in Novindus.

He's going to have quite an army when he arrives to take service with the Mahargja of Muboya.'

Magnus said, 'Will we ever know, Father, how many... ?
Pug just shook his head briefly. 'Died? No, we never will.'

The best estimate was that just over two million Tsurani had made it through to the new world, but that
meant for each one who was saved, five had died at the hands of the Dasati or when the planet was
vaporized. Helooked at Miranda. ‘And the Thuril ?

Mirandaforced asmile. 'Apparently they're alittle more practica about things than we gave them credit
for. Seemsthe mgority of them got through in time. Given their culture, they'll probably adept to their
new highlands faster than the Tsurani will to the rest of their continent.’

‘What about the Thin?
‘No one knows. Well have to send someone down thereto see’

Pug didn't ask about the Cho-ja, for he aready knew the answer. It saddened him greatly that such a
maestic aien race had chosen to die with their world. He stared off through arain-spattered window for
along time, then took adow drink of wine and said, 'I'm going to missthat little cheat.'

Caleb laughed. 'Not when we're playing cards, you're not.'
'Or throwing dice,' said Jommy.

Pug sghed. 'l know | lived amogt fifty years before meeting him," said Pug, 'but it fedlslike he has dways
been around.’

Miranda reached out and squeezed her hushand's hand. 'He till is, in away.'
Pug lifted hismug. 'To Nakor.'
'‘Nakor!" they all toasted.
Jommy said, 'Welost two good friendsthat day.'
Pug said, 'Nakor was Erik's oldest surviving friend, did you know that?
'No,' said Jommy. 'l bet there were some stories about those two.'

'Oneor two,' said Pug, rising. 'l| have a couple of things| would like to take care of in my study, and then
| think I'll rest." As others started to stand up, he motioned for them to stay where they were. ‘I'm tired,
not injured. Finish your medl.'

He went up to his study and opened the door. Behind the desk, in his chair, sat abrown hair man.
‘Ban-ath!'

'Yes,' said the God of Thieves. 'l felt you deserved to know onething. The Dark Oneis destroyed, or at



least as destroyed as a Dreadlord can be. He's been cast back into the void, so for al intent and
purposes, heisgone.'

'How? Certainly not—'

"Your little trick with the flaming planet? Very unexpected, and | will confess| wasimpressed. | thought
you'd try to open afissurein the earth, having the Holy City fall into the molten core of the planet and
take the Dreadlord with it, or drown it at the bottom of the sea, but turning the entire world into dust, that
was... remarkable.’

'So we are at last safe? asked Pug.
Ban-ath laughed. 'Never," he said, then vanished.

Pug stood there wishing he had the meansto understand if what the God of Liars had said wastrue or
not. Then he saw the box. He crossed to it, hesitated for amoment, then opened it. Inside was ascroll.
Feding asnking sensation in his scomach, hetook it out and unrolled it.

In hisfamiliar handwriting was amessage.

'So maybe you deserve to know two things,' it read. 'Y ou didn't write these notes and send them back
throughtime. | did.'

It was Signed, 'Kakin.'

Pug sat down and tried not to laugh.



