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*Pr ol ogue*

Sunday night, like every Sunday night, they played the Gane.

Mel ani e carried four glasses of soda to the table, hating the
real -world role of hostess. "W can make popcorn later, if you guys want." She
flipped a strand of brown hair behind her ear and stared at the master nap on
the table. Ganearth, their beautiful fantasy world...

"Forget popcorn -- try ny dip instead," Tyrone said. "Bl ack bean and
shrinp this week. And | brought some sesane crackers, too."

David arrived, late as usual. He stuck the keys fromhis Miustang in the
pocket of his denimjacket. His dark hair |ooked soft, but his eyes were hard.
"W ready to play?" he asked, finding a seat at the table. He bent over to
frown at the map and did not say hello. Melanie made himget his own gl ass of
soda.

Her parents had found soneplace else to go, as they always did when the
group met at Mel anie's house. At first her nother and father had stood on the
sidelines to watch, curious and condescendi ng. But the concept of a
rol e-pl ayi ng gane seened beyond them-- where it was all pretend and no one
really won or lost. They (use another pronoun or names here?) played the parts
of characters through adventure after adventure in a world created fromtheir
own i magi nati ons.

The col orful map beckoned fromthe table. Flat, with preci se hexagona
sections of forest, grasslands, nmountains, ocean. She touched the snmooth paint
and thought of the characters they had pl ayed, generation after generation
after generation. In her father's study she had used the conputer to generate
scores and to keep track of all their characters.

Scott cracked his knuckles. "Hey, Tyrone -- you know when geese fly
south for the winter, how they always fly in a vee formation, right? And one
side of the vee is always |onger than the other, right? Wiy do you suppose
that is?"

Tyrone pondered and shrugged. "Wy don't you tell us, Mster Science?"

"Because there's nore geese on that side!"

Tyrone coughed on his own dip. Ml anie found Tyrone's reaction nore
anusing than the joke itself. Scott blinked behind his glasses, |ooking proud
of himself but baffled, as if he hadn't considered the joke very funny in the
first place.

Their group, the same group for two years, had started out playing with
hexagonal graph paper, scraw ing haphazard terrain markings with col ored
pencils. They were playing for fun, for sonething to do. But Melanie spent a
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nont h pai nti ng and col or-codi ng each hexagon of terrain with bright acrylics
to make a permanent master map on wood. She had | ooked at real maps to devel op
geogr aphy that nade sense, deserts where the weather patterns mght |eave the
air dry, forests where the climte should have been hospitabl e.

"Everybody's here. Can we start playing then?" David drunmed his
fingers on the tabletop. "Were were we | ast week?"

Mel ani e tal ked as fast as she could, trying to outrun his inpatience.
"My characters Delrael and Vailret were just about to go into the swanp
terrain to rescue Bryl, their half-Sorcerer friend." Melanie pointed to the
map. "He was captured by an ogre, remenber?"

"Well, go ahead and play," David said.

Mel ani e | ooked at him but he kept his expression neutral. Hi s brown
eyes contained no enotion, his face showed no snmile whatsoever. Sonething was
bothering him She didn't know what it could be, but Melanie thought he m ght
try to take it out on the Gane.

She gripped the dice in her hand. Twenty-sided. Eight sided. Six-sided.
Four - si ded. They seenmed to exude a kind of power, so much that she al nost
dropped themin surprise.

Mel ani e marked on the graph paper where her characters would begin
their novenent. She threw the dice.

Al ways remenber this: every character on Ganearth was created by the
Qutsiders. W exist solely for the anusenment of those who Play our world. Qur
anbi tions, our concerns mean nothing -- everything is determined by the rol
of the dice."

-- _The Book of Rules_

* * * %

Cesspool s of Gairoth
"RULE #1: Always have fun."
-- _The Book of Rules_

As they crossed the thick black line that separated one hexagon of
terrain fromthe next, the forest suddenly becane an oozi ng swanp. Even the
fresh woodl and snmel|l changed to the festering danpness of decay.

"Bryl is supposed to be | ost sonewhere in here?" Vailret pronptly sank
up to the top of his boot in swanmp nuck.

His burly cousin Delrael strode over the sharp hexagon line into the
swanp, heedl ess of where he put his foot. He wal ked confidently, ready for
anything. "Good thing friendship runs deep -- Bryl wasn't that much of a
Sorcerer."

Vailret searched for a safer place to step, but it all |ooked the sane
to him H s eyes were weak fromtoo nuch reading in dimroons, though he found
t he readi ng much nore interesting than questing from hexagon to hexagon

"He hasn't had any training, Del. He's three tines our age, but
nobody' s ever taught himworthwhile magic." He scratched through his spiky
bl ond hair and thought of the manuscripts still waiting to be deciphered,
chronol ogi es of | egends to be worked out. "You of all people know how
i mportant training is.”

The thin nud slurped against Vailret's boot as he took another step
Runni ng from quest to quest, exploring cataconbs, searching for nonsters and

treasure -- it struck himas being juvenile. The world had changed since al
that. He wi shed the Qutsiders could amuse thensel ves by pl aying nore
sophi sti cated ganes, |ike hexagon-chess.

Del rael sl ogged ahead. Hi s |eather arnor covered broad shoul ders, but
he wore no helnmet to protect his head. Vailret saw bits of forest debris
clinging to his cousin's brown hair fromsleeping on the ground the night
bef ore. Even on an adventure, Delrael wore his gold rings, badges, and
especially the silver belt his father had given him

Del rael sighed. "About time we had another quest together -- it's been
what, six years? The world is settling down too nmuch. | spend all ny tinme down
at the gane tables or practicing with the trainees at the Stronghold, and you



wast e away poring over manuscripts. We should find us a good cave to explore,
maybe even an anci ent dungeon |left over fromthe early days of the Gane."

Vailret squinted into the hazy air, frowning. "Bryl was |ooking for the
Air Stone, not just wandering around for fun."

"Well, | wish he'd waited for us to give himsone reinforcenents --
whoever heard of going on a quest by yoursel f?" Delrael shoul dered branches
and weeds aside, grunbling. "And now we have to rescue him™"

Del rael had plenty of strength, charisma, and endurance for situations
like this. Vailret was by no neans weak, but he had troubl e doing anything
graceful with a broadsword or a battle-axe; and with his weak eyesight, he
made a poor archer. He could prove his worth if they needed some serious
t hi nki ng or planning. He had not been born with any Sorcerer blood, so he
could not use magic to defend t hem

"Next time we'll have to teach himto |leave a trail of breadcrunbs.”
Vailret brushed aside a beard of Spanish nboss and foll owed behind his cousin.

Del rael pushed ahead wi thout slow ng. "Come on, we should be able to
cross anot her hex or two before nightfall."

As the swanp thickened and began to drool with humdity, clouds of
starving nosquitoes feasted on the two men. The forest sank in on itself,
separated by scattered pools of stagnant water the color of tea. Dusty brown
butterflies flitted across the ground.

W de- bol ed cypress trees dangl ed branches like fingers and thrust
knobby knees upward as if trying to keep their balance in the nmuck. Huge
pitcher plants, |arge enough to swallow a man, gaped with wi de and col orful
nmout hs, exuding a sweet aroma that made Vailret feel dizzy. Curious, he peered
down the gullet of one plant and saw partially digested birds and a dead frog.
He stunbl ed away, breathing deeply to clear his head.

"When is this swanp terrain going to end?" Vailret heaved in a | ungful
of the thick air. Sweat seened to hang on him He thought of his own dwelling
with the scented candles Iit, with the manuscripts of scribbled folktal es
stacked up, waiting to be read...

Around mi dnorning they encountered a stench so overpowering that it hit
themlike a slap on the face. Vailret pushed his nose into the crook of his
el bow.

Del rael blinked his watering eyes. "W have to investigate."

"Don't you dare, Del!"

"Anyt hi ng out of the ordinary. You know how to Play the Gane. W can't
just ignore it. Besides, |I'ma fighter, renenber? W mght find Bryl."

Vailret grunbled to hinself. "I'd like to have a talk w th whoever
wote the dammed Rules.”

Thorns lined the rimof a w de cesspool. Deconposing matter and
stagnant water had condensed into one horrible battering ramof snell.

More mamot h pitcher plants clustered near the thornbushes, but the
cloying narcotic fragrance did little to abate the cesspool's miasna. The
slinme-covered surface of the pool stirred, as if something actually |ived
withinit.

"So, now what do we do?" Vailret asked, covering his nostrils. He spoke
in a whisper as the sounds of the swanp humed and faded into the background.

He focused his attention. "Wait, | hear something."
Del rael cocked his head. "What?"
A rhythm c crashing grew | ouder, nearing the cesspool. _Bom bom bom

BAM _ Delrael stood up and stared into the forest across fromthe cesspoo
until Vailret pulled himdown to cover. They watched through the tangl ed
peephol es in the thorns.

Sonet hi ng massi ve stonped toward the pool, rattled a chain, and
grunbl ed, acconpani ed by splashing sounds. Vailret blinked his eyes, trying to
see nore details, squinting until he had a headache.

A burly ogre energed fromthe trees, w ping gobs of nmud fromhis dirty
fur garments. As he strode forward, the ogre knocked his spi ked club agai nst
the cypress trunks, keeping his beat and smashi ng agai nst every fourth trunk



_Bom bom bom BAM _ The wobbly cypress trees shivered with the inpact.

The ogre stood nine feet tall, with nuscles big enough for himto break
rocks. A nose the size of a potato peeped out from between strands of |ong
bl ack hair |ike hand-drawn wire. One of the ogre's eye-sockets was enpty, and
hi s pockmarked face sported a drooping overhung |ip. Garnents of brown furs
hel d t hensel ves together with crude stitches that were popping in many pl aces.
H s big feet squished swanp nud between his toes.

In his free hand the ogre clasped a rusty iron chain that led to a
smal |l dragon like a dog on a leash. A bulky iron collar throttled the dragon's
neck, apparently put on years before and never replaced as the creature grew
The dragon panted and wheezed, lolling a purple forked tongue and | ooki ng nore
i ke an overgrown crocodile than a fearsonme fire-breathing reptile. Two stubby
wi ngs stuck upward fromits body like arthritic el bows. Many of the dragon's
scal es had fallen off, and its pointed teeth were brown and cracked.

"Doesn't look like rmuch of a dragon," Delrael said. "Nothing we can't
handle. It'Il be fun."

Vail ret squeezed his eyes shut. He felt his heart |eap, then grow cold.
"The ogres were supposed to have been w ped out in the Scouring." Vailret
breathed in deeply. His stomach churned, and sweat popped out from his pores.
"Your father said he killed themall."

Vailret felt a bitterness in his voice that surprised even him He kept
seei ng visions, ghosts fromhis childhood. He had only been ei ght years old,
but the sight of the ogre brought all of his nenories into razor-sharp focus

He stood just inside the gate of the Stronghold, a little boy with his
nmot her and his Aunt Fielle. His father Cayon had gone hunting with Uncle
Drodanis, Delrael's father. By the first weeks of spring, everyone in the
Stronghol d got tired of the old stores buried in the cellars, and fresh neat
woul d make a good feast down at Jorte's gaming hall. They might even dig up an
early barrel of spring cider

Cayon and Drodanis were al ways conpeting with each other, in the true
Gane spirit -- dicing, hunting, weaponry contests. They had adventures that
were | egendary in the Gane lore. But this time Drodanis came back al one. Young
Vail ret watched his uncle plodding up the path of Steep Hill to reach the
Stronghol d on top. Drodanis had marched in silent grief through the vill age,
bearing Cayon's body in his arms, letting the villagers' questions bounce off
hi m unheard. Young Vailret was afraid, but he kept hinself quiet. He didn't
under st and.

Aunt Fielle shuddered. Vailret's nother, Siya, watched in horror
Drodanis did not speak until he had met them at the gates, gently placing
Cayon's body on the ground in front of the already-weeping Siya. Drodanis
untied a sack fromhis wai st and tossed the bl oated head of an ogre to the
dirt.

"I"'mgoing to wipe out all of the ogres," he said.
Drodanis gathered a small party of the Stronghold' s best trainees,
including his wife Fielle, and set off eastward. Two nonths | ater another sl ow
procession returned with the heads of five ogres Drodanis and his fighters had

slain, along with the bodies of two trainees...

Now, though, the one-eyed ogre stopped in front of the cesspool and
| ooked around, unaware of the two nen. The dragon strained against its chain,
tongue lolling as it tried to reach the cesspool

Vailret made fists, as if he were trying to strangle his knuckles. He
had only a dagger with him He wi shed he could cast a spell that would make
t he ground open up beneath the ogre's feet, but he was only human.

Del rael reached forward to clasp his cousin's shoul der. He squeezed,
making it nore than just an enpty gesture. "Wat if he's got Bryl?"

Two weeks before, Vailret had been studying in his roons at the
Stronghol d. Several candles burned on his table, and he had all the w ndows
open to let in as much |ight as possible. O herw se, Siya would nag hi m about
reading in the dimess and ruining his eyesight further. Vailret disliked the



candl es because the crunbling old nmanuscripts were highly flanmable.

ad Bryl, the half-breed Sorcerer who lived at the Stronghold, canme in
to bother Vailret, bored fromwatching Delrael train his students at the
choppi ng posts or the archery targets. "Nobody's ever going to read a history
of Gamearth, Vailret. Wiy bother with all this work?"

"It's inportant to nme." Vailret | ooked up at himover the candle.

"Don't be so defeatist all the tine."

Bryl was short and frail-1ooking. Gray hair and a narrow gray beard
stuck out fromhis head and chin. He wore the scarlet hooded cl oak his father
Qonnar had given him At one tine, Bryl had clainmed the slick and shiny fabric
had been woven of the threads fromcaterpillar cocoons, but nobody in the
gam ng hall believed him

Vailret touched his fingertips together and explained to Bryl as if he
were lecturing to a child. "Soneone should set down the events of the Ganme. To
the Qutsiders, we're just an anusenment, adventures to free themfromtheir
ennui -- everything nust be too perfect in their world. But to us, that's our
_history_. The Gane is worth nothing if we don't learn fromprevious turns."

Bryl puttered around with the artifacts and manuscripts on Vailret's
table. The young nman eyed him exasperated. "Wat do you _want_, Bryl? Go play
a gane or sonething."

The hal f- Sorcerer shrugged and picked up a worn scrap of sheepskin. On
the rough side, tiny letters had been painstakingly scratched into the
surface. "What's this?"

Vailret renoved the scrap fromBryl's fingers. He brushed at snudges

the old man had |l eft on the edges. "Please be careful -- do you know how much
we have to pay Scavengers for any one of these scraps?”

"I"'msorry." Bryl didn't seemto care. "Well, what does it say?"

Vailret sighed and put his el bow on the table. "If | tell you, will you
| eave me in peace for awhile?"

"Of course," Brylnmon | ooked away, uneasy. He munbled, "I thought you'd

be glad I'mshowing interest."
Vailret scowl ed, nostly at hinself, and tried to cover up his

expression by studying the manuscript. "It tells how the four el enmental Stones
were created as a parting gift fromthe old Sorcerers before they went on the
Transition. They nade one Stone with special powers for each element -- Air,

Water, Fire, and Earth. The ones who stayed behi nd were supposed to use the
St ones as weapons to protect the humans and hal f-breeds | eft on Ganearth after
the rest of the Sorcerers had gone."

"Where are the Stones now?" Bryl asked. He reached for one of the other
scraps of witing, but Vailret deftly nmoved it out of his reach

"Why don't you pay attention to things like that, Bryl? How many
full-blooded Sentinels are left in the world?" He held up three fingers,
flaunting themin front of the half-Sorcerer's face. "Enrod, who lives far to
the east in the rebuilt city of Taire -- he holds the Fire Stone. And Sardun
keeps the Water Stone in his Ice Palace to the north. He lives with his
daughter."

Bryl narrowed his eyes. "My parents never taught me anything |ike that
-- they killed thensel ves when | was a child. As you're so quick to point out,
there aren't very many Sentinels |left. Who was going to teach me?" He waited

in silence for a noment, then pointed to the nmanuscript. "Well, what about the
ot her two Stones?"
"As near as | can tell," Vailret considered the scratches on the

| eat her, searching for details, "the Air Stone and the Earth Stone were both
| ost during the battles. The nmagic in the Stones hel ped us wi pe out a | ot of
surviving nmonsters, but now those Stones are gone."

He waited for Bryl to renenber his promi se and | eave, but the little
hal f - breed sat watching the dancing flame on the candle. He seemed hypnotized
by the trails of wax crawling down the candl estick. Then Bryl snapped his gaze
away fromthe flanme and stared eastward with glassy eyes, as if | ooking
through the walls of Vailret's dwelling.



He said in a distracted voice, "I have to go now. " Mittering something
about the Air Stone, he stunbled toward the door. Vailret watched him
baffl ed, and turned back to his work.

Next norning, Bryl was gone fromthe Stronghold. He had left a clunsily
scrawl ed note behind. Vailret could imagine the length of tine it had taken
himto remenber howto wite all the letters.

"Think |I know where AIR STONE is. Vision yesterday while listening to
V. tell story. East, 10-12 hexes. Swanp terrain (?). Stone is in eye of skull,
on pile of bones. Adventure and treasure. Going to get it."

Bryl's father had been a full Sorcerer, and his nother was a hal f-breed
hersel f, but they had di ed when he was young, many, many years before, and no
ot her Sorcerer had given Bryl full instruction on howto use his magic. Not
that Bryl ever seemed concerned about it. And he had seen a glinpse of where
he could find the lost Air Stone. He could have the Sorcerous power
i mediately, with no hard training. Maybe Bryl thought it would make up for
the magi ¢ he had never been able to use before. Bryl , a man who coul dn't
care |l ess where the Stone cane fromor what its history was --

Vailret resented the way the Rul es excluded himfrom such revel ati ons.
Bei ng only a human, he had to sweat over old manuscripts, sift through
fol kt al es and renmenbrances, cramrming his brain with details he hoped woul d
cone together. Bryl had such power handed to himon a serving platter. If the
hal f - Sorcerer brought the precious Air Stone back to the Stronghold, Vailret
could never use its magic, not even to study it.

Since then, two weeks had passed, and still Bryl did not return.

Del rael decided to go find him and Vailret foll owed.

At the cesspool the dragon bounded forward, jerking the ogre's arm and
nearly pulling himoff his feet. The ogre grunbl ed and ki cked the dragon
catching one of its back ridges with his bare toe.

Unconcer ned, the dragon stopped at the brink of the cesspool and waited
as the ogre scooped at the surface, exposing fresh bil ge water

"Amv, it shore be hot, Rognoth," he runbled at the dragon, w ping his
brow with a nmuddy finger. The ogre bent to scoop up a handful of the thick
water, slurping it with satisfaction on his face. Green scumran between his
fingers to plop back into the water.

Vail ret wi nced.

Rognot h the dragon bent to lap up sone of the water as the ogre
strai ghtened and pointed a proud finger at hinself. "Ahhhh! Gairoth knows how
to keep his cesspool!" The dragon's tail twitched |ike a convul sing python

"Ogres aren't supposed to be able to talk!" Vailret whispered.

"Maybe he's part human," Delrael said. "A human breeding with an ogre?
That's di sgusting.”

Vailret scow ed. "The Qutsiders have a sick sense of hunor sonetines."”

The ogre rubbed his hands together, as if getting down to business. He
rai sed the club over his head, bringing it down with a crash on the edge of
the pool. A chain of shock-wave ripples marched across the coated surface of
the water. Gairoth slamred his club down again and agai n, sendi ng thundercl aps
t hr ough t he swanp.

"Wake up, you!" the ogre bellowed at the cesspool. The dragon bolted
for the forest, slinking close to the ground, but Gairoth jerked on his chain.
Rognot h whi ned ni serably.

The ogre grinned as a translucent, spine-covered tentacle reached up
from bel ow the surface. The tentacle coiled in the air, reaching for Gairoth,
but the ogre bent back out of the way. The pool stirred again, and nore thin
tentacl es whipped in the air. The body sack of a gigantic jellyfish,
hem spherical and m |l ky translucent, broke through the scum A lunpy ridge
crowned the creature, speckled with dots of color. Deep inside the thing's
skin, a splash of scarlet outlined a small human form

Vailret stiffened, startled. Bryl! He tugged on his cousin's arm and
Del rael nodded.

The jellyfish churned in the water, waving tentacles. "In you go,



Rognot h! " Gairoth caught the dragon as he nmade one last attenpt to flee, then
hurled himinto the cesspool with a grunt of effort. The dragon paddl ed
frantically back toward the shore.

The tentacled thing ejected the formof Bryl, apparently seeing nore
interesting prey. Gairoth rubbed his hands together as the jellyfish drifted
toward the dragon, then he |unbered toward the other side of the pool where
t he red-cl oaked Bryl floated facedown in the bilge.

Rognot h whi npered as the first thin tentacl es wapped around his tai
and | ower body, but his patchy scales provided tenporary protection fromthe
paral yzi ng needl es. Gairoth waded into the cesspool, fished out the
hal f - Sorcerer, and sl oshed back to shore before the jellyfish could notice
hi m

Finished with his work, Gairoth strode back to the dragon. The ogre
dropped the sline-covered burden of Bryl and picked up his club. "Come on
Rognot h. W gots to go hone."

Two nore tentacles had coiled around the dragon's neck. Rognoth
floundered in the water. Gairoth gave a sigh of disgust and fished in the poo
for the end of the dragon's chain. He found it and pulled with enough force to
stretch Rognoth's neck out of joint. The dragon ripped free, tearing off three
of the jellyfish's tentacles in the process. Rognoth scranbled to the shore
and col | apsed, panting and wheezing A | augh bel ched from Gairoth's | ungs.
"Haw Haw! "

He grabbed Bryl's pale foot and dragged the hal f-Sorcerer behind him
into the forest. Athin trail of slime trickled along the ground. Rognoth |ay
on the ground shivering, then got shakily to his feet, following the ogre into
the trees.

Delrael sighed. "It's all part of the Gane."

Vailret's anger bubbled up within him but he brought it under control
He had never seen an ogre up close before, and now he w shed he coul d destroy
Gairoth and finish the job his uncle Drodanis had begun. Wheels turned in his
head as he considered the possibilities. They would have to think of a
sophisticated way to fight Gairoth. Vailret's father had pitted his luck and
battle skill against an ogre -- and he'd lost. This would take something nore.
A slow snmile grew on his face.

"You're thinking of something, aren't you?" Delrael cocked an eyebrow
and | ooked at him "What are we going to do?"

"I always think of something." Vailret took a deep breath. "It's going
to be good. Even the Qutsiders nmight enjoy it."

"That's what we're here for." Delrael shrugged, ready for anything.

Gairoth's feet had left deep inpressions in the soft ground. Foll ow ng,
Del rael bent |ow, taking one careful step at a tine. Vailret tried to inmtate
hi m

Up ahead, Gairoth snapped branches and grunbl ed curses. After a brief
silence, Vailret and Delrael crept closer. Uneasy and afraid of what they
woul d see, they slipped behind a | arge |ichen-encrusted boul der and | ooked
into Gairoth's encanpnent.

The ogre sat cross-legged in a small and cluttered cl earing, munching
on a bone torn fromthe rotting carcass of what appeared to be a goat with
reptilian | egs. The dragon drool ed and fixed | arge yell ow eyes on the oozing
nmeat, intent on his master's jaws as they churned up and down. The spi ked club
lay close beside Gairoth's |eg.

Behi nd the clearing stood the ogre's abode -- the holl owed-out rib cage
of sonme massive beast. Dried sinews and scattered furs covered the bones to
provi de sone shelter but left plenty of gaps for flies to get in (and out
again after they had snelled the stench). A small pile of treasure |ay beside
t he tunbl edown dwel ling: jewel-studded weapons, gold artifacts, and gaudy
or nanment s.

Wedged into one of the nmonster ribs sat a small skull the size of a
child's ... and inside the skull's eye-socket shone a fist-sized dianond,
triangul ar-shaped, like a four sided die. It glinted in the hazy swanplight.



Though Vailret's weak eyesight blurred the details, he renenbered Bryl's

vision of the diamond. "Stone is in eye of skull, on pile of bones.”
Vailret's eyes reflected the splashes of sunlight shining through the
woven swanp foliage. The Air Stone -- he thought of hol ding sonething so old,

so powerful in his hands. The old Sorcerers had nmade it before they |eft
Ganeart h.

He thought of all the stories he had heard about the Stone, its origin,
its history -- and the power of illusion it held. It was still the weakest of
the four Stones, but it could be used very effectively with a little
i magi nation

But as far as Vailret was concerned, the Air Stone m ght as well be
just another dianond. Wt hout Sorcerer blood, he could not use the nagic.

Bryl never worked at his abilities, nor did he know much about the
background of his race. Vailret spent all his tinme staring at the | egends,
trying to uncover the reasons, straining his mnd to be worthy, all in vain.
He gritted his teeth.

Del rael tugged on Vailret's arm pointing at a red cl oaked and dri ppi ng
figure strung by his feet to a branch of an overhangi ng cypress. Vailret saw
no signs of life in the half-Sorcerer's wet and grayi sh skin.

Gairoth pulled anot her appendage fromthe carcass, making a sucking pop
as it separated fromthe rest of the neat. The ogre licked his |lips and
slurped oozing flesh off the bone. "Ahhh, aged perfect!" Gairoth sucked the
| ast of the juices fromthe bone. Rognhoth sat, entranced with his master's
nmeal .

"Time for us to split up,"” Delrael whispered.

Vai |l ret nodded. "Luck."

"Luck. We'll get the job done." Delrael left his cousin where he was
and slipped off into the forest.

Delrael drew a deep breath, heady fromthe adventure. Vailret's plan
buzzed through his head -- everything seenmed perfectly clear in his mnd. Ah,
it mde himfeel alive again, not stagnating in the interm nable training
cl asses that kept all the fighters in practice. The Qutsiders had done little
in years to make life interesting.

In the clearing, the ogre tossed a thick bone to Rognoth. The dragon
snapped it up, cracking the bone open with a yellowed fang and spilling the
runny marrow down his throat.

Del rael took five deep breaths, closing his eyes and coiling his
nmuscl es. _Ready, ready, ready_ -- wish me luck. This was what the Gane was al
about. Wth a grin on his nud-spattered face, he stood up and strode into the
ogre's canp.

Rognoth I et the bone fall fromhis nmouth, snorting nenacing cl ouds of
snoke. Hi s chain clanked as he took one step forward. Wth the instincts of a
fighter, Delrael assessed howlong it took for Gairoth's reflexes to react.
The ogre dropped his nmeat and scrabbled for the club

The man paid them no heed as he swaggered into the clearing, whistling
to hinmself. He sat down and faced the astoni shed expressions of both the ogre
and the dragon. "Howdy, neighbors."

Taken aback, Gairoth rubbed his thunb on the wood of his club and took
one step forward. "Wat you be?"

"What you nean?" Delrael blinked his eyes innocently. He |l owered his
voi ce, speaking with a gruff and thick-1ipped accent.

"Be you _human_?" The ogre's face brightened for an instant, then he
frowned again. "You plenty bigger than him" He jerked his thunb over to
wat er| ogged Bryl hanging fromthe tree.

Del rael | aughed. "Naw -- me not be hunan. Me be _ogre_, like you be."
He smiled broadly, knowing Gairoth could never have seen his own reflection in
the scum covered cesspools. He held his inpulses in check -- his arnms wanted

to grab for the sword, lunge forward and hack at the ogre. But he knew his
uncl e Cayon had failed, and if a fighter |ike Cayon had not been able to
defeat an ogre with his strength, then Delrael had little chance.



Gairoth | ooked down at his dirty furs, brushing off cakes of dried nud.
He scratched his scalp as he glared at the young nman's own nud- st ai ned
clothes, the leather arnor. Gairoth's mouth hung open as if he were going to
say sonething but hadn't found the words yet. Delrael beat himto it.

"Gairoth's furs better than m ne be. Me bonked anot her human, took his
clothes. But don't worry. Me ogre too."

The ogre blinked his eyes. "Uh..."

Del rael jabbed a finger at hinself. "Me be in swanp all these years.
Never bothered to say Howdy! Watched you long tine, though, Gairoth. Uh, | be
-- " (Gairoth, Rognoth ... what's in a name?) "Delroth."

The ogre hadn't noved or relaxed his grip on the club. "How conme you
_talk_, Delroth?"

Del rael paused a nonent. "Huh?"

"You be no ogre -- you talk!"

"Ha!" Delrael felt a cold sweat. "You talk, Gairoth. You be ogre. How
cone you tal k?" Judging fromthe nonster's expression, Delrael saw he had
struck a point of pride.

"Gairoth be an _in-tell-ee-gent_ ogre. My Paw was Sorcerer, but he dead
now. Paw give Gairoth smarts -- Maw give Gairoth mnuscles!™”

To enphasi ze his statenent, he bashed his club against the dirt.

The stench fromthe rancid meat nmade Delrael feel queasy. Vailret had
told himonce how, near the end of their centuries-long wars, the desperate
and dying Sorcerers had interbred with humans, whom they had created, to
restore the strength of their race -- but Delrael had no idea the Sorcerers
had been driven to breed with their other creations, especially sonething so
foul and ugly as a femal e ogre!

But the laws of probability all owed even the nost unlikely dice rolls,
gi ven enough turns.

Delrael forced a yawn, trying to appear at ease. He | ooked at the
grayi sh formof Bryl, hanging fromthe nearby tree. "Wat that be, Gairoth?
Dessert ?"

The ogre spoke around a dripping nouthful of meat. "Naw -- he be
Sorcerer, too. He teach Gairoth how to use magic Stone." Wth his el bow, he
i ndi cated the gleanm ng dianond in the tiny skull's eye. Delrael saw the
di anmond and decided that it nust be the Air Stone Vailret had gotten so
excited about. He | ooked back at the half-Sorcerer

"He be dead?" Delrael brushed a fly away fromhis face.

"Naw. He be awake soon enough.™

"You feeds himto the thing in the cesspool ? What for?"

The ogre shrugged. "Keeps himfromrunning away. And makes hi m skeered
of Gairoth."

"Thing don't hurt hinP Just hold himthere?"

Gairoth reached for his club again. "Questions! Talk!" He spat.

Del rael spread his hands. "Gairoth be in-tell-ee-gent ogre. You gots
answers. "

That did the trick. "Aaahhh. | dips himinto a pitcher plant afore
feeds himto that thing. Jellyfish can't digest himthen."

Del rael rubbed his hands together. "Real smart. Haw, haw "

Vai lret crouched in the underbrush as close to the half-Sorcerer as he
dared to go. The hanging formof Bryl stirred, but Vailret couldn't risk
maki ng a nove just yet. He wi shed Delrael would hurry up. He wanted to go
horre.

"So, Gairoth," Delrael |eaned forward and | owered his voice. "How you
keep treasure pile safe? | be scared sonmeone steal nine. Humans, adventurers,
guests -- you know how the Gane be. | works ny fingers to the bone to get
jewels, then can't never |eave ny canp. Afraid treasure m ght get stole.”

Hi dden in the underbrush, Vailret squirmed and notioned for his cousin
to hurry. Delrael didn't notice him

"Hey, you wants to see ny treasure?" Delrael smiled, open and friendly.
"Prom se not to steal it? | gots no guards. But | trust Gairoth. You be good



nei ghbor . "

Even from his distant viewpoint, Vailret thought he could see the gl eam
in the ogre's eye. Soon ... soon

Gairoth stood up, ready to follow Delrael. Then, to Vailret's dismy,
the ogre turned around and plucked the skull with the Air Stone fromhis
dwel li ng. "Now we go."

_No! | wanted the Stone! Vailret shouted in his mnd

Del rael | ooked at the pyram d-shaped di anond swall owed up in the ogre's
hand and flicked a glance toward where Vailret hid. Vailret noticed his cousin
heave a sigh as he notioned Gairoth to follow himinto the swanp. The dragon
bounded al ong, eager.

When the trees bl ocked them from sight, Vailret energed from his hiding
pl ace, holding a hand to his stiff back. Flies buzzed around his head.

He cautiously went to where the hal f-Sorcerer hung dripping.
Greeni sh-brown water puddled in the dirt below him Bryl seened to be
regai ning his consciousness and vitality, but too slowy to help. According to
the Rules, he would take about a half-day to recover conpletely. Vailret
scowl ed, knowing he'd have to carry the half-Sorcerer on his back. Bryl's red
cl oak and scraggly gray hair reeked like the | oathsonme cesspools, and the
snell would soak into Vailret's jerkin.

He grumbled at the invisible Qutsiders, knowi ng they would never
listen. "Wy don't you go play a ganme of hexagon-chess? Wiy don't you make ne
a magi c user? Way can't you entertain yourselves and | eave us al one?"

Vailret withdrew his knife and cut the rope, catching Bryl as he fell.
He hi ked the hal f-Sorcerer across his shoul der bl ades and stooped as he
scuttled forward. Delrael was the one who had the strength score for this type
of work, but he was preoccupied at the nonent. Bryl stirred, and the snell of
spoi | ed-everything rose into the air.

Vailret sighed. It was nearly over -- all the Game adventures had
become tedious. Predictable. Vailret would rather be finishing his history of
Ganearth -- not stuck with these frivolous, famliar quests the Qutsiders

pl ayed all the tine.

Gunting with the effort, he shifted Bryl's bony body to a nore
confortabl e position, then noved away from Gairoth's encanpment toward the
cesspool

"I't be gone!" Delrael wailed. "Stolel"

Rognoth nearly col |l apsed after the w | d-goose chase the man had | ed
t hrough the swanp, circling back and forth, getting even the ogre hopel essly
lost. But Delrael's tracker-sense would not |et himget confused.

Delrael stared at the clearing they had stunbl ed upon, pointing an
accusatory finger. He gaped at the ogre, incredul ous. "Gold, gens -- right
here! All be gone! Soneone stole it!" He switched his own di snmayed expression
for one of horror. "Ch, no! You be next, Gairoth! Hurry!"

The ogre | ooked as if he grasped what was going on. "Cone on, Rognoth!"
Gairoth smacked the dragon with the end of his club. "W gots to get hone!"

Del rael crossed his fingers, hoping Vailret had done his part.
Everything seened to be going well, _too well_ for a Game adventure, and he
wonder ed how | ong the Qutsiders would keep naking dice rolls in his favor.

He sprinted after the alarmed ogre.

Vail ret slogged through the swanp, stunbling with the added wei ght of
t he unconsci ous half-Sorcerer. Bryl hung like a half-full sack of wet flour on
his shoulders, and Vailret's nuscles felt as if they wanted to snap. Mst of
all he ached for not being able to grab the Air Stone. Wiy had Gairoth taken
it? Damed nmonster! Why hadn't Bryl managed to get it sonehow? And the worst
insult of all was that Gairoth -- Gairoth! _-- had Sorcerer blood in himand
could use the magic inside the dianond. It seened ridiculously arbitrary.

The heavy stench nade the air difficult to breathe near the cesspool
Vailret's eyes stung. He found a weed-sheltered place where he could set the
hal f - Sorcerer down. The cesspool seenmed qui et now, waiting.

Vailret peeled off Bryl's sopping scarlet cloak. He renoved a bl anket



fromhis pack and tossed it on top of the half-Sorcerer

Bryl snored softly.

In the background of the swamp he could hear Gairoth bell ow ng. The
i nsect songs fell silent for a nmonment, then continued.

Vailret crunpled the soggy cloak into a ball before tossing it onto the
scum of the pool. Then he sat back to watch the tentacled thing rise to the
surface, waving its whiplike appendages and curling around the scarlet fabric.
The creature pulled the cloak beneath the scum 1ike new prey.

Lurching forward as fast as he could, Gairoth reached his canmp and
smashed the spiked club against a tree trunk. He roared a battle cry that made
the air vibrate, holding high the skull with the Air Stone. Rognoth |lunged to
the end of his chain, snarling.

But they found no one to fight.

Rognot h blinked his eyes. Gairoth came to a full stop, confused. "Haw
W skeered 'emoff! They gots none of ny treasure! Haw " Gairoth nopped his
br ow.

Breat hl ess, Delrael reached the canp and flashed a glance to the trees.
He saw the danp patch on the ground where cesspool water had dribbled from
Bryl's cloak, but the half-Sorcerer was gone.

Rognot h rai sed his scaly nose in the air, |ooking around with runny
yel | ow eyes. When he saw the spot where Bryl had been, he snorted cl ouds of
bl ack, oily snoke.

"Shut up, stupid dragon! Nothing be there!" Gairoth snatched up a bone
fromthe ground and bounced it off Rognoth's head.

"Gairoth, they gots your magic man!" Delrael pointed to the severed
rope hanging fromthe cypress branch.

The ogre let his nouth drop open. Rognoth | eaped to his feet, but the
chain strangl ed hi mand he wheezed. Gairoth turned around in circles, |ooking
for soneone to hit with his club

Del rael saw that the ogre needed hel p. "Cesspool! But we catch 'emn
Bonk! Quick!" He gave Gairoth a hel pful shove in the right direction

Rognot h gal | oped down the path as Gairoth stunbled after him clinging
to the iron chain. The ogre clutched the skull in his hand, holding the Air
Stone in place with his thunb as he grasped the thick iron chain. But he
didn't seemto know what to do with the dianond. Delrael ran behind.

The dragon reached the edge of the cesspool, with Gairoth fighting to
keep his footing. They arrived just in time to see the tentacled creature
swal | ow somet hing bright and scarlet. Rognoth yel ped and | eaped ahead, not
sl owi ng down as he reached the bank

"Stupid dragon!" Gairoth bellowed. He let go of the chain, but it
became tangl ed around the Air Stone and the skull. Both the dragon and the
ogre plunged into the cesspool, vani shing under the scum Rognoth splashed to
t he surface, |ooking around, tongue lolling out. A whine broke fromhis throat
as he realized where he had | anded. Cawi ng at the thick water, he began to
SW m

Gairoth emerged, pulling duckweed out of his eye and spitting green
sludge fromhis mouth. Delrael saw with dismay that the skull in the ogre's
hand had broken. The Air Stone had sunk to the bottom of the foul cesspool

In the water, Gairoth's gaze settled on the pitiful dragon. H's
nostrils flared, and the cypress trees trenbled as he roared his rage.
"Rognot h! "

The dragon gul ped as the ogre heaved the spiked club out of the
cesspool and sloshed toward him Threads of green slinme dribbled fromthe club
into the water, following Gairoth as he noved. Rognoth ducked under the deep
water just as the ogre swung at himw th a crashing bl ow

Del rael sauntered up to the edge of the pool, chuckling. Vailret
energed fromhis hiding place, but |ooked downcast at seeing the Air Stone
gone. He watched Gairoth's struggles in the water w thout synpathy. Vailret
heaved a linmp and groggy Bryl to his feet, bringing himinto view

The ogre stopped splashing and glared at them astonished and betrayed.



Delrael couldn't resist adding a | ast coment. "Now you've gone and | ost the
Air Stone, you clod. But we've got your magic nman!"

Gairoth exploded in fury and charged toward the young man, but he
stunbled in the mire. The ogre scranbled to his feet again and shook his fist
inthe air. "Delroth! |1 gonna bash you!"

Spi ne-covered tentacles rose up and withed around him translucent and
glinting in the slanting afternoon light. A tentacle slapped around Gairoth's
neck, and another sliny appendage grabbed his ankle and jerked hi munder the
wat er .

Rognot h paddl ed toward the shore, but he could go no farther than his
chai n al | owed.

The bul bous body sack of the jellyfish rose to the surface and burbl ed;
nore tentacl es energed, wrapping around Gairoth. The ogre trashed right and
| eft, annoyed and hel pl ess.

Tentacl es coiled around the dragon's tail, but Rognoth whirled and
snapped at them biting deeply into the translucent flesh

"Time to get going, Vailret," Delrael said. "How s Bryl ?"

Vai l ret shrugged but kept |ooking dejectedly at the cesspool. "Wy did
Gairoth have to drop the Air Stone? Now we've lost it all over again!"

Delrael smiled. "At |least we know _where_ it is. Maybe there's another
quest in the offing?"

"I't would keep the Qutsiders satisfied, | guess." He picked up his pack
and wapped Bryl in the blanket. "You carry him Del. Your strength score is a
| ot higher than mne."

Gairoth finally yanked his right hand free and with a thick slurping
sound pul l ed the club out of the sline. Dragging hinmself toward the jellyfish
with its own tentacles, the ogre bashed his club into the mass of the
creature's head. Mdre tentacles wapped around the ogre's face, and both
nonsters went under the water thrashing.

Del rael hiked the hal f-Sorcerer over his shoulder. "Well, do you think
the Qutsiders enjoyed that one? The whol e advent ure?"

Vailret frowned at him puzzled. "Wy shouldn't they? It's the sane
type of stuff they've always |iked."

They wal ked off, listening to the bellows and splashings fromthe
cesspool until the sounds vani shed into other swanp noi ses. Soon they woul d
reach the hex-line and be back into forest terrain.

But Vailret kept thinking about Delrael's question. _What if the
Qutsiders were no longer interested?_ It felt like a prenmpnition

| NTERLUDE: OQutsi de

Davi d yawned, maki ng sure everybody saw him Tyrone smiled with delight
at the adventure, but Melanie saw Scott fidgeting. He and David seened ..

di sinterested. She couldn't understand what had changed for them

Davi d picked at his fingernails.

Tyrone finally asked, "Wat's up your butt, David?"

Mel ani e nodded. "You' ve never been this bad before.”

Davi d | ooked at her, and suddenly Melanie had a sinking feeling that
t hey had done exactly what he wanted. Now he could al ways say _they_ had
rai sed the question.

"Since you ask -- Davi d dropped a handful of dice on the table with a
loud clatter, "there's something I1'd like to bring up."

Mel ani e frowned as he | ooked at each of themin turn, like Charlie Chan
about to announce his pick for the Murderer of the Month.

"I think we should quit playing the Gane."

Even Tyrone, who was usually happy to play anything sonmeone suggested,
gasped in surprise

"But why?" Mel ani e asked.

"It's boring. W've been at it too long. There's nothing left to it --
it's not interesting anynore. |Is that enough reasons? Look at the adventure we
just finished: good, standard stuff. A big bad ogre, sonme treasure, an
exciting chase. Your characters tricked their way out of it, as they always



do, Melanie. It's like watching _Star Trek_ reruns -- they're great for a few
years, but it gets old after a while." He brushed at the sleeve of his denim
j acket.

"And aren't _we_ getting a little old for this stuff, too? Do you know
how much crap | take fromny parents about our stupid Gane every week?"

Mel anie stared at him then at Scott and Tyrone, then at the dice
scattered across the table. Anger kept her voice even. "Wuld you rather go
out for sports, David? Be a jock? O how about hangi ng around in video arcades
turning into a joystick zombie? Wuld your parents prefer that?

"The Gane nakes us put _ourselves_into a world we made up. Think of
all we've done, all the history we've made. That's a |l ot nore inportant than
bouncing a ball through a hoop."

Scott | ooked at her a bit in surprise. "Don't go overboard, Mel. This
is just a gane. It's nothing real."

"Are New York or the Rocky Mountains real ? Have you ever been there?
No! Then how do you know _they_ exist? Huh?"

She thought of Ganmearth, the villages, the characters. Every one of
them seened to be real to her. Couldn't the others see it? O feel it? Scott
bl i nked at her vehenmence, which surprised even Melanie. She could fee
somet hi ng goi ng on here, sonething inportant.

Since the four of them had equal experience in role-playing, they took
turns acting as Game-nmaster. Each of themruled a particular section of the
map and interacted with the other players.

"Why don't we just go back to exploring dungeons? That was fun,'’

Tyrone
sai d.

Scott made a rude noi se. "_Those_ were boring, Tyrone. Wandering

t hrough cat aconbs gets nonotonous really quick. And what do all the nonsters
eat ? What do they do all the tine? You can't say they just stand there waiting
for our characters to conme al ong? How am | supposed to have fun if | can't
_believe_ any of it?"

Mel ani e grabbed at the idea. "But we outgrew the boxed dungeon
advent ures! W broadened the Gane to cover an entire world. _Qur_ world.
Didn't you enjoy the old Sorcerer wars, David? You thought of that."

Tyrone said, "I liked it when the old Sorcerers created all sorts of
creatures to do their fighting, not just humans.”

"Ch, you just like nonsters,"” Scott said.

Davi d used a cracker to scoop up sone of Tyrone's dip. "Yes, and the
fighting got boring, too. Battle after battle in a war that was never going to
end. What's the point?

"W had the Sorcerers make peace between thensel ves. They used the rest
of their magic to turn the race into six giant Spirits. The _Transition_. W
shoul d have known enough to end it there."

"There was nore to the story!" Melanie said. Wy weren't Scott and
Tyrone hel pi ng? "How could you just stop the Gane there?"

She began to feel clammy sweat on her back. Wat if they put Ganearth
away to gather dust on a shelf, never to play it again? Wat about the world?
What about the characters?

"I tried," David sighed.

"But | won. Roll of the dice."

"Yeah, Melanie," Scott added, "and we spent the past three nonths
pl ayi ng the Scouring of Ganearth. The humans and a few | eftover Sorcerers
hunt ed down surviving nonsters to nake the world safe for Mom denocracy, and
appl e pie. Tyrone had a Ilot of fun. But the humans are all settled down now.
You' ve got your Stronghol d established and safe. There's nothing else to

play."
"I want to quit," David repeated
"No." Melanie tried to glare himdown.
"Doesn't matter to nme," Tyrone said. "l thought even the dungeons were
fun.

Scott pursed his lips, putting on his coldly logical "M. Science"



persona again. "Settle it like we always settle di sagreenents. Wiy don't you
two just roll for it instead of arguing?"

Tyrone shifted in his seat. "I'd like to play _sonething_tonight -- it
i s Sunday, you know. "

Mel ani e wat ched David, and they both reached for the twenty-sided die
at the sanme tinme. David grabbed it first.

“I'f I beat you, we stop playing. W think of sonething else to do, or
we stop neeting altogether. W' ve got our lives to live, you know. "

Tyrone and Scott sat up straight. Melanie took a deep breath. David was
serious -- it neant nore to himthan she had thought. Somnething worse than
this was bothering him

But the Game neant even nore to her. She wanted to hold onto the world
they had created. Ganearth was a part of her and a part of themall. They
couldn't just put it away and forget about it like a gane of Monopoly.

Davi d squeezed his hand around the die. He threw it down hard onto the
snoot h pai nted surface of the naster map. The di e bounced, but cane to rest
before it could fall off the table.

*18. *
"Ei ghteen, Melanie. You won't beat it."
She picked up the twenty-sided die -- the expensive transparent kind

fromthe hobby shop. Each facet |ooked snmooth and perfect, with a nunber
etched in the center.

"But if I win the roll, we keep playing. W stay in Ganearth with al
our characters there. No chi ckening out."

David bristled at that, but Scott and Tyrone remrai ned silent.

As she | eaned forward over the master nmap, Melanie felt that she could
fall into the world. She inmagined the nountains, the forests, the islands, the
frozen wastel and, vivid against a backdrop of the history they had pl ayed.

She cl osed her eyes, silently asked for help fromwhom ever el se
wat ched over Ganearth, and tossed the twenty sided die onto the table. "Cone
on!" she whispered. The die skittered and rolled and cane to rest against the
mast er map.

The 20 faced up.

"Yowza!" Tyrone cl apped his hands.

"There." Scott sounded businessli ke again. "Now can we get started?
It's your turn next isn't it, David?"

David glared at the twenty-sided die that had betrayed him

"Conme on, David. Don't be a sore loser."

He drank fromhis glass but continued to | ook at the map. "If we don't
quit, I'mgoing to destroy Ganearth. 1'll have ny turn and | can set things in
nmoti on. There won't be anything left to play in. Then we'll have to stop."

"You've got to follow the rules,” Scott said.

"I"'mgoing to. But I'Il unleash sonething so horrible upon this world
that nothing can stop it. Your characters can try all they want. It won't
work. I'mgoing to win."

Mel ani e stiffened. Scott and Tyrone seermed to be enjoying the friction.
Mel ani e thought of the Game's characters, |ooked at their settlenents, their
| ands, and felt a pang inside her. Sonething seened to be calling out to her
Mel anie ran her fingertip over one of the snpboth faces of the
twenty-si ded. She hoped she hadn't used up her luck for the evening. She
wi shed the characters thensel ves could help in the fight -- if only they knew
what the stakes were.
She wanted to warn them sonehow.

"The rul es work both ways, you know. | can use themto _save_
Ganearth.” Melanie forced a smle, trying to | ook self-assured and a little
wi cked. "1'll beat you, David. You can count on it."

* * * %

Attack on the Stronghold



"Ganmearth has been built around a precise set of Rules. Though we nmay
find themrestrictive at tines, these Rul es can never be broken, lest we
i nvite chaos and anarchy into the world."

-- Preface, _The Book of Rules_

Maki ng good time, while carrying Bryl, Delrael and Vailret crossed nine
hexagons of terrain. They reached the Stronghold by the evening of the third
day.

Vailret wi shed he had renenbered to bring map paper with himto mark
the terrain and keep his bearings. Delrael clainmed to have nmenorized the
colorful nosaic master nap inlaid into one wall back at the Stronghol d.

The trees were thick and full, the undergrowth colorful and | ush.

Ol ear-cut paths wound through thick stands of oak, maple, and pine, |eading
off to various adventures. But all the terrain had been expl ored and mapped,
all the dungeons uncovered, all the adventures played out and exhausted in
days | ong past.

A clear streamfoll owed the boundary between two hexes of forest
terrain. One wllow dangl ed over the bank, |ike a Medusa washing her hair in
the water.

During the bl oody Scouring, well-organi zed human arni es and magi c- usi ng
Sentinels had renmoved nost of the eneny nmonsters fromthe nmap. The Qutsiders
had not seen fit to create any major new threats for nore than a century. The
forests had once been inhabited by ogres, sasquatches, packs of intelligent
wol ves, maraudi ng bands of reptilian Slac -- all descendants of nonsters that
the old Sorcerers had created to fight in their wars. Vailret's father had
been killed by one of the surviving ogres.

Vail ret imagi ned Cayon, a great fighter but hopel essly outcl assed by
the ogre in the early norning msts. Drodanis, his uncle, had told of
awakening to the sounds of battle, seeing the canmp fire cold and his brother's
bl ankets neatly folded. In a clearing he had found Cayon and the ogre -- two
of Cayon's arrows protruded fromthe ogre's back

Vailret tried to renenber, but sonmehow he could not picture his
father's face. He recalled only a few rare occasi ons when Cayon had focused
attention on him how frightening and godli ke the great warrior had seened.
The nmenory of his father eluded him but the ogre seemed real, vivid to the
last winkle in his |eathery skin.

Drodani s said he had drawn his bowto join in the fight. He thought
Cayon had | ooked inpish, as if trying to show off with his sword. _Wy_?
Vailret kept wanting to ask him _It was so stupid! Because of that, you were
killed! Who were you trying to inpress? | was proud of you anyway_.

The ogre had swept his club sideways, breaking Cayon's wist and
knocki ng the sword from his hand. Drodanis sank an arrow into the ogre's
chest, but the nonster still drove at his first victim Cayon stood ashen gray
and tried to stunmbl e backward, out of the way. The ogre smashed the tw sted
club across Cayon's chest, spraying blood into the forest. Drodanis roared in
rage, sank three nore arrows into the nmonster's back and neck, and then
| aunched hinmsel f upon the wounded ogre, slashing with his sword from behi nd

Vailret had heard the story many tines fromothers in the ganing hall.
Dr odani s had conpl eted his pogrom agai nst the ogres, and then becane a recluse
behind the walls of the Stronghold. He had never spoken of Cayon's death after
the first time, not once in all the hours he had spent staring at manuscripts
with young Vailret....

About an hour after Vailret and Delrael had |left the ogre's cesspoo
behi nd, Bryl canme back to full consciousness. The hal f-Sorcerer wal ked by
hi nsel f now. He noved a little slowy, but they nade better tine than when
Delrael carried him Bryl sul ked, ashaned and grunbling to hinmself. "Wsh we
didn't have to |l eave the Air Stone there."

"It's at the bottom of the cesspool,” Delrael said, turning around on
the path. Vailret had watched Delrael's inpatience with Bryl grow, watched him
tense every tine the half-Sorcerer said anything, but until now he had been



able to stifle his urge to speak out. "Do you want us to take you back so you
can dive for it? O maybe you'd like to ask Gairoth for hel p?"

Bryl noaned quietly. "I just wanted to have nore magic. | don't know
much -- it could have helped us all." Delrael made a rude noise, and the
hal f - Sorcerer turned to him |ooking defensive. "Well, _you_ inmagine being
trapped inside a giant jellyfish, just waiting to be digested -- and your only
hope of survival is a dimwi tted ogre who m ght not renmenber to conme back
before it's too late." Bryl sounded indignant. "I was just trying to find the
Air Stone. Gairoth tortured ne! He made nme teach himhow to use the Stone!"

Vail ret spoke softly but with enough seriousness to nake Bryl pay
attention. "By showing Gairoth how to unlock the magic, you' ve given an ogre
one of the nost powerful weapons |left on Ganearth. A weapon that was
specifically given to _humans_." He saw Delrael ball his fists.

Bryl | ooked broken and upset. "He shoul dn't have been able to use the
magi ¢ anyway. How was | supposed to know an ogre could have Sorcerer bl ood?"

Vailret scowed at him beginning to | ose patience hinself. "You should
have known sonet hi ng was wong when an ogre could speak."

"You know | don't study things |like that."

"Maybe you should consider it." Vailret sighed, letting his anger drain
away. He squinted through the trees to see the boundary of the forest. The
light had grown dimin the | ate afternoon, but he sensed they were near the
St ronghol d.

Bryl sounded cl ose to despair. "\Wat are we going to do?"

Del rael kept wal ki ng, plainly upset. "Good thing the Stronghold can
keep Gairoth out if worse comes to worst." They came upon a cross path and
Del rael paused, |ooking both ways to take his bearings. He turned |left and set
off. Vailret and Bryl foll owed.

The sun had set behind themas they crossed fromthe | ast hex of forest
terrain to the flat agricultural areas. Narrow roads separated the hexagona
fields fromthe uncl ained areas, but the fields had expanded outward as nore
and nore characters settled around the Stronghold. Al the cropland had been
recl ai med since the Scouring, and the human foothold had grown stronger as
characters worked the land, tending to their own exi stence rather than
qguesting for treasure or adventure.

Vailret could see the Stronghold perched on the crown of Steep Hill,
overl ooking the village and surrounding | ands |ike a sl eeping watchdog. The
doubl e-wal | ed st ockade appeared i nposing even to Vailret. Just the sight of
the structure evoked thoughts of epic adventures in his mnd.

At the beginning of the Scouring, the great general Doril had built the
Stronghol d. He wanted to help protect the poor farners and mners trying to
make a life for thensel ves agai nst the back-and-forth tides of the wars. Dori
had chosen Steep Hill, which stood rugged and unscal able fromthe rear, cut
off to the north by a swift stream and open to assault only on the south and
west sides. An attacking arny woul d break nost of its nomentum charging up the
abom nably steep path.

A doubl e wall of pointed | ogs surrounded the Stronghold proper. The
vill agers had packed the gaps between the outer and inner walls with dirt,
nore than doubling the strength of the barricade and making it alnost fire
proof at the sane time. A steep trench encircled the Stronghold walls, as deep
as a man stood tall. The trench was filled with pointed rocks and sharp
sti cks.

The Stronghold had withstood serious attacks during the | ong Scouring
wars. Monstrous Slac arm es had besieged it several tines, but the Stronghold
had never fallen. Now, few of the Slac still existed on Ganearth, and they hid
t hensel ves in the nmountains to the east, letting humans live in peace. The
Stronghol d had not seen an eneny in years, and Vailret suspected that many of
its defenses were obsolete

The days of enpty questing had faded away, |eaving the characters to
attend to problens of day-to-day survival. No one bothered to remenber the old
advent ur es.



Seven years before, nore than half a decade after the death of Cayon,

t he peaceful times had lulled Drodanis out of his gloony seclusion. Vailret
liked to think that if an eneny had indeed threatened, Delrael's father would
never have left the Stronghold in the hands of his eighteen-year-old son and a
couple of old veterans fromhis early campaigns. Vailret had been only
fourteen then, and he had wanted to acconpany Drodanis on his self-indul gent
qguest to find the Rul emoman Mel ani e. But Drodani s had chosen soneone el se,

| eaving Vailret behind.

In the seven years since, Delrael had done little nore than train the
villagers and niners over and over again, killing time until something
advent urous happened. It seened that the Qutsiders took little interest in
Ganearth, tired of throwing threats at their hapless characters. This pl eased
Vailret, though -- the characters could worry about their _lives_, instead of
t edi ous adventures. He could go about witing down the history of the Gane...

Dusk had set in as they started al ong the pathway up Steep H I I.
Already Vailret could see Jorte getting his ganming hall ready for the evening,
where the villagers would gather for dicing and other anmusenents. Characters
in the village bel ow had seen themreturn and they'd all want to hear the
story of Bryl's rescue and the adventure with Gairoth. It would be their first
quest-telling in a long tine.

But Vailret didn't much |ike the | oud ganmi ng and conversation. He hoped
he could talk Delrael into describing the adventure by hinmself -- he only
wanted to get back to his work on the old manuscripts. Docunenting the quest
on paper was as inportant as telling it. Mre inportant, in fact, because his
original words could remain unexaggerated in telling after telling.

At the top of the hill they crossed the split-log wal kway spanni ng the
trench and passed through the only gate in the Stronghold walls. Heavy wooden
mal | ets hung on ropes next to the wal kway, ready to knock out the pegs and
sever the wal kway in case of an invasion. Directly on the other side of the
heavy gate was another hidden pit covered by a second wal kway.

Vailret's nother, Siya, stood outside the main building. Her hair was
dusted with early gray, and she wore it pulled back in a tight braid, which
stretched her winkles tight but left her scow firmy in place.

"It's about tinme," Siya said, but Vailret thought he saw genuine relief
i n her eyes.

"This time we beat the ogre, Mdther," Vailret said.

Alarm flashed in her eyes. Delrael cut off any scolding as he offered

to help her cook sonething. "I'mhungry. And |'mgoing to start heavy training
again tomorrow with some of the best fighters.™

Delrael turned to Vailret with a glint in his eyes. "After all, we know
where the Air Stone is. W know where a surviving ogre is -- at last, we've

got some questing to do again! Doesn't it nake you feel alive? To have a
purpose in life?" He patted his leather arnor, the silver belt, the knife and
sword at his side. "This is what we were made for."

Sounds fromthe ganing hall rang distant but clear in the danp night.
At the edge of the trees, the veteran Tarne stood, preferring the silence and
the dark. He kept watch in the nmuffled shadows, |ooking at the aurora
overhead. To him visions filled the night. He wondered if he would catch
anot her glinpse of the future.

Tarne was one of the surviving warriors fromthe canpaigns with
Dr odani s and Cayon. In his adventures, he had found nore treasure, slain nore
nmonsters, explored nore trails than any other character save Drodanis and
Cayon. Tarne had acconpani ed Drodanis on his vendetta agai nst the ogres,
slaying half a dozen of them hinself for the murder of Cayon.

But none of that mattered to hi manynore.

Si nce those bygone days, Tarne had given time to reflecting on his
life. Sonetimes he reveled in the conpani onship of others, in the gatherings
for the winter tales, telling story after story about the old canpaigns. But
other times he spent weeks alone in the forests. He had shaved his head to |et
t he t houghts fl ow uni npeded, exposing all the scars frombattle injuries. An



ogre's bl ow had knocked hi m unconsci ous many years before ... and had opened
up his ability to see visions.

After ending his active service as a fighter, Tarne had becone the
vill age shearer and weaver. He was big enough to westle the sheep for
shearing, and he al so knew enough woodcraft to find the proper flowers and
berries for dyeing the cloth he wove. It was a different life for him but
Ganearth itself had changed. He kept an old set of |eather arnor hidden in his
dwelling along with his npost precious possession, an ancient sword fromthe
Sorcerer wars. Sonetinmes he took the old things out fromunder his table just
to ook at them

Anot her round of laughter came fromthe ganming hall. He could discern
the clatter of dice on tabletops, the tallying of points. Delrael and Vailret
woul d likely come down to tell of their adventures, but the others had begun
their amusenents w t hout them

Tarne consi dered young Delrael for a nonent, adnmiring him Seven years
bef ore, he woul d not have guessed the young man could run the Stronghold so
well in the absence of his father -- but Drodanis had been a recluse for his
| ast few years anyway, before he'd gone off in search of the | egendary
Rul ewoman Mel ani e.

Even as he thought of Drodanis, Tarne felt an echo of the man's pain.
Barely a year after the slaying of Cayon, Drodanis's wife Fielle died. A new
fever spread its claws through the village, causing the villagers to hide in
their homes. Drodanis lay sick for days as Fielle cared for him nurturing him
so closely that she fell ill herself. He recovered; she did not. They had been
married fourteen years.

Drodanis had reacted to Fielle's death nore strongly than he had to
Cayon's. He and Fielle had been perfect for each other -- only she could beat
himin archery, only he could beat her in throwi ng knives at targets.

Dr odani s grew nore sonber each day, |eaving no one to attend the
Stronghol d duties. Training stopped. Tarne had hel ped when he coul d get away
fromhis own shearing work. But for the nost part he could only watch Drodanis
wi thdraw i nto hinsel f.

Drodani s studied the | egends of Ganearth. Roving Scavengers -- the only
characters still actively questing in the world -- had found many papers and
scrolls left behind by the Sentinels. Young Vailret also took an interest in
t he | egends and spent nuch tinme | ooking over Drodanis's shoul ders. He ran
errands and hel ped deci pher faded witing.

Drodani s had cone across an obscure tale that fascinated him-- a
nmyst eri ous Rul eworman named Mel ani e, possibly a manifestation of one of the
Qut si ders, who watched over the Gane and directed the characters that
i nterested her. The | egends said she could be found deep in the forests to the
sout h, and whoever found her woul d know peace for the remai nder of his days.

Dr odani s becane obsessed with the | egend. For years he searched for
every scrap of know edge concerning her. He wanted to find the Rul ewoman so he
could demand an explanation for the msery inflicted in his life. Wat had he
done to offend the Qutsiders so deeply?

Finally, when Delrael turned ei ghteen, Drodanis announced he woul d
enbark on a quest to find her. Tarne volunteered to acconmpany him as did
young Vailret, but Drodanis refused them bot h.

He took with himonly Lellyn, Bryl's twelve-year-old apprentice. As if
the ol d hal f-Sorcerer knew enough about magic to _teach_ anything, Tarne
t hought. Lellyn, a boy fromone of the northern mining villages, exhibited
strong sorcerous powers, though he bore no trace of Sorcerer blood. Lellyn was
a wild-card, a manifestation of magic that should never have occurred. H's use
of magic broke all the Rules, but sonehow Ganearth had allowed it to happen

Drodanis said he would take only Lellyn with himon his quest because
the boy was an _anomaly . And if Drodanis was going to find the Rul eworman, he
needed to have the hel p of soneone who coul d break the Rules.

So Drodanis and Lellyn travel ed south and di sappeared into the deep
forests. Seven years had gone by, but they sent no word. Mst of the villagers



beli eved themto be dead.

Tarne turned his eyes to the sky again, |ooking at the shimrering
auroral curtains that called to him The rippling |ight of Lady Maire's
Weddi ng Veil painted the sumer night in delicate pale colors, swathed across
a great portion of the northeastern sky. Tarne stared at the hypnotic patterns
that showed hi mvisions of the future.

Li ke Lellyn, Tarne was an anonaly, too, a Rul e-breaker. After his head
wound had heal ed, he found he could sonetinmes see things in the dance of the
Veil. Though his ability was well known in the village, Tarne kept the details
of his revelations to hinmself. He considered themto be private glinpses into
the plans of the Qutsiders. Only rarely did he weave the visions into speci al
tapestries, which he explained to no one.

He had no Sorcerer blood either. Sonetinmes it seemed to himthat
Ganearth had a nagic of its own, a magic that knew nothing of the Qutsiders'
Rul es and acted only to preserve itself.

The Veil held Tarne's attention now. The revelations didn't always
cone, but he felt giddy this night, filled with a fuzzy cl austrophobi a that
made himwant to rel ease whatever visions were trapped in his head.

As he watched, Tarne saw a clawike tendril of greenish |light reach
fromthe east and stab into the rosy color of the main aurora. The shrouds of
[ ight changed, and the details of the future struck deep into his mnd

Tarne fell to the ground in awed di smay.

Behi nd his eyelids the truth reeled. He lay against the cold grass for
a long nonent. He blinked his eyes open, and the Veil was a sinple aurora

again, lights painted on the sky, reflections fromthe Qutside world. Tarne
clinbed to his feet, stiff and off-bal ance, and waited for his enotions to die
down. He knew he could not keep this revelation to hinself -- or else the

Stronghol d was dooned.

Vailret held the wooden nessage stick in his hands, afraid that he
m ght damage it. H s eyes sparkled with wonder. "This wasn't here when we
left, | swear it."

Del rael put his hands on his hips, resting thunbs against the silver
belt. Hi s hair hung wet and clean, and his face was shaved and scrubbed raw.
"It's got ny father's seal on it?"

"Look for yourself." Vailret passed the nessage stick to his cousin.
The fireplace in his roomburned with a hot new fire. The message stick had
been waiting for him promnent on the tabletop with his other papers.

"And ny not her says no one cane in here while we were gone."

"Maybe Drodanis really did find the Rul ewonan."” Bryl | ooked awed and
frightened by the short polished stick. "She's supposed to be an Qutsider --
she coul d have found a way to deliver the nessage stick."

"The Qutsiders can't conmunicate directly with us -- it's against their
own Rules.” Vailret frowned, nore confused now than ever. "I don't know what's
goi ng on here."

Del rael shifted the message stick fromone hand to the other, staring
at it. "Wien the need is great enough, sonme people are willing to break the
Rul es.”

That settled a bl anket of silence on them a few mnutes thick.

A message fromDrodanis ... Vailret had spent five years with the ol der
man, growi ng up as he hel ped Drodanis study, then deciphering scrolls hinself.
But when Drodanis left on his quest for the Rul eworman -- after working beside
Vailret for years, he took Lellyn with himinstead. Vailret had begged to go
al ong, but for sone reason Drodanis found Bryl's young apprentice nore
appropriate. It stung Vailret |like an unexpected slap in the face.

The boy Lellyn had no Sorcerer blood, but he was remarkably adept with
magi c. He had the powers by accident. Vailret resented that, and he wanted to
know how t he Rul es had been bent. It seenmed unfair to him arbitrary. Though
seven years had passed, Vailret wasn't sure he wanted to know what the nessage
stick said.

"Well, are we going to burn it or just look at it?" Bryl fidgeted.



Before Vailret could answer, a pounding on the main door of the
Stronghol d building distracted him The veteran Tarne stood in the w de
doorway, cocooned in the night. He shielded his eyes as Vailret swung open the

door, then eased hinself closer to the light. "I've been watching the Veil."
After Vailret had ushered the veteran inside, |eading himalong a
corridor to the firelit chanbers, Siya came down the hall, curious. Wax

covered her fingertips; she had been di ppi ng candl es agai n. He notioned that
everything was all right and closed the door of his room before she could nake
a fuss.

Tarne stepped forward to stare at the flanes, warm ng his big hands in
front of the hearth. The ni ght was cool enough, but Tarne | ooked chilled to
the bone. Vailret could see the map of pale scars on the veteran's bald head.
Tarne rarely said anything about his visions, but Vailret coaxed hi m now,
anxious to get a hint of what had frightened him "D d you see sonething
t oni ght ?"

Tarne wi ped the shine of sweat fromhis forehead. "The Stronghold is
going to be captured. And | don't believe we can do anything about it."

"Attacked!" Delrael |eaped to his feet. "By whonP"

After a nonment of silence, Bryl said, "W've had peace for so long!"

Delrael's eyes went wide. "The Qutsiders are probably getting bored
with peace." He slanmed one fist into his flat palm

Vailret | ooked at the veteran, forcing hinself to remain calm to get
the facts and try to come up with a solution. "Any other details, Tarne?"

The veteran shook his head. "The visions aren't |ike that. Just a

certainty that we are going to be attacked in tw days. | don't know who the
eneny is. But the Stronghold will fall for the first tine in its history."
Tarne stared down at his dye-stained hands. "I thought | saw sonething
else to the east, though -- terrible and growing, drinking all life inits
wake. | feel so hel pless! But the danger to the Stronghold is nore i medi ate
and drowned everything el se out."
Vailret wi shed he could know what it _felt_like to have the power,

even unbi dden magic |like Tarne's, singing through his body.

"I wonder if that has anything to do with ny father's nmessage?" Delrael
hel d the carved stick up to the fire light. Vailret noted the expression of
interest on Tarne's face.

Delrael took a step toward the fireplace. "We'll never find out if we
don't get started. Tarne, you're welconme to stay -- we'd like to hear your
t houghts. "

The veteran shrugged and remai ned standing by the table. He seened
uninterested in Vailret's scrolls and scraps of witing, though he was careful
not to touch any of them

Delrael closed his eyes for a nonent, as if making a wi sh, then he
tossed the message stick into the fire.

Vailret held his breath -- Drodanis had put his seal on the stick. He
had sent a message. Had he reached the end of his quest? Had he found the
Rul ewoman? Did Drodanis regret taking young Lellyn instead of hin®

The flames attacked the wood, peeling away the outer spell and shelling
t he spoken words, sending theminto the fire. The crackle of consuned wood
rose to a hiss, then to whispered words. The flanes clinbed higher, dancing
toget her, form ng a nenory-inage of Drodanis.

Vailret's eyes glistened as he stared at the flickering silhouette of
his uncle. Drodanis appeared ol der, but he wore the same cl othes Vailret
renenmbered himin. Drodanis's eyes were di mand downturned. He seened content,
not haunted as he had been -- but he al so seened dead inside, wth nothing
left now that his sorrow was gone.

The spectre spoke fromthe gl owi ng hearth.

"Delrael, Vailret -- the Rul ewonman Melanie is risking everything to |et
me send you this warning. She is bending her own Rules, hoping she does not
get caught by the other Players.

"Ganmearth is doomed -- the Qutsiders have grown tired of us. One of the



Pl ayers has set events in notion to destroy our world.

"None of us is _real . W exist only for the amusenent of the
Qut siders. You know that. But now the Qutsider named David has planted a
nmonstrous, growing thing far to the east. He wants to end the Gane. As his

creature sucks up life, it grows ever stronger and it will soon spread across
the entire map. That will be the end of everything for us.

"The Qutsider David is playing by the Rules. And the Rul eworman Mel ani e
will try to fight himin the same way. But we nust help as well. You rnust find

some way to stop the enenmy. W are the characters on this world, and we have a
stake init."

The fire popped and crackl ed, drowni ng sone of Drodanis's words.

Vail ret watched, feeling nunb fromhis uncle's warning. The image wavered, and
Dr odani s' s tone changed.

"...Stronghold is in danger froman entirely different source. You nust
ignore that. Do not waste your time and effort trying to regain the
Stronghol d, should it fall. This is ny warning -- you rust listen. The
Qut si ders have set up the second threat as a distraction, an adventure to
anuse thensel ves. You know what is nore inportant. The Stronghold will have no
significance if Gamearth is destroyed."

The nessage stick crackled again. Layers of ash slid off, |eaving
little of the stick unconsunmed. Drodanis's words becane garbled, overwitten
with a sound like frying fat.

"The other Qutsiders do not know you are aware of their plans. The
Rul ewoman has slipped this nessage past them But be prepared -- if they find
out, they will do everything to stop you

"I am begging you to find a way to protect the world. Do not be
sidetracked. This is the grandest quest in our history -- not for
entertai nment, but survival."

The hissing grew | ouder, and chunks of words drifted up into the
chimey. "I amwell. Lellynis ... gone. Preserve Ganearth."

The nessage stick crunbled in a final burst of light. The inmage of
Drodani s scattered and vani shed with the flames up the chi mey, |eaving only
the logs and the low fire.

The norning air had a fuzziness to it, erasing sharp details of the
forest and the countryside. Tarne kept watch at the Stronghold walls, |ooking
down upon the few villagers who still tried to do field work in the rising
m dnmor ni ng heat. Other defenders noved within the enpty Stronghold courtyard,
wai ting. Waiting.

Tarne could not be specific about the time of attack, nor could he even
tell them what eneny they would face. He had gone out again later that night
and stared at the aurora for hours. He rubbed his tenples, trying to
concentrate, willing the clues to cone, but the Veil remained closed to him
not hi ng nore than silent green-gray curtains suspended above the world.

After burning the nmessage stick, the four of them had di scussed
possi bl e solutions. Delrael had seemed upset at his father's instructions to
ignore the threat to the Stronghol d.

Tarne stood tall and stared at Delrael. "I will stay here and fight.
This is nmy home. The Veil has given us a brief warning, and | will not waste
it."

Delrael turned to watch the fire. He pounded a fist into his palm "I
hate to | eave you, especially if you m ght have a battle -- but you heard the
Rul ewoman' s message. W have to go and confront the greater eneny, whatever it
is."

" How ?" Vailret had said. "W need to cut this thing off sonmehow,
protect ourselves. But we know nothing about our eneny. It's hard to nake a
pl an when you're blind-folded and have both hands tied behind your back."

Bryl hung his head and | ooked dejected. "If only we had the Air Stone."

"What about the other Stones?" Tarne asked. "Weren't there four of
t hen?"

"Yes." Vailret furrowed his forehead. "The only one we could get to in



a few days is the Water Stone. Sardun keeps it in his lIce Palace, north of us.
That one controls the weather and water, and Sardun's a powerful Sorcerer
hi msel f."
Bryl scratched at his ears. "Maybe we should go and ask himfor help."
Del rael | ooked at Vailret, who shrugged. "It's a start."
Tarne had rapped his knuckles on the table, feeling the charism grow
in himagain. He remenbered fighting with Drodanis, he remenbered giving

orders on the battlefield. "I will gather up all the fighters fromthe
village. W'll be ready at dawn."

He had stared beyond the walls, pondering. "The others may have to
| eave the village for a tine and hide in the forest. But don't worry -- | will

take care of them™

Bef ore dawn Delrael, Bryl, and Vailret set off northward, bearing their
standard packs and the weapons they had chosen at random Vailret's precious
old manuscripts lay in a large buried chest sealed with wax to prevent
danpness fromgetting in. Tarne had no i dea when they would return. Hs world,
hi s adventure focused on protecting the Stronghol d.

Now, at dawn, other villagers furtively glanced up at the top of the
H1l. The Stronghold had protected their hones for centuries. Tarne realized
t hat nost of them hoped his vision would prove fal se, but he knew better. He
had never been so sure.

Each of his picked defenders had been arned, some with relics fromthe
old Sorcerer wars, others with | ess ornate creations by Derow the blacksmnith.
Derow had little experience in maki ng weapons and felt ashaned to see his
swords next to the el aborate weapons used by the forner warlords. But Tarne
had seen how wel|l Derow s blades cut -- and little el se nmattered.

A hush fell over the abandoned Stronghold. Cccasionally, the air rang
with the distant clink of a hoe striking a rock, or a dissolving snatch of
nervous | aughter fromthe villagers far bel ow

"I thought | heard sonething," said the young farmer naned Ronm

And suddenly Gairoth, wearing the dazzling Air Stone set in an iron
crown on his head, appeared on the Hill, stepping out of thin air and | eading
Rognot h the dragon -- and an arny of other ogres. Their conbi ned how of
attack sounded |i ke an aval anche.

In the instant of surprise, one thought shuttled through Tarne's brain:
Qgres don't work together Flashbacks of his canpaign against the ogres cane
fl oodi ng back, hunting down the nonsters one by one with Drodanis and the
other fighters. Tarne could not imagine that so many of them had survived the
Scouring, or that they would band together. But Vailret had al ready warned him
that Gairoth was part Sorcerer hinself, and no ordinary ogre.

The ogres roared and lurched up the hill path, gaining nonentumin
defiance of the steep sl ope.

"Sever the wal kway!" Tarne cried. Romm was al ready there, picking up
one of the dangling mallets and striking out the wooden pins that held the
wal kway across the stone-filled trench

The ages-old bridge settled a little, but janmed in its supports. "It
won't drop!"

The ogres had al nost reached the top of the path, swi nging their clubs
in anticipation of weaking havoc.

“I't"ll drop when they come across it! Secure the gates! Quick! Jorte,
help him"

The two nmen swung the heavy doors shut while others slanmed the
crossbars into place. A few defenders shot arrows at the oncoming giants. One
arrow struck Gairoth's tree-trunk arm but he plucked it out w thout a w nce
of pain. The monsters kept com ng. Tarne had never believed there were so nany
ogres in the entire world, not even at the beginning of the Scouring.

Gairoth surged like a battering ramacross the wal kway, and still it
did not fall. Rognoth crouched behind his nmaster as the ogre took his club and
punmrel ed the heavy doors. They splintered.

"Ready the trap inside the door. This one better work!"



Wth one nassive final blow, Gairoth blasted the thick doors inward
sendi ng spear-length splinters of wood flying into the courtyard. Arrows
struck at himlike lightning bolts, but bounced away |ike raindrops.

"What the hell?" Tarne | ooked at his bowas if it had betrayed him
"Arrows always worked before.”

Wth the other attacking ogres behind himand Rognoth at his side,
Gairoth strode into the courtyard wearing a smug and triunphant grin.

"Now " Tarne bell owed, and Derow the blacksmith pulled the |ever that
woul d plunge the ogres into the pit inside the gate. Wth incredible agility
for bodies so large, Gairoth and Rognoth simultaneously |eaped to the side as
the trap fell inward, exposing the deep pit. The other ogres roared, working
their way around the trap and into the Stronghol d courtyard.

"How can this be happening?' one of the men wailed in shock. Though the
def enders | aunched volley after volley of arrows, not a single ogre appeared
to be injured.

"Where is Delroth!" Gairoth bell owed. He | eaped into the air and
brought his club down on the ground for enphasis.

"We knew it woul d happen,” Tarne said to the defenders. "And we were
foolish enough to think we could prevent it. To the | adders! Everyone out!"

Qgres flooded into the courtyard as the defenders set up rickety wooden
| adders agai nst the northeastern wall of the Stronghold. The nmen scranbl ed
over, dropping to the ground. They rmade their way through the thick forest
toward the caves in the hills, hoping the ogres would not foll ow

* * * %

Sardun's |ce Pal ace

"RULE #5: The speed at which a character may travel on foot is strictly
[imted. Characters may traverse no nore than three hexagons of grassl and,
forest, or grassy hill terrain per day; tw hexes of forested-hill, swanp, or
wast el and; and one hexagon of nountain terrain. Once a party has covered the
al | owabl e di stance, they must stop at the intervening hex-Iline.

"Naturally, if characters have access to other nodes of travel, such as
horses or boats, the allowabl e distances are nodified, as given in Table
Al

-- _The Book of Rules_

"Good thing we weren't there," Bryl said. "Try not to sulk so much."

"That was our hone, and now Gairoth has it," Vailret answered. Delrael
sai d not hi ng.

They had watched fromthe top of a hill shortly after sunrise. Delrael
squinted into the | ong shadows of dawn, describing details that Vailret could
not see. None of them could believe the ogre had won so easily.

Delrael finally shook his head. His eyes, Vailret saw, were heavy and
red. "There's no excuse for how we've failed. W brought it on ourselves by
being lazy. | wanted ny father to be proud of nme. What woul d he say now?"

They tal ked as they continued northward at a brisk pace. The Rul es
allowed themto travel three hexes per day in forest terrain and three in
grassl and. At one point a panoram c view of grassland terrain bordered an
abrupt line of forest. The black barrier was sharp and hard as a razor
stretching off into the fuzzy distance; lush forest lay on one side of the
line, vast grasslands on the other

"Your father told us not to fight for the Stronghold, Del. He woul dn't
consider you a failure. W' re doing exactly what he wants by focusing on the
main threat."”

Del rael shook his head. "It's not that." He shifted his hunting bow,
rubbing the red spot where the quiver strap had chafed his neck. "I mean we
failed in a larger sense -- the Qutsiders got _bored_with us. W didn't
performlike we were supposed to. That's why we were created in the first
pl ace -- and they found Ganearth so tedious that they want to destroy it."

He shook his head, avoiding Vailret's gaze. "W shoul d have gone
guesting nore often, started sone wars ampong ourselves." He made a di stasteful



noi se. "Farmng and training -- even _|I_ found it boring. No wonder the
Qut si ders gave up on us."

Del rael kept noving along the trail. Vailret caught up and put a hand
on his shoulder. Delrael seened unconfortable at being touched, but Vailret
hel d hi mthere anyway. "The Rul ewonman Melanie is fighting on our side, too.
Ganearth isn't a conplete failure -- she nust be enjoying it."

Del rael didn't answer and pushed ahead.

For the rest of the day Delrael kept to hinself, brooding. Vailret
remai ned busy pl anning how they m ght fight the Qutsiders' threat. Bryl
conpl ai ned nost of the time, but Vailret found himeasy to ignore.

He doubted they could do any serious fighting. Delrael had only a bow
and his leather arnor; Vailret had only a dagger, and not nuch battle skill or
training to go with it; Bryl never practiced his magic and knew few spells.
The hal f-Sorcerer could work some useful everyday magic such as starting a
canp fire and repl enishing their packs with food and water, but his only
unusual spells were that he could nake flowers bl oom on demand (a usel ess
talent, Vailret thought) and that he could blunt or sharpen a blade, which
m ght prove valuable in a battle. Bryl had no one to show himnew, nore
powerful spells, and he did not have the anbition to | earn them hinsel f.

Vail ret had al ways wanted to be a fighter, like his father Cayon -- but
he did not have the physical build or the skill in weaponry, and his weak
eyesi ght spoiled himfor anything but close conmbat. O reading.

He renenbered the days of training at the Stronghol d. At daybreak, the
other villager trainees would | eave their hones and trudge up Steep Hill.
Visiting trainees fromother villages lived within the Stronghold walls and
hel ped with some of the preparations for the day's instruction. Drodanis and
Cayon woul d send everyone back down Steep Hi Il to come running up again, to
strengthen their | eg nmuscles. They made the trainees carry water up fromthe
stream whether the Stronghold needed it or not.

But after the deaths of Cayon and Fielle, Drodanis had done little
training. Delrael, who was then fifteen, and the old veteran Tarne conducted
t he necessary exercises. Young Vailret had thought quests were ol d-fashioned
and juvenile, and he spent much tine with Drodanis, learning to think and
r ead.

On Vailret's eleventh birthday -- two years after the death of Fielle
-- Drodanis had | ed himoutside, across the enclosed yard to the snall,
wi ndowl ess weapons storehouse in a corner by the double wall. The sky was
gray, and Vailret could hear wind whipping in the trees of the hill, but the

tall walls of the Stronghold sheltered them Bryl waited for themat the
st orehouse door, | ooking bored.

"Has he agreed?" Bryl asked. "Do you think he's prepared enough?"

Dr odani s shrugged and | ooked at young Vailret, who felt a touch of fear
at the back of his curiosity. "I haven't even told himwhat we're going to
do."

Wthout |ooking at Vailret, Drodanis opened the door of the weapons
storehouse and stepped inside. Bryl |ooked at the boy, keeping a grave
expression on his face.

Just inside the storehouse, Bryl snapped his fingers to light a single
candle. Vailret |ooked around in the dimorange |light. The dark interior of
t he storehouse seenmed to be a haven for shadows and hi dden fears. Spears,
swords, arrows, and bows -- npbstly ancient Sorcerer artifacts sold by the
Scavengers -- lay stockpiled against the walls. Bryl's face wore a nasty
grimace as he gestured the boy inside, then closed the door behind them
Vailret held his head up, trying to keep his conposure. He knew Drodani s
woul dn't hurt him

"This is a role-playing gane, Vailret. It is to be a test of your
i magi nation," Drodanis said. "And also to see how quickly you can think, how
adequat e your solutions are, how well you react under pressure.”

Bryl blew the candl e out. Darkness swallowed all of them The man's | ow
voi ce resonated in the shadows.



"You are inprisoned in a Slac fortress. You have watched as the Sl ac
cut your conpanions to pieces, one by one, for amusenment -- you heard the
screans fromyour friends, the laughter fromthe Slac. You are the only one
still alive. Two guards come and drag you out of your dank little cell. What
do you do?"

Vailret didn't answer for a nonent. "I don't understand. Wat am|
supposed to do?"

"Pretend you're in the situation | just described. Wat would you do?
The guards are taking you. Are you going to struggle, or cone along

peaceful 'y?" "1'Il struggle!" Vailret said. "And then what?" "And then run."
"Where? Back to your cell, or blindly through the tunnel s?"
"Pick a nunber fromone to ten," Bryl said.
"What ?"
"Pick a nunber. If you guess the right one, I'Il let you break free. If
you guess wong, the Slac keep their grip on you. It's like rolling dice."
"Three."
"Wong." Drodanis picked up the story again. "A guard raps you on the

side of the head, causing one damage point and knocki ng you nearly sensel ess.
They laugh. You are being taken to an arena where you will be thrown in with
t he Akkar, an invisible spine-covered creature that feeds on Slac victins.
They want to watch your death convul sions. Any questions?"

Vail ret paused only a second. He had begun to feel the ganme now. He
cl osed his eyes and i magi ned, seeing hinself in the Slac tunnels. "WII | have
any weapons to fight wth?"

"You are given a small club. That's all."

"Do | have the club now?"

"No. When they get to the arena entrance -- and you are al nost there
now -- they will throwit into the arena and force you out there."

"How are the Sl ac guards arnmed?"

Dr odani s paused. Bryl answered, "Wth spears.”

"You see the end of the tunnel ahead. It opens into a w de area covered
with sand and gravel. All around the pit are jeering Slac, out of reach of the
i nvi sible Akkar. One Slac guard tosses your club out into the pit."

"I"'mgoing to grab for that guard's spear and dash out into the arena
with it. Then I'll have nore than just a club,” Vailret broke in.

Bryl and Drodanis | ooked at each other. "All right, pick a nunber
bet ween one and fifteen," Bryl said.

"He has the advantage, Bryl -- he's surprising them" Drodanis said.
"Al'l right, a nunmber between one and twelve, then."
"Eight."

"Got it!" Bryl said, surprised.

Unseen in the bl ackness, Drodanis chuckled. "The Sl ac shout in anger
but they're not about to follow you to get the spear back. You have the spear
in your hand. The club is about ten feet in front of you, lying on the
bl oodst ai ned sand. Behind you the Slac slam shut a heavy door, trapping you in
the arena. You can hear a grunting noise, |like sonething running. The sand and
gravel is covered with broken bones, but you can see large foot prints
appearing as the Akkar charges toward you."

"I"'mgoing to run and get the club. I'Il pick it up off the ground and
hold it in my hand, waiting to throwit as hard as | can at the front of the
creature when it gets close to ne." Vailret felt breathless, as if his life
was really at stake.

"You get the club and you throwit. Pick a nunber between one and
three."”

"Two. There _is_ only one number between one and three."

"Hah! Caught me. Al right, then. You hit the beast with a | oud thunp,
probably in its head. You can't see if it did any damage, but you have halted
the creature's charge. For the nonent."

"Now | 'mgoing to try to stick it with ny spear. Is it nmaking any
noises so | can find it easier?"



"Yes, you hear a snorting, breathing noise."
"I'"mjabbing with ny spear.™
"Pick a nunber between one and seven."

"Five."

"Mssed." "I'mjabbing again! And again, until | hit sonething."

"You hit it. I"'mthinking of four different sections of the creature's
body. Pick nunbers one, two, three, or four and I'll tell you where you hit."

Vail ret paused in the darkness, concentrating. "One."

"You skewered the nonster's throat! Several points of damage. Blood is
gushing out -- you can locate the Akkar easily now But it is angry and
chargi ng. "

“I"1l dodge, now that | know where it is. Can | try to get my club
agai n?"

"You can't get to the club,"” Bryl said flatly.

"You said there were | ots of bones lying around. I'mgoing to run and
pick up the first big one | find and throw it at the Akkar."

"Al'l right. After you've done so, you see another blotch of blood

appear in front of the spear wound -- one nore point of damnage. This tine you
hit the nonster in the head."

Vai l ret paused again, considering his next course of action. "Is there
one Slac around the pit who |ooks |ike a |eader, |like an overlord?"

Dr odani s paused, but he did not ask what Vailret was considering. "Yes,
one seens to be dressed nore magnificently than the rest. He has a portion of
the arena circle to hinself."

"I"'mgoing to steer the Akkar to get near the Slac warlord. I'Il pick
up another bone and throwit if I have to."

"You throw another skull. It msses, but the Akkar is getting cautious.
It is still bleeding heavily fromits neck wound."

“I"mup against the wall of the pit below the Slac warlord."

"The beast sees you cornered and charges."

“I"1l plant ny spear in the sand, bracing the haft and nyself agai nst
the pit wall, sticking the point directly in front of ne so the nonster will
charge into it."

"CGood," Drodanis |aughed. "Pick a number between one and five."

Vailret paused a long tine, sweating. Two? Four? One? "Fivel"

Dr odani s | aughed again. "The Akkar has inpaled itself on your spear!"

In the darkness, Bryl's voice becane serious. "Pick another nunber.
Bet ween one and ten."

Vail ret picked five again.

"You have been gored by one of the many invisible spines on the Akkar
inits death throes. Your side is laid open and you are bl eeding badly."

Vailret let out a quiet cry. "lIs it bad?"

"Very bad. If it isn't taken care of, you will soon bleed to death."

"The Slac will never take care of it, will they? I'"'mgoing to pull the
spear free fromthe Akkar's body. Can | do that?"

"Yes."

"Remenber |1'mjust below the Slac overlord in the pit. And he's al one
in his own part of the circle, you said. I'mgoing to throw ny spear directly

at himto kill him"

Drodani s apparently found this exciting and |l et himsucceed. "The spear
strikes himsquarely in the chest! You know it is a nortal wound. The ot her
Slac start shouting and screanmi ng. They begin firing arrows at you."

"I"'mgoing to take shelter behind the carcass of the Akkar!"

"It hel ps sone, but not enough. You are hit by three arrows. A fourth,"
Drodani s said. "You are dead."

Vailret felt a cold lunp formin his stomach.

Bryl lit the candl e again, dazzling the three of them Vailret felt
confused but exhilarated. After a long silence, he finally asked the question
t hat had been bothering him "Wat should |I have done to w n?"

Drodani s | ooked at the boy, hiding a gl eamof pride in his eyes; but



Vailret saw it there. "Nothing. W left you no way out."

Vailret frowned, baffled. "Then why did | have to play the gane? \Wat
did it teach ne?"

Drodanis grinned. "It taught you never to |let yourself get captured by
Slac.™

The three men travel ed northward across hex after hex. The fifth day of
wal ki ng took them over a ridge formng the southern rimof a bow -shaped
pl ain. They could see nmountains on the near horizon. Vailret stopped to stare
out across the grassland, but Delrael and Bryl plodded ahead. He hurried to
catch up.

Overhead, the sky was clear. They saw no birds, no wildlife. The
silence in the air started to bother Vailret as they marched out onto the |ake
of dry grass. The dead bl ades whi spered agai nst each other as if confiding
secrets, but he could detect no breeze. Bryl stopped and spread his arns out
i n amazenent. "Sonet hi ng happened here. | can still feel it."

Vailret scanned the valley, the nmountains to the north, the high grassy
hills to the south. He sniffed the air, but snelled only grass and dust. A
menory skittered around the back of his mind. Then it cane to him but the
hi ssing sound of the wind in the grass covered his gasp of surprise.

"This is where the Transition took place!" He turned around, eyes w de
and nouth open in wonder.

Del rael stopped, baffled. Bryl knelt down and touched his fingers to
the ground, then | ooked up in childish delight. Vailret wondered what the
hal f - Sorcerer could sense, what emanati ons the spectacular Transition had |eft
behi nd, an echo that only a magic user could hear

The vall ey did | ook | arge enough to hold the entire Sorcerer race.
Vailret pictured in his mind all the surviving Sorcerers marching there to
pool their magic, to transformthensel ves collectively into ... something
el se.

The silence buzzed around them as if the valley itself was stil
stunned. Many of the Sorcerers woul d have been afraid, sone of them eager. But
they had sumoned up all their magic, pooled it -- it was sonething even the
Rul es did not know how to handle. The Sorcerer race had transformed thensel ves
into six Spirits -- three Earthspirits and three Deathspirits -- leaving their
bodi es behind, fallen |ike scattered wheat.

Only pure-bl ooded Sorcerers could join in the Transition. A few
Sentinel s had remai ned behi nd because of human or hal f-breed | oved ones. The
Sentinels had carried the fallen, dormant bodies into the nountains. They had
erected the Ice Palace as a nonunent to their race.

Vailret shielded his eyes, trying to squint and focus on the high range
standi ng ahead of them "The |Ice Palace nust not be far from here."

Vail ret thought he heard voices riding on the cool w nd, Sorcerer
ghosts trapped in the air and trying to get back into their enpty bodies. He
felt uneasy. The history fascinated him but froma distance. He didn't |ike
this place. Delrael and Bryl seemed uneasy as well. Al three of them pushed
forward at a faster pace to the mountains.

Sheer peaks stared down at them At the black |line separating the
valley floor fromthe first hexagon of rugged nountain terrain, two statue
sentries towered, thirty feel tall, carved fromice. Vailret stared at the
nmonol i thic scul ptures -- gaunt soldiers in full arnor, with the insignia of
the old Sorcerer race chiseled into their unifornms. They carried glistening
icicle spears as weapons.

The sil ence pounded down on the travelers. The ice sentries stood in
front of them oo0zing cold, sonehow casting crossed shadows on the road.

Slowy, the three nen passed between the statues. Vailret |ooked to his
conpani ons. Delrael appeared calm but Vailret could see tension in the way he
wal ked. Bryl acted as if he were stepping on a giant nmousetrap. Vailret tried
to ignore his own uneasiness.

As they stepped over the black hex-line, the chill around them grew
distinctly worse. The wind itself carried an essence of absolute cold.



Vailret's skin becane numb, the feeling in his nerves snuffed out |ike an
ext i ngui shed match. Fl ecks of snow danced in the silent air. Bryl tightened
hi s sky-blue cl oak around his shoul ders, but he nade no conpl ai nt.

"Sardun could be doing this with the Water Stone," Vailret said, uneasy
about suggesting the possibility. "It controls the weather, you know. "

"But he's a Sentinel!" Bryl's words were nmuffled around his cloak
"He's supposed to hel p people.™

From behind came a loud clattering sound. They turned to see that the
nmonol ithic sentries had crossed their icicle spears on the return path. Then
only the cold breeze broke the deathly hush

Claws of wind slashed at the blankets, bleeding warnh away. The stars
shone intensely bright in the sky as clear as black glass. The three travelers
had stopped for the night, shivering under a sheltered rock overhang, but they
found nothing to burn for a fire, nothing to keep themwarm Bryl wasted one
of his day's spells to force a small magical fire, but that did little to warm
them Delrael roused them before dawn. "W shoul d have cone nore prepared.

Cone on -- we'll freeze if we don't keep moving."

Handful s of snow had collected in the tiny pockets and notches on the
rock faces. Lady Maire's Veil cast auroral |ight down on the | andscape, enough
to see by.

They pl odded onward with sore feet and aching | egs, but the cold had
deadened nost of their feeling. Vailret felt giddy and fl oating. Nunbness
roared in his ears. At dawn they reached the top of a boulder-strewn rise in
the path. Delrael |ooked northward, then extended his arm "It's there! See
that glint?"

Vailret could not see anything clearly enough; the peaks in the
di stance blurred out of focus, but he trusted Delrael's eyesight. They pushed
on at a faster pace, and within an hour even Vailret could discern the
gl eami ng towers of the Ice Pal ace nestled in the rocks.

Then the sky sneared over with clouds, and sleet pelted down. Vailret's
fingers were sluggish to respond when he tried to curl theminside a fold of
hi s tunic.

Vailret squinted to see the Pal ace's structure nmade of clear blue ice.
But the gray sleet kept details hidden. He had seen a few sketches show ng the
mai n building, a pyranid flanked by two thin spires capped with onion dones.

The vast Pal ace was inhabited by only one old Sentinel and his young
daughter. They tended the frozen underground crypt that held the husks of
Sorcerers who had departed in the Transition centuries before. The ot her
Sentinel s and hal f-breeds had once nmade pilgrimges to the nmonunent, but as
the Gane slowy ground to a halt, few made the effort anynore.

Few human characters woul d appreci ate the nonunment and its treasures,
but Vailret felt his own excitenment growi ng. He could now speak wi th Sardun
hi nsel f, have access to the original source material, even the Water Stone.
Vailret felt optim smcreeping up on himagain.

Tall cliffs closed in on either side, finally blocking off the
sl eet-wind. The lIce Palace |looned up in front of them but it did not match
Vailret's imgined picture at all. "Sonething s happened," Bryl exclaimed.

"Look at it!" Delrael craned his neck upward. Vailret stared, letting
his mouth drop open

The tall crystal spires were warped and drooping, with their decorative
pi nnacl es nelted away. A stunpy cascade of icicles ran like tears down the
sides of the towers. Mdtionless frozen streans hung down the walls, stained
black with a sooty residue. The structural blocks were now cl oudy rather than
transparent ice. The top of the main pyram d had been sheared off, bl asted
i nward and | eaving ragged, nelted edges.

Vailret forced back a strong urge to cry. He felt angry and hel pl ess.
"What did this?"

"And what if it's still here?" Bryl nunbled. H s winkled skin nade him
| ook parched and afraid.

Del rael narrowed his eyes and | ooked for enemies hiding in the rocks.



He broke the astonished silence and nudged them toward the destroyed
buil dings. "Let's get out of this cold.”" He noved forward, ready with his
hunting bow, though his fingers were probably too nunmb to use it.

The tunnel entrance to the main pyranid gaped |ike an abandoned trap
The Pal ace had no gates, no defenses at all.

"The whol e point was that anyone could come here, whenever they
wi shed," Vailret said with a note of despair. "It was a nenorial -- why would
someone destroy it?"

Snow had piled up at the entrance. The ragged w nd hooted through the
hol e. Everything inside |ay desol ate and untended, enpty. Delrael |ed the way
down an uneven, half-nelted corridor, deeper into the main pyram d. The rough
texture gave them footing on the ice wal kway. The main tunnel spiraled around
the outer wall of the pyramid, working its way toward the central chanbers.
Their boots sounded |ike thunderclaps on the frozen fl oor

Refracted |ight seeping through the prismatic walls rmade unnatura
rai nbows, rippling and bathing themin color. Vailret |ooked fromside to
side, feeling the Ioneliness and enptiness gnaw into him

The sound of the wi nd soon vani shed behind the thick bl ocks of ice, but
the cold itself seenmed to focus and deepen as they neared the heart of the
Pal ace. Up ahead, lights danced on the frozen walls, ricocheting and sparkling
like tiny neteors. The wind returned, |ouder, froma source within the centra
chanber.

Intrigued but uneasy, Vailret pressed close to his cousin as they noved
forward. A vaulted arch rose over the corridor, and the three of them energed
into the main reception room

The entire ceiling of the central pyram d had been bl asted away, and
frigid air swirled out of the wide hole. Geat rivers of ice streaned to the
floor like petrified waterfalls. Snow drifted down to settle in a bull's-eye
pattern of ripples in the floor where the ice had been nelted and refrozen

A bl ocky white throne stood in the center of the room Encased in
tendrils of frost, an old man sat staring mndlessly at the blasted walls.

Sardun the Sentinel |ooked shriveled, nmunmified by cold. A long gray
nmust ache hung agai nst the winkled folds of his face. Vailret stopped and
stared, afraid to make any sound. Delrael |ooked at him questioning. Sardun
bl i nked.

"He's even older than Bryl!" Delrael whispered.

"He's old enough to be ny father," Bryl said, annoyed.

The ol d Sentinel had plunged his left armup to the elbow in the
translucent ice of the throne's arnrest, enbedding it. Through the nurky ice,
Vailret could see Sardun's gnarl ed hand grasping the sapphire Water Stone. The
Stone was a cube with a nunber etched on each face, shaped |ike a six-sided
die, more powerful than the four-sided Air Stone. Unnatural cold spewed from
the gem swirling up and out into the world. "Sardun!" Vailret called. H's
voi ce cracked.

The Sentinel swung his eyes back to focus around him The w nd breat hed
a ragged gasp and failed as the blue glow in the Water Stone di ed away.

"Haven't | been wounded enough?" Sardun's high pitched voice held a
tone of condemmation, then he chuckled a little. Vailret noticed that the old
Sentinel lisped. "What's left for you to destroy? There's no nore danage you
can do!"

Sardun heaved the Water Stone out of the frozen arnrest of the throne,
pulling it up through the solid ice. A few drops of water dripped off his hand
and di sappeared into the air. The cavity in the arnrest filled again and
solidified. Sardun glared at the three and | eaned forward.

"Look out." Delrael edged back against the wall. "He's going to rol
it." Unless Sardun rolled a "1", his spell would be successful and woul d grow
i n power dependi ng on how high he rolled.

The Water Stone sapphire bounced twice on the ice floor. The nunber "4"
came up.

A thin bolt of lightning shot fromthe Water Stone, striking at the



three travelers. But the Sentinel's aimwas skewed. The bolt pinged off the
glistening walls several times before it dissipated.

Sardun did not pick up the Stone to roll again. Hs attack seened
hal f heart ed.

Vailret stood a noment in turmoil, knowing it might be safer to run
away, but then he'd never know what had happened here. Nor could they ask for
hel p to save Ganeart h.

Confusion and indignation overcanme Vailret's better judgnment. He
stepped into view and spoke qui ckly, hoping the Sentinel would hear his
sincerity. "Wait! You're Sardun! You cherish the history of Gamearth as much
as | do. Sentinels aren't supposed to destroy people!"

Sardun swung his gaze at Vailret and snatched up the Water Stone from
the floor to roll it again. Vailret knew he had little chance of avoiding a
direct strike. Lightning traced the gray veins under the skin of the
Sentinel ' s hands.

Del rael shouted at him but Vailret kept wal king. He forced hinmself to

be cal m and brave, keeping his voice level. "W are friends, Sardun. You don't
have to hurt us. | know about the old Sorcerers and the Transition. | know
about the Sentinels and how you built this Palace as a nonunment to your race.
This was to be a place for pilgrinages, where all interested characters could

cone and see what had happened during the previous turns."

He gestured behind him where Delrael and Bryl remained out of sight.
"One of my companions is a half-Sorcerer, son of the Sentinels Qonnar and
Tri stane. My other conpanion, Delrael, runs the Stronghold. See, Delrael wears
a silver belt that is an ancient Sorcerer relic. He and | are both descendants
of the great general Doril, who fought in the Scouring."

Sardun watched Vailret with narrowed, watery eyes. Still holding his
hunting bow in front of him Delrael stood where he could be seen fromthe
Sentinel's throne. The wi nd whistled over the wide opening in the ceiling.

Bryl al so peeked around the corner and held his palns out to the
Sentinel. Gay-haired and frail-1ooking, Bryl posed no threat. "You can trust
us."

Sardun sat for a monment, wavering on the edge of consciousness. Hi s
eyes seemed hal f-crazed with grief and desperation, but even that faded into
listlessness. The Sentinel had surrendered. He said nothing.

Vailret undid the frozen straps on his pack and with drew a wadded
second bl anket. Feeling awe at approaching the | egendary Sentinel, he
delicately wapped the bl anket around Sardun's shoul ders. He | ooked at the old
man's fur-trinmed gray robe; snowfl akes had been enbroi dered al ong the
shoul ders and down his sl eeves.

The air in the main chanber had grown warner. Qutside, he could see the
sun shining again as the Water Stone released its hold on the storm

Del rael entered the chanmber, |ooking fromside to side with narrowed
eyes. Vailret watched himinspect the corners and the openings of other
passageways, as if expecting something nmonstrous to craw out and attack. Bryl
wai ted, fidgeting in uneasy confusion

Vailret tucked the bl anket around the Sentinel and discovered that his
l egs were frozen solid, like neat left too long out in the snow, as was his
chest and his right arm For a noment Vailret was appalled that Sardun had
been left alone like this, with no one to care for him Then the other thing
t hat nagged at the back of his mind snapped into place. "Sardun, where is your
daught er ?"

The old Sentinel was like a fragile clay pot, shattered by Vailret's
qguestion. He fell backward, alnmost drowning in the ice of his throne.
"Tareah!" he said. "She's gone ... gone." Tears ran down Sardun's face,
branching in the network of winkles in his skin. As Vailret watched, the
tears froze, then evaporated and were gone.

Del rael paused in his inspection of the roomand then squinted at a
thick, soot-covered icicle that |ooked Iike a maggot in the ceiling s wound.
He wrinkled his nose, as if sniffing at a strange taint in the air. Delrael



seened | ost in deep thought, then he stood with one word on his thin |ips.

"Dragon. "

Vailret | ooked up at his cousin's comment. H's gaze drifted to the
fangs of icicles running straight down toward the floor, at the hole that had
been bl asted through fromthe outside. "A dragon did this!" Delrael said.

Confused words spilled out of Sardun's nouth. "Yes, a dragon! Tryos,
fromthe island of Rokanun, south of the city of Sitnalta, many hexes from
here. He flew all the way ... to steal Tareah! Ch, ny Tareah."

Vailret stared at him then rubbed the old Sentinel's shoul der. "You
can tell us what happened. We might be able to help."

Sardun shuddered. "I couldn't stop him The Water Stone was no help --
dragons are not affected by magic." He stared down into the flat faces of the
sapphire Stone. He rolled it in his hand, |ooking at the nunber engraved on
each face. "That is why they caused so nuch destruction in the old Sorcerer
wars. "

He swal |l owed and | ooked up to nmeet Vailret's gaze. "Tryos cane, bl asted
his way in here ... and took her."

"But why would a dragon want to do that? Wy Tareah?"

Sardun glared at him "Because dragons collect treasure! Tryos is very
old and he is bored with colorful baubles. Gold, gems, silver -- he already
has enough of those. Now, he collects anything that _others_ place value on
anyt hi ng precious or beautiful. He has stolen works of art, scul ptures from
t he hei ght of the Sorcerer days, precious relics.

"And now ny treasure, nmy Tareah! | tried to defend her -- | really
tried. But | amweak. | have been here waiting one hundred and seventy years,
tending this nmuseumthat no one ever cones to see ... do | not have an excuse
to grow weak?" His |lisp grew worse as he becanme nore distraught.

The Sentinel stared at the wall in his silent horror. His |lips
trenbl ed, but he said nothing el se. The three stood nunb for several nonents
before Bryl finally spoke up. "But why would Tryos take _your_ daughter?"

"Idiot! She is everything!" Sardun turned his head sharply, but the
gesture was odd and jerky because of his frozen | ower body. "She is our
future! Tareah is the last full-bl ooded Sorcerer woman. One day she nay be
strong enough to awaken all the sleeping Sorcerers in the vault bel ow the
Pal ace. Qur race will rise again. She will shepherd them back to us, to make
things the way they were. And now Tryos has taken her."

He hung his head, trapped and paral yzed on his throne. "Ch, why
couldn't | have nore strength? | used nore nmagic than the Rules would allow |
sacrificed nost of ny body." He swiveled his head to indicate his frozen arm
his lifeless legs. "All for nothing."

"W mght be able to rescue her," Vailret said softly. He | ooked at
Delrael. His cousin shrugged and nodded slowy. "If you will help us in turn
Sar dun. "

The Sentinel |ooked at him then turned his gaze to Bryl and Del rael
uni mpressed. "Were were you when Tryos attacked? Who stood by ny side to
fight hin? To protect Tareah? How dare you ask nme for help!" Sardun's hand
cl enched the Water Stone again, ready to roll it and cast another spell

"Because we have no choice, Sardun," Vailret said. He laid a hand on
the old Sentinel's rigid shoulder. "The Rul ewonan Mel ani e sent us a nessage --
the Qutsiders are trying to destroy Ganearth. They have placed a grow ng eneny
in the east. They will play out turn after turn, putting their own plots into
noti on. We have to do sonething to stop them You are the nost powerful
Sentinel left alive. W hoped you woul d have a solution."

"I am not powerful enough. Tareah is gone. | don't want to save
anyt hi ng except my daughter.” A winter stormglimered behind his eyes again.
"That's why | brought the cold. Wiy should | be the only one to suffer?"

"You can send us on a quest to rescue your daughter. You know that we
woul d be bound by the Rules to conplete the quest. But we first need your help
to conplete _our_ nmission.”

Sardun cocked his head at Vailret, hel pless and pathetic. "And what



woul d I have to do? How do you plan to stop this outside eneny?"

Vailret smled and consciously did not |ook at Delrael and Bryl as he
described his idea.

"I'f our eneny is growing in the east, maybe we can cut it off from at
| east part of Ganearth. You have the use of the Water Stone, Sardun, and the
Ice Palace is near the Northern Sea and the far edge of the map. If you could
channel a _river_ fromthe Northern Sea down to the southern edge of the map,
that river could act as a barrier. It would cut off and protect at |east half
of Ganearth. Make the river so wi de that whatever armes or nonsters the
Qut si ders send agai nst us are unable to reach the western side. We'll be
safe. ™

Del rael crossed his arnms over his danp |l eather arnmor, smiling at
Vailret.

Byrl scow ed, looking terrified at the thought of enbarking on an even
| onger quest. "Think of the damage such a river would cause on its way to the
sea. There'd be no way of stopping it."

The aspect of destruction seemed to intrigue Sardun. The expression in
his eyes went far away and he muttered to hinself, l[isping. "The Northern Sea
woul d cone rushing down to the ocean like a battering ram A wall of water
fromthe frozen seas, crashing through the canyons and nountai ns and
grassl and, pounding its way to the ocean. Think of the power, think of the
destruction! A Barrier River -- a whole hex wide!"

"No other Sentinel has ever left so great a mark on Ganearth," Vailret
whi spered to him afraid he m ght sound too mani pul ati ve. "Tareah woul d be so
proud of her father!"

Sardun's lips noved, and then he answered | ouder. "Yesss."

* * * %

The Barrier River

"RULE #2: The system of quests and adventures is all-inportant to the
Gane. Once a group of characters undertakes a quest, they nust see it through
to conpletion. Incidental adventures are likely to occur along the way, but
the ultimte goal of the quest should always remain forenost in a character's
m nd. "

-- _The Book of Rules_

The bal cony of the Ice Palace's tallest tower drooped at a deadly
slant, scarred with soot and the marks of dragon claws. A waterfall of icicles
poured fromthe bal cony's edge.

Sardun was al one out in the open air, rooted to the ice and cl utching
the Water Stone with his one functioning hand. The northern breeze whi pped
around the tower, but he used the sapphire's power to surround hinself with a
pocket of calm weaving the winds away from his body.

The Sentinel stared across the geonetric | andscape of Ganearth. The
sight of the sprawling hexagons of terrain always filled himwith awe. And now
t hat Tareah was gone fromhim he just wanted to stare and stare until he
faded away into nothi ngness.

"Sardun, are you sure you'll be all right?" Vailret called fromthe
bal cony doorway. He refused to step out on the slanting ice after he and
Delrael had carried the old Sentinel to the top of the tower.

Sardun did not turn to answer him "I will do what you ask. And you are
bound by the Rules to keep your bargain, to go on a quest to find and rescue
Tar eah. "

"We'll do it, Sardun," Delrael said.

Sardun doubted they would succeed. In fact, since they were required to
continue the quest, no nmatter how hopeless it seened, he felt alnost certain
he was sending Vailret and his conpanions to their deaths.

But if there was a chance, if Tareah m ght be rescued, Sardun had to
take the ganble. Too nmuch of Gamearth's future rested within Tareah. She was
the last full-blooded fermal e Sorcerer. And she was his daughter

Tar eah.



"Leave ne. | have never controlled this much power before. | would not
want you standing in the backlash." He turned and fixed his eyes on Vailret.
"Go -- begin the preparations for your journey to Rokanun."

He turned back to the scene below, not waiting to see if they departed.

To the south, he saw the valley where the Transition had taken pl ace.
As a small boy Sardun had been there hinself, two centuries before. He had
of fered his ineffectual help as the adults carried thousands of notionless,
bereft Sorcerer bodies -- people he had known -- up into these nountains in a
sol emn and seem ngly endl ess procession. They had placed the dormant bodies in
a frozen underground tonb in the nountains and protected them

Years | ater, when Sardun had full training in the use of his own powers
fromthe elder Sentinels, he had erected the |Ice Pal ace over the tonb as a
nonunent to his race. He nade hinself the custodian of all their relics so
that all of Ganearth woul d renmenber the old Sorcerers.

He stood in the cold wind, sensing the crypt deep bel ow, untouched even
by the dragon's attack. The husks of the Sorcerers slept, enpty and unchanged
over the centuries -- while the six powerful Spirits that had arisen from
t hei r net anor phosi s had vani shed fromthe world, ignoring Ganearth and its
probl ems. Way hadn't _they_ come to hel p when Tryos attacked?

He tore his eyes fromthe | andscape and | ooked down at the sapphire
cube in his hand. Wthin the Water Stone resided magic fromthe ancient
Sorcerer race, magic that -- unknown to the Qutsiders -- was not necessarily
bound by the Rules of the Gane.

Sardun rolled the Water Stone and canme up with only a "2", but he
didn't need a very high roll to forge a frozen pedestal fromthe bal cony
floor. Chips of ice swirled up fromthe rippled surface, glittering |ike
rai nbow fireflies, and wapped his dead | ower body in a cocoon that held him
firmy erect on the sloping surface.

"Sardun -- thank you." It was Vailret's voice, coming fromthe tower's
door way.

Sardun continued to stare at the snooth face of the sapphire, clearing
his mind for the ordeal, but his chapped lips formed a slight snile

At first, the other Sentinels had nmade pilgrimges northward to the Ice
Pal ace, to see their fallen friends, to rem ni sce about the Gol den Age of the
Gane. They brought with themtheir own relics, their own nmenories, and Sardun
had collected all of the itens.

But as the Sentinels died, so had Ganearth's interest in its past.
During the ranpant bl oodshed and racial hatred of the Scouring of Ganearth,
hal f - breeds and hunmans concerned thenselves only with their own survival, with
fighting and gam ng and uncovering treasure. Some characters grew bitter
toward the Sorcerer race, who had deserted themin their tine of need. The
remai ni ng Sentinels vani shed one by one as they used nagic to end their |ives.

The Sentinel Kahleb had been the first to annihilate hinself in a burst
of Sorcerous glory. Kahleb had remai ned behind on Ganearth to be with his new
human wife -- but only a year after the Transition, she had died trying to
give birth to a stillborn child. In his anguish, feeling desperately al one and
unable to make the Transition without the rest of his race, Kahleb unl ocked
the depths of his own nmagic to destroy hinself and his wife's body in a
spect acul ar funeral pyre.

But this release was nore than sinple destruction: Kahleb had
di scovered a partial Transition that |iberated his own spirit, raising it up
to where it could have a life of its own. Over the years, Sardun had watched
as other Sentinels imtated this half-Transition, giving up hope and freeing
t hensel ves as they grew weary of life.

Tareah's nother, an old Sentinel wonman nanmed Tiarda, canme to the Ice
Pal ace one winter to gaze at the tonb of the Sorcerers a final tinme. She had
been beautiful once, but now | ooked worn and strai ned. She refused to play
ganes with Sardun, not dice, not even hexagon chess. Sardun never asked why
she had forsaken the original Transition, but he devised a desperate plan as
she nourned over the dormant bodies in the crypt. Sardun had often gone wth



her, | ooking for one body she mourned in particular, but she never pointed out
any one.

Sardun was at the peak of his strength, and lonely. Tiarda had no
positive enotion left in her. Sardun sifted through Tiarda's despair and
apathy. He asked her to wait. The two of them mi ght make a new hope for the
Sorcerers. She reacted passively to Sardun's ronantic advances -- she didn't
seemto care one way or another. This hurt him but he could not |et sonething
so inportant slip away.

Ti arda was old, older even than Sardun, but she conceived a child, and
Tareah was born. Sardun had hoped this would restore Tiarda, change her mnind
but she refused to wait any longer. Sardun held the baby daughter in his arns
as her nother called up the nmagic, unleashing her spirit in a blinding flash.
She seened to grow younger at the last instant: the gray in her hair ignited
and filled with molten gold. Her face held an achingly beatific expression
until the light broke through and blurred her features into a brilliant gl ow
that faded into the air, leaving only Sardun and his baby Tareah

He had not | oved Tiarda, but the |oss of yet another Sentinel struck
him Only the need to care for his daughter renewed his interest in life. He
devoted hinself to teaching Tareah her heritage, and her m ssion. Year after
year he showed her the relics in the crypt, told her of the Rules and the
Qut si ders, taught her the historical acconplishnents of the Sorcerer race.

Sardun waited, and hoped, and built his entire world around his
daught er.

Then Tryos had stol en her.

Sardun swal | oned a mout hful of stale saliva and began to chart the
course for the great Barrier River. Bleak, towering nountains surrounded the
Ice Pal ace. He | ooked to the southeast, toward Rokanun where his daughter had
been taken. He seened to feel her calling him nourning for himand | osing
hope that she would ever be free. The gray crags extended, hex upon hex, as
far as the eye could see.

The wi nd stroked his face, and he | ooked beyond the hexes of nmountain
terrain to the north, seeing the silvery reflection of the vast frozen sea.
The norni ng sky had been filled with clouds, but he'd sent themaway with the
Water Stone's magic. Now sunlight glinted off the snow fl ecked peaks.

The Barrier River would flow between the nmountains, skirt the Ice
Pal ace along its two western hex-lines, then burst into the Transition Vall ey,
per haps making a | ake there. The river would wi nd through the grassy hills at
the | ower edge of the valley and plunge sout hward across the grasslands and
swanps, restructuring the | andscape, ripping a course through the forests and
hills until it finally reached the vast ocean near the edge of the map. Sardun
hoped no villages lay in its path.

As he stood out in the cold, very old and very al one, Sardun realized
that he was not strong anynore -- he had wept too much and had not eaten
enough. But this was to rescue Tareah. And he knew where to find the power he
required. He did not know what the consequences woul d be for sumoning the
sl eeping magi c, for bending the Rules, but he had passed the point of caring.

VWen the other Sentinels destroyed thenselves in the half-Transition
one by one, they had liberated their spirits to roam Ganearth. Sone of these
spirits, which were apparently aware of thenselves in a murky way, had sought
out other Sentinel revenants. Over the years, the congregations of spirits had
settled in places still prominent in their fuzzy Sorcerer nenories, blending
and seeping into the fabric of Gamearth, beconming a wellspring of Sorcerer
power called a _dayid_. The lIce Palace itself harbored one of the |argest
_dayids_, the spirits of those Sentinels who nost regretted their decision to
remai n behind fromthe Transition

Sardun | ooked down. The ice pedestal sheathing his | ower body rmade him
ook like a crystal tree trunk with one armand a head. He stretched out his
arm and touched the Water Stone to the ice wall of the tower. The _dayid_
contained the spirits of many Sorcerers; and the Sorcerers had created the
four Stones. He would find the _dayid_below and tap into it.



Hi s thoughts narrowed to a single focus and shot through the sapphire,
plunging to the core of the Palace, to the tonb of the Sorcerers. Sardun's
m nd was pulled by a force stronger than gravity as his thoughts dodged the
latticework of ice crystals.

Unconsciously, he let his armfall, breaking contact with the wall as
t hough the Water Stone had grown suddenly heavy -- but his consci ousness
continued to descend. He dropped the Stone on the slanted balcony. It rolled
twi ce and then stopped with the nunmber "6" facing up, the highest he could
roll.

Sardun plunged deep into a hot | ake of nental fire, encountering the
whi spered, dazed voices of Sentinels he had known. Even Tiarda was there, if
Sardun chose to seek her out.

In an instant he conmuni cated his need and then shot upward again,
swelled with the power of the _dayid . He released his power, channeling it
t hrough the Water Stone and launching it toward the Northern Sea.

Sardun felt the Ice Palace rock under him The Water Stone itself
| ooked li ke a blue sun burning into the bal cony's floor

He pointed his strawike fingers and traced a wi nding course for the
newborn Barrier River. In his mnd he saw the enornous map of Ganearth on the

wall in the lower vault, and he forned a Iine of terrain hexagons, turning
each one blue as the river made its way southward to the edge of the nap.
Still the power continued to pour into himfromthe _dayid_.

A rmountain stood partly in the way, but it crunbled to one side; blocks
of ice around the sea rimcatapulted through the new canyon. Water spewed into
its new path, frothing and spraying.

A great wall of water churned past the Ice Palace. It spiral ed between
t he nmountai ns and engul fed the Transition Valley. The Barrier River chewed its
way through the grassy-hill terrain, then stanpeded southward, seeking a route
to the edge of the world and destroying everything in its path. The river
woul d cut off the western half of Gamearth from the unknown danger in the
east. No arny could cross the wide, raging river -- but that al so dooned al
the people, all the villages on the wong side of the river.

Sardun saw the m ghty passage of water as insignificant when conpared
to the _dayid_'s power, a power he fought to contain. Wth his hei ghtened
perceptions, he | ooked deep into the ice to see the hidden structural flaws,

t he danmage the dragon Tryos had done to the Pal ace.

More power poured into him He could not stop it fromcom ng and had to
rel ease it sonehow before it burst fromhim Sardun turned the magic to
reconstructing the lce Palace. As swiftly as he could inmagine the
restorations, the inprovenents, the great Palace stood whol e and undanaged,
dazzling in the sunlight. The floor beneath hi mbucked and swayed as the
bal cony regenerated itself. The bent spire straightened.

Sardun then turned his energy inward, recharting his own veins and
nerves and muscl es, restoring the dead flesh he had sacrificed in his
unsuccessful battle to save Tareah

And after he had finished, the explosive power still would not rel ease
him growing stronger as the _dayid_itself surged to new awareness after
decades of dormancy.

Tenmptation grew in him ravenous, denmanding that he set hinself free
after two centuries of waiting. The _dayid_ begged himto set his body abl aze,
to annihilate hinmself in the half-Transition. The voices of the other |ost
spirits called to him beseeching. _Join us_!

But he refused. Not now that he had hope for Tareah

The Water Stone nmade the _dayid 's link nore potent, more difficult to
deny. Blue flames |licked around the fringes of his body; his newy regenerated
cells began to nova as the process of partial Transition began to take hol d.
The Water Stone added its power, and the reaction grew stronger and stronger
Sardun fought to break free, but the energy fed upon itself, grow ng.

Scream ng inside, Sardun | eaped downward agai n, dragging his
consci ousness back to the _dayid_in the crypt. Using all his ability as a



living Sorcerer, he severed the link, thrusting the _dayid_'s power back at
it, and then fled to hide inside his own body.

He coll apsed like a rotten fruit on the high bal cony. The cocoon of ice
hol di ng hi m up had evaporated, |eaving his pink, newy heal ed | egs exposed to
the wind. The snmoking Water Stone had nelted itself halfway into the newice
fl oor.

In the sudden silence, the grinding roar of the newborn Barrier River
rose into the air....

_These relics are free_
for all to see

My only fee

is that you REMEMBER

Vailret read the placard above the tunnel |eading down to the crypt of
the ancient Sorcerers. Bryl waited partway down the sloping tunnel eager, but
hesitant to go farther al one.

Sardun lay like a dead nan on the throne roomfloor, wapped in severa
bl ankets. Vailret had hovered over himfor hours, |ooking for any sign of
i mprovenent. Delrael had agreed to watch over the Sentinel while Vailret and
Bryl explored the underground vault.

"Are you conming, Vailret? Tell ne now so | don't waste any nore tine
waiting," Bryl called fromthe tunnel, sounding anxi ous.

"Don't be afraid, Bryl. They're not rotting dead bodi es. They're just

enpty."

"I know that -- don't patronize nel"

They carried torches down the wi nding tunnel. But the outside |ight
somehow refl ected through the thick ice, naking a refracted blue glow ripple
out of the walls.

Vailret felt as if he was deep under water. The air snelled cold and
musty. Bryl hovered by his side, curious but cautious.

"Do you think Sardun put any traps in the tunnel s? To stop plunderers?
Soneone might think this is a good dungeon to investigate."

Vailret sniffed the air, fascinated by the hypnotic light fromthe

wall's. "No, | doubt it, Bryl. This nuseum was supposed to be open for all to
see, renenber?"

Bryl seened to take come confort in that, but he still let Vailret |ead
t he way.

The sl opi ng passage opened into a huge vault bordered by shadows at the
far ends of the room They nmoved forward. The light fromtheir torches
reflected off the hewn ice walls, illumnating a magnificent chanber conplete
with stalactites of ice. Vailret stared in wonder.

Bryl went to rummage among the relics in delighted fascination. Cases,
pedestals, mrror franes -- all held sone thing Sardun considered relevant to
the history of the Sorcerer race. Scrolls and manuscripts had been carefully
packed and | abel ed. An original copy of the Book of Rules stood in a
transparent case. Vailret saw weapons -- one sword burned and bl ackened -- and
garnments, jewelry, scul pture, paintings.

Vailret felt overwhel med as he stopped to i nspect each item H s voice
rise in pitch. "This is the sword of Stilvess Peacemaker!" He lifted up the
bl ackened sword. "Wen he ended the wars between the old Sorcerers, the
| eaders of both factions cast their blades into a bonfire!"™ He ran his finger
along the dull, tw sted sword.

"And this shawl was worn by the Lady Maire on her weddi ng day, before
t he tournaments took place and fighting broke out anmong the guests -- which
was the start of all the wars. And this -- ah!" He held his torch down near
the faded parchment, afraid to touch it with his fingers, "It's an origina
manuscript witten by the Sentinel Arken!"

Bryl had found a chest of colored gens and sifted through its contents.
He tossed a di anond neckl ace back onto the pile. "Arken? Wo was that?" he
asked.

Carried away by his excitenent, Vailret scowl ed at the hal f-Sorcerer



"Haven't you paid attention to any of the winter tales?"

"I can renmenber plenty of things, young man! 1've seen nore history
than you will ever read -- | knowit's not all glorious wonders as you seemto
think. History is a lot of _normal _ tinme w th nothing happening. You have to
see the highlights of a century at a tinme before it gets interesting. Be glad
I"'mtaking an interest." He paused. "Well, what does it say?"

Vailret | ooked down at the parchnent again with wi de eyes. "It's the
story of the Transition, as told by one of the oldest Sentinels. It's
pricel ess! Cone here and read it with me." He hoped the magnificence of the
| ce Pal ace woul d awaken a sense of perspective and interest in Bryl. "The
| anguage is a little archaic, and some of the ink is faded, but |I think we can
manage. "

Vailret read Arken's words, anxious to see what they said but trying to
go slow enough for Bryl to keep up. "'The Council had not argued so nuch since
the wars. Bellan was red-faced and sweating (as usual) as she shouted her
opi nions, ranting on about how we could raise ourselves, as a race, to a
hi gher | evel of existence, to escape this world which is not _real_. She
vehemently pointed out (several times, as if she thought repetition m ght
convince us) that this would open up the new doors of power and wi sdom we
sorely needed. The Transition could nmake us omi potent spirits, gods. This was
obviously the ultimte destiny of the Sorcerers -- obvious to Bellan at |east.

" '"We could escape our war-torn past, |eaving behind our physica
bodi es and the scars of the long battles, and make ourselves _real . The wars
had stopped, the Sorcerer race was weak, questers had no zeal for uncovering
new cat aconbs or seeking out nore treasure -- what if one day the Qutsiders
decided to end the Gane?

" "Many of the other Sorcerers agreed with her. Finally, one
baf f| ed- | ooki ng woman stood and asked why we were even discussing this,
wondering if anyone had an argunment to the contrary.

“ 'l did. | told the Council | had discovered, by close interpretation
of the Book of Rules, that none of our half-breed children could come with us.
None of our bel oved human wi ves or husbands. None. W woul d be abandoni ng
them | told them!|l would not | eave M ka or our children behind. That gave the
Counci | sonething to think about.

" 'Let it be understood that | did not try to dissuade ny people. Not
at all. | sinply wanted it to be a matter of choice, that sone would choose to
remai n behind, either refusing to orphan their famlies or sinply fearing the
unknown aspects of the Transition

" '"We debated the matter for several years. Bellan pointed out rather
harshly that we dissenters could not change our ninds. Individually, we would
not have the power to make a Transition for ourselves. W would be Sentinels,
wat chi ng over the world and our children, while the rest of our race went to
its destiny.'"

Vailret took a deep breath, looking at Bryl. "Can you imagine it?"

The hal f-Sorcerer seemed to be | ooking down and through the parchnent.
"Yes, ny parents were there, but | hadn't been born yet. My father was a
full-bl ooded Sorcerer, but nmy nother was only a half-breed. He stayed behind
with her, and decades after the Transition they found thenselves at the
Stronghol d. Your great-great-grandfather Wrael ran things then. The battles
of the Scouring were still going strong."

Vailret |ooked at the old man in a new light, renenbering how nuch Bryl
hi nsel f had seen. Vailret waited, hoping the half-Sorcerer would continue
rem ni scing, but Bryl fell silent. After a nonent he glanced at Vailret.

"Well, does Arken have anything else to say?"

Vail ret handed the torch to Bryl and ran his fingers just above the
actual parchnent. He didn't want to snear or crunble the paper

" 'The Sorcerers began the journey northward to the place we had chosen
for the final gathering of our race, a broad valley in the north. And | cane
to watch, to remenber. A few humans al so cane, and other teary eyed Sentinel s,
wat ching their dear friends depart and thinking of the ones even nore precious



for whom they remai ned behind. They cane in small groups or |arge, sone
bringing entire famlies, some com ng al one.

" "All the Sorcerers stood in the valley and watched the sun rise. In
the center of the field sat a white canvas tent, rippling with the brisk w nd
fromthe north -- the five Council menbers had spent days in close quarters,
never |eaving the tent, apparently discussing final details. The rest of the
Sorcerers were told to stand ready at any nonent.

" "The Transition occurred on the day of the autum equinox. | renmenber
that as significant -- a day of bal ance, a day and night of equal | ength,
hal fway between the start of sumer and the start of winter

" '"Together, my fellow Sorcerers pooled their powers to weave a force
so strong -- | cannot describe it well in words, but anyone with Sorcerer
bl ood wi Il have sone inkling of what |I'm saying.'"

Vail ret paused, narrowi ng his eyes. He could not understand what Arken
was trying to describe. He would never feel Sorcerer power or the nuances of
magi c --

"What's the matter?" Bryl asked.

Vai l ret shook his head, searching for where he had stopped.

" "Sparkling lights erupted fromisol ated pockets of air, grow ng
intense, like a fireworks display. My people forsook their physical bodies,
joining together in a blinding light, a flash of incredible sorcerous beauty.
They ... _evolved_, they became spirits. The massed ranks of the Sorcerers
dropped to the ground. Enpty and soul | ess.

" ' Splotches of color continued to float in front of ny eyes. | thought
t hat somet hi ng had gone wong, that all the power had been expended, | eaving
not hi ng behi nd. The bodi es of the Sorcerers |lay slunped agai nst each other on
the ground. Everything fell silent, and even the sun seemed to have paused in
climbi ng over the horizon

" "Then the wi nd picked up. | remenber how forceful it becane,

di stinct, a rush of w spy voices, quietly nmunbling faint words and phrases and
whi spers of astonishment. The air began to gl ow just outside ny range of

vi sion, taking substance, finally solidifying into six towering figures that

| oomed over us in the valley. The Spirits all wore hoods which cast their
features into shadow. Three shone dazzling and white, while the other three

cl oaked thensel ves in darkness and mystery.

" 'Those of us remaining stared in awe, but the Spirits made no nove to
speak. They seenmed indifferent to us and to the thousands of enpty bodies
lying on the valley floor. The Spirits conferred anong thensel ves briefly, and
t hen they vani shed.

" '"To this day, the Spirits have had no contact with our world. This
does nothing to allay the regrets of those Sentinels who now wi sh they had
made a different decision. Sonetimes | wonder if | had a right to stop so many
of them'"

Vailret stopped reading. Bryl turned away quickly, as if trying to hide
a sheen of tears in his eyes.

Vailret saw a plunme of breath as he let out a long sigh. "Do you
suppose the old Sorcerers knew sonet hing, even back then? That they were so
desperate to escape to a newreality where the sane Rules don't apply? Before
the Qutsiders decided to destroy Ganmearth." He drew in a deep breath, awed.
"Then why did the Sentinels stay behi nd?"

"The Sentinels carried all the Sorcerer bodies here," Bryl said,
muf fling his words in his sky-blue cloak

Vailret squinted ahead. "Look at themall."

The ceiling of the vast chanmber dropped |l ow. The dornmant bodies lay in
awesone ranks beyond where the torchlight vanished into blue murk fromthe ice
wal I s. They | ooked alive, asleep, with a gentle dusting of frost in their
hair. Vailret could inagine them being placed here by the Sentinels; he could
i magi ne Sardun spendi ng patient decades rearranging theminto restful poses.

The chanber felt very cold. Silence pressed down on Vailret, and he
t hought he heard breathing, countless lungs being filled at a synchroni zed but



maddeni ngly slow rate, then an equally slow exhale. The torch sputtered once,
maki ng himjunp and breaking the spell.

"Come on, Bryl. Let's get out of here."

Sardun propped hinmself up on a shaky forearmand glared at them "You
shoul d not have waited!"

Vailret shrank fromthe outrage rising behind the old Sentinel's watery
gray eyes, but he eased Sardun back to his blankets. "W had to make sure you
were all right."

The ni ght before, while Sardun still lay comatose, Vailret had crept
out on the sparkling balcony to gaze in awe at the Barrier River. Nearly
hypnoti zed, he stared at the vast channel of frigid water zigzagging sharply
al ong the hex-lines, laden with ice chunks and browni sh-gray silt. He
squi nted, but his poor eyesight blurred the details. He had to use his
i magi nation, just as Drodanis had taught him

Vailret stood in silence as the cold wind blew on him and listened to
the river grinding its channel deeper. The silent stars and the aurora shone
over head.

They had fulfilled the quest Drodanis and the Rul ewonman had required.
They had protected thensel ves fromwhatever the Qutsiders had placed in the
east. Creating the R ver mght have been nore extreme than was necessary to

fulfill the vague instructions -- but they knew too little about their eneny.
They had fini shed one quest, but now they had proni sed Sardun another. And the
Stronghol d was still in the hands of Gairoth.

Vailret liked the old veteran Tarne and trusted himto | ead the
villagers to safety sonewhere in the forests. But Gairoth had the Stronghold,
and the Air Stone, and all his ogre conrades. Vailret hated to think of the
damage they coul d be doi ng.

Sardun had nearly sacrificed hinself to create the River, and they were
bound by the Rules to go on the quest to rescue his daughter. By the tine
Vailret returned to the throne room the old Sentinel had finally awakened.

"Tareah could be dead by now. You nust hurry." Sardun's voice seened
stronger now, and he sat up again. His |lisp seenmed nore pronounced. "Have you
copied the map on the wall -- so you know exactly where you' re goi ng?"

"I've already nenorized it," Delrael said, crossing his arns over his
chest.

Sardun sighed. "Perhaps | kept Tareah too sheltered. She should have
been out, seeing Ganearth, learning the world. If she had not been here during
the attack, she would still be well."

"I would like to take a good sword if you have one, Sardun," Delrael
asked. "It would increase our chances."

"Yes, choose whatever you need fromthe relics | keep if it will help
you rescue Tareah." The Sentinel spread his hands.

Bryl noved forward, reluctant but extending the shining Water Stone he
had removed fromwhere it had frozen into the ice of the bal cony. The awe on
his face was plain. "Here is your Water Stone, Sardun.”

The Sentinel squirmed away fromthe sapphire's touch, twisting his face
in an expression of fear and disgust. Wth a twitch of his gnarled left hand,
he knocked the Stone out of Bryl's hand.

Ast oni shed, the hal f-Sorcerer chased the sapphire as it skittered
across the floor of the throne room "Wat's the nmatter?"

Sardun slunped into his blankets, and a violent shiver rippled through
his body. "Wen | |ast used the Water Stone, | forged a link with the _dayid_
bel ow. The other minds in the _dayid_are lonely. They nearly forced ne to
make the half-Transition. Wth the Water Stone it would have been so easy. So
easy. So frightening

"I think the _dayid_ hoped that with nme using the Stone and with its
own strength, | could liberate enough power to raise us all through a rea
Transition."

He sighed. "But | refused. | may regret it in the future as my only
chance to make a mracle happen. | amafraid to use the Stone again. The



_dayid_ knows I'mhere -- and | doubt if | could resist that calling a second
time."

Bryl | ooked down at his blue cloak, flashed a glance at both Delrael
and Vailret, then | ooked at Sardun. "I ama half-Sorcerer. | can use Sorcerer

magi c. | can use the Water Stone." He spoke quickly, before anyone could stop
him H's eyes were bright. "This could be just the magic | need.
"Ganmearth is still infested with nonsters that survived the Scouring.

Maybe with the Water Stone | can protect us. That would give us a better
chance to rescue Tareah."

The Sentinel closed his eyes. "Yes, take the Water Stone and take it
far fromhere. You will renmove the tenptation.” Sardun sounded very weary.
"Use it to bring Tareah back to ne."

Bryl stared at the deep blue gemin his hand. He smiled, eager and in
awe.

Del rael returned hol ding an ornate but serviceable sword. He strapped
it at his side, against the tooled silver belt his father had given him He
strai ght ened, brushed his hands over his |eather arnmor and | ooked prepared.

"Let's go."

Sardun insisted on seeing themoff, and they nade their way outside
wi t h pai nstaki ng sl owness. Vailret had tried to convince the Sentinel to rest,

but he would hear none of it. "You will take ne to the gateway!" Sardun said.
H s | ong mustache drooped into his nouth, making himl ook angry and inpatient.
They wal ked down curving crystal corridors just beginning to fill with

rai nbows as the sun rose.

When they reached the front gate of the Palace, Sardun sl unped agai nst
t he repaired doorway. He | ooked tired, but not quite enpty of hope anynore.

"Luck." Delrael waved as they set off.

"Luck -- rescue mny daughter!"

The sunlight was nuch brighter now that the ice walls no | onger
filtered it. Vailret shaded his eyes against the glare. Some of the snow from
Sardun's unnatural cold still covered the ground, reflecting the light, but
t he day was warm ng rapidly.

Mel t ed snow had nuddi ed the ground. The nountain path was nuch easier
now that they didn't have to battle the weather. The Ice Pal ace stood whol e
again, glistening |like a di anond.

The three travel ers hi ked southward, |eaving the towers behind. Bryl
fingered the sapphire Water Stone in his chest pocket, as if waiting for the
nmonent when he could use it. Vailret |ooked at their optimsmand felt a
foreboding -- they seened to have forgotten what they were going to be up
agai nst .

At the lIce Palace, without the Water Stone to protect it for the first
time in centuries, the tall spires started to succunb to the returning sumrer
heat. Tiny trickles of water ran down the great walls, freezing again before
t hey reached the ground, and then warmi ng once nore. The |Ice Pal ace began to
nmelt.

| NTERLUDE: OQutsi de

The Players stared at the crystalline twenty-sided die on the table. A
perfect "20" faced up.

Mel ani e rubbed her hands together and smiled at David. David nade as if
to knock all the dice off the table, but she held up her hands. "You can't do
that, David."

She coul d see the anger behind his eyes, the need_ to beat her, and
she worried about the change that had conme over him OCh, he had professed

boredomwith the Gane in the past, but never anything serious ... just
conpl ai ning for the sake of conpl aining. They were used to that from David.
But now t he urgency of stopping the Gane possessed him-- and he

couldn't just |leave. The four of themwere part of the Game, they had been at
it too long. David acted _addicted_, hating himself for it. Like an alcoholic,
a conpul sive ganbler ... a compul sive ganmer? If he just wal ked away fromthe

Gane and |l et them continue playing, Mlanie knew he woul d be back. He knew he



woul d be back. And he desperately wanted to renove that option, that carrot in
front of his nose.

"I think we should get different dice," he nmunbled. "She's been rolling
too well tonight."

"Spices things up a bit," Tyrone said. He rocked back in the chair and
drummed his fingertips on his chest. "Hey, anybody want sone nore dip? |l
put it in the nicrowave."

"Are you suggesting she's using fake dice, David?" Scott raised his
eyebrows. "You know those are the sane ones we've always been using. Besides,
it doesn't make sense because we're all using the sane ones. If a die's |oaded
for her, it's |oaded for us, and we should be rolling twenties, too."

Mel anie stared at the map, at the col ored hexagons, and she snmiled. "O
maybe it's just that ny characters are helping out." Her voice had a facetious
tone, but David | ooked at her sharply.

"You're crazy."

"Ch, whose turn is it?" Tyrone stood up fromhis chair, scooped sone of
his bean dip on a cracker, and offered it to Scott, who refused. "What are you
going to do with your roll, Mel?" He shut the mcrowave door and tw sted the
tiner.

"Sardun succeeded in creating the Barrier River. It cuts off the
western half of the map fromthe east."

"That won't be enough," David said. "It's just a delaying tactic."

But Mel anie stared at the map. Her eyes wi dened. She couldn't believe
what was happeni ng. "Look!"

One hexagon of gray nmountain terrain bel ow the Northern Sea suddenly
wi nked. It changed color to the enanel ed blue of the water.

Then t he hexagons of grassland terrain below it also turned blue, one
at a tine, noving downward like a zipper. One after another the hexagons of
terrain turned to water in a line that neandered its way around the
forested-hill and grassy-hill terrain.

"Ww " Tyrone | eaned across the table and pressed his face close to the
map. "Look at it go!"

"Like it's choosing a logical course!" Scott said. "I don't believe
this."

The hexagon of a lone village was inundated and changed w t hout a
trace. Mel anie thought of the villagers, the people, their homes and fields.
The River nmoved on until it enptied into the sea bel ow

Mel ani e sat frozen. David turned gray.

Scott jumped up and ran into the kitchen, pulling open drawers until he
found the silverware. He came back to the map with a butterknife. He chipped
away at one section of the new blue color.

Mel anie tried to stop him but he avoided her. "Wait, we've got to
check this out. Tinmed-exposure paint or sonething? O course not." He frowned,
deep in thought. "I don't know what else to nmake of it."

"That was wild!" Tyrone said.

Scott squinted down. "The blue goes all the way to the wood!" He | ooked
as if his reality had somersaulted in front of him

David's reaction was incredible even to Melanie. She was anazed ... but
David took it in stride.

"I"1l stop your characters. They've nmade a river, but | won't give them
anot her chance. "

Mel ani e jabbed a finger at the map. "You're way over here. You've been
spending all your time in the nountains and in the east. You can't get
anything to themin tinme."

Davi d raised his eyebrows. "W've got wandering nonsters |eft over from
the Scouring. |I can roll up sone nore. It doesn't have to be part of any major
plot to get rid of your characters.”

"Plenty of wandering nonsters in ny section," Tyrone said. He rubbed
hi s hands together. "And cataconbs and good stuff. That's where they're
headi ng next."



Scott kept staring at the blue paint. "Don't you guys realize what just
happened?"

David drummed fingertips on the table. "Wth Tyrone hel ping nme out for
the I ast bunch of turns, we've done everything we needed to do in the east and
in the nountains. Everything is set, all nmy wheels are in notion. W can get
out now, and on to other things. Consider your characters dooned, Melanie."

Tyrone forced a laugh. "Sounds |like you' re getting personal, David."

"It is personal. A lot depends on this, you guys. I'mfighting for your
lives, too."

The bright blue streak down the center of the map filled Melanie with
awe. "And I'mfighting for theirs."

* * * %

Cycl ops Canyon

"By setting forth the Rules in this book, we have attenpted to make
sense of the way Ganearth works.

"Characters nust followthe Rules -- we have no choice. If travelers
want to go farther than the allotted nunmber of hexagons per day, or if magic
users want to cast nore than the all owabl e nunber of spells, they _cannot .
Their feet would refuse to cross the hex-line, their spells would not work."

-- Preface, _The Book of Rules_

Even with a brisk pace, the Rules said they could cover only one hex of

mountain terrain per day. No matter how fast they wal ked, they never reached a

hex-1ine before nightfall. Vailret wanted to hurry, to end the quest and get
back to the Stronghold and his studies, but they would have to overt hrow
Gairoth first. Vailret hated to be away from hone -- he had so nuch else to do

besi des advent uri ng.

Del rael seenmed to know what he was thinking and rai sed an eyebr ow.
"There's some consolation, Vailret. Just trying to rescue Tareah could hel p us
_save_ Ganearth. If we give thema good show, the Qutsiders might stay
i nterested enough to keep Playing a while |onger."

Around himthe nmountains in the distance were indistinct and blurry.
Though many of the plants had died in Sardun's unnatural wi nter, he could
still see the colors of late spring. "Do you even know where we're goi ng?"
Vai |l ret asked.

"Sure," Delrael said, nonchalantly. "W need to get across the Spectre
Mount ai ns, then follow the nountain terrain |line down toward the city of
Sitnalta. No problem’

Vailret | ooked around. "Invisible ghosts are supposed to inhabit the
Spectre Muntains, you know. No character has ever encountered the ghosts and
returned alive." He paused and put a finger on his lips. "But if no one ever
returned alive, then how do we know the story?"

Del rael shifted his | ongbow on his back. The sunlight gleamed on his
oiled leather arnmor. "This section of the map was filled with cataconbs and
all kinds of wandering nonsters. Mre likely there's a Slac fortress naking
off with unwary travelers."

Vailret remenbered his make-believe encounter with Slac in Drodanis's

rol e-playing gane in the weapons storehouse. "Then we'll need to be even nore
careful . "

They followed the rocky trail downhill until it di sappeared conpletely
at the sharp hex-line against forested-hill terrain. They stopped for the

night. Across the line, a m xed forest of oak and pine abruptly replaced the
st one crags.

The three sat around the fire sparked by Bryl's magic. They played a
gane of dice on a flat patch of rock, but Delrael kept wi nning and the others
grew bored. Vailret tossed a pine cone across the hex-line. It bounced and
skittered into the forest debris.

Vail ret sighed. "You know, some of the old Sorcerer witings get
nmet aphysical. | renenber one that tried to explain how the hex-lines got into
the world."



"How el se woul d you have it?" Delrael shrugged. "If the | andscape
wasn't broken into discrete areas of terrain, the world wouldn't be very
orderly, would it? It only makes sense."

Bryl yawned and | ooked ready to sleep

"Well, imagine a chaotic world where grassland and forest and hills and
mountains are all interm ngled, no boundaries, just a constantly changi ng
confusion. "

"That's crazy," Delrael said. "It would never work. It's too unstable."

Vailret | eaned back and | ooked at the flickering flames dancing over
t he wood. He thought of the nessage stick from Drodanis and the warning from
t he Rul ewoman. "So, who says the Qutsiders make sense?"

"Let's get sonme sleep," Delrael said as he stretched out on the rocky
ground. Vailret |ooked longingly at the softer |eaf-cushioned earth only a
short di stance away across the line. But he could not break the Rules and
cross into another hex.

Delrael didn't see the Cyclops until it was alnpst too |late.

They followed a streamthat cut itself deeper into a narrow valley; the
peaks of the Spectre Muntains remained visible only a hex away. Sandstone
wal | s rose sharp on either side, eaten away by the swift water, dotted with a
few valiant pine trees that sonehow found rootholds. On the top rimof the
gorge the forest grew thicker, dark with pine trees and splashed with the
lighter color of oaks. The tall rock walls [ oonmed above them riddled with
not ches and caves.

The streamturned into rapids as icy water dashed itself against the
strewn boul ders. Delrael stopped at the foot of a small waterfall. He tried to
foll ow an individual bead of water as it tripped and crashed agai nst boul ders
bef ore dropping into space. Bryl |leaned forward to splash his fingers in the
cool water. Delrael strode back and forth until he found an easy path that |ed
them bel ow the falls.

It all seermed very peaceful, with only ragged birdsong and the sounds
of the stream Delrael's hunter senses suddenly sent hima dozen al arns. He
heard a guttural bellow from somewhere above, but when he craned his neck to
| ook, the lowering sun flashed in his eyes.

"Look out! Heads up there!" a voice called fromthe opposite rimof the
canyon.

Delrael turned his head to the cliff above them H s brown hair whipped
into his eyes, but he stared in amazenent for a noment. Bryl also saw and
pointed frantically.

Athirty-foot-tall hulk enmerged from behind a squat outcropping of
rock, glaring at themw th one wi de yell ow eye set in the center of his
forehead. A horn curved up fromhis brow, |ooking Iike a twi sted root yanked
out of the ground and sharpened to a deadly point. The Cycl ops roared again,
exposing a junbl ed set of fangs, as if someone had haphazardly hamered the
teeth into his nouth.

The Cycl ops strained his nuscles and heaved a boul der over his head.

H s fingers ended with obsidian claws that gouged white marks into the stone.
Cl ods of earth crunbled off the bottom of the rock, dusting the nonster's
shoul ders.

The voi ce shouted again fromthe opposite side of the gorge. The
Cycl ops hurled his boul der across the canyon at the caller, but the rock fel
short and plunged into the narrow stream i nstead.

"Run!" Delrael said, pushing Vailret ahead of him "Get to sone
shelter.” He smled as he ran, though -- he felt his heart beating, felt his
brai n working. He'd wondered when they were going to start having adventures
again. This section of the map had nore than its share of wandering nonsters,

treasure-filled cataconbs to explore, incidental adventures -- just like in
t he gol den age of Ganeart h.
As Vailret and Bryl hurried toward the canyon wall, Delrael paused to

search for the source of the voice. In the | engthening shadows on the rock
face, he could discern another creature, a hybrid man/aninmal with the body of



a panther and the head and upper body of a man. The panther-man held a | ong
sword that seened to be carved from heavy oak wood and varni shed wi th hardened
pi ne pitch. The panther-man thrust the sword in a scabbard strapped to his
back before he started down into the gorge, scranbling for footholds on the
knobby sandst one wal |

"Don't just stand there and gawk!" Vailret shouted back at Delrael
"Find sone cover!"

The Cycl ops bel | owed as he uprooted anot her boul der

"Ch, no," Bryl said.

Vailret's words startled Delrael, making himrealize how unprotected he
was on the canyon floor. He charged toward the stream Delrael didn't care why
the Cycl ops had attacked them or why the panther-man was there -- this was an
i nci dental adventure on their quest, and they had to play along. It wouldn't
affect their main goal, but it m ght be amusing al ong the way.

Anot her thrown boul der crashed near Delrael. He made a running leap to
di ve across the stream H s boots slipped on the mud of the opposite bank, and
he sprawled flat on his stomach. He struck his head agai nst the bank. The wi nd
gushed out of his lungs. He gasped, trying to take a breath, but his chest
seened to be | ocked tight.

He saw bl ood sneared on the palms of his hands, nud down the front of
his |l eather arnmor. He hoped he had not smashed his hunting bow He scranbled
to his feet, then fell back roughly, in pain. Hs ankle felt as if it had been
twisted full circle. _Typical ! he thought, ready to curse his luck. H s ankle
felt like a thunderstormturned inside out.

The Cycl ops had seen, and picked his target.

"Look out!" the panther-man cried fromhis perch hal fway down the
canyon wall. Wth splayed paws, he searched for a way to clinb the rest of the
way down.

Del rael saw the boul der coming at him He _knew_ it would hit him Dam
it, had he used all of his luck on dice ganes the night before? A harsh breath
whi stl ed through his teeth as he rolled to escape the rock. He saw Vailret and
Bryl, but they were noving too slowy. Too slowy. Delrael thought he could
hear thunder up in the sky, the sound of the Qutsiders rolling their naster
di ce.

He wrenched his body backward, twisting his chest an extra finger-w dth
out of the path of the boulder. It crashed to the ground, spewi ng up earth and
pl owi ng over Delrael's left leg instead. A ton of stone crushed down,
splintering bone and destroying flesh and nuscl e.

Del rael screaned, but then his voice fled. Horrible seconds passed
before the pain nmercifully shut down the connections in his brain. He floated
hal f-conscious in a sea of exploding splotches of color and shrieking nerves.
Bl ood roared in his ears and spilled out of his shattered |eg, making thick
mud in the turf.

The Cycl ops sprawl ed out on the rock face and | owered hinsel f down,
droppi ng his huge body from one jagged sandstone | edge to the next. As his
obsi di an cl aws scraped agai nst the stone, sparks showered into the air.

Vailret and Bryl rushed to Delrael

The pant her-nman | eaped to the canyon floor fromthe | ast | edge and
sprinted across the ground. Hi s rmuscles bunched and rippl ed as he charged
toward t he descendi ng nonster

The Cycl ops dropped to the floor of the gorge and reeled to get his
bal ance, intent on his fallen prey. The panther-nman gave a | oud whoop and
pl unged toward the Cycl ops, swi nging his wooden sword. Sunlight gleanmed from
the varnish on the blade's surface.

The pant her-nman sl ashed at his | egs, and the Cycl ops bell owed | oud
enough to shake rocks | oose fromthe canyon walls. He funmbled with unw el dy
clawed fingers, trying to grab his attacker. The panther-man sprang from side
to side, weaving around the nonster's bul ky | egs.

The brute | ooked up and fixed his glowi ng yell ow eye on Delrael's
notionl ess form He swatted at the panther man and i gnored himas he thundered



toward his victim

Vailret knelt down heavily on the nuddy ground next to Delrael's
mangl ed body. Hi s face becanme the color of old cheese at the sight of all the
bl ood, but then he turned to grab the half-Sorcerer's shoul ders. "Dammit, Bryl
-- use the Water Stone!"

Bryl was al ready grabbing the gem "I know " He touched the flat blue
facets, rubbing his fingers along the surface of the sapphire, and then
plunged his mnd into the nental keyhol e, unlocking the power trapped wthin.

He rolled the Water Stone on the ground. "Come on!" The gemcane to
rest with the nunber "4" facing up. Bryl curled his |lips against his teeth.
Vailret hoped he really did know how to use the stone.

The Cycl ops bell owed as a thick cloud appeared |ike a glove over his
towering head. He tried to dodge it, to run -- but the nmist followed him
covering his face and blinding him The tip of his veined horn protruded from
the cloud. Goping around in circles, the Cyclops stunbled on boul ders and
tri pped across the streamas he staggered toward the towering sandstone cliff
face. He stubbed a cabbage-sized toe on a boul der and how ed, but the
t hi ckeni ng cloud-stuff nuffled the sound.

Bryl glanced at Delrael helpless on the turf with his | eg mangl ed and
bl eeding. A fury of lightning bolts burst fromthe hangi ng cl oud. The Cycl ops
yow ed, |aunching hinmself forward to flee the storm-- ranmmi ng headl ong into
the rock face with a crunch that reverberated through the canyon.

Bryl let the cloud dissolve, and the Cyclops collapsed to the rocky
ground. The nonster grunted once and lay still.

Vailret stared at Delrael lying on the ground. He trenbl ed, anmazed at
all the blood. Sweat made Vailret's blond hair stick to the sides of his head,
but his face grew stormy with anger. He bent down to unfasten the ancient
sword fromDelrael's side. The injured man whi npered when Vailret noved him

Vailret pulled the sword out of its scabbard and held it awkwardly. If
he tried to use a sword in battle, the odds agai nst himwould be so great as
to make it not worth the attenpt. But this was not battle. The Cyclops |ay
unconsci ous. This would just be revenge. He took a deternined step toward the
nonst er .

"No. That would be needless killing." The panther man padded up to him
"I will not let you kill even the Cyclops when it is unnecessary."

Vailret confronted the panther-man for a long, frozen nonment, flicking
his eyes fromthe brute sprawl ed anong the rocks to Delrael |ying on the bank
of the stream

The pant her-nman stared back at himwith eyes as green as | eaves and
noss. A long black braid ran down the I ength of his human back to rest agai nst
his feline fur. A pendant nade of pine cones and acorns bound together with
pitch dangled in the front of his hairy, naked chest.

"You're a khel ebar," Vailret said.

The pant her-man nmet the young man's eyes. "Yes. | am Ydai m
Trai |l wal ker. "

Vailret glared at the khel ebar. "Why woul d you hel p us and then stop
before the fight is finished?"

Ydai m seened puzzled by Vailret's logic. "Wen is a fight ever
fini shed?"

Vailret turned away in angry disgust. He threw the sword back down on
the canyon floor. "It certainly isn't finished yet." He stared with watery
eyes at the Cycl ops.

Bryl knelt beside Delrael, doing little nore than straightening his
hair. The man's skin was a clamy gray and glistening with the di anond dust of
sweat. Hi s shall ow breaths came from between gritted teeth. Bl ood poured onto
t he ground.

Vailret cut a strip fromone of the blankets and bound up Delrael's
thigh. He pulled the tourniquet tight, then used a twig to twist it tighter
But the blood continued to flow. "This won't do nuch."”

"I don't know how else to help him" Bryl said. "Do we just wait here



for himto heal ? The Water Stone controls the weather -- it won't do anything
for Delrael. | never |earned any healing spells!™

The khel ebar | eaned over to touch Delrael's chest. "My tribe lives in
Ledaygen, the forest just above this valley. W can take your friend there."

Tears streamed from under Delrael's eyelids. He shuddered violently.

"He has already lost his leg," Ydaimsaid. "If we get himto Ledaygen
soon, perhaps our healers may be able to save his life."

We don't have any other choice."” Vailret tried to make his voi ce sound
firm as Delrael's had been. Bryl | ooked at him afraid and confused.

Toget her, the two of themcarefully lifted the man onto the khel ebar's broad
back, where Ydaimheld him Delrael's left leg fell linp and rubbery, bendi ng
in a thousand pl aces where a | eg shoul d never bend. Bl ood dripped down the
khel ebar's tan hide, marking a trail down his flank

Ydai m Trai | wal ker trotted ahead, but he set each foot fall down with
care. "Come! Follow ne."

They jogged after the khel ebar, |eaving the Cycl ops sensel ess on the
floor of the narrow valley.

* * * %

The khel ebar clinbed steadily up out of the gorge. Ydaimled them
directly east into thicker forest, crossing the hex at its narrowest point. He
nmoved with quiet confidence and rarely glanced at the hunans.

Bryl acted withdrawn, as if cursing hinmself for not acting sooner, for
not being able to help. Vailret | ooked down to see the stream bel ow them a
thin ribbon winding over its bed of rocks. But he kept his attention on
Del rael sprawl ed on the panther-man's back

He wi shed Ydai mwould stop for just a nmonent so he could place a
bl anket over Delrael. But they had no tine.

Fl ecks of bl ood painted the silver belt nade by the old sorcerers
Sentinels so many years before. Delrael's skin was cold and clamry, and sweat
pasted the brown hair to his forehead. Vailret couldn't bear to | ook at the
splinters of bone jutting fromthe crushed |eg.

Adventuring! _Rule #1: Al ways have fun_! This was irrational
ridiculous. Vailret resented Drodanis and his nmessage stick that had sent them
on this mssion. He resented Sardun and his daughter. And nost of all he
resented the Qutsiders, for anusing thenselves with brutality to their own
characters.

"That Cyclops is going to attack the next adventurers who cone
peaceful Iy through here, too. And the next, and the next, just like he

attacked us. It will never stop, because you don't believe in 'needless
killing."

Ydai m kept novi ng ahead, ignoring Vailret's anger.

"How much destruction does the nonster need to cause before killing him

beconmes necessary?"

The khel ebar | oped along in silence, without mssing a beat. "Do not
worry, Vailret Traveler. The healing arts of the khel ebar are greater than any
other you will find on Gamearth. The _dayid_ of Ledaygen hel ps us. Qur heal ers
may be hard-pressed, but you nust have hope."

"You're not listening to me! Wen an ogre killed nmy father, mny uncle
Dr odani s was so outraged he took a band of nen out to exterm nate the ogres
once and for all. But his anger died too soon, and he returned before
finishing the job. Now, the ogres have taken the human Stronghol d and
destroyed our entire village. |If Drodanis had conpleted the task he started,
we woul d never be in that mess! You're doing the sane thing -- who knows what
el se the Cyclops will ruin? And you will be responsible because you refused to
do anyt hing about it."

Ydai mrai sed his eyebrows and appeared deep in thought as he continued

to | ope down the unseen trail. H's wi de paws whispered through the underbrush
t hat encroached on the fringes of the path. "I find you difficult to
understand, but | amtrying. Some of our elders will be intrigued by your

phi | osophy. "



Hi s voice held a puzzled tone. "Tell ne again how the Cycl ops's death

will help your friend. Do you believe your friend will absorb the Cyclops's
life force if you kill the nonster?"

Vailret blinked. "No -- don't be ridiculous."

"Then how can the killing the Cyclops help your friend in any way?"

"I"'mnot just tal king about Delrael! Wat if other travelers cone
t hrough here? They'll be attacked, too."

"But if no other travelers pass through the gorge, then we would have
killed himfor naught."

"Haven't you ever heard of preventing disasters before they happen?"

The khel ebar shrugged. "The Cyclops is our nemesis, yes, but | have
never considered killing himjust to be rid of the nuisance." Ydai mwas silent
again for a long time, nmanaging to keep a good speed along the path with out
losing his breath. "W believe the only way to get the Qutsiders to stop
inflicting these sensel ess adventures upon us is to face themw th conplete
indifference. One day they will see that we no |longer wish to Play, and they
will leave us alone.”

Vailret swallowed in his dry throat. "That won't work." Bryl stunbled
al ong beside them silent. The khel ebar did not know what was about to happen
to Ganearth -- and the khel ebar were on the eastern side of the Barrier River,
t he wrong side.

The pant her-nman ignored Vailret's conment. "You have strange but valid
points. It is not for me to decide. | will take it up with the khel ebar
council and allow you to speak. But our first priority is to see that your
conpanion is taken to the healers in Ledaygen."

Thi nki ng he had been rebuked, Vailret silenced hinself. The afternoon
sun fell toward night. Each tine Delrael nade a sound, Vailret clenched his
fists.

Ydai m brought them across a | ow grassy rise, and they reached anot her
nore verdant forest, isolated in the depths of the nountains. The khel ebar
surged forward with new energy.

"Ledaygen! Can you feel the _dayid_'s presence?" He let out a
hi gh- pi tched sound and plunged into the forest, bearing Delrael with him
Though exhausted, Vailret and Bryl rushed to foll ow him

An envel opi ng presence folded over Vailret, and a quiet eeriness
penetrated even his sense of urgency. He had spent nuch of his life in the
forest, thinking and wal ki ng anong the trees and seeing the precise details of
how t he Ganearth w | derness was constructed. Yet, Ledaygen was sonehow
different.

Overall, the cleanliness amazed him No |ichens or shelf-nushroons
clung to the trees, no dead and rotting branches |lay strewn about the forest
floor. The trees, alnost entirely oak and pine, were tall and straight,
heal t hy, wi thout crippled branches. The forest floor had been covered with an
even bl anket of dry |eaves and nulch, interspersed with frequent and exactly
positioned flowers and plants. Vailret saw no choki ng underbrush, no thick
branmbl es or tangled vines. He drew in a deep breath of the loamy air.

Del rael groaned again. He | ooked even weaker now, and his skin seened
translucent with pain. Only a hair's breadth separated hi mfrom deat h.

"Al nost there!" Ydaim Trailwal ker called in a strong and hopeful voi ce.

The trees of Ledaygen broke away fromthemlike parting curtains. Ydaim
entered a wide, grassy clearing that overl ooked a stunning panorama of the
Spectre Muntains. Vailret realized they had taken the short way across the
forested-hill terrain and had already arrived at the hex-line.

In one of Ganearth's rare flukes of nature, the line of forested-hil
terrain did not exactly match up with the adjoining hex of nmountain terrain.
The hills rose upward and the sl ope of the Spectre Mpuntains plunged downward,
resulting in a yawning, nismatched cliff that dropped nearly a thousand feet
to the roots of the nmountains. One tall, ancient pine stood al one on the verge
of the cliff, straight and powerful, w th boughs sweeping upward and outward
to watch over Ledaygen.



Ydai m | ooked around the clearing and shouted into the air, "Thilane
Heal er!" The birds instantly fell silent, and it seenmed that the trees carried
hi s words, spreading themthroughout the forest. Vailret saw other khel ebar
energe fromthe surrounding trees, responding to the sumons. The
pant her - peopl e stared in horror at the injured man on Ydai m s back

"See what your Cyclops has done?" Vailret said, intending to shout, but
the forest nuffled his words.

The pant her-people parted to let a bare-breasted femnal e khel ebar cone
forward. Gray-streaked blond hair cascaded down her naked back in two |ong
braids. Tiny yellow and white fl owers had been woven into her hair and draped
in a sweet-snelling garland al ong her neck. Her panther body was a dusty gray,
and lines of strain and weariness etched her face.

"Thilane -- " Ydaim Trail wal ker began, but she notioned himto silence.
She flowed forward to inspect Delrael before anyone el se coul d speak. She bent
down, reaching out with her fingers but hesitant to touch. Thilane inspected
Delrael's bruised and scraped face, his mangled | eg. She brushed a fingertip
agai nst a protrudi ng shard of bone and drew her hand away, |ooking at the
bl ood clinging to her finger.

"“Can you heal hin?" Bryl whispered, speaking after a long silence. "Do
you have that kind of magic?"

The Heal er ignored the question and frowned as she continued to inspect
Dalrael's leg, then felt his forehead. "He will live. That is all | promise."
The harshness in her voice startled Vailret. She turned to Ydaim "I nust set
to work at once. Gve himto ne."

Vailret and three of the khelebar lifted the man's broken body onto her
dusty gray back. She winced as Delrael's blood fl owed down to mat her fur

Wt hout another word, Thilane bounded into the thick greenness of
Ledaygen, where the trees swall owed her up. Vailret set off after her, but
Ydai m Trai | wal ker bl ocked his way. "She must work al one.™

"I need to be with him" Vailret insisted.

Ydaimturned to the other khelebar in the clearing. "I will take these
two where they may eat and wash and rest. Tell Fiolin Tribel eader that this
human, Vailret Traveler, wishes to call a neeting of the council this night!"

Conf usi on. Throbbi ng pain. Anger

The Cycl ops stood, felt the snoldering bruise on his forehead. The rock
wal | . He renenbered. Pain. He grew angrier. The cl ouds had cl eared around his
head.

He turned in slow circles. Renenbered the humans. He had thrown rocks.
Ht one of them Sonething else. One of the man-ani nals. The man-ani mal had
shouted, warned the humans. The man-ani mal had hurt him The man-aninals.

Pain. Fire. Death. Revenge. Pain.

Vague ideas, not real thoughts -- but they were good ideas. He knew
where the panther-people lived. By the trees. He didn't like the trees. He
preferred rocks, caves, shadows. The trees didn't like himeither. He would
burn themall. Fire. It would make a very bright |ight.

He scraped his flint claws against the stone of the canyon wall. Sparks
flew

Pain. Fire. Bright fire.

* * * %

Khel ebar

"Trees and hills and water and sky. \Wat do the Qutsiders know of al
thi s? They have created nore than they realize."

-- Jorig Falselinmb of the khel ebar

Thil ane Heal er followed a path only she could see, gliding anong the
trees until she reached a room fashioned fromthe living forest. Trunks and
branches had grown together to formwalls. A roof canopy of |eaves filtered
the afternoon sunlight with green; |lush weeds, herbs, and flowers dotted the
ground. In the center of the clearing jutted a gigantic stunp, polished smooth
on top like a flat wooden table.



By herself, Thilane renmpoved the unconscious man from her back and
pl aced himon the flat surface of the stunp. The concentric age rings gl owed
brown and gol d, drawing her eyes. A splash of blood shattered the beauty of
it.

Delrael's leg flowed |like water, bending in too nany places. The man's
face withed in the pain he felt even through his stupor

Thi | ane wal ked around the clearing, touching a tree or staring at a
plant. She waited, |istening for sonething.

"This will require the extent of nmy know edge, _dayid_ ," she said out
loud to the forest. "You make me belittle nyself with the scratches and
scrapes of the khel ebar, but now | rmust tend the injuries of a human as well?
He is not even of Ledaygen."

Thi l ane put her hands on the point where her hunan abdonen joi ned the
sl eek pant her body. She received no answer. "I want to serve _you_!" Thilane
stopped herself short of clawi ng the ground in her anger

The Heal er continued to nmutter as she touched a young tree that fornmed
part of the woven walls of her room "I will heal his petty hurts, but | can
do nothing for his leg." She shrugged. "I will not waste nmy tinme or the
resources of Ledaygen."

A thin, painful bolt of lightning junped fromthe young tree, stinging
her fingers. Rebuffed, Thilane gaped in silent wonder, then swallowed tw ce
bef ore she spoke again. "You judge this one significant, _dayid_?" She gl anced

over her back at the man lying on the broad stunp. "Is this to be a test of ny
abilities?"

Thilane smled nore with pride than enbarrassment. "Well, | am
significant, too, and I will make you proud of the abilities you have given
me." The Healer's enerald green eyes sparkled. "I promse."

The background sounds of birds and wi nd soothed her, lulling her as she
selected a thin branch fromthe sapling. Wthout effort she separated it from
the main trunk; the branch detached itself willingly. Wth her fingers, the
Heal er massaged the bark, working it like clay and sealing the small wound to
renove any scar on the tree. She sniffed the sap end of the severed branch

Thil ane returned to the notionless man and waved the twi g over his
face. She humred a quiet song as she passed it over the bruises and scrapes
fromwhen he had fallen on the streanbank. The superficial blood and nud
di sappeared fromhis skin. The bruises faded. The scratches and torn skin
heal ed.

The branch crunpled to torn, oozing pulp in the Heal er's hand.

"That is for appearance only, | know " She sighed to herself, "But at
ti mes appearances can hel p i nrensely."

She turned to pluck a branch of oak | eaves froman other tree,
stretching up on her hind legs to reach the highest, healthiest bunch. She
pl aced the | eaves on the man's ruined |l eg, scattering themevenly across the
protrudi ng bone splinters. Thilane sang anot her qui et song, and the |eaves
wi t hered, turning brown and brittle. She brushed them away, careful not to
hurt Delrael, and continued her song w thout pausing. She laid nore | eaves on
the I eg. She sang | ouder. The | eaves died a second tine.

"Oak should be stronger than this." She held up one of the wthered
| eaves, staring at the sunlight through its shriveled veins. Thilane frowned
and tried once nore, singing in her strong, harsh voice. Her words trailed off
as her lungs enptied, but she wheezed out a few nore notes.

The leaves still turned black and lifel ess. She had taken the pain away
and stopped the bleeding -- but Thilane could never heal his I|eg.

The _dayid_ refused to accept her failure.

Delrael nuttered to himself, whinpering. Hi s gray eyes fluttered open
but they stared far away. He seened unable to focus, though he could sense
someone beside him "Am| hurt? | don't remenber."” He sighed, and even his
breath trenmbled. "Vailret?"

Thi | ane snatched a few pine needles from an overhangi ng branch
"Sleep!" She crushed themin front of Delrael's face, letting himbreathe the



snell of the pine oil. "In sleep the _dayid_ can help restore your wounded
spirit.”

She wat ched the overpowering scent of evergreen engulf him He nelted
back into a blissful sleep

Thil ane stared at his unconscious form scowing at her failure. She
pressed her lips together, nodding in silence and knowi ng that the _dayid_
approved of her decision. Drawing a deep breath to steady herself, she snelled
the forest, the power, the vibrant life.

_I'"ve never done this before. Only once in all our I|egends has it been
successful _. She padded over to a sturdy oak tree. The Heal er placed her
forehead against the tree and w apped her arnms around the w de trunk, pressing
her chest agai nst the rough bark

"Send Nol dir Wodcarver to me," she said, and Ledaygen took her
nessage

Thil ane went back to Delrael again, watching himbreathe, hovering over
his |l eg. She waited.

A khel ebar nman entered her encl osed roomso silently that Thilane woul d
not have heard hi m approach had she not felt the faint trenors of recognition
in the _dayid_. She turned and met his questioning gaze.

Nol di r Wbodcarver had bl ack hair, unbraided and sheared off in a square
mass around his shoulders. An intricate totemhung on his chest, representing
a dream Ledaygen had sent himone night; only Noldir understood its symbolism
H's arnms were heavily nuscl ed, but Thilane knew his hands were ni nbl e and
del i cat e.

She nodded at Delrael lying on the wide stunp. Noldir's eyebrows
lifted, but he waited for her to speak. Thilane respected himfor that. She
had no patience for the others, |ike YdaimTrailwal ker, who marred the silence
of the forest with useless talk.

"The _dayid_ says you nust help this man."

Nol dir took a step backward, carefully sidestepping Thilane's flowers
with his large feline paws. "I amalways willing to offer ny assistance..." He
| et the sentence hang, asking for nore of an expl anation

The Heal er crossed her arns over her breasts. The spicy snell of the
flower garland at her neck made her feel nore rel axed, nore confident.

"His leg has died. The forest will take it, and the forest nust give
hima new one in exchange. You will fashion it -- fromthe wood of a _kennok_
tree."”

Nol di r Wbodcarver bit back a gasp but recovered his composure. Thil ane
knew how powerful, how rare the _kennok_wood was, blessed by the _dayid_ and
contai ni ng many secrets. She was pleased to see how quickly Noldir grasped her
intent.

"Are you planning to repeat what was done with Jorig Fal selinb? That
was many years ago."

"Yes. The khel ebar do not renenber how it was done. But | need to try.
The _dayid_ wll assist me." Her eyes burned. She wanted to relax in a neadow,
| ook out over the nmountains, smell the flowers and trees. Not surround herself
with so rmuch pain.

She drew in a deep breath and returned to Delrael's side. "Study the
man's other linmb and nake a reproduction fromliving _kennok_ wood. Wien wl|l
it be ready?"

Nol di r bent down, shying fromthe color and the smell of the man's
bl ood. He inspected both the whole and the danaged | eg. "No sooner than dusk,
| think."

"So | ong?"
Nol dir answered in a tone of voice that convinced her he was naking no
excuses. "His linmb is strange. | have never attenpted to carve such an

obj ect. "
She si ghed and nodded.
"I prom se," he said. "By dusk."
Thil ane inpatiently sent himaway.



Vailret slurped cold water fromthe pool, drinking until his teeth
t hrobbed. He spl ashed the rest on his face, gasped fromthe chill, then drank
agai n before shaking the wet clunmps of straw colored hair out of his eyes.

It seened nmechanical to him but he kept follow ng the procedure by
habit. He scooped up fine sand fromthe bottom of the pool and scrubbed
hinsel f. Afterward, his body ached but he felt clean at last, and very cold.

"The water cones from underground springs beneath Ledaygen," Ydai m
said. "You will find it refreshing. You may dry yourself by the fire before
nightfall."

Bryl shivered as he sat naked, waiting for his clothes to dry. His
wrung-out blue cloak lay spread on a sun-warmed rock. H's thin gray beard and
wi sps of hair sent drips of water down his neck.

"Any word yet?" Vailret asked. "lIs Delrael going to be all right?"

The khel ebar smiled blithely. "You can trust Thilane. She will do her
best."

He rubbed his hands together and | ooked fromVailret to Bryl to Vailret
again. "WIIl you tell me where you are fron? Wat is your honme |ike?" The
young man found the lush green of Ydainm s eyes disconcerting; the pupils were
oval , catlike.

"The Stronghold. It's far to the west from here, many hexes away."
Vailret didn't feel |ike talking.

"I have not heard of it," Ydaimsaid. H s expression | ooked grave and
seri ous.

Vail ret shrugged. Bryl coughed tw ce.

Ydai m stretched out his supple feline body on the | ong grass beside the

pool. "I would like to travel soneday, but | do not wish to go far fromthe
_dayid_. | have wandered the | ands around Ledaygen nore than any ot her
khel ebar. The others are content to do their appointed tasks for the forest.
But | like to explore. And the _dayid_ always takes ne back hone."

Bryl finally nade a rude noise. "I amgetting tired of you constantly

tal ki ng about your _dayid_.

The khel ebar rolled hinself back into a sitting position and brushed a
| eaf fromhis shoulder. His face took on a baffled expression. "The _dayid_
cares for us all. The _dayid_wll offer its assistance to Thilane Heal er as
she strives to save your friend."

Ydaimdidn't seemto have any conception of what a _dayid_ really was.
Vailret considered telling him but decided to hold those particul ar | oaded
dice for later. Instead, he pulled on his still-danp tunic and |aced up the
front. "So, does the _dayid_ keep your forest so clean all by itself?"

Ydai m spread his arms out to indicate all of Ledaygen. "This is the
forest of the khelebar. W keep it clean because that is our covenant with the
_dayid . W live in peace with Ledaygen. Al life is our friend, and we hold
it sacred.”

The khel ebar fingered the pine cone pendant on his chest.

To Vailret, though, the words sounded flat and nenorized. Flashing
across his menories, he continued to see the nonstrous Cycl ops heavi ng
boul ders, the obsidian claws scraping sparks agai nst the stone, the boul der
smashing Delrael's leg as he tried to twist himself out of the way...

The Qutsiders would consider this just an incidental adventure al ong
the path of their quest.

He | ooked down and saw that his hands had clenched into fists.

"And how did the khel ebar get this miracul ous covenant that forces you
to hold life so sacred that you can't even strike back at a nonster who
attacked us? Sone say the Qutsiders put the nonsters on Ganearth just to kil
and be killed."

Ydai mignored the sarcasmin Vailret's voice. "That is exactly why we
must not kill the Cyclops. W must bend and twi st the Qutsiders' Rules in
what ever way we can. W need to show themthat we own our lives and that we
will do what we wish."

Ydai m wi t hdrew his | ong wooden sword and held it in front of his chest.



The | ate afternoon |ight nade the bl ade's hardened pitch coating | ook deeply
gol den. Splotches of the Cyclops's blood speckled the flat surface. Ydaim
sounded enbarrassed when he spoke agai n.

"Long ago, just after the old Sorcerer wars, the khel ebar were viol ent
and warlike. We had no respect for nature. W ... mistreated the forest. W
chopped down trees, letting them crash wherever they happened to fall, naining
the forest. Oten we left the hewn trees to rot on the forest floor, useless!"”

Ydai m shuddered. "But the force of the _dayid_was strong in Ledaygen
The trees banded together and the forest retaliated against us. The trees
ceased to bear fruit. The wood refused to burn. The branches tangl ed together
and the trunks noved so close that we could not pass anong them The trees
shifted their positions regularly, making all the trails di sappear. The
khel ebar sensed that the forest was their eneny, and so ny ancestors fought
back, chopping down trees and salting the soil. But the trees fell backward,
on purpose, crushing the khel ebar."

Vailret | ooked around, w shing he had some way to wite down the
| egend. He wanted to renenber it for his chronicle of Ganearth. Ydai m seened
[ost in his words.

"Many trees and khel ebar died before the _dayid_ finally spoke through
Thessar, the Father Pine. You saw Thessar when we first reached the counci
clearing, on the verge of the great cliff."

Vai |l ret nodded.

"Thessar spoke aloud the terns of the _dayid_'s truce. The khel ebar are
charged with keepi ng Ledaygen free of decay and sickness, free of parasites
and any aninmals that mght injure the trees. We nust renove dead branches
wherever they may be and see to it that seedlings grow far enough apart.
Ledaygen thrives. |In exchange, the forest taught us true wood-nagic and how to
heal , using arts previously known only to the _dayid_ ."

Vailret finished pulling on his clothes and shook his arms. "Then you
shoul d have no trouble at all healing Delrael."

Ydaim snil ed nmysteriously. "That we shall see.”

Fire. Sparkling orange, burning bright. Warmfire, hungry fire,
reflecting fromthe glassy yellow of a single staring eye.

The Cycl ops stood at the edge of the forest, drawing the snmoke into his
nostrils. Feeling powerful. The trees were afraid of him afraid of the fire.
He scraped his fingers together, and nore sparks flew

The khel ebar had spread a thick carpet of dried | eaves on the floor of
Ledaygen. The flanes grew

Spar kl i ng orange, burning bright.

"I have finished ny carving, Healer." Noldir Wodcarver pushed his way
t hrough the dense trees into Thilane's chanber.

She | ooked up at him groggy and blinking her eyes as she broke her
preparatory nmeditation. She waited a nonment, gathering her thoughts as the
trees around her flickered into focus.

"Hel p me, Wbodcarver. | must take the man to the _kennok_tree." The
wor ds scraped out of her vocal cords, sounding harsh

Nol dir slipped his fingers under Delrael's shoul ders, shifting the man
to get a better grip. Delrael let out a soft, pain-filled gasp, and Noldir
al nrost dropped him Delrael's bl eeding had stopped, but he still |ooked weak
and drained, fluttering along the hex-line between |ife and death. Thilane
encour aged Nol dir, though, and he lifted the man onto her dusty gray back

The Healer held himin place with one armas they set off through the
uncharted ways of Ledaygen. Nol dir kept pace beside her, watching and hel pi ng
hold the man. Thilane could feel Delrael's weight on her back, she could fee
his blood on her fur, she could feel echoes of his pain throbbing in her head.

She wanted to drench herself in Ledaygen's cold spring waters when the
ritual was finished, lay in the nunbing pool until she could feel cleansed.
But she had to succeed first -- the _dayid_ held this man in high esteem
enough to ask her for this sacrifice. The risk. The _dayid_'s demands were not
easy, but the chance to work directly with the soul of the forest outweighed



everyt hi ng el se.

Noldir led the way to where the | one _kennok_ tree grew. The trees were
so rare and precious that few of the khel ebar knew their |ocation

The Wbodcarver passed through a thicket of flowers and woven vines to a
pl ace where he had | eft wood chips strewn on the forest floor. Thilane noticed
that, in his work, he had heedl essly tranpled the grass around the tree.

Then she studied the new linb itself.

Nol dir had joined hinself to the _dayid_, working with the wood of the
smal | but ancient trunk of the _kennok_ . He had shaped the wood like clay with
the pal ms of his hands, stroking off the bark and snoot hi ng, bendi ng,
reshapi ng according to the picture in his mnd. The roots of the _kennok_ tree
still plunged deep into the soil of Ledaygen, tapping into the blood of the
_dayid_itself. But the main part of the trunk was now in the shape of a human
| eg, poised erect and pointing its toes toward the sky. The gol den pol i shed
wood gl owed with rich coppery whorls of grain, strong but soft, and stil
alive.

Thilane set her nmouth in a satisfied |line. She tossed her braids back
over her shoul ders, where they brushed against the injured man. "I conmend
you, Wyodcarver. Your work honors the _dayid ."

Nol di r shrugged but | ooked pleased, as if he had not expected her to
gi ve any kind of conplinent. "The _dayid_ gives each of us our speci al
talents.”

He brushed sone of the wood chips froman area of grass. Thilane knelt,
and the two of themslid Delrael's body from her back, |aying himbeside the
_kennok_ trunk. Noldir tried to make Delrael nore confortable while Thilane
stood back, stretching her shoul ders and brushing at her fur in distaste. She
| ooked at the sticky red on her fingers.

"He nust wake now, just for a nmoment."

She plucked one yell ow petal fromthe garland of flowers around her
neck and crushed it in front of Delrael's nose. Noldir stepped back fromthe
acrid odor that sent the man plungi ng back into consci ousness.

Thi | ane wat ched Delrael blink. His glassy eyes were strange and gray,
different fromthe enerald green shared by all khel ebar. Beads of sweat popped
out on his forehead. She bent down, stroking his hair. He would not know who
she was.

Del rael |ooked startled, and then his face drained back into gray as
pai n washed over him Thilane turned his head, directing his gaze to the
wooden | eg growi ng up out of the tree stunp.

"Behol d your new |linb, Traveler. Because nmy own skill was not enough,
Ledaygen has offered you a repl acenent."

Delrael tilted his head, but then he saw the clotted bl ood that slicked
his |l eather arnor, the bone shards protruding fromthe remains of his |eg.
Thi | ane caught and cradl ed his head as he swooned back agai nst her

"Sleep now, " she said.

Delrael's eyes closed and he breathed deeply as she whi spered hi m back
i nto unconsci ousness.

Thil ane gl anced up at Nol dir Wodcarver. He seened to be struggling to
contain an expression of awe and to retain the conmposure he thought she
expected of him

Then she ignored the Wodcarver as she ran her fingers along the cloth
of Delrael's stained and torn trousers, finding the secret of the foreign
fibers in the cloth. They fell away, |eaving both of his | egs bare.

Thil ane drew a deep breath and exhal ed as she cl osed her eyes, humi ng
to herself, floating into the trance she woul d need. Keeping her eyes cl osed,
she extended an armto grasp the _kennok_ wood reaching out of the ground.
Fromit she drew strength and deepened her trance.

Wth her mnd she searched for the _dayid_, plunging deep beneath the
soi| of Ledaygen, follow ng the network of _kennok_ roots toward the heart of
Ganearth itself. She saw the structure, the patterns ... she learned with awe
how the _dayid_ slipped between the cracks, bent under and around the Rul es



that confined the rest of the world. Still shutting her eyes tight, she could
see through the eyes of the forest.

Her hand drifted down the polished _kennok_wood until she reached the
poi nt where the carving ended and the bark began. Thil ane extended her index
finger and applied gentle pressure horizontally, slicing the artificial |eg
fromthe _kennok tree

Eyes cl osed, she lifted the heavy false |linb and carried it on her
fingertips until she rested it on the ground beside Delrael's injured | eg. She
aligned the two linbs, then clinbed back to her feet again. On four feline
paws, she padded to one of the towering black pines, then ran the pal ns of her
hands up the trunk, brushing the bark, the rough lunps of pitch, until she
encountered a branch thinner than her finger. She plucked it fromthe trunk
| eavi ng no scar.

Nol dir watched in awed silence. He saw that dark red sap had begun to
ooze fromthe severed trunk of the _kennok tree.

The Heal er's hunming grew | ouder. Then she sang a song with no words,
notes that sounded |like running water, chattering birds, bloon ng flowers.
Thilane laid the thin pine branch across Delrael's thigh, just above his
injury.

Her breath hissed through her teeth as she pushed down. She did not
hear Nol dir gasp as the branch sank into Delrael's flesh, nelting through the
heavy bone and severing the |eg.

Movi ng rapidly now, Thilane opened her eyes. The green irises gl owed
wi th an unseei ng power. She discarded Delrael's dead linb and switched it for
the living _kennok_leg, pressing it against his stunp before the blood could
start. The Heal er wapped her fingers along the seam and her voice broke into
a different, nmore powerful song that resonated in the air. The trees seened to
be singing along with her.

"Mel ding of flesh and tree. Merging of bone and wood. Joining of sap
and bl ood. Bring the two together as one. Life of tree and man bl end t oget her
Mel d. Merge. Join. One!"

A flood of energy fromthe _dayid_ seared through her nerves, |eaping
across the barrier into the _kennok_ wood.

The Heal er gave a sharp cry and stepped back, blinking her eyes and
seeing the forest again. Her hands trenbled with exhaustion. Noldir Wodcarver
stood beside her as she fought to bring her m nd back through the nurk of the
trance. Noldir reached out a hand to steady her, but she pushed hi maway and
bent over Delrael's notionless form

She had attached the _kennok_linmb. A sharp |line marked the boundary of
skin and wood, but that would fade as the man's body accepted his new | eg. She
smled to herself.

Only a small amount of the man's blood spattered the grass. She ran her
fingers along one of the grass bl ades, straightening it and w ping off the red
snear .

Thi | ane gave the crushed, dead leg to Noldir. "Take this ... and bury
it."

Delrael fled frombizarre dreamnms, unable to force hinself awake.

Sonet hing held himinprisoned with his nightmares, but | ocked himaway from
his pain. He saw a giant, one-eyed nonster hurling boul ders. He renenbered
runni ng. Hybrid man-panthers. The huge rock flying at him And pain. A great
deal of pain.

"Roll the dice again!" He npaned and turned his head. He had better
luck than this. "It's not fair." Hs leg felt very strange.

He lifted his eyelids, expecting to see sonething or sonmeone he
recogni zed. He didn't. He was in a thick forest sonewhere. He could snell it.
He coul d hear the sounds of wi nd and night birds. Everything seened to be
dark, but he was not cold. In a disorienting nonent, he wondered if he had
somehow | anded in the Rul ewonan Mel anie's forest, by her Pool of Peace. He
expected to see his own father there, waiting for him

Then Thil ane Heal er stood over him Her garland of yellow flowers



swayed, and her face |ooked |ined and weary. Her breasts were tanned and
dusty-col ored, |ike her pale fur. He renenbered her from sonmewhere.

Questions ricocheted back and forth in his mnd until he renmenbered
everything. The Cycl ops, the canyon, the khel ebar, the boulder -- his leg. He
winced with a pain that was not there, but shoul d have been.

"I am Thil ane Heal er of the khel ebar." She spoke in a quiet yet harsh
voi ce. "Your leg would not heal, so | replaced it."

Del rael | ooked down at his left leg -- and saw rich yell ow wood | aced
with feathery ripples of copper-colored grains. The Heal er held onto his
shoul ders, squeezing hard enough that her fingernails made inpressions in the
skin. He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, |eaning his head back. "It's
not fair." Overhead, the leaves rustled in the night. "Look at it," Thilane
sai d.

Delrael felt the words choke in his throat. H s real |eg was gone
di scarded and replaced with something of wood. He was a fighter. He _needed_
his dexterity. He needed to nove, to attack, to quest, to explore. If he could
do nothing interesting, the Qutsiders would erase himfromthe Gane.

"Look at it!" Thilane said again.

He turned his eyes downward, |ooking at the serpentine wood-grain
patterns that seenmed to nove by thenselves. He did not want to think of it as
part of him

The Heal er shook her head. She took his _kennok_|leg in her hands,
massaging it. "Time. Gve it tinme. | can feel the warnth in the wood." Wth
one fingernail she tapped agai nst the wooden knee. He heard a light ticking
noi se. "Can you feel this?"

"No." He drew in a deep breath. He wanted to go back to his nightnmares
again. "Of course not."

"There's magic in Ganearth. You just need to know howto use it."

"That spell isn't in any book. Ask Bryl." Delrael wasn't sure, but it
seemed right to him

Thi l ane crossed her arms, accidentally bruising the yellow fl owers
around her neck. He snelled the burst of perfunme they rel eased. "Ganmearth has
magi ¢ the Qutsiders don't even know about."

She kneaded his left foot, massagi ng the wood, working with the toes
and bending themslowy at the joints. Delrael watched in wonder as he saw the
_kennok_ wood becone fl exible.

"Trust ne," she said.

Del rael closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing for several
m nutes. Thilane offered no conversation of her own. "Were is Vailret?" he
finally asked.

The Heal er stopped her work as she scowled up at him He was frightened
of the stare behind her oval green eyes. "Your friends are gathering a counci
of the khel ebar. Your Vailret is upset because you were attacked by the
Cycl ops. "

Del rael saw the nonster towering on top of the gorge, his brick-red
skin gleaming in the sunlight, his one yellow eye like a great torch as he
found his target. And hurled the crushing boul der down --

"Wy did_ he attack us?"

Thi | ane shrugged. "Because that is what he does. The Qutsiders put him
there as a challenge to us. W refuse to accept it. The _dayid_ gives us other
tasks than to amuse childish Players."

Thil ane noved Delrael's ankle, working patiently until the foot becane
linber and soft. Her strong hands continued to massage, pushing on the false
calf muscles and finally, with a trenendous effort, bending his knee.

Del rael reached forward, tentative. Thilane guided his hand, touching
it to the _kennok_ wood. To him the polished skin seemed hard as oak, yet
war m sonehow.

"Were are nmy clothes? My silver belt?"

"Near by. Enough tal k. Now nove your toes."

"I can't. It's only wood."



"I't is _kennok_ wood! Now nove your toes."

Delrael stared at his toes, and they seened to stare back. He cl osed
his eyes and concentrated. But he couldn't think how to nove nuscles that were
not his.

"The _kennok_ trees have been in this forest since the beginning of the

Gane. Some say the Qutsiders do not know they exist -- they are the wellspring
of the true magic of our world. But they are rare. And only once before, in
all our chanted history, has this ritual been successfully performed -- for

Jorig Falselinb, a great |eader of the khel ebar."
Thi |l ane | ooked around in the shadowy darkness. "Jorig saved Ledaygen
froma bl ood-mad wol f pack that haunted the Spectre Muntains. A saliva-fever

had driven all the wolves into a frenzy -- and Jorig stood alone with the
_dayid_to face them
"The _dayid_ took away Jorig's individual scent, making himsnell [|ike

t he pines, the oaks, the grass, the woodl and flowers. The wol ves were
confused, but the great black |eader of the pack found a _part_ of the scent
that was the khel ebar, and he attacked that part of Jorig. The wolf bit off
Jorig's arm The black wolf died in a spasm of his own bl ood-fever, and the
rest of the wolves fled.

"But the _dayid_ was grateful to Jorig, and it showed the khel ebar
Heal ers how to nmeke a false linb fromthe living _kennok_ wood. After he
became accustomed to it, Jorig used his wooden fingers to play a flute and to
shoot his bow " She | ooked up into the night with a dreany, distant expression
on her face.

Then she whirled to shout at him "Now nove your toes!"

Startled, Delrael saw that in reflex his toes had noved. He felt a
surge of surprise and relief.

Later, he did not want to sleep. The night went on and on. After an
hour of intensive practice, Delrael used his leg clunmsily. He could rotate his
foot, he could bend his knee and nove it. He still could not feel any
sensation, but Thilane assured himthat even that woul d come back, in tine.

Al ready, the seam where the _kennok_ wood joined his |l eg had grown | ess
distinct as the elenments of tree and man m ngl ed toget her

Thilane pulled forth an aged wooden knife with a bl ade polished and
hard as iron. "W shall see if the acceptance is conplete." Delrael watched
t he edge of the blade and envied its craftsmanship; the sharpness had been
honed with infinite patience and devotion. Thilane reversed the knife and
tapped the man's leg with the wooden hilt. A hollow sound rang in the stil
forest air. "Can you feel this?" Delrael concentrated. "I don't think so."

"And this?" Thilane flipped the knife in her hand and chopped the bl ade
down hard into the _kennok wood.

"OM" Delrael sat up as a slice of pain echoed through his |eg.

"CGood." Thilane hid her snile.

Vailret stood in the clearing and watched the ni ght shroud the
surroundi ng hexes of nountain terrain. Thessar, the tall and ancient Father
Pine, loomed silent on the verge of the cliff-discontinuity. Over the sound of
the wind in the trees, Vailret listened to the forest settle down.

The khel ebar began to arrive in the clearing, surrounding a | arge bare
circle where all the plants had been renoved. A heap of wood -- the dead
branches of Ledaygen -- lay within the patch of dirt. Flames froma new fire
wor ked their way deeper into the pile.

Ydai m had told himthat some of the khel ebar were Treescavengers, whose
purpose was to find and renove the dead and di seased branches. They used no
tool s, but sonmehow they scranbled to the tallest branches and renoved the
wood. "The _dayid_ guides them" Ydai mhad said.

Vailret had | ooked with awe around the forest. The aura of Ledaygen
seened to penetrate even to him and he could sense the magi c but he could not
touch it.

He just hoped the _dayid_ could help Delrael

Bryl sat by the fire, shivering and trying to warm hinself and his danp



clothes. The old hal f-Sorcerer rubbed the Water Stone, |ooking distant.
Vailret watched him trying to imagi ne being able to use the magic hinself.

He drew in a deep breath, snelling the cool tang in the air, an
aftertaste of snoke fromthe fire, the spice of pines and the plentiful dried
| eaves on the forest floor. Delrael mght be dying ... the Qutsiders had
ef fectively stopped their quest in its tracks. The khel ebar had lived with the
threat of the Cyclops for years, and had done nothing about it.

Vailret rehearsed his line of attack as the panther people arrived.

The gat hered khel ebar | ooked at Vailret and Bryl, curious. Vailret
wasn't sure what he wanted fromthem He knew he was playing into the hands of
the Qutsiders by fighting back agai nst the Cyclops. This was just an
i nci dental adventure -- they should ignore the nonster and push on as soon as
Del rael had heal ed.

One of the khel ebar, an older male with cl ose-cropped hair streaked
with gray, stepped into the pool of firelight and paced back and forth.

Ydai m Tr ai | wal ker sat beside the two humans, |ike a sponsor. He tossed
his black braid behind his back and | eaned over to whisper in Vailret's ear
"That is Fiolin Tribeleader. He will hear your arguments."”

The ot her panther-people tightened their circle like a slipknot around
the bonfire. Over the roar of the flanmes Vailret heard insect sounds in the
forest. The bonfire spilled orange light over the cliff.

Fiolin Tribel eader turned to face the rest of the circle, silhouetting
hi nsel f agai nst the blaze. "Ydaim Trailwal ker, you have called us together in
council. For what purpose?"

Wth an excited gleamin his eye, Ydaimraised hinself to his feet,
br oadeni ng his shoul ders. He brushed the pine cone pendant before he spoke.
"The man Vailret Travel er has not asked for just a council, Tribeleader, but a
war council . "

Ydai m hel d his ground when the other khelebar nuttered in astoni shment.
Fiolin maintained his cool expression, keeping his thoughts hidden. "Against
whomwi || the khel ebar go to war, after so many years of peace? And for what
cause?"

Ydai m Trai | wal ker gestured to the two men. Vailret nmade ready to speak
but Ydai m continued. "The travel ers speak agai nst the Cyclops -- Pain-G ver,
Li fe- Taker. The bl ack snoke of burning, _living_trees coats the walls of his
cave |ike dark bl oodstains. |I have seen it in nmy wanderings. And he preys upon
hel pl ess questers such as the man Delrael, now called _Kennok_ |inb, and these
two here.”

Vailret stood up. Hi s el egant speeches nelted away, |eaving him
weaponl ess to convey his anger to the nell ow expressions of the khel ebar. They
stared back at himfromthe firelit shadows. Their unblinking enerald eyes
made himfeel as if he had stunbled into a jungle and was now surrounded by
patient wild ani mals.

He swal | omed and spoke. "Ooviously, you nust do somrething about the
Cyclops."” Bryl watched him "He is destructive and dangerous. Wy have you | et
hi m go unpuni shed for so long? He will keep hurting other characters if you
don't do sonething."

"He mains trees," Ydai m added.

The khel ebar remained silent, waiting for their Tribel eader to speak
Fiolin rmused for a noment. "The Cycl ops has | ong been our eneny. Do others
agree that we should try to drive himaway now that he has harnmed the man
Del rael _Kennok | i nb?"

Vailret fidgeted. He had hoped they woul d consi der destroying the
nonster, not just chase hi m away.

One of the khel ebar stood up. She had dark brown hair and a nottl ed
pant her pelt. Fiolin nodded to her. "Speak, Stynod Treescavenger."

She faced the Tribel eader, not |ooking at Vailret. "The Cyclops is a
chal | enge for the khelebar to face. The Qutsiders placed himhere. H's only
purpose is to attack and destroy and eat -- we nust endure himas best we
can." Her voice grew hoarse and angry. "If we renmove him the Qutsiders wll



only send somet hing worse."

"And what if the Qutsiders lose interest in that?" Bryl asked. Vailret
gave the hal f-Sorcerer an appreciative nod.

"W happen to know the Qutsiders _are_ bored with Ganearth. They have
al ready begun the destruction of the world. The Rul eworman Mel ani e has gi ven us
a quest to prevent it if we can.”

One of the other khelebar, Noldir Wodcarver, nodded. "Ah, then that is
why the _dayi d_ demanded that Thil ane Heal er save your conpanion.”

Fiolin brooded a | ong nmonent, distracted and troubled. The firelight
and the night sounds of the forest insects seemed to speak to him

"The _dayid_ is uneasy tonight -- | can feel it. Perhaps it sees the
evil things that may cone of this council.”

A gi bbous noon hovered over the eastern outline of the Spectre
Mount ai ns; Lady Maire's Veil draped gl owing over the north. But Fiolin stared
at a hazy orange glow nearby, rising fromthe treetops at the far fringe of
Ledaygen. As he gazed wi t hout speaking, the other khelebar also turned to
| ook.

The Tri bel eader notioned to a bl ond-haired khel ebar standi ng near him
The young pant her-man was deeply tanned with tigerlike whorls on his fur. Each
of his arms bore an arnmband on the bicep, and a neckl ace of stones hung at his
t hr oat .

"Tayron, nmy son, go find the cause of that orange glow. It may be a
sign fromthe _dayid_. Maybe it will help us make our decision.”

"Yes, Father." The young panther-man turned to bound into the dark mass
of surrounding trees, vanishing from sight.

Fiolin Tribel eader stilled the soft nutters around the bonfire. He
turned to stare at Vailret. "The khel ebar have not harned a living being since
the Scouring of Ganearth."

"The Cyclops is a killer,"” Vailret said, surprised at how calmhis
voi ce sounded. "By your inaction you caused Delrael to come to harm You won't
acconpl i sh anything by slapping the nonster's hands and telling himto stay in
his cave."

Vailret stopped, letting the silence hang |like a poised sword over the
council. The ot her khel ebar waited, watching their Tribel eader. Fiolin avoided
| ooking at Vailret and sat back down in the firelight. "Perhaps we should wait
for Tayron Next-Leader to return."

Vailret pursed his lips in inpatience.

Along time later, they heard a khel ebar plunging through the forest,
reckl ess and crashi ng branches and undergrowth. Tayron Next-Leader burst into
the cliff clearing, scratched and w | d-eyed, gasping for breath.

Vai lret had never seen a khel ebar out of breath before, nor had he seen
such an expression of horror and despair. Tayron gasped, scattering tears
i nstead of words.

Fiolin pounced to his feet. "What is it? Wat have you seen?"

Tayron sobbed but managed to speak. "The forest! It is on fire!
Ledaygen is burning!"

* * * %

A Fire In Ledaygen

"RULE #8: Magic users -- i.e., those with Sorcerer blood -- may attenpt
to use only a specific nunber of spells per day. Table A-3 lists spel
al | owances, cal cul ated according to the character's percentage of Sorcerer
bl ood, al so taking experience into account."

-- _The Book of Rules_

The khel ebar sat stunned. The heartbeat of the night fell silent,
interrupted only by the insects. Vailret could hear the soft crackle of the
bonfire and the whi sper of a breeze through the interl ocked trees.

"Can you not hear ne?" Tayron Next-Leader choked on his words, aghast
at his own people. "Ledaygen is _burning_!"

Fiolin broke fromhis shock and drew hinmself taller as he pointed to



four of the khel ebar. "Ydaim Trail wal ker, you and three others go scout and
tell me the extent of the fire. Quickly! W nust know how fast it is
spreadi ng. "

Ydai m gl anced back at Vailret, then bounded with the others into the
mass of trees. The four khel ebar becane dark ripples in the forest, |oping
toward t he orange gl ow

Fiolin Tribel eader continued to notion at the. other panther-people.
"Aratok Treetender, Stynod Treescavenger -- find everyone el se in Ledaygen
Tell themto conme here. The khel ebar nust be alerted!"

Stynod had to shake the ot her khel ebar nan out of his shock before they
both ran into the forest.

Bryl noved over to Vailret, |leaning forward on the danp grass. His eyes

were bright in their nest of winkles. "I wonder how serious this is."

Vailret stared into the bonfire, "It'll be bad enough.” He turned a
heavy gaze at the hal f-Sorcerer as the inplications popped one by one into his
m nd. "Think about it -- the Cyclops nearly killed Delrael. Now there's a

forest fire." He heaved a deep breath, frightened. "I don't know how we coul d
have hoped to hide it after we nmade the Barrier River

"The Qutsiders know what we're doing. And they're trying to stop us."

Delrael noved in tight circles, flexing his _kennok_linmb with
difficulty. "I can nove it."

Thil ane Heal er paid no attention to him Troubl ed, she paced about the
cl earing, back and forth. She had been silent for a long while, sniffing the
air. Delrael watched her back, the tight skin against her shoul der bl ades, the
nmuscl es wrapped around her sides nmelding into the panther body.

He |inped around the clearing once nore and rested on a boul der; the
rock felt cool as he sat onit. His _kennok_Ilinb felt tired. Deep night
penetrated Ledaygen, broken only by the noonlight.

"Something is wong in Ledaygen." Thilane touched a tree trunk, closed
her eyes, then shook her head, as if amazed to be talking to herself.

A few seconds before Delrael heard anything, Thilane gl anced up and
stared into the trees. Rough sounds of passage cane through the forest, too
carel ess to be a khel ebar. But Stynod Treescavenger burst into the clearing.
Her eyes were wild and her dark braids undone. Flecks of sweat streaked down
her face and chest.

Thilane waited in silence as Stynod caught her breath in great gulps.
"Ledaygen burns!"

The Heal er bit back an outcry. Delrael could see the pain drive like a
sword through her side. But he had hel ped fight grass fires in other villages
to the south of the Stronghold. "How far has it spread? Wat kind of help do
you have?" he asked.

The Treescavenger shook her head, motioning themtoward the trees. "Go
to the council clearing for your answers. | have no tinme." She set off into
the forest again, nmoaning to herself. "How can | bear to tell any others?"

She fled the clearing, fueled by her owmn fear, and vanished into the
t hi ckness of the trees.

Mor e khel ebar converged on the council clearing, their faces filled
with silent horror. Vailret watched them anazed at how hel pl ess the graceful
pant her - peopl e now appeared. Left untended, the council bonfire had burned
low, turning red as the noon rose higher in the sky.

"Delrael!" Bryl stood up as Thilane Heal er | ed the man out of the
trees. Vailret whirled, grinning.

Del rael stopped at the edge of the clearing, sweating and breathl ess.
He pl aced a hand on Thilane's dusky back and rested. The Healer didn't seemto
m nd.

Vailret and Bryl ran forward. Several khelebar glared at their happy
out burst, but Vailret ignored them Delrael sniled wyly and took anot her
linping step forward. The Heal er kept pace with him

Vailret gave Delrael a careful hug as Bryl hovered next to him
grinning. "You're all right!"



Delrael lifted his hand from Thil ane's back and steadi ed hinself.

"Well, not quite as good as new, but ... different. It'll take sonme getting
used to."

Thil ane | ooked at the three of themin turn. "You can thank the _dayid_
for challenging me to heal him _Kennok_wood is rare and precious, but the
_dayid_ holds all of you in great value. Perhaps you will save us fromthis
fire?" She snorted and went to join the other khel ebar. Around the circle,
Tayron Next-Leader described the blaze as they waited for the scouts to
return.

"Look." Delrael lifted part of his mended trouser |eg and showed the
feathery grain of his _kennok_ Ileg. "And I can nove it." He puckered his brow
in concentration as he bent the knee partway.

"It's not any kind of magic |'ve ever heard of,’
agr eed.

"I need to sit down," Delrael said. Vailret and Bryl hel ped himover to
the bonfire, away fromthe other khel ebar

Vailret felt |ight-headed at having his cousin back. Somehow, he could
not worry about the forest fire at the monent. He snmiled at his own nenories,
wat ching Delrael. "Del, do you renmenber when we were little? You al ways picked
on me because you were ol der, and bigger, and stronger."

"Yes, but you got back at ne every tine with sone practical joke.

Mol asses on the privy seat in winter. A puddle of water on ny chair."

"Sand in your birthday honey roll. Your father said it was just |ike
when he and ny father were young. But it all changed when those outl ander
villagers tried to beat me up. You saved ne."

Del rael shrugged, but allowed a smle to drift onto his face. "I didn't
want anyone picking on you but ne."

"I was only ten. You were fourteen. And now we're a team"

Del rael propped hinself up on his el bows, stretching both | egs toward
the | owering bonfire.

"Are you sure you're all right, Del?"

"Just give nme some tinme. W've got a quest to finish." He rubbed a hand
on his _kennok_ | eg.

Bryl cleared his throat, isolated fromthe conversation. He pointed to
t he gathered khelebar. "I don't think they're all right."

Vailret | ooked once again at the Tribel eader's haggard face. Fiolin
| ooked filled with anguish for his burning trees.

"Maybe we can do sonething." Delrael reached out, and Vailret hel ped
himto his feet. Together, they went to where Fiolin stood. H s emerald eyes
were glassy with tears and visions fromhis own i magi nati on

"Ledaygen will be consuned to the soil itself. W have no way to fight

Bryl said. Vailret

fire. "

The Tri bel eader closed his eyes, but Vailret touched his shoul der
Fiolin's eyes snapped open, piercing himw th a | ost gaze.

"W were going to offer help,"” Vailret said. "Bryl can use the Water
Stone to make it rain on the fire. Delrael and |I have both fought against
fires before. Every summer the grassland and grassy-hill terrain to the south
and west of the Stronghold gets dry as a match. Wen the fires start, people
of the Stronghold village work to stop them from spreadi ng. "

Del rael agreed. "Last year it got so bad that the Sidonne village
nearly burned. But we saved it."

Fiolin Tribel eader | ooked unwilling to enbrace hope. "Wat power do you
have that can defeat a raging fire?"

"Just common sense," Vailret said softly. "Fire is deadly, but it is no
evil force. It's just fire."

One of the logs in the bonfire settled with a crunch, startling Fiolin.
Sone of the other khel ebar now shied away fromthe fire, as if that too had
turned into an eneny.

He squatted on the dirt of the clearing and nmotioned for the
Tri bel eader to stand beside him "Draw nme a nmap of your forest, Fiolin. Del,



hel p ne think of sone strategy."

Fiolin hesitated, looking lost. Vailret raised his voice. "Come on
Anot her tree dies for every nminute you waste."

When the Tribel eader saw that others had gathered to watch, he regai ned
hi s composure. He sent one of the younger khel ebar running for a stick and
some ashes. The youth scattered two handfuls of white ash froma dead part of
the bonfire, spreading it on the ground to make a snmooth surface.

Fiolin took up the thin stick and sketched out the preci se hexagon of
Ledaygen and the surroundi ng hexagons of terrain. He indicated the terrain
types. "This is our forest." He handed the stick to Vailret.

Vailret frowned and ran a finger along his lips. He tasted ash and
wi ped his hand on his trousers. Delrael watched himthink. "Okay, any rivers,
ravi nes? Rock outcroppings that m ght slow the fire?"

Fiolin shook his head. "Ledaygen is forested-hill terrain, but rather
flat. The _dayid_ draws water from underground springs that reach the surface
in a few places, but we have no rivers."

Bryl joined them |ooking snmug. "The _dayid_ always saved you before.
Why doesn't it just stop the fire and protect the forest?"

Fiolin forced a smle, |ooking pathetic. "The _dayid_ does not work
that way. It offers assistance and gives hope, but the khel ebar nmust do
everyt hing that needs doing."

Bryl shook his head, sighing. "Not nuch of a _dayid_ then, is it?"

Vailret found Bryl's attitude puzzling. But then he renenbered about
Bryl's parents, Qonnar and Tristane, how they had both destroyed thenselves in
bl azi ng sorcerous fire, a partial Transition, as their young son watched ..
all because they had failed at sonething. He couldn't remenber nuch el se, and
Bryl hinself never tal ked about it.

One of the khel ebar began sobbing, as if he felt the burning in the
forest itself. "Silence!" Thilane Heal er said. "You show di srespect for the
forest inits pain."

Fiolin sniffed the air. H's shoul ders sagged. "I can smell the snoke
al ready. Already."

Delrael turned his head. He wet one finger and raised it. "A breeze is
blowing this way. It isn't strong, but it will push the fire along." He | ooked
to Vailret. "Wth the help of the khel ebar, you m ght have enough man power to
make an effective fire line, cutting down trees and digging trenches. Unless
the wi nd changes, though, we'll never be able to set a controlled fire back
into the first one -- "

Fiolin gripped Delrael's arm aghast and angry. The lines in his face
made his expression look as if it had shattered. "Do not speak of such things!
Choppi ng down trees, digging in the sacred earth of Ledaygen, starting another
fire! Is the damage not great enough al ready? How can you think the khel ebar
woul d do this!"

Delrael controlled his own reply and thrust the Tribe | eader's hand
back at him

Vail ret made a di sappointed noise at Fiolin. "You khel ebar may be
faithful to your forest, but you are blind to reason. If you're willing to
t ake these nmeasures now, you may save nost of Ledaygen."

Vailret turned his back fromthe Tribel eader. Msts rose softly up the
side of the gaping discontinuity at the edge of the clearing where the
forested-hill terrain dropped off to the nountainous hex bel ow

The four khel ebar scouts | ed by Ydaim Trail wal ker | eaped back into the
cl earing, pouring out of the tree shadows |ike dun-col ored spears. Sweat and
tears streaked the scouts' faces. The other khel ebar stood up, anxious.

Ydai m crossed to the Tribel eader in three enornous bounds. He pawed at
the bare ground and his tail swished in tension and fear. "The fire is
ragi ng!" He paused to swallow a nouthful of dry air, then glanced at Vailret,
but his glassy green eyes showed no recognition. "Nothing can stop it."

"The trees are falling, spraying red coals!" One of the other scouts
put a hand to her throat to sl ow down her throbbing breaths. "The flanes nove



onward and onward!"

Soneone mpaned, and the sound grew as others joined in an eerie keening
sound. Vailret watched them and shuddered.

"Enough! " Fiolin Tribel eader shouted, then blinked his eyes at his own
vehemence. "We will not surrender so soon. To abandon hope is to abandon the
_dayid_." He clenched his teeth and drew a deep breath. Vailret got the sense
that he was afraid to speak further, but Fiolin swallowed and continued. "The
travelers claimthey may know a way to help. It will be painful to us, and to
Ledaygen -- but | say it is nmore painful to do nothing as the trees die around
us."

He hung his head. "Perhaps it is a test. Perhaps it is time we show the
Qut si ders just what we are nade of."

Fiolin drew hinmself up again and thrust his drawing stick into Ydaims
hand, pointing to the hexagonal out lines drawn in the ashes. "Here,
Trai l wal ker. You have the best sense of your surroundi ngs. Show us the extent
of the fire."

Ydai m gl anced at Vailret and Bryl. He took up the stick and studied the
map.

"Ledaygen is a small forest, and the flames are noving rapidly." He
drew a line fromone vertex to another across the hexagon, cutting off about a
quarter of the enclosed area. "By now, the flames have destroyed this nmuch of
Ledaygen. By norning -- " He drew a second |ine over about a third of the
hexagon, "The fire will have devoured its way to here."

The other three scouts nodded their agreenent.

Del rael swore. He shifted his hand fromhis silver belt to the sword
given to himby Sardun, to his bow. Nothing seened a useful weapon

Vail ret shook his head and rested his knuckl es against his left tenple.
"The fire just rushes over your neat carpet of dead | eaves on the ground. Then
it can burn the trees at its leisure."

Bryl didn't seemto know what to do. "We might as well be sitting on
the wick of a candle.”

Fiolin hung his head in disbelief. "Wat you say frightens ne. The
_dayid_ has told us to tend the forest as we do -- and the _dayid_ woul d never
ask us to do sonething that mght harmthe trees."

"I't wasn't on purpose,” Vailret said.

"W would rather die than forfeit our bargain with the _dayid_,
Next - Leader said, |ooking around at the other khel ebar for support.

"W may well have to."

The silence held for a nonent, then Bryl pulled out the sapphire Water
Stone. Firelight glittered off its six snmooth facets, but the gemglowed with
its own sleeping blue fire. "Let me try to help with the Stone. | could nake
it rain or I could change the wind. | don't know what will work, but I've got
four spells per day."

Del rael patted himon the back. The hal f-Sorcerer | ooked enbarrassed.

"Ydaim wll you take me to the fire? We can travel faster if you |et
me ride on your back. And we need to get there before mdnight so | can use ny
spell allotnment for today. After mdnight | can try four nore tinmes."

Ydai m Tr ai | wal ker did not appear eager to return to the blaze, but he
squared his shoulders. "W must hurry to the defense of Ledaygen." Bryl slid
onto Ydai M s panther back and w apped his arns around the khel ebar's stomach.
He cl osed his eyes for the ride. "Do you want ne to cone along, Bryl?" Vailret
asked.

Tayr on

The hal f-Sorcerer shook his head. "Stay with Delrael. And keep
convincing themto fight."

As Ydai m bounded off into the forest again, Fiolin called after them
"You are our hope, Bryl Traveler."

Several other khel ebar followed, chasing fairy-lights of hope.

The shadowy trees of Ledaygen flew past. Ydai m Trail wal ker | oped
t hrough the night, seeing the unexpected obstacles with his green khel ebar
eyes.



Bryl held the Water Stone in his hand, eager now to have the
opportunity to use it, anxious to feel its power. He rubbed his thunb on the
slick flat facets. The forest fire offered hima chance to see exactly what
the Stone coul d do.

He did not understand how the Qutsiders could ever beconme bored with
all this.

Bryl smelled burning wood | ong before he could see the orange flames
peeling bark fromthe trees. He had to crouch I ow to the khel ebar's back
because Ydai m had st opped bei ng careful about dodgi ng branches. Ydai m charged
forward, shouting his anger at the fire. Bryl heard the crackle of burning
under brush. H s eyes stung fromthe thickening snoke.

They reached the edge of the bl aze.

"It is nearer than before. Ah, _dayid_, help us!"

Bryl stared as Ledaygen's trees fell into the burning mass, one by one.
In his imagination he saw the end of the world, a conflagration caused by the
Qutsiders, tired of their Game and burning their master naps.

He tightened his fist around the Water Stone. Wth the power of the old
Sorcerers and the dead Sentinels, he would fight back. He would not allow
failure to swall ow himup, as his parents had.

"Bryl Traveler, do sonething!" Tears streaned down Ydaim s cheeks, not
caused by the stinging snoke.

The heat of the fire focused Bryl's thoughts. He stared at the rippling
sheets of flame as he slid down fromthe khel ebar's back. Holding the Water
Stone with both hands in front of him he stepped toward the fire.

Tentatively, he sent a thought into the sapphire, focusing it through the
crystalline facets and unl ocki ng the Sorcerer power.

"I want it to rain!" He envisioned the stormhe wanted, and what he
woul d have to roll to succeed. The higher he rolled, the bigger the storm he
could summon. |If he rolled a "1", he forfeited an entire spell for the day.

Kneeling, Bryl tossed the Water Stone to the ground, rolling it on the
unburned | eaves. The facet showing "4" canme to the top

It began to rain. The crawing black snoke in the air clunped together
to formthundercl ouds that shone pale gray fromthe firelight and the night. A
vi ol ent downpour spilled onto a swath of the flam ng forest, but the droplets
hi ssed into steam before they touched the ground.

Slitting his eyes hal f-closed, he let the rain continue but reached
forward to pick up the Stone again. He filled his lungs with the snmoky air. He
felt larger, stronger.

"This time, | want to turn the w nd back."

Bryl shifted his fingers to a different facet of the Stone, then closed
his eyes as he tossed the gemto the ground. A thin line of sweat broke out on
his forehead. A "2". Cdose ... but close enough

The wind di ed without a whisper. The rain continued to fall. But his
mani pul ation with the Water Stone affected only an area around him He did not
have the strength and trai ning that Sardun had, his Sorcerer bl ood was not
pure -- and he had not rolled well. In the rest of Ledaygen, the fire
continued to rage.

The rai nstorm extingui shed the nearby flanes, |eaving a black and
st eam ng noonscape of soggy charcoal ed trees and scorched earth. For a nonent,
Bryl felt a sense of acconplishnment, optimsm

The rain sputtered and stopped as the first spell ended. A few nonents
later, he felt the other breeze pick up again, brushing his face with the
snel | of heat and burning. The bl aze slowed its march but moved forward,
skirting the rain-soaked area. Soon the fire would encircle them

But he saw in Ydaim Trailwal ker's eyes an adanant refusal to give up.
Ydai mwoul d fight for Ledaygen until his heart and |lungs burst, and he would
expect Bryl to do the same. If the half-Sorcerer succunbed to hopel essness and
stopped trying, he knew the other khel ebar woul d probably toss himover the
hex-di scontinuity as a traitor

"Come. Let us try a different area with your magic.

Ydai m ext ended hi s



arm and hel ped the hal f-Sorcerer up onto his back. They set off again, racing
toward the edge of the flanes.

Since he had used one spell already against the Cyclops, Bryl had only
one attenpt left until m dnight, when he would receive another day's spel
allotment. As Ydaimcarried himacross the reeking wet ground, Bryl fixed his
eyes on the flanes like blurry hot knives slashing the trees. The forest fire
m ght be something sent by the Qutsiders to stop themfrom finishing their
guest or as a prelude to their obliteration of Gamearth. Bryl would show t hem
he was not ready to sit back and Pl ay al ong.

Before rolling the Water Stone for the last time of the day, he | ooked
at the noon and the stars through the interlocked branches. It would be close
-- mdnight had nearly arrived, and he did not get reinbursed for any spells
he did not use in a day.

He successfully rolled for another rainstormand drove back the flanes
in a wder section. Ydaimclapped and gave hi m encouragenent. But the fire
fl anked them again, and Bryl could do nothing to contain it.

After midnight, feeling enthusiastic with four new spells to use, Bryl
i magi ned sumoning a larger storm a "6" stormwith the six-sided Water Stone
-- but he failed. When the "1" came face up on the | arge sapphire, he had
wast ed one of his chances.

"Can't your _dayid_ at |least help ne nake a sinple dice roll!" Bryl
shout ed, feeling cheated and afraid.

"You did not ask for help." Ydai mshrugged. "The _dayid_ often bends
Rul es and works around them Perhaps this is something it could do."

"Well, tell it to help ne then -- I'"'mgoing to try one nore tine.
_Dayid_, give ne a six!"

The Water Stone came up with a "2", paused, then kept rolling, one
facet at a time, until it stopped with "6" staring skyward.

Rai n came down in sheets. A brisk wind pushed at the fire, driving it
back. The storm spread out, attacking the bl aze.

Wth the _dayid 's help, Bryl abandoned hinself into the power of the
Stone. He cast his remaining two spells -- both sixes -- and spent hours in
the worl d bounded by the walls of the cube of sapphire. He enjoyed the rel ease
of power. He enjoyed fighting when he no longer felt |ike the weak contender
Wth the Stone he could work magi c even though no one had bothered to take the
time training him

He watched the flanes fall back as they tried to run fromthe rain. He
ext i ngui shed the enbers, snuffed the little fires. A chunk of Ledaygen
snol dered in weckage, scarred by the fire, wounded and gasping for its life.

VWhen his last spell ended, Bryl blinked dunbly as he came up for air.
Dawn shot through the darkness. Orange banners streaked across the sky above
the plains in the east. Snoke from Ledaygen rose upward, clotting in the air
li ke a dark pudding. The hal f-Sorcerer took a deep breath. H s body sagged
wi t h exhausti on.

Vailret stood beside him |ooking red-eyed and tired. "Good job, Bryl.
You made a | ot of progress.”

Bryl blinked but waited a noment before he felt strong enough to speak.
"Progress? That's all?"

Vailret spread his hands. "You fought back the fire, but it's stil
burni ng." Ydaim Trailwal ker glared into the distance, clenching his fists.
Wthout the influence of the magic, the prevailing breeze had pi cked up again,
stronger now, pushing the fire toward them

Bryl let his voice drop to a whisper. He held the Water Stone in his
grimy hands, but it was just a colored rock to himnow "I can't do anything
el se. I'm hel pless until tonorrow "

"Now it's our turn." Vailret indicated the other khel ebar he had
brought with him "The |ess thick-headed anong t hem have deci ded the situation
i s desperate enough. They're willing to try sonething else.”

Bryl saw the other khel ebar carrying oar-shaped shovel s nade from dead
branches to beat at the flanmes and dig at the earth. Ydaimwent forward to



t ake one of the shovels. "Noldir Wodcarver shaped these?"

Vailret pulled off his tunic, baring his chest. He | ooked thin and not
strong enough to fight against the fire, but he shook his head, maki ng sweat
fly fromhis hair. "You should have seen him-- using his palnms to slap off
slices of wood fromthe ends, like it was butter."”

Bryl hauled hinmself to his feet. His old bones creaked with weariness.
Ydai m Trai | wal ker | ooked at him then at the others and at the shovel in his
hand. Bryl waved in dismissal. "I'll find ny owmn way back to Delrael."

"W have to keep working," Vailret said. "Thilane wouldn't let Del cone
and hel p. "

The khel ebar seened terrified of the fire, but their fear for the trees
outwei ghed it. They beat at the flames on the forest floor, attacking an
eneny.

Before Bryl stunbled off into the forest toward the council clearing,
Vailret stopped him The young man | owered his voice and placed a hand on
Bryl's shoulder. Wth a nod of his head, he indicated the approaching fl anes.
"You know this won't do any good, don't you?"

Bryl shuddered. He had hoped he was wong, but he had seen through the
Wat er Stone how good a grip the fire had on the heart of Ledaygen. If the
Stone coul d not extinguish the blaze, wooden shovel s woul d not.

"I know. This is all going to be one black hex."

Vailret took his shovel anyway and went toward the edge of the fire
with a show of enthusiasm "I have to get to work."

They | abored through the norning, exhausted, until they had depl eted
even their adrenaline. The fire, gaining strength, pushed them steadily back

Vailret could barely lift his shovel to beat down agai nst snol dering
| eaves, to dig trenches that the fire | eaped across. Dirt and sweat and soot
trickled down his raw skin. A dozen glistening welts scored his back from
flying coals. H s soaked bl ond hair hung in ropy tangles, powdered with ash.

At noon he saw the despair reach its peak. Gorak Foodgatherer, a slim
sunken-eyed khel ebar who had worked cl osely beside Vailret, paused and stared
at the flames. Wthout warning, he shouted and hurled his blackened shovel
deep into the burning forest. Canping his hands against his ears and tenples,
he screaned and ran into the bl azing nmass of trees, plunging through showers
of hot coals. He noved |ike a dempon, severing burning trees fromtheir roots
with his bare hands, knocking them down with his shoulder. H's fur snol dered
and caught fire, but he ran faster, lopping at trees and putting them out of
their msery.

The ot her khel ebar watched. No one attenpted to stop him

"We can all hear the death screans of the trees,"” Ydai m Trail wal ker
said. "It haunts us fromw thin."

Cor ak Foodgat herer burst into flame, but still he stunmbled and knocked
down two nore dooned trees, positioning hinself so the flanmi ng hul k of one oak
mercifully fell on top of him

The khel ebar stood in grimsilence for a nonment, then drowned
t hensel ves in work again. Vailret stared in horror, feeling his heart pound.

Ydaimturned to him listless. "Wat else can we do?"

Fiolin Tribel eader scratched another |ine across the hexagonal map in
the dirt, leaving |less than a quarter of Ledaygen unburned. The fire had
| ooped al ong the boundary lines, cutting the khelebar off with flanes to their
faces and the cliff to their backs.

Shaki ng with exhaustion, Vailret collapsed next to Delrael in the
clearing. He glared at Fiolin. "W could have escaped before. You knew we were
getting walled in by the fire -- is it going to make us martyrs to your
_dayid_?"

The Tri bel eader refused to answer.

Hel pl ess and di sgusted, Vailret drew a deep breath of the oppressive
air. He coughed, and the inside of his nose and throat burned.

The khel ebar heard the roar and snap of burning trees. Their terror and
hel pl essness grew, but they could find no outlet for it. Many congregated



under the sweepi ng boughs of Thessar, the ancient Father Pine. They beseeched
their _dayid_ for help. Vailret shook his head in sadness.

Bryl cracked his knuckles incessantly, as if trying to | oosen the
cranps caused by clutching the Water Stone for so many hours. Delrael sat,
| ooki ng hel pl ess and di snmayed, unable to do anyt hing.

Ydai mi s bl ack braids had | ong since come undone. He had | ost his pine
cone pendant sonewhere in the fire. O her khel ebar wandered back into the
cl earing, |ooking broken -- sweat had plastered soot to their bodies, and
their emerald eyes were glazed with the know edge of their deaths and the
death of Ledaygen

"I don't suppose you can do anything else with the Water Stone?"
Vailret asked Bryl, but did not take his eyes fromthe flames he saw novi ng
between the trees, coning nearer. He blinked, trying to nmake his vision clear

The hal f-Sorcerer stared at the palnms of his hands. "I've already used
up my spell allotrment for today. And even with that | couldn't stop the fire.
If | do anything el se before mdnight, it would be breaking the Rules. Wen
Sardun did that, he paralyzed alnmost his entire body ... and he's nuch nore
powerful than | am™" Bryl stared at the sky, then at his hands again. "I
failed, too. This must be how ny parents felt when your great-great
grandfather Jarriel died of the tunor sickness."

He shook his head, and Vailret listened to his words.

"They had tried to save himfor nearly a year, but Jarriel wasted away

and died. | was very young then, but | renmenber them working, discussing what
they should try next. But they failed, and when Jarriel's wife Galleri married
a new husband, Brudane -- oh, he was a rough man -- they talked as if _ny

not her and father_ had poi soned Jarri el

"When ny parents |learned that, they wallowed in shame at their failure,
and went through the half-Transition, disintegrating in flames brighter than
any of these -- " he waved at the forest, "Right in front of ny eyes. They
didn't apol ogi ze or even say good-bye. | was ten years old, | think

"How coul d they not expect their action to make them appear even nore
guilty? And they left _ne_ to grow up under that shadow. Anobng people who did
not know how to train me or what to expect of ny powers -- "

Bryl stopped tal king, then shook his head. "It is useless to dwell in
the past. Drodanis wasted years doing that, before he went off on his quest to
find the Rul ewoman Mel anie." He brushed at his knees under the soot-sneared
bl ue cl oak.

The wi nd pi cked up and ski mred over the forest. Snoke rippled across
the clearing, stinging Vailret's eyes. Qddly, he felt no tears there.

Swi ngi ng his _kennok_ leg along with him Delrael wal ked awkwardly to
t he edge of the hex-discontinuity and gazed over the cliff. Vailret joined
him and he stared down at the bottom of the nobuntai nous hexagon far bel ow. He
squi nted, but the details were even nore blurred than usual with the snoke
maki ng his eyes raw. He saw no |l edge, no narrow trail they could use for
escape.

The fire glared brighter between the trees now, sweeping toward them a
hungry nonster ravenous for a |last nmorsel. The heat increased until the air
was thick with it. They had nothing to do but wait.

The fire rushed along the scattered dry | eaves. The khel ebar stood in
grimpositions, muttering to the _dayid_ for salvation. But the _dayid_ had
fallen silent even to them

"There's extreme risk in doing this -- Bryl trenbled as he hefted the
Water Stone in front of him He stood up, trying to be steady. "But if we're
going to die anyway -- "

"Luck," Vailret said with all the sincerity he could nuster

"Luck, " Delrael added.

The hal f-Sorcerer closed his eyes and rolled the sapphire. The Stone
cane to rest with "1" staring upward and rolled no farther. The _dayid_ had
ceased to offer its help.

Bryl let out a cry as if struck by a blow Eyes closed, he dropped to



the trampl ed ground and lay notionless. H's fingers convul sed, clutching the
Water Stone. He still breathed. But the fire approached, and Vailret deci ded
it mght be better not to wake him

The khel ebar made no sound as the nearest flames skittered across the
treetops to land on Thessar, the Father Pine, the last tree. Orange curtains
of heat |apped at Thessar's green needles and the dry, flaking bark oozi ng
with sweet pitch. The air filled with the stench of snol dering evergreen --
Thessar seened to sigh as the heat made sap boil and hiss.

The Father Pine ignited in an instant, exploding into a pillar of
brilliance, burning, burning. Sone of the khel ebar sang their keening wail,
but nost stood in defeated silence.

Thessar groaned, weakened by the fire as flanes wei ghed down its
branches. The ancient pine toppled forward to crash with a horrible noise to
the grassy clearing. From Thessar's boughs, the fire rushed into the grass and
slithered toward the khelebar |ike a gigantic serpent.

Vailret swallowed hard, silent in his owmn awe. He took a step sideways
to be closer to Delrael. H's cousin stood white-lipped and staring with
cl enched fists.

Li ke a sharp hook had yanked at him he felt his insides wenched with
pain. An instant of nausea replaced itself with utter despair and total
enptiness. H s head spun, and he could not understand until he heard the cries
of the khel ebar.

"The _dayid_ has fled Ledaygen! W are forsaken!"

Sone of the khel ebar screaned. Vailret lifted his heavy gaze and
wat ched in horror as five of themran to the edge of the hex-discontinuity and
cast thensel ves over the cliff.

The young Tayron Next-Leader turned red with di sgust and pain. He
shouted at others nmoving to the edge of the cliff, "Are you ashamed to die on
the soil of Ledaygen? I will stand here as bravely as the trees and resist the
fire until it consumes ne!"

Del rael snatched up one of the ash-bl ackened shovels. "Come on
Vailret!" He lurched toward the edge of the fire, furious to do sonething.

"Al'l of you -- we can use the shovels to beat out the fire on the grass as it
cones toward us!"

Vailret ran with his cousin and began banging at the creeping flanes,

t hough his sore arnms felt as if they had been skewered with knives.

"What does it matter?" Fiolin turned to him "Ledaygen is dead. The
_dayid_ has left us."

"Damm Ledaygen!" Delrael shouted back. "I'mtalking about us!"

But the khel ebar refused to nove. Reluctant and apathetic, Ydaim
Trai |l wal ker offered sone hel p. They stood, insignificant against the towering
fl anes.

"What about Bryl?" Vailret asked, turning to |l ook at the fallen
hal f - Sorcerer. He stared and the words crunbled in his nouth.

Bryl hauled hinmself to his knees. Hi s eyes were glassy. He could not
focus, but he seened to be seeing through a nmillion different mnds. Power
surged from Ledaygen into the Water Stone and ricocheted into his mnd. Hs
consci ousness expanded outward as if to enconpass the whole map of Ganearth in
one gl ance.

He felt like a giant with his new power, towering over the counci
clearing. His small body shimered with strength, and the mlling panicked
khel ebar bel ow seened to be mere specks in the grass. Wen he saw t he
snol deri ng weckage of his entire forest, he felt anger tighten around him

In the back of his mnd, Bryl felt the magnitude of power that Sardun
had used to create the Barrier River. He grew afraid.

The grass in the clearing burned rapidly, and the already dead trees in
the forest fell into festering ash as the wave of heat sterilized the soil of
Ledaygen. He saw Delrael and Vailret both turn to stare at himin awe -- but
Bryl ignored all that. He dimy noticed the other khel ebar pointing at him
shouting: Their voices seenmed so tiny over the roar of the fire and the echoes



of his strange strength.

He found it exhilarating.

"The _dayid_! The _dayid_has fled to Bryl Traveler!"

Bryl allowed hinmself only an instant to taste the churning voices of
t he hundreds of Sentinels whose spirits had collected together to formthe
_dayid_: all the tragedy and despair that had caused themto remain behind
fromthe original Transition, the years of waiting through the violent
Scouring as Ganearth fought with itself. He felt the grief that had finally
driven themto undertake their own partial Transitions that liberated their
spirits and sent them here.

The fire swept toward the khel ebar, ready to destroy themas it had
rui ned Ledaygen. Bryl let the thunderous magi c pound in his tenples and behind
his eyes. He knew that the _dayid_could not allow the khel ebar to be
destroyed, even if it meant casting the Rules to the wind. The _dayid_ seened
willing to take whatever consequences woul d cone.

Bryl clutched the Water Stone in his hand, shouting in a booni ng voice.
He wondered if the sapphire cube might shatter fromthe force of his desperate
anger .

"Water of the earth, | sumon you!" Rippling with waves of energy from
the _dayid_, he sent a thought through the Stone."Save ny khel ebar! Al water,
cone to the aid of Ledaygen. Cone!"

The Water Stone bucked and withed with the command. The soil beneath
Bryl's feet becane |aden with water he summoned from the deep underground
springs. Black thundercl ouds gorged the sky above, dunping their contents in a
heavy downpour.

Water built up in the center of the council clearing, pushing below the
turf. A huge geyser of sparkling cold water blasted a pillar of white froth
into the air.

Bryl | aughed. Power continued to pour fromthe Water Stone.

The water erupted higher, beginning to whirl, rotating faster until it
ski pped away fromthe ground in a trenmendous waterspout. The spout veered away
fromthe cliff and plunged into the still-burning forest, spraying water onto

the blazing trees, extinguishing the fire w thout danagi ng the tree hul ks.

More cold water spilled upward from beneath baked rocks, splitting
them Smaller geysers spewed forth, detaching thenselves to becone cycl ones
t hat careened through the snol dering weckage of Ledaygen until the fire had
been vanqui shed.

The hiss of vanishing steamlingered in the air.

The gl owi ng Water Stone slipped fromBryl's fingers as he coll apsed to
t he sodden ground. He tried to hold onto the power, but the dissenbling
spirits fled like the snoke in Ledaygen

The dayid_left him and died.

* * * %

War Ganes
"We can defeat the Gane if we can succeed in not fighting. The
Qut si ders nmust see that we will not Play along. Their anusenents do not anuse

us.
-- Jorig Falselinmb of the khel ebar

Fiolin Tribel eader clenched his hand, and the charred wood crunbled to
ash. He stared at his fingers in nunb hel pl essness -- the black dust had once
been a living, vibrant tree. He gazed with reddened eyes at the desol ation of
Ledaygen, at the black hul ks that were the corpses of trees. Steamrose from
the ruins of the fire. "lIt's ... all ... gone."

Vailret dipped his shirt in a puddle of cool water. He bent over Bryl
and nopped the unconscious man's face. The hal f-Sorcerer | ooked as drai ned as
Sardun had after creating the Barrier R ver

Delrael bent his _kennok 1linmb and sat down beside Vailret. He watched
Fiolin and the other khelebar until he finally spoke out [ oud.

"We're still alive, Fiolin. You can help the trees grow again. Birds



will come. You can plant flowers. In tinme, Ledaygen will be what it was
before. "

"Ledaygen can never be what it was!" Tayron Next Leader said. The rest
of the khel ebar took no interest in the subject but stood around |ike
character figurines.

Fiolin heaved a sigh and forced hinself to ook at Delrael and Vailret.
"Ledaygen is dead. The _dayid_is dead. Could you not feel it? Wiy should the
rest of us live? Perhaps | made the wong decision. Perhaps we should not have

fought at all." He stared up at the skies and shouted to the CQutsiders. "Wat
value is life now? Wiy don't you change the Rul es?"

Tayron Next-Leader glowered at his father, surprising Vailret. "I wll
not forsake nmy hope until | have seen that not one tree still stands in
Ledaygen. If ny heart can bear it, | will scout every inch of this forest."

Ydai m Tr ai | wal ker squared his shoulders. "I will be proud to help you

ook for life in our ashes, Next-Leader. If a single acorn or pine cone
remai ns unharned, we will find it."

Sone of the khel ebar cheered, but nobst just stared as the two gall oped
off into the ashen wast el and.

When Bryl dragged hinmself back to consci ousness, he blinked up at

Vailret in astonishnent, then stared into the sky. "W're still alive." He
gl anced at his hands, then at the Water Stone. "I renenber touching the Stone,
and | remenber feeling ... it was the _dayid_. Ah." H's body shook fromjolted

nerves, but he said nothing nore, though Vailret was anxious to hear

Much | ater, Tayron and Ydai mreturned, coated with a thin dusting of
ash stirred up by their paws. Fiolin's son blew hard to catch his breath, but
he kept his green eyes |owered. The rest of the khel ebar stood, fragile and
waiting to hear sonething that would restore their faith. Fiolin padded
forward. "Wat have you found?"

"Five trees still live." The optimstic tone in Ydaim s voice sounded
artificial.

"But they will soon die. They have given up their lives," Tayron said.
"But ... but at the edge of the forest, where the fire seens to have started,

we found sonething else --

Fiolin Tribel eader turned away as if he did not want to hear. Ydaim
reached forward to grip Fiolin's bare shoulders, forcing himto face his son

"We found the cause of the fire. W found footprints, we found sign
There is no doubt -- the Cyclops has done this to our Ledaygen!" Tayron's
green eyes bl azed as he glared at the khel ebar, then at the burned forest.

The khel ebar nmuttered anong thenselves. "Didn't | tell you?" Vailret
said, but he did not want to make an issue of it.

"Fat her, the Cycl ops has burned our forest, nmurdered the _dayid_ !"

The Tribel eader's expression maintained its nmask of duty. He |ooked at
his surviving people, saw the restless anger simering within them

Vailret watched his transformation, not sure if it was genui ne or
sinmply a role the Tribel eader decided to play. "Tayron, gather up every

khel ebar whose task has been taken away by the burning of Ledaygen -- gather
theminto a war party. Noldir Wodcarver! Armevery one of themwi th a bow and
with arrows forged fromthe fallen trees. The dead branches will want their

own revenge."

Fiolin watched their faces, |ooking uncertain. Tayron raised his fist
inthe air. "Tomorrow we will march agai nst the Cyclops -- Lifetaker
Fl esheater, Treeburner!”

Vailret joined in the ragged cheer. Thil ane Heal er, though, cane
forward. "Fiolin Tribel eader, we swore to resist the Qutsiders by refusing to
play their Gane. The khel ebar have not fought for generations. Have you
forgotten the exanples Jorig Falselinb taught us? W were at peace with the
_dayid_ for as long as any of us can remenber."”

Tayron al so spoke up. "The Healer is right. W have lost all our arts
of war, and if we march blindly against the Cyclops, we will surely fail."

Thil ane turned on him as if he had tw sted her nmeaning entirely.



Fiolin's expression changed. He shook his head. "W have no other choice."

"Ah, but we do." Ydaims green eyes glinted with excitenent reborn.
"Three among us are fresher to the gane of war."

Vailret felt the eyes of Tayron Next-Leader on him Bryl sat on the
ground, |eaning against Delrael and still wearing a stunned expression on his
face. Delrael noved well on his _kennok_ linb, but he could not go into battle
so soon. Vailret shrank back as he watched the others turn to himand cone to
t he sane concl usion

"I can't |lead anyone," he said, |ooking at Delrael
| can't use magic -- | can't even _see_ very well!"

Del rael shrugged. "But you've read about all the old Sorcerer battles.
You know their strategy. You're smart, and you can make deci sions quickly. Go
along and tell themwhat to do."

"Just like that?"

"Pretend it's a Gane."

Tayron Next-Leader held one of the dark wooden arrows out for the
others to see. The gathered khel ebar watched as he ground its sharp point into
the charred surface of a fallen log. "This," Tayron showed themits tip
bl ackened with soot, "this is all the poison we need to strike down the
Treeburner.”

Each khel ebar held a handful of new made arrows. Nol dir Wodcarver had
wor ked hi s hands raw fashi oning the shafts fromtw sted and burned branches,
pul ling the wood between his fingers to straighten it.

Fol l owi ng his son's exanmple, Fiolin Tribel eader bl ackened the tips of
his own arrows. "Ledaygen has provided us with this poison as her |ast service
to us. We shall use it to destroy our eneny."

The khel ebar pressed forward to dip their own arrows in the ashes.
Vailret watched in silence, doubting that the ritual would have any rea
effect. But it served to stir up nore anger and frenzy in the |ong-peaceful
khel ebar.

"Are you ready to go get hinP" Vailret raised his voice. They al
yel l ed their answer.

"I have selected five scouts to spread out ahead of the main party.

m not a fighter.

First, we will find the Cyclops, then we will converge on him and when he's
trapped, you'll have your revenge. Gve himone arrow for every tree he has
destroyed. "

He and Bryl nmade ready to | ead the khel ebar warriors. Though stil
weak, the half-Sorcerer had regai ned his conplenment of spells. He stared at
the Water Stone as if waiting for an opportunity to touch the power again. He
seened to be stronger inside, tenpered by his ordeal

Vailret | ooked at the khelebar and tried to remain optimstic. They had
been practicing with their bows and arrows. Delrael hel ped one after another
until he, too, was exhausted. But a few hours of training would never nake
expert archers out of them Vailret hinmself couldn't see well enough to make
any | ong shots.

The Qutsiders would probably enjoy this battle i mensely.

"Bryl and | will have to ride on your backs just to keep up. W can
switch off if the burden gets too great." Vailret tried to appear confident.
"Tayron Next-Leader, | would like you to carry ne first, so we can discuss
strategy. Ydaim can you take Bryl ?"

"I would be honored, Vailret Traveler." The other khel ebar watched Bryl
with a cautious awe: the one who had linked hinself with the _dayid_ and saved
themall. Bryl seemed to enjoy his position of prestige but acted as if he
didn't know what to do with it.

Vailret and Bryl mounted easily and turned to face Delrael, who stood
angry and dej ected. Once again, Thilane Healer had refused to |l et himgo, even
with his healing | eg. He waved hal fheartedly. "Luck."

Thi | ane seemed upset at their mssion and said not hing.

"This is for you, Delrael," Vailret said. "The khel ebar have their own
reasons for revenge, and | have mne."



The khel ebar turned and Vailret notioned them forward. They noved into
t he desol ate stand of bl ackened tree skeletons. Vailret made them pass slowy
t hrough the ruins of Ledaygen, trying to forge their despair into hot fury.
The twi sted and still-smoldering hul ks of the once-majestic trees cried out to
the hearts of the khel ebar

A broodi ng sense of relief came over himwhen they |eft the burned
hexagon of Ledaygen and descended into the narrow gorge where the Cycl ops had
attacked Delrael. Early afternoon nade the canyon bright and green. Vailret's
five chosen scouts broke away fromthe main party and scattered to the upper
wal I s of the gorge. "Renmenber, you nust only find_ the Cyclops. Wait for al
the khelebar. We will fight together."

Tayron Next-Leader and Ydai m Trail wal ker bore the two humans si de by
side. Fiolin Tribel eader accomnpani ed them Ydai mpointed up. "The Cycl ops
often lurks in the rocks above, but he lives farther down the valley in a
cave."

Water fromthe narrow stream spl attered and dashed itself on the
exposed rocks. On the east side of the streamthe ground glistened from where
the water had surged across the gorge floor, dragged toward the hills of
Ledaygen. Vailret |ooked in awe at the strength of Bryl's sumons through the
Wat er Stone.

The khel ebar marched al ong, noving with the silent care they saved for
the forest. Vailret felt like part of a funeral procession rather than a
vengeful foray.

The keener ears of the khel ebar detected a commoti on on the jagged
bl uffs above. Ydai mreached across to touch Vailret's shoul der and pointed at
the rimof the canyon. The rest of the khel ebar stunbled to a halt. Shading
their emerald eyes, they peered up at the gorge walls.

One of the scouts, Stynod Treescavenger, burst into view She flailed
her arms at something hidden in the junbled terrain. Her nottled pelt bl ended
well with the rocks, but her dark hair whipped fromside to side as she noved.
Stynod snat ched her new bow and nocked an arrow. Her shouted challenge drifted
on the wi nd, made faint by distance. Vailret squinted, trying to see what was
happeni ng.

The Cycl ops energed fromthe shadows of an outcropping, crouched like a
brick-red behenmoth. He tossed his head, brandishing his horn. He glared at the
khel ebar with his watery yell ow eye.

"Treeburner! Lifetaker!" Stynod shouted, letting her arrow fly. The
shaft struck the Cyclops in the shoulder. "Let the poison of burned Ledaygen
destroy you!"

Vailret made a fist, grinding his teeth together in exasperation
"Idiot! You can't do any harm by yoursel f!"

I n annoyance, the Cycl ops knocked the arrow fromhis warty skin. He
reached forward with flint claws and snatched at Stynod, m ssing cleanly,

t hough the Tree-scavenger stood her ground. She tried to fit another arrow to
her bow. The Cycl ops grabbed again, this tinme raking his claws across her
panther ribs. As she fell, the Cycl ops snagged her body and picked her up. The
nmonster roared at the khel ebar bel ow and hurled Stynod fromthe bluff face.
She did not scream Her body struck the ground in front of the advancing
party.

"I said we all have to attack together! We can't do anything from
here," Vailret said as he stared at the Treescavenger's broken body. "Stynod
has ruined it for us! Cone on!"

He urged Tayron ahead; Bryl and Ydai mfoll owed, but the other khel ebar
stood notionless, appalled at their dead comnpani on

The Cycl ops picked up a huge rock and raised it over his head. "Movel"
Ydai m added his shout to Vailret's warning.

The first boul der cane crashing down, narrowy nissing the khel ebar
They scattered, |ooking for shelter. "Stay in single filel" Vailret shouted,
realizing the linmtations of the Cyclops. "He's only got one eye -- he can't
judge distance! Don't give hima big target."



A second boul der cane down |i ke thunder, harning no one.

Only Fiolin Tribel eader stood al one, staring and weepi ng over the body
of Stynod. He drew hinmself up and glared at the nonster; for a nonment, Vailret
t hought they made eye contact.

"Lifetaker, Treeburner -- | curse you with all the power of the
_dayid_." Fiolin shouted into the wind. He held a charred arrow in each hand,
wi elding themlike a talisman.

Tayron seemed to know what Fiolin was doing and wheel ed around, running
toward him Vailret held on to the Next-Leader's wai st.

The Cycl ops al so saw the Tri bel eader standi ng al one and unprotected. He
found anot her boul der and cast it down.

Fiolin saw the rock com ng at him but he nmade no nove to avoid it
Vail ret watched the ol der khel ebar stand still, waiting.

The giant stone struck Fiolin Tribel eader, crushing himto the earth.
Mud and bl ood sprayed into the air, spattering Tayron Next-Leader as he ran
toward his father.

The Cyclops lifted another of his giant stones, but a thin bolt of
lightning struck the nonster's head and skittered al ong his shoul ders and
chest, leaving a jagged bl ack mark snoking on his skin. He how ed in pain and
surprise and dropped the boulder on his foot. Smaller rocks bounced off the

canyon wall as the boulder rolled to the rim then fell into the ravine.
Bryl scranbled to pick up the Water Stone. The half Sorcerer's face
seened as tight as a drum skin over the front of his skull, but flushed with

excitenent.

Ydai m shout ed at the khel ebar to regroup. They fired arrows at the
Cycl ops. Mdst of the shafts fell short, bouncing off the rock face, but
several struck the nonster's |legs and side. He ran away, crashing anong the
rocks until he disappeared behind the edge of the cliffs.

Vailret stunbled off Tayron's back. The Next-Leader seened to have
forgotten about him Tayron thrust the boul der away from his father, |eaving
t he ol der khel ebar exposed and mangled on the turf. Fiolin's emerald eyes
filled with tears that oozed down his cheeks. His teeth chattered.

"Father!" Tayron's words whistled out of his throat. He shouted for two
of the other khelebar to come to him "He still lives -- take himto Thilane
Heal er! She can save him She has the power -- | knowit."

The burning anger in Tayron's eyes stopped Vailret fromvoicing his
doubts. A male and a fenal e khel ebar picked up their Tribel eader between them
Fiolin's blood slicked their hands.

Tayron grabbed a fistful of arrows. "W shall destroy the Lifetaker!"
Hi s voice cracked with enotion. The khelebar rallied around their fallen
| eader and the body of Stynod Treescavenger

Fiolin stirred and wheezed t hrough punctured |ungs. "No. Enough
killing." But Tayron did not hear, and Vailret chose not to repeat the words
for him The two khel ebar tending their dying Tribel eader | ooked at each ot her
for a nonment, then bore himaway.

Tayron renoved one arrow fromhis quiver. H's jaws ground together so
tightly the nuscles |ooked like straining ropes. He ran his fingers along the
burned wood of the shaft, then dipped the sharp tip in a pool of his father's
bl ood on the ground. Before the blood had dried, he thrust the doubly poi soned
arrow into his braid of blond hair.

By unspoken agreement, Tayron Next-Leader took command of the war
party. Vailret signaled to another of the panther-nen and scranmbled on his
wi de back. Tayron charged off down the gorge with the rest of the vengeful
khel ebar in his wake.

Nol di r Wbodcarver stared at the toppled hul k of the Father Pine. He
paced around the dead tree, pausing, frowning. He inspected the char narks,

t he rough patches where the intense heat had eaten through to the heartwood.

Del rael watched to distract himself fromthinking of the battles the
others were now fighting. The pungent odor of wet ashes still hung in the air
-- "the snell of tree blood,” Thilane called it. The thought nade Del rael



unconf ort abl e.

Bef ore the war party departed, Fiolin Tribel eader had sunmoned Nol dir
to the council clearing. "You shall make a nmonunment out of Thessar's remains
-- the Father Pine will be a nenorial for our dead Ledaygen."

Nol dir stared at the fallen tree, seeing into it. H s eyes glinmrered
with determ ned pride.

"You' ve been just looking at it for hours,” Delrael finally said.

The Wbodcarver glanced up at him "I cannot carve contrary to the
desires of Thessar. | nust find out what it wishes to be, but it eludes nme --
ah!"

He cl apped his hands. "No wonder | could not see it before. Thessar is
practically shouting to nme that it is upside down! Delrael _Kennok_ |inb, help
ne."

Thi | ane Heal er watched for a nmonent, then cane over to help. The three
of themeffortlessly rolled the hul k of the ancient Father Pine. Delrael
bl i nked his eyes in wonder -- he had felt the new power sparkling through him
for an instant. The bl ackened | og seenmed eager to nove and floated like a
dandel ion seed until it cane back to rest on the scorched grass.

"Look!" Thil ane paused, then replaced her excitenment with a show of
dignity. She nodded at the depression where Thessar had fallen -- a snall
seedling, runpled and nearly crushed, straightened in the sunlight.

"Thessar knew! " she whi spered. "Wen the Father Pine fell, he sheltered
this seedling with a hollowin his trunk!"

Nol dir called to the khel ebar who had renained be hind. "Atree stil
lives! A seedling! Ledaygen is not conpletely lost!"

Thil ane turned away though. "The _dayid_ does not live withinit."

Delrael tried to offer confort. "Maybe when you get enough trees to
grow again -- "

"Yes," she said. "And maybe the Qutsiders will feel sorry for us and
magi cal |y nmake the forest reappear all by itself. | prefer not to count on
mracles. If a mracle was going to happen, it should have stopped Ledaygen
fromburning in the first place."

Delrael tried to hide his anger. The Wodcarver spoke agai nst Thil ane.
"But a miracle _has_ happened -- Thessar has given us a new seedling."

Thi | ane sai d not hing and pl odded back into the burned forest. She and
the | esser Heal ers tended the five dying trees, though they knew their efforts
were in vain. She wal ked away, and Del rael watched her bare, weathered back
with its wealth of corded nuscl es.

Troubl ed, Noldir turned back to the hul k of Thessar. He plunged his
hands up to the wists into the charred trunk, scul pting a wooden gravestone
for Ledaygen.

Del rael watched the Wodcarver, fascinated with his work but inpatient
to be doing sonething else, to be continuing their quest southward. He wal ked
into the dead forest to find Thil ane.

The skel etal branches of the trees closed over him The gray ash
muf fl ed all sound like tainted snow. He cane upon one of the Treescavengers
who was nethodically renoving every twig and scrap of wood froma |arge area
and piling an i nmense mound of debris near the path. The Treescavenger
gat hered branches, uprooted tree trunks, picked up the smallest twg.

Del rael watched her work. "Want sone hel p?" Hi s | eg no | onger bothered
him and he enjoyed feeling it as he noved.

The Treescavenger took no notice of his question. Delrael hel ped
anyway, carrying |loads of fallen branches to the growi ng mound. He w ped a
wistful of sweat off his forehead, |eaving a charcoal snudge on his skin.
"So, why are we carrying all this wood away?"

The khel ebar stopped and | ooked up at himw th eyes as bl ank and enpty
as the sky. She blinked and funbled with her words. "That is ny work. The
_dayid_ made ne a Treescavenger, and | must collect whatever dead wood |
find." She went back to her task again, w dening the radius of the cleared
circle. She faltered, pondering, then she heaved another branch. "That is ny



wor k. "

Del rael waited a nonent, unconfortable, and then slipped off into the
deeper forest. He knew where Thil ane woul d be working with the two ot her
Heal ers.

After passing through the weckage of trees and brush, he reached a
pl ace where the ashes had been tranpl ed and the broken branches noved away.
Del rael guessed that this was one of the first places where Bryl had used the
Wat er Stone against the fire. Somehow, two trees had survived here. Two
Heal ers stood besi de each ot her, watching Thilane touch one of the burned
trees.

The oak was huge and very ol d, surviving because of its i mense size.
Del rael | ooked upward through the dizzying crosswork of black branches. A few
areas near the top of the tree appeared undamaged. The ot her surviving oak was
a nere sapling, blackened and scarred -- but Thilane insisted it still lived.
Del rael didn't know how she could tell, but the Heal er expended nost of her
effort there.

Thi |l ane | ooked up from her work, renmoving her palns fromthe thin trunk
and pressing the side of her head against it, listening to the tree. Her
garland had wilted: Ledaygen had no nore flowers to offer her

She pursed her |ips when she saw Delrael but continued her
mnistrations. He waited, hesitant about interrupting. Finally, he asked why
she had not seemed excited about Noldir's discovery of the pine seedling. "At
| east you have a start now, a tree from Ledaygen."

The other two Heal ers heard Delrael nention the pine seedling and
| ooked to Thilane in surprise, but they did not speak. Thilane kept her
attention on him

"Ledaygen was a forest of pine and oak. Both! Because of Thessar the
pi nes may now return -- but _what of the oaks_?"

Delrael fidgeted. "Can't you heal one of these?"

Thi | ane shook her head and pointed at the | arge oak

"That tree could have survived its fire danage, but it is old and has
al ready surrendered. This one, though," she ran her fingers along the

surviving sapling, "has an extraordinary will to live. How can it cling to
life when it has endured nore than any of these others? But it, too, has been
nortally wounded. It will be dead -- dead, like the rest of the forest."

Del rael |ooked at the enmerald eyes of the other Heal ers, but they
avoi ded his gaze. He spoke quietly to Thilane. "Wy can't you bring in other
trees? Start over?"

"Stop being so stupid and optimstic! If we brought outside trees, our
hone woul d be just another forest. It would not be _Ledaygen_. Better that
Ledaygen be dead and renenbered than absorbed as part of nore forest terrain."
She cl anped her wavering |lips together and drew herself straight. "And now we
shal |l have only pine."

Thi |l ane stepped away fromthe charred sapling and sank to the forest
floor. She tucked her great paws beneath her belly, then reached out to run
her fingernail along the peeled bark. The other Heal ers stopped their own work
and wat ched her.

Delrael felt uneasy. Thilane sniled at something he could not see.
Tears nmade tracks through the settled ash on her cheeks. She reached behind
her neck and undid the long braid of gray-streaked hair that ran |like a nane
down her bare back. She turned and hissed at the two Healers, "Yes!"

They both took a hal f-step backward in surprise.

"It is decided," Thilane said.

"What is?" Delrael asked.

The Heal er turned. Her eerie eyes stared through him seenming to see
the ghosts of the forest. "Ledaygen has a new Father Pine. | can provide a new
Father Oak. | nust heal this young tree."

"But you said you couldn't -- "

"l can. You must renenber how we Heal ."

Thil ane woul d say no nore, but rose and marched around the bl ackened



oak sapling, contenplating. One of the other Heal ers took Delrael by the
shoul der and pulled hi maway, silencing his questions with a stern gesture.
Her eyes glittered with a m xture of dread, enthusiasm and hope.

_You mnust renenber how we Heal .

Del rael watched Thil ane, thinking of how she had treated sonme of the
khel ebar burns by |aying green | eaves on the injury; the | eaves had turned
bl ack and charr ed.

Nol di r Wodcarver had told himhow she had treated Delrael's bruises
and smashed nuscles with twi gs and branches, which had somehow becone crushed
and mangl ed i n exchange.

She had brought his _kennok_ wood leg to life by exchanging his flesh
leg and burying it in the forest.

He frowned. None of it seened to be "healing" at all -- just an
exchange of whol eness and injury.

Then he knew what she neant to do.

Thi |l ane | eaned up agai nst the hunched sapling, enbracing the thin trunk
and holding it between her breasts. Her fingers fluttered up the charred bark
reaching toward the top. She began to humto herself.

"Don't, Thilane!l Please!" Delrael tried to run to her, but the Healers
reached out and grabbed him "She'll die -- she'll burn like the trees!" he
shouted at them

"That is her choice,"” one of the Healers said.

"That is her _right_," said the other

"It is her duty." The first Healer turned to watch Thilane. "Only she
has the power to do this. For Ledaygen."

Delrael gritted his teeth in despair. He wanted to call out Thilane's
nane again, but he just watched her instead.

She swayed agai nst the tree trunk, smearing soot over her skin. She
humred | ouder, invoking a rite that only she seened to know. Her |ips sang a
song in the | anguage of the wind, the | anguage a dying tree night understand.

Sparks flew fromher hair as it drifted upward, alive with static |ike
a weath of gray flanes.

Thi |l ane Heal er stretched her arnms still farther upward, reaching for
the lost _dayid_, and then she let out a | ow keening. Her body burst into an
incinerating white flame, burning fromthe inside out. She withed as a living
torch for a long, hideous nmonent until she crunbled to the ground. A dust of
fine ash scattered with the wind of her departure.

Delrael fell to his knees, sickened and sobbing. The _kennok_ Iinb bent
easily. He wormed out of the stunned grip of the other two Heal ers and craw ed
to where Thilane's ashes lay. He took the ash in each fist and let it run back
out like sand to the forest floor

He sat stunned, then | ooked up. The nearly dead sapling, the new Fat her
Gak, now stood fresh and green and expl osively alive.

The war party tracked the Cycl ops down the gorge, harrying him firing
vol | eys of arrows. The khel ebar remai ned unfamliar with their weapons and
m ssed nost of the tine. At |least Noldir Wodcarver had provided themw th
nore arrows than they could possibly use. Vailret rode along, trying to see
details in the shadows with his weak eyes.

Tayron Next-Leader went ahead, oblivious to the other khelebar in the
party.

Vailret didn't know how they could kill the nmonster. The Cycl ops had
di sappeared anmong the rocky bluffs again. The khel ebar coul d keep pursuing
him and the nonster could keep throw ng rocks -- the chase would go on
forever. But he did know that the Qutsiders would have set it up properly:
They had given the Cycl ops countl ess boul ders as weapons, they had provided
the incentive to the khel ebar, they had provided the battle, and they would
al so provide the solution. Vailret had to find it.

"W have to drive himback to his lair," he said to Tayron. The
Next - Leader turned to him but Vailret kept his face firm and confident.

Wt hout questioning, Tayron signaled for four others to |ocate and



flush the Cycl ops once nore.

Ri di ng Ydaim Bryl appeared refreshed but still weak. He left the Water
Stone in his pocket, not touching it -- but he seened ready. The war party
mar ched on

The Cycl ops roared and | eaped over the edge of the gorge, grabbing at
the cliff wall to slow hinself. Hi s claws scraped on the rock and sparks flew
The nonster stunbl ed but regai ned his footing.

Tayron | aunched hinmself forward with a yell. The Cycl ops bounded down
t he canyon. The ot her khel ebar surged after, recklessly shooting arrows at the
nonster's heel s.

"He's |l eading us there," Ydai msaid.

The gorge branched. The narrow stream conti nued down the main canyon,
but a side ravine went a different direction. The Cycl ops spl ashed across the
stream spraying water onto his brick-red skin, then he lunbered toward a
gaping cut in the rock wall of the ravine. A few wi sps of steam | eaked from
inside the cave. In the dimlight they could see branchings of the cave as it
plunged into the earth, filled with genms and abandoned chests of treasure.

The Cycl ops seened ready to fight at any noment, but every time he
turned, a fresh round of arrows pierced his hide and sent himhowing in the
other direction. The nonster ran toward the cave with all the speed his great
| egs could nuster.

"Shoot your arrows!" Tayron shouted. "W will not stop again until he
lies dead, to avenge the bl ood of Ledaygen and the blood of ny father!"

The Cycl ops reached the dark opening and stood within it, glaring at
t he attacki ng khelebar. His horn jutted out, yellowed by the sunlight. H's
single eye glowed all by itself.

The khel ebar shot another volley of arrows, nost of which clattered
agai nst the stone walls. The Cycl ops snarled at them as if he had thought
they would retreat once he had reached his honme. Huge boul ders lay strewn
around the entrance, and he stepped back into the sunlight to pick one up and
heave it toward them "Stay in single file!" Vailret said. The rock fel
short. The khel ebar shot again. "H s eye!" Bryl shouted. "Hit himin the eyel"
"They can't even hit _him," Vailret said.

Then Vailret saw that above the opening to the nonster's cave, the
gigantic boulders had fallen together in a junbled arch. Boul ders, just |ike
those the Cyclops threw as weapons, but this time they were stacked agai nst
him A few stray khel ebar arrows pinged agai nst the burden of rock, and bits
of gravel pattered down to the dry riverbed.

He was about to point this out to the war party when he saw Ydai m
Trail wal ker taking painful aimwith an arrow |larger than the rest. Ydaim
cl osed his eyes, exhaled a |long breath, and rel eased the arrow

The Cycl ops screaned with an agony that chilled Vailret to the bone.
The arrow shaft had sunk deep into the corded skin of his throat. Dark-brown
bl ood gushed down his chest, and the nonster ripped open other gashes from
cl awi ng at the wound.

The khel ebar yelled in triunmph and kept shooting arrows. A dozen shafts
stuck out of the nonster's rough hide. Bryl slapped Ydai mon the back. "Yes!"

"I was aimng for his heart," Ydaimnuttered.

The Cycl ops bashed his fists against the walls of the cave. Mre stones
and dust trickled down fromover head. Vailret heard the boul ders groan as
they settl ed agai nst each other.

"Bryl, the rocks!" Vailret indicated the junbled arch. "Use the \Water
Stone. "

Bryl |ooked at himw th uneasy eyes. "But, | -- "

"You've still got three spells left."

The hal f-Sorcerer took out the sapphire cube and stared at it.

Tayron Next-Leader planted his w de panther feet, scoring the dry
ground with his claws. He pulled the arrow fromthe braid in his hair -- the
arrow di pped in the ash of Ledaygen and the spilled blood of Fiolin
Tri bel eader.



"This is poison." Tayron took three steps closer to the thrashing
nmonster and ainmed. "Lifetaker -- | will take your life."

Bryl blew on the Water Stone. "All right, come on!"

Tayron shot his arrow It struck the Cyclops squarely in the center of
hi s chest.

The Water Stone showed a "3". Bryl struck down with a massive bolt of
lightning onto the precarious archway. Vailret waved a triunphant fist in the
air.

The Cycl ops touched the arrow protruding fromhis chest and stiffened
as if the life had been ripped fromhis body. As dead as Ledaygen, he sl unped
forward. Then tons and tons of coll apsing stone tunbled upon himfrom above.

The runbl e and hiss of settling rock drifted toward silence. "W have
killed once again," Ydaimsaid, standing next to Tayron

The Next-Leader's words were amazing in their strength and cal mess.
"W have al ways known how to kill. By our inaction for all these centuries, we
pl ayed a part in the killing of Ledaygen." He drew a deep breath of the dusty
air. "W have failed to see that total peace can be as deadly as total war."

Sone of the khel ebar went forward to the rubble, cautious. Tayron undid
his long hair and let it fly free. He put one massive paw on a broken boul der
and turned to the other khel ebar

"W will plant trees here."

Tayron rushed the war party back to Ledaygen. His lips were dry and his
eyes were glazed and hol | ow | ooki ng.

Vailret sat astride the Next-Leader's back again, and he | eaned forward
to speak to the khelebar. "Thil ane hel ped Delrael, renmenber?" Tayron did not
answer .

They marched toward the remains of the great forest. Sonme of the
khel ebar stared with a new pride, some wept as they carried the body of Stynod
Treescavenger, sone | ooked stunned and uncertain. But when they passed the
bl ack hex-boundary into Ledaygen, Tayron stopped in baffled wonder. The other
khel ebar | ooked around, enerald eyes wi de and glistening as they tal ked anong
t henmsel ves. Sone of the khel ebar ran ahead. Vailret sniffed the air but failed
to notice any difference.

"What is it? Why are they so excited?" Bryl asked.

Ydai m Tr ai | wal ker beanmed at him amazed. "The _dayid_! It is a mraclel
The presence is faint, but | can feel it."
Vailret frowned. "I thought you said the _dayid_ died?"

"Nevertheless, it has returned."

The war party entered the clearing where the other khel ebar had
gat hered. The new Father Oak stood vibrant and green, filled with life. Sone
of the party saw the tree and stared.

But Delrael sat dejected on a burned | og, |ooking worn and enpty. Soot
sneared his face, furrowed with the tracks of tears, but he had stopped
weepi ng. Near the reborn oak lay Fiolin, crushed and dying. The two | esser
Heal ers hovered over the Tribel eader, doing what they coul d.

Tayron Next-Leader saw nothing but his father on the still-warm ash of
Ledaygen. He threw his charred arrows to the ground with a clatter, denandi ng
the attention of the Healers. "Were is Thilane Heal er? Wiy is she not tending
the Tri bel eader ?"

The other Healers cringed in surprise, but Delrael stood up, red with
anger. The sword from Sardun's nuseum hung at his wai st beside the silver
belt. Hi s |eather arnmor was scuffed and dirty. Hi s bl oodied trousers had been
washed and carefully mended by the khel ebar

"They're doing their best," Delrael said through tight Jaws.

Tayron whirled to confront him " _Kennok_ |limb, nmy father will die
wi t hout Thil ane Healer."

Del rael continued to stare at him "Thilane is dead -- she burned
herself to death just to heal a tree. And nobody tried to stop her!" Furious
tears rose in his eyes again as he turned to the Healers and then back to
Tayron. He hung his head. "She didn't even know Fiolin was hurt."



Tayron opened his mouth in surprise, then in despair. The others in the
war party muttered to thensel ves. One of the Heal ers grasped the new tree.
"She gave herself so that a Father OCak might be reborn. Her spirit has becone
the seed of a new _dayid_."

Tayron | ooked angered and stunned. Vailret pondered the Heal er's words,
trying to make sense of them But only Sentinels could engage in the
hal f-Transition that transforned theminto part of a _dayid_. Was Delrael
suggesting that Thilane, a khel ebar, had sonmehow done what only a Sorcerer
shoul d have been able to do? That was patently against the Rules -- only
Sorcerers could use magic. But the _dayid_ of Ledaygen had stretched and
broken the Rul es before.

Tayron knelt beside Fiolin and said nothing. His lips trenbled.

The ot her Heal er flexed her hands, helpless. "W |ack the know edge. W
have used all our abilities. just to keep the Tribel eader alive, but his
spirit slips away. The new _dayid_ is too weak, and we have no other living
trees to aid us!"

Tayron stopped listening. He renmoved one of his armbands and laid it on
the ground next to Fiolin. "You did your best, Father. You were a good
Tri bel eader . "

Fiolin's eyes fluttered, but crusted bl ood held them shut. He seened to
sense Tayron beside him H's jaws ground together, working up a snmall anmpunt
of saliva, and he croaked one word before he died.

"Tri bel eader. "

The two Heal ers snatched at the air as if trying to catch Fiolin's
spirit. Tayron pushed his knuckl es agai nst his nouth, shuddering, before he
| et out a high-pitched nmoan. Then he fell silent, blinking his eyes severa
times in surprise.

"Did you feel it?" Ydaimasked him

Tayron nodded, still staring off into the ashen waste |and. "Wen ny
father died, the _dayid_ grew stronger."

"But the trees are gone!" said one of the khel ebar, "we have no
pur pose. "

Tayron Tri bel eader stood beside the nonument Nol dir Wbodcarver had made
of Thessar, the Father Pine. He drew hinself up, fingered his neckl ace of
stones, and worked to restrain his inpatient anger. The surviving khel ebar had
cone to hear himspeak, overwhel med by the magnitude of the work ahead of
them The dead forest stood defeated and burned; the trees | ooked |ike
desperate claws grasping at hope.

"I'f that is your attitude, then perhaps we are not worthy to have
Ledaygen returned to us." He shook his head and turned his bright eyes to
stare them down. No one woul d neet his gaze. "W cannot be content just to
tend Ledaygen. We nust make it grow once again. W must clear away the dead
forest. W nust heal the burned soil to prepare for new trees."

Vailret | ooked at Noldir's finished carving, not sure he understood its
conplexity -- but the khelebar stared at it in awe. The dark and polished
curves inmplied grandeur, its intricate tangles hinted at the interneshed
exi stence of the khel ebar and Ledaygen, the bent and tw sted portion signified
the forest's pain and death and eventual rebirth. And at the heart of it al

stood the stylized figure of a khel ebar, holding the rest together. "It seens
ri ght sonehow, " Vailret said. Noldir nodded.

"W will not mourn nmy father Fiolin," Tayron said. "If we nourn for a
fallen Tribel eader, then we nust nourn for each tree in Ledaygen, which al so
fought bravely. Above all, we nust give our thanks to Thil ane Heal er, who has
made the rebirth of Ledaygen possi bl e.

"W have no tinme for nourning. The khel ebar have too nuch to do. | wll

set up new tasks for those who have lost their old ones. W nust get to work!"
Del rael brushed at his |l eather arnmor and trousers, |ooking at the

tarni shed spots on his silver belt. Vailret knew he was getting inpatient to

nmove on. Hi s _kennok_|eg responded well, moving at his comand. Delrael

showed hi m how the |ine between flesh and wood was blurring into



i ndi stinction.

Ydai m Trai | wal ker cane to them smling and ready to see them off.
Del rael spoke up. "W have del ayed | ong enough here, Ydaim W have a dragon
to fight, Sardun's daughter to rescue, and our Stronghold to recapture.”

"I'f we come back soneday," Vailret said, "I hope we see Ledaygen green
again." He | ooked around, imagining the forest already grow ng.

Ydai m said, "Let the khel ebar take hope in that."

The three travel ers departed, trudging off through the desol ate
terrain. The khel ebar ceased their work to stand in salute, then turned back
to the enornous task ahead of them

* * * %

Spectres

Ganearth is not _real . W are not real. If by chance a character
wi t nessed absol ute evidence of his unreality -- even if he just laid eyes on a
real object -- that character woul d cease to exist."

-- The Sentinel Arken

A narrow | i ne of peaks separated fromthe main mass of the Spectre
Mount ai ns and sprawl ed westward across their path, form ng one nore obstacle.
The main range continued its southeasterly course before it faded away into
foothills near the sea.

Bef ore the dawn of the second day had risen over the crags, the three
travel ers packed their possessions. Bryl used his normal nagic -- ungl anorous
but useful -- to replenish their traveling supplies. According to the map, the
Spectre range was only two hexes wide here, and Vailret |ooked forward to
finishing the hard traveling. They set off into the last stretch of nountain
terrain. Delrael wal ked slowy on his _kennok_I|eg, seening to be
sel f-conscious of it. But as he forgot to think about it, he nmoved normally
agai n.

Thr oughout the day they followed a clear-cut trail over the nountains,
passi ng tunbl ed rockslides, scrub brush, steep sw tchbacks. They clinbed to an
el evation where the air was cold and dry. Wen they reached the gl ossy bl ack
hex-1ine at dusk, a block of crags to the west drowned out the remaining
sunlight.

They could travel no nore than a single hex of nobuntain terrain, and
Vailret was ready to stop for the night. Bryl and Delrael |ooked exhausted as
well. After a full day of travel, Delrael walked with only a slight |inp, but
the concentration of nmoving his _kennok_ | eg seemed to drain him

They canped at the hex-line, and Vailret found enough scrub bushes to
build a fire. He piled the wood in the center of a sheltered clearing, then
left Bryl to start the fire. The old hal f-Sorcerer had al ways used a trivia
fire starting spell, but this time he rubbed the Water Stone and rolled it on
the ground. Bryl |aughed as a lightning bolt cane down fromthe sky, striking
the scant pile of wood. He controlled the lightning, and the wood becane a
roaring fire.

"Bryl -- it took me an hour to gather all that wood! You just bl asted
nost of it into ashes -- nowit'll never last until norning."

"No matter." The hal f-Sorcerer shrugged. "I can adjust the weather to
make it warm here. |1've got three rolls left for today."

Vailret squatted down close to Bryl, pointing a finger at the
hal f - Sorcerer's beard. "Now | ook. Over the past couple of days, you've kept
rubbing the Stone as if you're anxious to use it. But let me tell you
somet hing -- you don't even know what you did in Ledaygen. \Wen we rode out to
get the Cyclops, did you notice that the streamin the gorge had been ripped
fromits bed and thrown agai nst the rock face?

"You did that by sumoning all the water to your aid -- you diverted a
streamout of its course froma full hex away! That Stone is not a toy -- it's
one of the nost powerful weapons the old Sorcerers left on Gamearth. | |iked

it better when you were afraid of it."
Bryl stared at the young man's outburst. "I pulled the streamfromits



course?" He blinked in awe and | ooked guilty, nmore so from bei ng caught than
from doi ng anyt hi ng wr ong.

"Thi nk about where the Stone cane from and renmenber how much magic it
contains."” Vailret brushed his hands on his trousers.

Delrael started heating their meal of spiced grain mash on the fire. He
asked out of the corner of his nouth, "What makes the Stones so powerful
anyway ?"

Vailret lay back and | ooked up at the stars. He did not feel ready for
sl eep. He thought about the possibility of keeping a journal of their quest,
for future historians. If Ganearth survived that |ong.

"Well, once the old Sorcerers had nade their minds up, they waited a
year before they finally enbarked on the Transition. And during that year they
t hought about the hal f-breeds and humans the Rul es made them | eave behi nd.

"Most of them could see that humans had little chance agai nst the
massing Slac arm es and the nonsters who wanted Ganearth for their own. One
nore tinme, Arken spoke to the other Sorcerers -- they knew that the Transition
woul d require less than half of their total powers once nost of the Sorcerers
had j oi ned together. Arken begged themto use that extra energy to create a
gift for their children, a weapon the Sentinels could w eld against their
enem es -- something to make future generations renenber their departed
f or ef at her s.

"So, the Sorcerers worked together to create the four el enmental Stones,
shaped |ike dice, each with enornmous powers. The two factions that had fought
each other in the ancient wars broke apart once nore, this time for the good
of all. One faction, those who |ater becane the Earthspirits, created the Air
and Earth Stones. The other faction, who becane the Deathspirits, nade the
Water and Fire Stones.”

He sat up against the rock and watched Delrael divide up their neal.
"Wsh we had the Air Stone, too," Bryl said.

Del rael took the cooking meal away fromthe fire, frowning skeptically
at it. "Well, Gairoth still has it, just like he still has the Stronghold."

He | eaned forward to hand Bryl his portion of the food.

Wthout a sound, a tall stranger hopped down from a | edge above, | anded
expertly on a massive boul der, and stepped into the firelight.

In alarm Delrael flipped the hunting bow off his back and nocked an
arrow. Bryl scranmbled to his feet and lifted the Water Stone, but paused
before using it. Vailret froze, not know ng what to do.

The stranger had no eyes -- only crusted, burned sockets.

He wore tattered robes and pointed a bul ky, shining staff at each of
the travelers. In the head of the staff Vailret stared into a confusing system
of gl ass disks held together by a pale blue glow shifting and clicking as the
| enses focused on different objects. He felt something staring right through
hi m

The stranger calmy set his staff upright again. "You have finally
arrived. Good." He wal ked toward the fire, sidestepping a broken rock on the
ground. "Come with nme, please, or you will be destroyed. The Spectres have
been awaiting you ... and the Water Stone."

Vailret's shout overlapped Delrael's. "Wait a mnute!" Delrael put a
hand on his sword and spat his words at the blind face of the stranger. "W're
not goi ng anywhere with you."

"Tell us what you want." Vailret tried to be calm They needed to |earn
what was going on. "You have to give us sonme answers first."

The tall man turned his face toward the gap between the travelers. His

expression grew serious. "If you resist their request, the Spectres will take
away my sight once nore. Artificial though it is, | value ny eye-staff highly.
And they will do worse to you."

Vailret narrowed his eyes, trying to spot sonething he m ght recognize
on the stranger's face. "But who are the Spectres?"

"And who are you, for that matter?" Delrael demanded

The tall stranger |ooked odd for a monment, as if he was trying to



renmenber his own nane. "I am Paenar. They ... are Qutsiders."

None of them noved. Vailret spoke slowy and clearly to Delrael. "If
he's telling the truth, we'd better take heed and go. Now. "

They travel ed in darkness, trying to follow the blind man's sure-footed
strides over the broken terrain. Paenar seemed no nore troubled by the dark
than he had been by their firelight. The stranger munbled a few replies to
direct questions, but he held himself tight-lipped and silent nost of the
tine.

"What happened to your eyes?" Delrael asked. Vailret had not been able
to find the courage to ask the sane question

Paenar drew to a stop and turned his burned sockets at Delrael. "I was
a Scavenger. | | ooked at the Spectres, just a glance. And it did this."

He set off again, solem, working his jaws as if chew ng the words and
wonderi ng whether to spit themout or just swall ow them

"I scoured the world alone, searching for relics of the Sorcerers,
things buried in the ancient battlefields or left in abandoned keeps. Their
weapons and jewelry are nore sophisticated than what your own craftsnmen make
so everything I found was always in great demand. There aren't nany
treasure-hunters or dungeon-explorers on Ganmearth anynore."

Paenar fell silent again and kept wal king through the night. Vailret
tried to encourage himto keep speaking. "Did you ever sell anything to
Sar dun?"

Paenar paused. "Sardun, in his lIce Pal ace? Yes, yes, | have gone to
him It was such a little thing ... but | renmenber it made himweep with joy.
| could see the tears running down his face. Just a sketch of the Earthspirits
by soneone who had actually seen them-- it made himcry. | dropped ny price a
great deal because of that." Paenar seened to be having trouble selecting his
wor ds, but he kept talking.

"I spent years sifting the dust on sone of the battlefields far to the

east, then | searched these nountains. | had success in some of the caves, but
nost were already enpty from quests at the height of the Game. Then | heard
that the Slac had all narched eastward, abandoning their fortresses. | didn't
know why at the tine, but it was true. | wanted to break into one of their

deserted citadel s and take whatever they |left behind. No other Scavenger had
ever dared that before.
"People told stories about the ghosts, the Spectres, that had haunted

t hese peaks since the beginning of the Scouring. | have heard nmany stories of
many things -- but | chose to disbelieve the wong tale. | cane to the Slac
citadel up here and watched the crunbling fortress. After | had seen no
nmoverrent in a week, | decided the place was enpty.

"I entered through the huge gates. | explored, and then | found the
Qutsiders -- the Spectres -- by accident. They had forgotten to nake
t hensel ves invisible, because they had not realized | was there. | caught a
glinpse of them... and it blasted my eyes into nothingness."

"But why?" Delrael asked.

"Because they are _real . If | had seen nore, it would have annihil ated
me -- | suppose you could say | was lucky." H's sigh sounded |ike a
constrai ned whinper. "Yes, | amso lucky."

He stopped and held his staff in his hand |like a mace. "They gave ne
new eyes. | can see." A blue glow that |ooked like torchlight steanmed fromthe

end of the staff. The lenses in the staff clicked again and again as they
continued to focus by themnsel ves.

"But how do they work?" Bryl asked, afraid to nmove closer. "Is it
magi c?" The tall stranger let himstare into the end of the staff for a
nmonent, then he snapped it away.

"These nountains divide the rest of the world fromthe city of
Sitnalta. In Sitnalta your magic will not work -- science works there instead.
The Qutsider named Scott has set up a region of Ganearth where characters can
duplicate sone of the greatest Sorcery by using machines. In this hexagon we
are on the border between the dommins of magic and technol ogy. My 'eyes' are a



conbi nati on of both: the proper lenses with the correct focal |engths, held
toget her and activated by magic."

Paenar fondled the end of his eye-staff for a nonent, then let out a
long sigh. "I can even | ook at them now. There are two of them-- they cal
t hensel ves David and Tyrone. Perhaps the Qutsiders take a strange pleasure in
letting me watch their machinations to destroy Ganmearth.”

"It's true then," Vailret whispered. "Qur world is dooned."

"Yes, and now they need you to help them get back to the CQutside world
before it all happens.”

A fringe of dawn light set fire to the jagged edges of the Spectre
Mount ai ns, |eaving the deserted Slac fortress in deep shadow. It stood in an
el bow of the peaks, with spiked parapets sticking out above sharp corners.
Thin arrow slits were |ike pockmarks on its weat hered surface, and the
crunmbling arch of the huge gate made it | ook Iike a cave that woul d hide
nmonsters. The path leading to the fortress widened into a road, paved w th
hexagonal cobbl est ones whose surface had been worn down by years of marching
reptilian feet.

Vailret stared up at the towering, deserted citadel. The air was bri sk,
and strong winds swirled anong the peaks above them He tried to feel the
presence of the Qutsiders, but he noticed nothing different.

Paenar did not pause when the wide fortress gate | oomed above them He
strode into the tunnel-like entrance. The heel of his eye-staff rang out in
the early nmorning silence. Vailret reached out to run his fingers over the
frost-slick blocks. The stone outer walls of the Slac fortress were ten feet
t hi ck.

Vail ret had been in such a citadel before, in his inmagination, when
Drodani s had chall enged himwith the role playing game in the darkened weapons
storehouse. He hoped the outconme would be different this tinmne.

In all the years of the Scouring of Ganearth, only one man had emnerged
alive fromsuch a hell-citadel. General Doril, the original builder of the
Stronghol d, who had been rescued by his friend the Sentinel O dahn. According
to the | egend, A dahn had brought the nountainside crashi ng down around them
killing all of Doril's captured nen and losing the Air Stone in the tons of
rubble. But even years later, after Doril had erected the Stronghold, he had
never described what he had seen while a captive of the Slac.

The blind stranger |led themthrough nusty, oppressive corridors in the
citadel. The snell of stale air clung to Vailret, and he shuddered. Bryl
stunbl ed al ong, clutching the Water Stone. Delrael remmined silent, keeping
hi s hands close to his weapons and | ooking from side to side.

The wooden doors were all reinforced with iron. Each had a small w ndow
above eye level for a man, barred or ringed with spikes: not because each was
a prison cell, but because the Slac seened to enjoy bars and spi kes. Sunli ght
filtered through chinks in the crunmbling ceiling, casting weird shadows.
Vailret tried not to inmagine the hissing | aughter of the Slac or the screans
of captives.

After the old Sorcerer wars had ended, the Slac remained in their
fortresses, simrering in anger and waiting for the day they could rule
Ganearth. When nost of the old Sorcerers had departed in the Transition, the
Sl ac cane pouring down out of the nmountains, howling and thirsty for the blood
of men. But the humans fought together with the aid of the Sentinels and won
Ganearth, beating the Sl ac back into the nountains.

Now Paenar said the Slac had all abandoned their nmountain citadels and
gone east -- where the Rul ewoman Mel anie said the Qutsiders were beginning the
destruction of the world.

Paenar's noodi ness nmade Vailret feel cold and terrified. He was about
to stand face to face with the Qutsiders, who had created Ganearth in their
i magi nati ons, who had Played all the major characters in history.

They were here, hiding, invisible. He sniffed the air, and the dank
shadows seened filled with nystery. Were they watchi ng even now? \Wat did they
want? His throat felt thick. The back of his neck prickled with sweat. If the



Qutsiders forced himto | ook at their _real selves, would it blast his eyes
fromtheir sockets, |ike Paenar -- or would such a sight annihilate him
conpl etely, because he was only imaginary to them anyway?

"Why, exactly, are the Qutsiders here?" he asked.

Paenar paused in midstride, as if thankful for an opportunity to del ay.
"They' ve been here since the Transition, which was supposed to be the climax
of their Game. Wile the Sentinels were gathering thensel ves together, while
the Slac were getting ready to cone back and fight for dom nation of the
worl d, while the men began their Scouring of Ganearth -- two of the Qutsiders
cane here to drop off a seed of evil that would engulf the entire nap.

"They spawned a thing called Scartaris in the eastern nountains beyond
the city of Taire, alnost at the edge of the world. It is a blob of energy
that grows and sucks the life fromthe I and, engul fing hex after hex.

"Not hi ng can stop this thing fromswallow ng the world and endi ng the
Gane -- the Qutsiders don't intend to give us a chance to win."

Paenar hung his head. "Even the Qutsiders can be sore | osers. For
al nrost a century they have been hiding here, working, creating. The Qutsiders
David and Tyrone are here to watch a spectacular end for their imaginary
wor | d.

"Ganmearth is doonmed. It is already too late."

Vail ret shook his head, staring at the floor. "That means the Barrier
River won't save us, either. Wiy didn't the Rul eworman tell us nore?"

"But what do the Qutsiders want _us_ for?" Bryl asked the blind nman.
H's thin voice echoed in the claustrophobic passageway.

An ironic smle curved on Paenar's lips. "They don't want _you_ -- they
want the Water Stone. They've been here so |long they can no | onger return by
t hensel ves. Their ship crunbled when they turned their imense inmaginations to
ot her things. They bent and twisted the Rules they created -- and now t hey
need Ganearth's own magi c to send them back. They can't return to the rea
worl d unl ess they use the power in your Water Stone."

Bryl stood aghast, clutching the sapphire cube. Delrael began to | augh.
"After they created this Scartaris thing to destroy us, they expect us to

hel p? Well, if they can't play nice, we'll just take our dice and go hone."

Paenar turned to him "They will not ask your permission. If you are
not careful, they will sinply destroy you. The Spectres toy with me but do
little else. | hate themfor blinding me, yet | am dependent on their power

for ny new eyes." He stretched out his eye-staff.

"The Qutsiders are nere children in their owmn world, in the _real
world. Al the centuries of our history have been only a few years of gam ng
to them And they have tenpers like spoiled children as well.

"l cannot give you any better advice, because | have none. They have
doormed our world, and | would be happy to see them stranded here to share its
fate. But that is not in ny power, or yours. They will take what they need,
whet her you cooperate or not." He set off again. The foot of his staff rang
out on the stone floor.

"We'l|l see about that," Delrael said.

The tunnel spilled out of the hivelike chanbers to a wi de, barren
courtyard where the Slac had apparently conducted battle-trai ni ng. Woden
posts and crossbars had been erected in the dusty earth; bl oodstai ned manacl es
dangl ed from them

Sprawl ed across the courtyard were huge tw sted girders, coated with
rust, that formed the skeletal outline of a netal ship like a dead prehistoric
animal . The ship had crunbled into a shadow of its construction, not able to
travel anywhere. Vailret stared at it in awe: The Qutsiders had constructed it
fromtheir imaginations and had used it to carry themfromtheir _real_ world
to Ganearth. But over the centuries, which had seened |ike days to the
Qutsiders, they turned their efforts to destroying the world, allowi ng their
fantastic ship to fade.

They needed to use the Water Stone as a catalyst to get thenselves off
their own maps and back to _reality . Vailret found the irony inpressive. What



possi bl e power could the magic of the Stones have that the Qutsiders' own dice
could not work? It wasn't fair -- and fairness was supposed to be one of the
cardi nal Rul es of Ganearth.

They stepped out into the sunlit courtyard, and awe crept up on Vailret
again. Atingling in the air, a vibration, told himothers were there. He
| ooked around the dusty, barren ground, but he could see no evidence of the
Spectres other than the abandoned and disintegrating ship. Vailret stopped
with Delrael and Bryl beside him Paenar stood off to one side, scowing,
gripping his eye-staff so hard his knuckles turned white.

"You are here. Now we can go hone at last." The voices booned out in
the silent nountain air, echoing |ike thunder. They cane fromdifferent
corners of the courtyard. Mrre than one speaker stood hidden on the enpty,
bl oodst ai ned training ground. The words thensel ves were spoken in a deep, rich
tone that sounded like a caricature of soneone omi potent and dangerous -- the
voi ce of an angry god. Bryl clutched the sapphire Stone instinctively,
protecting it but ready to use it.

"We felt Sardun use the power of the Water Stone to create the Barrier
River. W felt you, Bryl, use it to save the khelebar. Now it will set us free
of this world, let us go back home before it is too late."

Del rael shouted, directing his voice at the entire court yard. "Get rid
of your Scartaris creature in the east, and then we'll talk!"

Vailret cringed, wary of the anger of the Spectres. A second voice cane
froma different corner of the courtyard

"W want to stop the gane. We can do that if we want. What difference
does it make -- you're all just part of our imaginations. Aroll of the dice."

"I't matters to us!" Delrael said.

Vailret put a hand on his cousin's armto restrain him He made his own
voi ce sound quiet and firm "You don't |ook very real to nme, Spectres -- |
can't see you, and you can't even get home. Who's to say you're not nore
nmake-bel i eve than we are?"

"Shall we drop our invisibility and |l et you see just how real we are?"
the first voice booned.

Bryl jerked out the cube of the Water Stone and gripped it in both
hands, letting it glint and reflect in the bright sun. "Spectres! My mind is
linked with the Water Stone right now If you send us out of existence, I'lI
take the Stone with ne!"

Vailret clenched his teeth to keep from shouting his enthusiasm

"Stop!" the Qutsider shouted.

"He al so has the power to destroy the Water Stone," Vailret bluffed. He
doubted Bryl could bring hinself to harmthe gem even if he had the strength.
But the hal f-Sorcerer gave the Qutsiders no indication of that.

"You have set in notion the destruction of Ganearth, and now you're
trapped. Either send Scartaris back into nonexistence and | et us continue our
lives, or renmain here and suffer our fate."

"But we don't want to play the Game anynore!" the second Spectre said.

"And we don't want to be wi ped fromthe universe, either," Delrael
retorted. "Regardl ess of what _you_ say, to us this isn't imaginary at all!l"

Vailret drew a deep breath. Paenar had said the Qutsiders were nere
children in their own world. How gullible were they? How sure of thensel ves?
Did the Rul es have nuances they did not know about ?

"In fact, Spectres, we think of ourselves as _real ," Vailret ventured,
stepping forward. He | ooked to the side, nmaking sure Bryl kept a firmgrip on
the Water Stone. "Look at us -- we breathe, we eat, we sleep, we |love, we
hate, we fight. W feel pain, and we dream How can we possibly be imagi nary?"

He spread his hands to indicate the broken rocky | andscape. "Look
around you. Feel the cold air, see the towering nmountains, the sky, the sun
You claimthis is just a fantasy world you have created as a Gane -- but |
t hi nk you' ve got it backward.

"I think that we concocted _you_ fromour inmaginations. Maybe we needed
someone to blane, sone fictitious outside people who make all the nisery and



pain in our world. That way, we could soothe our collective conscience into
bel i eving there was nothing we could do to prevent the wars, no real reason
for us to work toward peace, no valid possibility to make our lives better. W
needed someone to shake our fists at, soneone to curse, rather than at
ourselves and our own frailties.

"So we invented an imaginary group of beings who make a Gane of our
world, playing it as we play our own small games. Until now, no one has ever
seen these Qutsiders, no one has ever so nuch as found evidence for their
exi stence. "

Vailret took a deep breath and surged ahead with his challenge. "You
say you're trapped here, but how can that be? If you are all-powerful, then
change the Rules -- it should be sinple for you. How can you be trapped by
Rul es unless they're _real ?"

Delrael raised a fist in the air, grinning. Paenar stood stunned, but
per pl exed.

"I's there a speck of doubt in your minds? Is there even one whi spered
t hought gnawi ng at you? It'll take only a monentary flicker of disbelief --
and then you'll be gone!"™ He forced hinself to |laugh | oudly.

Bryl held up the Water Stone, |ooking angry. "If | could see you,
Spectres, 1'd give you a taste of the power you say does not exist."

Paenar, standing in silence, rapped his eye-staff on the ground. He
gave a secretive snile and pointed the end of the staff off into one corner of
t he courtyard.

Bryl apparently knew what he neant and rolled the Water Stone in the
dust. A bolt of lightning seared through the air to where the blind man had
poi nted. The bolt struck sonething, and a mamrmoth shri ek echoed al ong the
stone walls of the citadel. Paenar pointed again, and again. Bryl scrabbled to
pi ck up the sapphire cube and rolled it three nore tines, mssing the spel
once but striking the Spectres twi ce, using his anger to pry nore energy from
the Stone.

The two Qutsiders howl ed. Vailret shouted after them "Can you fee
that, Qutsiders? Is that imaginary power? How can you be hurt by imagi nary
pai n?"

He let his words sink in a nonent. "I believe the Water Stone is
_real . | believe Ganearth is _real . | believe | am _real ." Vailret dropped
his voice and spat out his words, one at a tine. "And | do not believe in
_you_!"

"This is not possible!" the dom nant Spectre voice bellowed. Then
soul -ripping wails filled the courtyard, and a burst of unbearable light, as
something tore its way screaning through the air, whisked off to a place not
i magi nable. Only a brief how of despair was |eft behind, quickly fading into
the nountain w nd.

Vailret found hinself knocked backward to the lifeless dirt of the Slac
trai ning ground. Beads of sweat dried cool on his forehead. He blinked at
spots of color in front of his dazzled eyes.

Del rael whooped. He got to his feet, junmping up and down as if he had
forgotten about his _kennok_ I eg.

"Are they gone?" Bryl asked. "Are they destroyed, or just sent back to
their own worl d?"

"I don't know," Vailret said, but his voice came out as a whisper
"Maybe | freed themfromthe Rules binding themhere after so long. O naybe
they did disbelieve in their own existence enough to ... to erase thenselves."

Del rael frowned and scratched his head. "Did you believe what you were
saying to then? Is it all true?"

Vailret pursed his lips. "I ... don't think so."

The sound of qui et sobbing came from beside them and they |ooked to
find Paenar squatting on the ground with the knees of his long legs jutting up
inthe air. He bowed his head into his hands, trying to hold onto his dignity,
but spasns rippled through his hunched back

Bryl saw the blind man's eye-staff discarded on the ground. The bl ue



glow in the end had died away, and the | oose | enses, no | onger working, |ay
scattered in the dry dirt.

Paenar | ooked up at them wunable to cry because his tear ducts had been
bl asted away. Hi s bl ackened eye sockets stared as blind and as lifeless as the
cold stone of the fortress around them

I nterlude: Qutside

Mel anie fluttered her eyelids, trying to chase away the bright spots
behi nd her vision. The dice bounced around on the table by themnselves, |ike
popcorn, clattering against the map. The lights in the house di med. The dice
cane to rest, and everything else fell silent.

David clinbed back to his feet fromwhere he had fallen off the chair.
H's skin turned pale and clammy, like old cottage cheese. H s eyes | ooked from
one object to another around the room but remmined focused in the inaginary
di stance. He flexed his hand where an angry red welt |ike a burn had appeared.

Tyrone's nouth was wi de with astoni shment, |ocked in a conbi ned
expression of delight and terror

Scott held one of the transparent dice up to the light, staring at it.
"I nmpossible.” He frowned, but glared at the dice, the map in challenge. "It's
just a stupid _ganme_!"

"Maybe we've all got overactive inmaginations," Tyrone said.

"I't's not real," Scott repeated.
Davi d shook his head and sat back down again. "That's it. Enough for
tonight. I can't play any nore."

"No!" Scott slanmmed the dice back down on the table with a vehenence
Mel ani e thought he did not intend. Scott | ooked at themall, blinking his eyes
behi nd his gl asses. "They're heading into _nmy_ section next. |'ve had about
enough of this nagical crap. Things are going to start making sense."

He closed his eyes. "They have to start making sense."

* 10*

City of Sitnalta

"W have sent out explorers, we have brought our measuring devices, we
have col |l ected data. There can be no doubt: Beyond a certain boundary around
our city, the Rules of Physics change. Science may not be the natural order
for all of Gamearth. Some characters mght believe in magic ... and in certain
cases it may even work for them"

-- Dirac, address to the Sitnaltan Council of Patent G vers

Vailret found sone warm stagnant water in a cistern at the edge of the
courtyard. He tore down a tattered Sl ac banner, soaked in the gritty cistern
and went to Paenar. He tried to soothe the blind man by dabbi ng water on his
face.

Paenar made it clear that he did not want to be coddl ed. He stood up
brushing hinmself off to regain his dignity. The blind man stood for a nonent
wi t hout noving, then reached down with amazing accuracy to pick up his useless
eye-staff. Paenar felt the enpty end of the staff and stooped, feeling around
in the dust fromthe | oose | enses. He rubbed themtogether in the palmof his
hand, making clicking noises |like the song of an insect.

Wth a snarl on his face, Paenar turned and hurled the blind | enses
across the courtyard, skittering them against the twi sted netal girders of the
Spectres' dead ship.

"You fought back!" Paenar said. "You fought the Qutsiders and won! Al
this time | never even tried to resist them It wasn't hopeless after all."

Bryl crossed his thin arns and put on a defiant expression. "I'm not
going to give up. Failure is the easy way out." The enthusi asm nade hi m | ook
heal thier, less old.

Vailret went over to the ruins of the Spectres' ship. It lay in tunbled
parts made of gl ass, porcelain, and shining netal. Thin wi nd how ed around the
girders, making them hum Nothing seened workabl e on the CQutsider ship, nor
was it obvious how the pieces fit back together

He picked up Paenar's scattered | enses fromthe eye staff and held t hem



up to the light; one had been chipped, but not badly. Vailret tilted it one
way and another -- then at a certain angle, he stopped, amazed. Through the

Il ens he could see a different world entirely, like a windowto the Qutside. He
saw figures, four of them three young nmen and a brown-haired girl, al

dressed oddly. They seened to be arguing with each other. Strange food and
drinks were scattered around a smooth table with dice and naps.

The Qutsiders?

Had he glinpsed them Pl ayi ng? And survived? He blinked his eyes and
felt a shiver burn through his veins. But before he could shout to the others,
he tilted the lens again and | ost the angle. D smayed, he turned the glass in
the sunlight, squinting and trying to find the wi ndow again -- but he had | ost
it. Frowning, he placed the lenses in a | eather pouch at his side.

"What will you do now?" Paenar finally asked.

Bryl put the Water Stone back in his pocket and tossed pebbl es agai nst
the towering, noss-grown wall of the citadel. Delrael took out his sword and
inspected it in the sunlight, then sheathed it with a click against his
scabbard. He straightened the bow on his back, and sl apped a hand agai nst his
| eather arnor. "We may as well go down with an adventure so grand that the
Qutsiders will wonder how they ever got bored with Ganearth after all!"

"I am awed by you all. You shanme me with nmy own surrender," Paenar
said. It seemed difficult for himto talk. "May | acconpany you at |east as
far as Sitnalta? Perhaps | can assist you in sone way, to repay you for
freeing me. 1'll try not to nake your journey slower."

"W can't very well |eave you here." Vailret |ooked at the open
expression of shame and hel pl essness on the blind man's face.

"Before we go, let's do a quick exploration of this place," Delrael
said. "Cone on, Vailret -- who knows, there nmay be other captives in sone of
the cells far below"

Vailret stiffened, |ooking up at the blocky, threatening walls. "Wat

about the Slac? | don't want any nore 'little adventures' to slow us down."
"There aren't any Slac left, so cone on." Delrael shrugged, then
grinned at his cousin. "It just rubs nme the wong way to | eave a place like

thi s unexpl ored."

Bryl stayed with Paenar out in the sunshine where he could rest, but
Vailret remained close by his cousin as they entered the nassive fortress.
They hurried through the stifling corridors, taking turns poking their heads
i nsi de open roons. The hinges groaned when Vailret and Delrael pulled open
heavy doors. "Think we'll find any food?" Delrael asked.

"Whul d you want to eat what a Sl ac eats?"

"I see your point."

They went down a broad staircase | eading underground. Vailret's

uneasi ness grew. "Hello!" Delrael shouted. "lIs anybody here?" H s words
pounced on the walls and rattled down the tw sted corridors.

"Be quiet!" Vailret whispered. "Let's go back -- | don't know if | can
renmenber my way out anynore."

"Of course you can. We'll go just a little farther." Vailret hung back
and Delrael finally sighed in inpatience. "Wiat's the matter with you?"

Vailret felt defensive, but kept his anger in check. "I'ma little
nervous, that's all."

Del rael pursed his lips. "Wth all we've been through, Vailret, | know
you're not a coward -- what's so frightening about an old enpty fortress?"

Vailret |ooked at himin surprise but saw only puzzlenment. "I thought

you woul d understand. Didn't you do the role-playing training gane at the
Stronghol d? In the weapons storehouse with your father?"

"Sure -- | had to go rescue a jewel froma tribe of worm nmen
under ground. Everybody's adventure is different."

Vailret flicked his glance around the confining walls. Sick-Iooking
green noss craw ed up fromthe corners. "I fought to the death in a Slac
fortress. Just like this one.”

It took a noment for Delrael to realize the relevance then he shook his



head. "That was only a gane."

" Al _of thisis only a Game. Just different players."

Subdued, they noved forward, entering a drafty dining hall wth dozens
of splintered boards on skewed wooden trestles. Dust, cobwebs, and cracked
wooden plates littered the room They passed through the hol |l ow soundi ng hal
and wound their way down another set of steep and chipped stairs. Only a
slight unevenness of Delrael's echoing footsteps gave any hint that one of his
| egs was not nor nal

The doors on either side of the passageway becane noticeably bul ki er
wi th heavy bolts on the outsides. This |ooked familiar to Vailret's
i magi nati on. Delrael threw open a door that had sagged on its hinges and found
a fallen bed and sonme straw that had rotted al nost to dust over the passage of
time. The next cell contained a skel eton

"The Sl ac have been gone too long," Vailret said. "Even if there were
survivors, Paenar woul d have found them Can we go now?"

"Let me just see what's on the other side of the big door at the end of
the hall."

Del rael went down the haphazard flagstones until he reached a tall door
bl ocking their way. He nmoved smoothly, ready to junp into action. He seened to
have forgotten about his _kennok_ |eg.

Vailret kept |ooking fromside to side. Sonmething told himhe had been
here before; it seemed too fam liar. Delrael wapped his fingers around the
door's studded crossbar and knocked it out of its cradle. He grunted as he
tugged on the door. "Vailret, help me herel™

The two nen pulled the door open, and a dry, sour snell flooded out.

Del rael stood peering inside with his hands on his hips. "Wuld you | ook at
that!"

Vailret | ooked over his cousin's shoulder to see a wi de gravel -covered
arena. Stone benches ringed the lip of the circular wall around the sunken
pit. Skulls and bones were scattered on the gravel

"See, there's nothing in here." Delrael stepped into the arena. He

pi cked up a stone and threw it across the bl oodstained gravel. It bounced and
pattered, then every thing fell silent again.
"Del, | think you should conme out of there...."

"I wonder what they did here?"

They heard a snorting sound and the scraping of gravel, as if something
with large, clawed feet were charging toward them-- but they could see
not hi ng. Delrael cocked his head to listen as the angry grunts and snorts cane
closer, swifter. He touched his sword hilt, frowning.

Vailret jerked his cousin back out of the doorway and threw his
shoul der at the door. He winced at the shock, but he janmed the crossbar back
onto its supports. Then he panted with relief.

"What do you think you're doing?" Delrael brushed his chest arnor,
scow i ng.

Sonet hi ng smashed agai nst the door. A few tendrils of dust |eaked
t hrough the crumbling roof, but the door held firm They heard a roar and then
anot her crash. After a noment the creature fromthe other side gave up and
retreated in silence

Del rael |ooked at Vailret, astonished. "Wat was that? How did you
know?"

"It's an Akkar. They're invisible. And you didn't listen to ne."

They left the abandoned Sl ac fortress behind, crossing a hex-line into
pl easant forest terrain by |ate afternoon. Though the forest seened cluttered
and untended after Ledaygen, the air was warmand filled with the scent of
trees and plants.

“I't'"ll be wonderful to sleep in terrain like this!" Delrael said.

Paenar turned his head to listen to the background noises in the
forest, to feel the leaves and the air on his face, to snell the w | dflowers
and evergreens. He still carried his useless eye-staff, but the path was clear
and he could follow at a good pace if he kept a hand on soneone's shoul der



"I was such a fool to remain with the Qutsiders so |long. Wiy couldn't |
see this before? Nowit's my fault Gamearth is dooned."

"The Gane isn't over yet, Paenar," Vailret said. "The Rul ewoman Mel ani e
woul dn't have told us to fight if there wasn't a way to win. Watch out for
this branch -- it's hanging | ow. "

"Maybe we just need to find some new way to approach the problem"™ Bryl
suggested. "Paenar, what were you saying about Sitnalta and how magi ¢ won't
wor k t here?"

"I didn't say it wouldn't work. Nothing on Ganearth is absolute, only a
set of high or Iow probabilities. It is like an imaginary dice roll. But the
chances of magic working are drastically reduced in Sitnalta, just as the
chances for technology are greatly increased." Paenar rustled against a
branch, but ignored it as he kept talking.

"The Sitnaltans think only of the future, trying to do everything
better than they did the day before. When |I brought themitenms from Ganearth's
past, things | had scavenged fromthe nmountains, they told ne they had no
interest in anything that was so shamefully obsolete."

Delrael got a twinkle in his eye. "If they are so good with technol ogy,
do you think they could fix the Spectres' ship?" He chuckled to hinself. "W
could use it to send Scartaris right back to the Qutsiders."

Bryl snickered. "Wuldn't that be a wonderful surprise!"

Paenar shook his head. "You have seen the condition of the ship -- it
could never be repaired. Barely anything remains of it."
Vailret rubbed his |lips, pondering. "No ... but I'd bet the Sitnaltans

woul d I ove to have a look at it, nevertheless. Maybe we can use that as a
bargaining chip if we need anything fromthem?"

In her tower roomon the edge of Sitnalta, a young worman stared at the
wi de bl ackboard. Chal kdust from her furious witings and erasures covered the
floor, her garnents, and her body. She bit her Ilip, deep in thought, and
tasted chal k.

She had patented her inventions in her own nane, Myer, and
col l aborated on a fifth, though none of them had been particularly useful. But
this contraption -- a cal culating machine -- would earn her a name beside the
two greatest living characters in Sitnalta, Professors Verne and Frankenstein.
If only she could see a trick that would allow her to nechanically solve the
equations --

Mayer stared at the bl ackboard, baring her teeth and demandi ng of
hersel f why the nunbers woul d not bal ance. She reached up with her |unp of
chalk and intuitively altered a variable, replacing it with an equi val ent
expression. And suddenly everythi ng worked.

"Eureka!" Mayer turned to shake her fists in the air and went to the
wi ndow, gri nni ng.

She saw the four travelers wal king toward the gates of the city. She
gawked for a monent and then had the good sense to pick up her "optick-tube"
-- two nounted | enses that magnified distant objects fivefold. Myer
scrutinized the four characters carefully: One was very young -- blond-haired
and just past boyi shness; the other young nman was nore nuscul ar, obviously a
fighter, wearing | eather arnor and carryi ng weapons, but he seened to be
linping. Hi s gleamng silver belt |ooked rather gaudy.

The other two characters were ol der. One was thin and white-bearded,
smaller in stature than the others, and wearing a blue cloak. But he | ooked
intelligent and shrewd, perhaps even a professor or a great inventor in his
own | and. The other stood tall and gaunt and seenmed to have been blinded in a
terrible accident. She was familiar with industrial accidents, since sone of
the early Sitnaltan steam engi ne boilers had exploded -- but her father Dirac
had devel oped the pressure-rel ease val ve that nmade steam engi nes safe for
everyday use

Mayer mentally constructed a detail ed anal ysis, draw ng concl usions
fromthe evidence she had seen. Then she reached for the speaking tube,
putting the cuplike brass end to her nouth and shouting the news into it. She



pronounced her words carefully and kept the sentences short and clipped. Her
voi ce would be nmuffled as it bounced around inside the speaking tube until it
exited the other end, probably awakening the old man who sat at the tel egraph
station.

Wthin mnutes, all of Sitnalta would be alerted to the visitors.

Mayer replaced the end of the speaking tube on its hook and | eaned out

over the window sill. The brown-haired fighter | ooked up at her, cupping his
hands around his mouth. "Hello up there!"
Great Maxwell! Had they no better way of announcing thensel ves?

Mayer picked up her own negaphone and bl ew sone chal kdust fromthe
nmout hpi ece before she spoke down at the four travelers. "Wl come to Sitnalta.
Pl ease wait for the gate to raise conpletely before entering. Thank you."

She threw a | ever that dropped a counterweight, which turned a gear
which turned a | arger gear, which caused the heavy sheet-nmetal gate to ratchet
upward in its tracks. Mayer took one |ast | ook at her equations -- now that
she knew how to solve the problem she didn't want to |l eave. Wth a sigh, she
went down to nmeet the strangers.

The wal |l surrounding the city of Sitnalta was made of stone bl ocks cut
in perfect rectangles, equal in size and with sharp corners. Vailret ran his
fingers along one of the cracks -- it put even the careful work of Skon the
stonecutter to shame. Paenar cocked his head at the odd junbl e of distant
cl angi ng, hissing, and whistling noises fromwithin the city. The air held
strange snells.

Del rael |eaned heavily on Vailret's shoulder, barely able to wal k on
his _kennok_ linb. As they had approached the vicinity of Sitnalta, the
_kennok_ magi ¢ had begun to fade, |eaving the fighter burdened with a
cunber some and rigid wooden | eg. Delrael had shown himhow the dividing |ine
bet ween fl esh and wood now stood dark and distinct again. Vailret didn't know
what to do, other than | eave the area as quickly as they could.

After the woman in the tower had called to them the heavy netal gate
clattered upward, opening the city of Sitnalta to their view Bryl led blind
Paenar, and Vailret supported Delrael, thinking how unlikely a fighting team
t hey must appear to be.

But Vailret forgot all that when he passed through the gate into the
city.

He and Delrael stood amazed, bonbarded by the sights. Even Bryl seened
i npressed. Paenar renai ned al oof and silent.

The main road was paved with col orful hexagon-shaped cobbl est ones, each
formed perfectly and laid in dizzying geonetric patterns. Many of the shining
buil dings were two or even three stories tall. Except for Sardun's |ce Pal ace
and the Slac citadel, Vailret had never seen such enormpus structures,
certainly nothing made by humans.

A thin woman stepped out of a tower doorway and wal ked toward them
| ooking stiff and businesslike. She had short dark hair, bright fast-noving
eyes, and a sharp nose. She wore garnents dyed nore colorfully than any
natural pignment Tarne had ever used in his weaving.

For a monent, Vailret thought of Tarne and hoped the old veteran was
keepi ng the other characters safe while Gairoth held the Stronghol d. He
wondered how long it would be until he got hone again.

"My name is Mayer. | amthe daughter of Dirac." The Sitnaltan wonman
paused, waiting for something, then she scowed. "My father invented seventy
of the greatest inventions of all tine."

"We're pleased to neet you," Bryl said as cordially as he could. They
i ntroduced thensel ves.

Mayer swept her arms out to indicate Sitnalta. "W don't get many
visitors here. We like to hear about how far ahead we are of the rest of
Ganearth. "

Surprisingly, Paenar snapped at her. His hand cl enched Bryl's cl oak
| eaving fingermarks. "Or perhaps you need to | earn about sone of the things
you | ack."



I ndi gnant, Mayer glared at him but | ooked disconcerted when Paenar's
enpty eye-sockets nmet her gaze. She turned abruptly and nmotioned for themto
foll ow her. She opened the wi de doors of a shed near the gate, sliding the
doors al ong polished tracks. "I can show you nore of Sitnalta."

In the di mess of the shed, Mayer pushed and tugged a | arge wheel ed
contraption, a steamengine car, out onto the hex-cobbled street. Wen no one
nmoved to assist her, she shouted, "Don't just gawk at me, you barbarians! Help

me get the vehicle out. Great Maxwell! How do you expect us to travel ?"
As Vailret hel ped push, the iron-shod wooden wheels of the vehicle
runbl ed on the cobbl estones. In the full light, Vailret thought the machine

| ooked magnificent. A shining silver boiler took up nost of the car's back
but the chassis rode low to the ground, balanced so that the heavy
water-filled boiler did not Iift the front wheels up in the air.

Mayer touched the netal of the tank and jerked back her hand, bl ow ng
on her fingers. "Good -- pressure's still up, and the fires are burning.
Soneone must have just used it." She dunped coal froma bucket into the orange
maw of a furnace beneath the water. Steam hissed out of a pressure valve in
the back of the boiler

"Come on, seat yourselves! We're wasting the pressure buil dup.™”

Del rael hobbled to the side of the vehicle and swng his stiff leg up
into the seat. Paenar clinbed in wthout any assistance after Bryl had led him
to the car. Vailret hopped in the back, near the boiler

Even before they had settled in, Mayer twi sted a crank that rel eased
steam t hrough the piston chanbers, turning the gears. She jerked | ocking pins
out fromthe wheels, and the car rattled forward over the cobbl estones.

Vailret grinned in excitenent. Thick white steam bel ched fromthe nouth
of their snokestack. Mayer pulled a rope that caused a shrill whistle to
bl ast, hurting their ears. The steamengine car clattered over the streets.
Mayer wrestled with two steering | evers that pulled the front wheels one way
or the other.

"This is marvelous!" Vailret said. "It's like magic."

Mayer corrected himsharply. "Not magic -- technol ogy."

The pressure valve in the back of the boil er popped open, shrieking out
excess steam and then closed itself again. Paenar sat in silence, bouncing up
and down as the car runbl ed al ong the cobbl estones.

The steam engi ne vehicle traveled too swiftly for Vailret to take in
all the wondrous things around them but Myer pointed out the nore prom nent
structures.

"We create all of our materials there, in the manufactories." She
poi nted to massi ve buil di ngs where snoke stacks dunped thick steam and bl ack
snoke into the air. "That one nakes ingots of steel for us to use in our
i nventions. W also harvest natural gas from underground, and mine ninerals
fromthe sea. You'll find a great deal of gold used in sone inventions, since
gold is abundant in the sea water."

As the car passed by, other Sitnaltans stared at them fromthe w ndows
of tall buildings. Mayer pointed at the web of wires stretching from house to
house, connecting all the buildings together

"Over those wires, | was able to informall of Sitnalta of your
arrival. Instantly." Mayer smiled to herself.

"I could do the sane thing with a sending or a nmessage stick," Bryl
count er ed.

"But you would need magic. Qur telegraph runs on _electricity_ ."

"And he shoul d be ashamed of using magi c?" Vailret said.

"I certainly would not be proud of it. The Sorcerers nearly destroyed
Ganearth with century after century of their senseless wars. And then they
abandoned us with only a few worthl ess Sentinel representatives to help out.”

She turned and | ooked up at the tall buildings. "All you see here in
Sitnalta _we_ have done. Human characters -- with no help from Sentinels.
Magi ¢ may be the crutch of the Sorcerers, but we have devel oped science, we
have invented tools and nachines to do everything the magic used to do. W



have di scovered the true scientific Rules by which the world works. W can
wel | be proud."

Bryl nuttered to hinmself. "I'd like to see her create the Barrier River
with a machine!"

But Vailret gazed around in awe. Wat she said struck himon a sore
spot -- these were human characters, and they had acconplished much of what he
had al ways thought inpossible. Perhaps he could | earn fromthem study how
they worked their miracles and be able to create a different kind of magic by
hi msel f. Even wi t hout Sorcerer bl ood.

Mayer pushed down on a pedal at her feet and rel eased another |ever,
bringi ng the steamengi ne vehicle to rest. Vailret heard a different hissing
t hat had been hidden by the din of their own car. "Look there!" Mayer pointed
down another side street. "One of ny father's inventions."

They saw a three-wheel ed contraption with a wi de spinning brush under
its belly. The machi ne chugged al ong, driven by a smaller steam engine,
hi ssing and whistling to itself fromits pressure valves. The w de rotating
brush scrubbed the cobbl estones, devouring all the dirt and grit from between
t he cracks.

"Sitnalta has ten of those machines to keep our streets clean.™

She rel eased the foot pedal, engaged the gears once nore, and they
roll ed onward.

The vehicl e reached a broad rectangul ar plaza that stood enpty in the
early afternoon. An ornate fountain spurted in the center of the square,
runni ng an el aborate water clock. Myer pulled the steamengine car to a halt
and squinted at the level of water in the clock. She |ocked the pins in the
wheel s and hopped out, running around to the back of the boiler and opening a
red valve that spilled the excess steampressure into the air. The car nade a
sigh as it shut down, but steam burbled out of the snokestack for several nore
m nut es.

Vailret could think of nothing to say; his mnd had been overwhel ned by
t he marvel ous sights and Mayer's enthusiasm He clinmbed out of the car and
went to the fountain to see better, staring at the spraying water and at the
clock. Hs ears still rang fromthe steam engine's |oud noises.

In the pool four large, clunsy-Ilooking mechanical fish puttered around
and around in perfect circles. He stuck his hand in the water, but the
nmechani cal fish paid himno heed.

"The | eaders of Sitnalta will be here nomentarily," Myer said.

"The | eaders?" Bryl asked. "Who runs the city?"

"The people of Sitnalta decide for thenselves what we will do. W are a
wei ght ed denocracy. Each character has at |east one vote, but those who have
done the nost for Sitnalta have the nost votes. It is very fair -- the ones
who work hard for our city have a significant say in the decisions we nake,
and those who have done little, say little. In an ordinary denocracy, the vote
of a vagrant is valued as highly as that of a great inventor. And that just
isn't logical."

"Why don't you tell us how you determ ne these wei ghted votes?" Paenar
seened to know t he answer al ready.

Mayer | ooked at himas if he had asked somet hi ng obvi ous. "By the
nunber of inventions a character has contributed, of course. My father Dirac
has desi gned seventy new i nventions for the betterment of Sitnalta, and
t herefore he has seventy votes. | have five, soon to be six."

"But what about the characters who aren't inventors?" Bryl asked.

Mayer snorted. "Usel ess people -- who cares what they think?"

Paenar snmiled to hinself.

At sonme unheard signal, dozens of characters energed fromthe doorways
of buildings around the square and filed toward the fountain. They stared at
the travelers, but talked little among thensel ves. The other characters wore
bright clothes sinmlar to the ones Mayer wore, but sone were covered with
grease or wore work-snmocks. One woman's hair | ooked singed; perhaps a new
i nvention had backfired on her



Mayer smiled and notioned to a rotund man striding toward them The man
had a bald crown and shaggy reddish hair sticking out around his ears. "This
is my father, Dirac, who has designed seventy inventions."

"If she says one nore time how nmany inventions he's done -- " Delrael
grunbl ed.

"You were early, Mayer," Dirac said, still smling at the travelers.
"Did you run short of things to show our guests?"

"No, Father!" Mayer |ooked at the water clock for defense, but she said
not hi ng nore.

Dirac gazed at themwi th a distant expression on his face, then he

ext ended his hand to each of them beaning. "I am pl eased you' ve conme to
Sitnalta. We'll have tine to discuss many things."
Paenar's blindness did not trouble Dirac at all; he reached out, guided

the blind man's hand into his own grasp and shook it. Paenar seemed to dislike
the Sitnaltan's touch

Bef ore they could say anything to him Dirac turned and waved two ot her
men over to join them "Allow me to introduce the greatest inventors in all of
Sitnalta -- Professors Frankenstein and Verne. | cannot begin to tell you the
great wonders these nen have brought to us."

Frankenstei n was a young, haggard-|ooking man, with dark brown hair and
i ntense, bl oodshot eyes. He nodded cursorily to the guests but went back to
brood with his ideas, as if incapable of making |ight conversation

Verne, on the other hand, blinked in surprise at being personally
introduced to the visitors. Verne had a great bushy beard and tangl ed gray
hai r hangi ng over his ears. He scratched his head and extended a hand to each
of the four, smling politely. A peculiar, haunted quality |lay behind the eyes
of both professors, as if they had the dreanms and ni ght mares of severa
lifetinmes | ocked within their skulls.

Ver ne rubbed his hands together. His voice had a strange accented lilt.
"Monsi eur Dirac hinmself is not a trivial personage either. He has -- "

"W know," Delrael interrupted, "seventy inventions to his credit."

Dirac | ooked pl eased, paying no heed to the sarcasmin Delrael's
comment. "You rust be hungry," he said, interrupting Verne. "W were about to
break for our nidday neal."

Bot h professors slipped away and stood back to observe the crowd. Dirac
led the travelers over to stone benches ringing the square. Delrael |urched,
nearly unable to wal k on his _kennok_leg. Vailret hel ped him but Delrael
acted frustrated at hinself.

After watching the water clock, everyone turned to face other sets of
doors around the square. \Weel ed carts shuttled out of the building, bearing
i ndi vi dual plates heaped with steam ng food.

Dirac sat down on the bench next to Delrael and Vailret, elbow ng his
way into a place of honor. Delrael absently rubbed his thigh, at the line
where the _kennok_ wood joined with flesh. The carts canme around, and the
Sitnal tans each took a plate and began to eat. As Vailret tried to choose
bet ween several different entrees, he noticed how every plate appeared the
same, so carefully arranged. But after days of pack food --

They ate in relative silence. The snokestacks of the manufactories had
stopped exhaling great gray clouds, and many of the background noi ses had al so
fallen silent. Of on another bench and oblivious to the others, Frankenstein
and Verne argued over the fine details of some new invention

Del rael scraped the last remants of food fromhis plate into his
mout h, finishing well before anyone else. After swallow ng his food he spoke
to Dirac. "I don't understand one thing. We arrive at your gates as perfect
strangers, your daughter invites us in and gives us the grand tour, now you
introduce us to all of Sitnalta and give us a good neal. But nobody's even
asked us why we're here or where we're going. Isn't that a little strange?”

Dirac wi ped his nouth and | ooked flustered. Mayer watched her father
waiting for himto answer. "W assuned you had heard of our great city and
cane to see its wonders for yourself. That was Mayer's hypothesis."



Bryl | aughed so suddenly that he choked on his remaining food. Delrael
al so chuckled, while Vailret |ooked at the Sitnaltans in surprise. Paenar
shook hi s head.

“"Your city is marvel ous, but we are on our way to the island of
Rokanun," Vailret said. "W need a passage across the sea."

The other Sitnaltans nmuttered. Frankenstein and Verne stopped their
di scussion to pay attention

"The dragon Tyros is on Rokanun. You don't want to go there." Dirac
pl aced his hands on the table, then smled at themagain. "But don't worry --
you are safe here."

"You don't understand," Bryl said. "W want to find the dragon.”

Dirac shook his head as if to dismiss them "Not another one of those
silly treasure quests? | thought they went out of fashion years and years
ago. "

"W have to rescue soneone. W prom sed," Delrael said.

"But why would you want to go there now?" Dirac frowned, puzzled. "It
is only a mtter of time before Sitnaltan technol ogy advances enough to
destroy Tyros. Wy bother risking your lives?"

Paenar stood up, exasperated, and put his fists on his hips. "Are you
Sitnaltans so wapped up in your little world that you see nothing el se?" He
glared at the gathered characters with his enpty eye-sockets.

"Al'l of your inventions will be worthless soon -- the Qutsiders have
decided to end the Ganme. Qur world is about to be destroyed, and I'Il bet you
didn't even know "

He pointed in the general direction of Delrael, Bryl, and Vailret.
"These people are fighting -- they did not give up. They will not surrender
But Sitnalta is ignoring the danger."

Across the table, Mayer bristled and glared at him Dirac folded his
hands on his paunched belly with patronizing interest. "Ch? Please tell us
nore of this danger."

Vailret | ooked at Delrael, who raised his eyebrows and nodded. Vailret
set his jaw. "W received a nessage fromthe Rul ewomman Mel ani e hersel f,
telling us about some eneny growing in the east. W traveled northward to ask
for Sardun's help, and he created the Barrier River that cut us off fromthe
threat. In exchange, we agreed to rescue his daughter Tareah, who has been
ki dnapped by the dragon on Rokanun. But now we have | earned that Scartaris is
not just a normal eneny. Not just an army. | doubt that the Barrier River wll
be enough to stop the destruction."”

Soneone | aughed. Ot her Sitnaltans nuttered about "barbarian
superstitions.” Professor Verne tugged on his |ong beard. Professor
Frankenstein chewed on his lip.

Mayer rolled her eyes upward. "Do you nean that Sardun, the great
Sentinel, could not fight off a dragon?"

"Sitnalta has not been able to destroy Tyros, either,"'

Paenar poi nted
out .

Mayer fell silent.

"The CQutsiders have decided to end the Gane. | know, for | have been
with them They bl asted away ny eyes when | glinpsed themat their work."
Paenar stared at the gathered Sitnaltans, offering his enpty eye-sockets as
evi dence of his story.

Prof essor Verne stood up, scratching his head. "This great energy force
to the east -- what exactly is it? And where, exactly, is it |ocated?"

Paenar turned his head in the direction of the inventor's voice.
"Northeast of here, in the nountains beyond the city of Taire. The Qutsiders
have naned it Scartaris -- it will absorb all the energy on Ganearth, breaking
the hexes fromthe map and sending themto drift as barren chunks in the
uni verse."

Verne scratched his head again and said, "Hmm" He | ooked at
Frankenstei n, and his younger partner shrugged, then nodded. Professor Verne
drew a deep breath. Hi s eyes | ooked distant and watery.



"We did not announce our recent findings because we had insufficient
data to form any conclusions. Some of our nonitors have detected a powerful
energy anomaly in the extreme northeast of the map. Frankenstein and | were at
aloss to explain it -- but these travelers offer a hypothesis that fits the
data."

He crossed his arnms. "In the absence of evidence to the contrary, good
scientific practice suggests that we not scoff at the clainms of our guests."

Dirac fidgeted, but even he did not dare to disagree with the great
Pr of essor Verne.

"Well then," Delrael said, "are you going to help us or not?"

The wi nd picked up, stretching the tether ropes taut as it tugged at
t he huge gas-filled balloon. Vailret stood on the ground, |ooking up at the
bott om of the woven basket bobbing in the air. The ball oon was constructed of
bright red and white cloth, sewn tightly and waterproofed, covered with a nmesh
of rope that attached to cables | eading down to the passenger basket bel ow.
Bright white nunerals "VI" had been stenciled on the basket.

Ver ne had expl ai ned how sinple the concept was: a giant sack filled
with a gas even lighter than air. It would float, allowing themto travel
through the air. But Vailret wasn't sure he wanted to trust his life to
somet hing so flinsy.

"What does the 'VI' nmean?" He pointed at the basket.

Verne sniled sheepishly. Frankenstein said, "Qur first five attenpts
did not have sufficient integrity."

The fighter and the old half-Sorcerer stood in the basket, staring down
at the gathered crowd. The basket swayed agai nst the ropes as the two
passengers moved about. Even with his uncooperative _kennok_ |eg, Delrael had
haul ed hinsel f up the rope | adder, using his arms and novi ng from one saggi ng
rung to the next. Bryl scranbled up afterward, glancing down too often and
looking ill. He appeared frail and spidery as he clinbed into the basket.

Fromthe ground, Vailret raised his hand in a farewell wave. Paenar had
instinctively turned to face the proper direction. If Verne's intuition was
right, the great balloon would take Delrael and Bryl over the hexes of ocean
to the island of Rokanun...

"W have sent up test balloons,” Verne had said, "small and unmanned,
of course. W used detectors in themto nmeasure the prevailing winds, and if
you reach the correct altitude, you should be able to go directly to the
i sland. The detectors failed once they'd gone a sufficient distance from
Sitnalta, but we did gather enough data to be confident in our results.”

"The detectors failed?" Vailret said in alarm

"Ch yes, but we saw no evidence that the balloons failed," Verne added
qui ckly.

"Now don't get sidetracked, Jules," Frankenstein said. "It's inportant
that they understand this. You see, the winds nove in different directions,
different _streams_, depending on the altitude." He nodded to Delrael and
Bryl. "You will have to control your altitude by rel easing some of the ball ast
in the sandbags strung along the gondola. | suspect that the time of day wll
al so affect your altitude, as the sun heats up the gas in the bag, causing it
to expand."

Ver ne nodded. "As the days pass, sone of the gas will |eak out of the
bal | oon, too. You will have to drop sandbags just to maintain your flying
hei ght." The professor stared up at the colorful balloon. H s eyes sparkled.

"I created this balloon for a grand adventure, for a journey of
expl oration that would change the way Sitnalta thinks." Verne's voice sounded
wistful. "I dreaned of all we night see and do, all we might learn fromsuch a
quest. But | amtoo old, and the others are too frightened to go far from
Sitnalta, where the Rules of Science do not hold true.”

Frankenstein had | ooked at the four travelers with an intense light in
his eyes. "No one would volunteer to test this balloon. W would have no
control over its direction of flight, nor could we be sure of getting back. By
using data from our regional nonitoring devices, we cal cul ated the extent of



t he technol ogi cal fringe around our city -- a lower limt, you understand,
because once we place nonitors near the fringe, we cannot rely on the readings
they give."

The younger professor squinted at the balloon. The wi nd yanked at it,
testing the ropes holding it down.

"W do not dare cross the fringe in that balloon. |Imagi ne what woul d
happen if, flying high in the sky, you passed over a hex-line and suddenly the
very physical principle that allows the balloon to fly becones uncertain. The
bal | oon would fall Ilike a stone."

"That has not been proved!" Verne cried defensively. "This balloon has
not hi ng mechanical in it, no invention or technology that can fail -- | say it
will work over all the world, and we should not isolate ourselves here when we
coul d be enbarking on extraordi nary voyages!"

"But no one would test the hypothesis,'
story instead of arguing. "Until now "

Del rael had not been able to take his eyes fromthe towering balloon
He craned his neck upward, |ooking at the bottom of the basket; he tugged on
the sturdy tether ropes.

"We can't all fit in that," Bryl observed.

"No," Frankenstein said. "Only two. Perhaps you can risk three, but
then the odds grow worse for you."

Frankenstein said, relating a

"No!" Verne insisted. "It nust be a fair test, under ideal conditions,
until we know nore paraneters. Only two may ride, and two will remain behind.
O herwise, it will influence the results of the experiment -- we have to know.

An over burdened bal |l oon may crash, regardl ess of how the technol ogi ca
boundary affects it."

"l concede your point," Frankenstein said.

Dirac rubbed his hands together. "You asked for our help, and two of
you may take this balloon. The others will be quite safe here."

Verne fished in his pocket, withdrew a ticking tine piece, and handed
it to Frankenstein. He pulled out the pair of dice he had been | ooking for
"I'f you wi sh to choose who remains behind, you are welconme to use ny dice."
Frankenstei n produced a small gadget used for automatically shaking the dice.

Vail ret shook his head, putting his hand on Bryl's wist to stop him
fromtaking the dice. "Let's think about this. W have to choose carefully,
not by a throw of the dice."

After a nmonent of silence, Paenar volunteered. "I wish to remain
behind. | nust ... ask sonething of the Sitnaltans."” He refused to say nore

Del rael stared at the balloon, then | ooked down at the hal f-Sorcerer
H s gray eyes |ooked troubled. "Bryl, you have to go. Your Water Stone is the
only real weapon we have agai nst the dragon."

But Vailret watched the way his cousin noved, the pain as he kept
rubbing his thigh. "Del, how s your |eg?"

Delrael turned to him then | ooked down at his leg. He rapped the

_kennok_ wood and it nade a hollow, solid sound. "I can't feel it or bend it
at all. There's no magic here to keep it alive." His face turned grayi sh.
Vailret suddenly realized that his cousin was genuinely frightened, but had
kept it all to hinmself. "I"'mafraid it's going to fall off."

"That settles it. You have to get out of these science-rul ed hexes --
now. I'll stay behind with Paenar. Maybe | can | earn something here." They had

cl asped hands, sayi ng goodbye.

Axes canme down, severing the tether ropes. The red-and-white ball oon
shot into the air as if propelled by an invisible bowstring. Delrael and Bryl
| eaned out over the basket, waving, but then drew back inside, clutching the
ropes as the balloon rose higher

Vailret watched the balloon rise above the city until it became only a
blur in his vision. He felt alone in Sitnalta, surrounded by strangers who had
an alien perspective on life itself.

But then he saw how sl uggi sh the great colorful balloon was, how it
drifted at the nercy of the wind currents. If a fire-breathing dragon saw t hem



approachi ng, Bryl and Delrael would be hel pl ess. And Professor Verne had
warned themthat the invisible gas within the balloon was extremely flammabl e.
*11*

Paenar's Eyes

"Everything on Gamearth operates by the Rules of Probability, the rol
of the dice. The nost unlikely events may concei vably happen, or the nost
obvi ous and ordinary things may not happen at all. Wth sufficient data, we
can predict a likely outcone, but we cannot _know ."

-- Professor Verne, Collected Lectures_

Purple twilight welled up, acconpanied by a salt-snelling mst fromthe
nearby sea. The nmist infiltrated the streets of Sitnalta, creeping around
wal s and into the clusters of buildings. Vailret stared out the wi ndow of his
quarters on the second floor of a building. After an evening neal, the
Sitnaltans had | eft him and Paenar alone in their room Now that the strangers
had | ost some of their novelty, the city dwellers had other things to attend
to.

Bel ow, Vailret could see characters clinmbing on | adders to |ight gas
streetlights on every corner, racing agai nst the dusk. Wblike patterns of
al ready-gl owi ng | anterns sparkled on the winding streets. Gther than the
subdued conversation of the lanplighters, he heard none of the industrious din
of the daytine. Sitnalta had stopped for the night.

Vailret smelled the sea mist, thinking of Bryl and Delrael soaring away
in Professor Verne's balloon

Paenar |ay brooding on a resilient cot against one wall. The blind nman
listened, sniffed the air, and paid intense attention to everything. It nade
Vai l ret uneasy.

But any character who had gazed upon the Qutsiders and survived ..

well, that gave hima right to be alittle odd.
"Vailret," Paenar asked w thout turning his head. "You seem confortable
with others. Have you always ... been with peopl e?"

The young man st epped back fromthe wi ndow, closing the shutters
agai nst the oncoming night. He considered the question for a nonent, wondering

what Paenar was driving at. "Well, | grew up in the Stronghold and | played in
the village just at the bottomof the hill. Plenty of other characters
around. "

Paenar |ay notionless on the bed, saying nothing. Vailret becane
unconfortabl e enough with the silence that he spoke again. "Delrael can strike
up a conversation with just about anybody, though. He's got a good charisma
score -- but | don't think any of that goes very deep. He doesn't like to have
to depend on people."

"What about Bryl ?" Paenar asked. "You worked well together against the
Spectres.”

Vail ret shrugged. "Bryl doesn't open hinmself up to anybody. | guess
he's a friend, though he is rather strange. But he's sharp and willing to help
out when you force him Especially now | think this quest has been good for
him to make himfeel useful again.”

Paenar sounded desol ate. "I wi sh | had known people like you. Before."
The blind man sat up, facing Vailret.

"l becane a Scavenger because | wanted to be away from people. | wanted

to be alone. My father was cruel and forced a famly's worth of work out of
me. My nother allowed her children to be beaten as well as herself. Both of ny
parents were killed when our dwelling burned down -- Father was too drunk on
spring cider to wake up, and Mdther ran back to save him The other villagers
cane out to watch ny hone burn, but no one tried to save it.

"Later, the worman | wished to marry chose a richer man instead -- he
was an excell ent ganer and had won nost of his wealth through dicing. She did
not love him but she expected me to understand that sinple |love could not
keep her fed. The others in the village taunted ne because of it."

Vailret fidgeted, not sure he wanted to hear the blind man's



confession, afraid it mght forge a bond between them

"So, | becane a hunter and a wanderer. Early on | encountered a band of
the Bl ack Fal con Troops. They were perfect exanples of how bad human nature
can be, ainmng to kill every non-human race on Ganearth, even the friendly
ones. | was ashamed of ny own people -- even | did not have such whol esal e
hatred. | just wanted to be left al one.

"Later, | found | could be useful by uncovering artifacts fromthe old
Sorcerers. | did not need the coins the artifacts brought ne ... but | did
need an excuse for my life, a purpose. | wandered al ong the Spectre Muntains,

up to Sardun's Ice Pal ace and down to Sitnalta. Then | stunbl ed upon the
deserted Slac fortress and the Spectres. Now nmy eyes have been taken from ne,
and our world is dooned, and | amstill alone.

"But just watching you, your attitude and your ambition to do sonething
-- that stirs things in my heart. It feels strange.™

Vailret fidgeted, enbarrassed and awkward that a stranger had opened up
to himso much. "So why did you volunteer to stay here in Sitnalta? \Wen we
wer e deci ding who would ride in the balloon, you said you needed to ask for
somet hing. But you've made it quite clear you don't |ike these people."

Paenar stood up fromhis bed and unerringly strode over to the w ndow.
He opened the shutters and breathed the danp air. Vailret could see that m st
had swirled down the streets, making the gas lights |ook Iike gl ow ng pools of
butter.

"I will challenge themto nake ne new eyes."

Bryl clutched the edges of the balloon basket so tightly that the
wi cker bit into his fingers. He didn't like being so high in the air,
especially not when the craft's own inventors refused to ride init.

The bal | oon ropes creaked with the weight of the passengers and the
shifting tenperatures of the air. If he was going to ganble, Bryl preferred to
do it with dice, not his life. The half-Sorcerer kept his fingers crossed,
hopi ng the contraption would hold itself together. He thought he could hear
t he gas | eaking out even now. He knew they were going to fall

Since the wind pushed themalong at its own speed, the air around them
was cal m Though they could detect no notion, the three clustered hexagons of
Sitnalta's city terrain soon dropped away. The buil dings grew smaller, the
peopl e | ooked |i ke black specks, as the balloon pulled away in snooth silence,
nmoving with a deceptive speed that made Bryl dizzy. He could still hear the
cl anki ng sounds of Sitnalta in the still air, snatches of conversation carried
up in a pocket of wind, the noise of the manufactories.

Del rael noved from one side of the basket to the other, peering at the
wor |l d bel ow. The ball oon swayed, making Bryl ill, until he begged Delrael to
stand still.

Bel ow them t he jagged edge of land net the sea, giving way to an
i nterl ocked network of blue hexagons of water. In the other direction the
i sl and of Rokanun showed pl ainly agai nst the blue of the sea, three hexes
di stant.

Bryl had no way of telling whether they continued to rise or not. The
sea bel ow seenmed so far away that he could no longer tell the difference.
Through the holes in the w cker of the basket, he could see the |long drop
beneath his feet. He tried shutting his eyes, but that didn't help at all,
just left his imagination open to picture worse things. By watching the |ine
of Rokanun, he noticed they had begun to drift in the wong direction

"Trial and error, | guess," Delrael said. "W know we were heading in
the right direction a while ago. Maybe if we go up a little higher, we'll
reach an airstreamto take us toward the island. O when the day starts to
cool we should drop down again. That's what Professor Verne said."

Delrael untied the end of one of the sandbags and let the sand run out.
Bryl |eaned over to watch the tan grains pouring down, vanishing in the
di stance before he could see themhit the water. He thought he could feel the
bal | oon jerk upward agai n.

"Not so much! Be careful."”



Delrael tied the sandbag agai n.

The afternoon swept on, the sun fell toward the western edge of the
map. The towering dead vol cano on Rokanun, Munt Antas, jutted up like a
festering el bow on the far side of the island. Qulls flew far below themin
the still air. Bryl kept an eye out for soaring, fire-breathing, fang-filled,
scal e-covered --

"Look!" Delrael flexed his _kennok_ linmb, clinbing on the edge of the
basket. "I can nove it again!" He seened so relieved he wanted to dance. But
t he gondol a was crowded with a cunbersone netal tank in the corner. The tank
cont ai ned enough of the mysterious buoyant gas for their return journey.

The hal f-Sorcerer w dened his eyes. "If the magic in your |eg works
again, the we nust have passed the technol ogical fringe ... and the balloon
isn'"t going to fall apart on us!" Bryl w ped his forehead and sat down in
relief.

Hours | ater, Rokanun |ooned below and in front of them The balloon
puttered aimessly in the eddies around the great island. They coul d not
control its course and hung suspended over the first hexes of grass terrain on
t he shore of Rokanun. Wth dusk com ng on, they began their descent.

Delrael bent to the task of letting the lighter-than-air gas escape
fromthe balloon. He scranbled up the rope mesh around the balloon's body,
using his _kennok_Ileg with ease. He opened seal ed flaps on opposite sides of
the fabric, just as Verne had taught him allow ng the gas to escape and
keeping them from going into a spin.

The red-and-white ball oon sagged i nward, settling toward the ground.
Bryl sat in the basket, yelling against the hissing sound and trying to be
useful by directing Delrael to adjust the rate of their fall by opening and
closing other flaps. Stray w nds drove themcloser to the shore as they cane
down.

The basket struck the brown beach grass, knocking Bryl to his knees.
The ball oon was still buoyant and bounced upward again in a gust of w nd.
Everythi ng seened-to be noving so slowy. Bryl grabbed the side of the basket
and held on until his fingers cranped. Delrael rode on the fabric of the
ball oon itself, sliding to the ground as the red-striped bag settled like a
giant floating blanket. Bryl craw ed out fromunder the cloth, gasping for
breath. He stood up and brushed hinsel f off.

The ocean crashed against tall rocks near the shore of a hex of
grassl and. The wi nds were gusty, but the air felt warm Al around them the
i sl and of Rokanun was eerie and enpty.

"Hel p me get the balloon over by that big rock where we can hide it.
Sort of. W should be able to nove it while there's still some gas in it."
Del rael grabbed a fold of the waterproofed fabric and tugged with both hands,
flashing red with the effort. "And then we're going to get a good night's
sleep while we still can. "Tonmorrow we'll go rescue Tareah."

Early the followi ng day, Mayer led Vailret and Paenar back to the
central Sitnaltan square. The fountain sent its feathery jet of water into the
air. The water clock filled slowy and regularly, marking the exact hour of
t he norni ng.

Mayer had arrived at their doorway at sunrise, just as the city began
to stir. Vailret had been sound asl eep, confortable in a real bed for the
first time in weeks. Paenar had been sitting and thinking on his cot. He
opened the door imediately after Mayer's knock

"My father has asked that | show you nore of our city." Mayer did not
seem pl eased with the chore. "Though | have ny own cal culations to continue."

"Are you sure we wi sh to see nore?" Paenar asked

Mayer raised her eyebrows at him "Yes, | amsure."

The cl anking, industrious sounds of Sitnalta filled the air as the
three wal ked across the hex-cobbl ed streets. Paenar held onto Vailret's el bow

"Let me start by showi ng you sonething inportant." Mayer pointed to a
low building with a massive, ornate doorway that had artificial colums
standing on either side. It |ooked like an ancient Sorcerer villa. "Inside is



the one thing that fills all Sitnaltans with pride."

"What is it? Alisting of your father's seventy inventions?" Vailret
remar ked.

Mayer glared at him

They entered the small building with |lush draperies and ornate
furni shings. Propped on a pedestal against the far wall stood a | eather-bound
book with yell owed pages. Two curved brass pipes protruded fromthe wall,
jetting blue gas flames that cast a gl ow on the vol une.

"This is the original book, witten by the great inventor Maxwell, in
whi ch he derived the first set of the Great Rules, the equations dealing with
el ectromagneti sm "

She | ooked at Vailret, expectant, but he did not know what she neant.
Mayer scow ed. "It is also Maxwell's treatise and charter for Sitnalta, with
his hypothesis that we cast off nagic and superstition because these have
brought only pain and destruction to Ganearth. The Qutsider Scott changed the
Rules in this area of the world, allow ng human characters access to
t echnol ogi cal di scoveries. Have you never found it unfair that you coul d not
use magi c, just because you weren't born a Sorcerer? Magic is for the few --
technol ogy is for everyone."

"Technol ogy works only if you live in Sitnalta," Paenar said.

Vailret pursed his |lips, enbarrassed, and he did not want to answer. He

hated to admt Myer had a point. "Yes, | have thought that was unfair. 1I'm
not a magic user, but |'ve studied nore than nost Sorcerers have."

Mayer smiled at him Vailret couldn't tell if she was condescendi ng or
not .

"When we adopted Maxwell's hypothesis, we agreed to focus our efforts
on the furtherance of science, the devel opnent of technol ogy, and the
betternment of the human race. We have chosen to isolate ourselves, to avoid
i nvol venent in any wars. Let ne tell you a secret -- " she | owered her voice.
"We are working to develop a way that we can activate our own Transition
Mechanical ly! Wthout magic."

Her eyes glittered. Vailret thought it was a grand dream for human
characters. But none of that would take place if Scartaris destroyed Ganearth.

She reached her thin fingers toward the enshrined vol ume, but did not
touch it. "Every person in our city has an annotated copy of Maxwel|l's great
book. It has been printed time and again, but this is the original manuscript,
in the handwiting of Maxwell hinself." Mayer's voice was filled with
reverence

Vailret smled at her, chiding. "So you've given up superstition, eh?
Your attitude toward that old book sure rem nds ne of religious awe."

Mayer turned red. "You are confusing reverence and deep respect for a
silly superstition.™”

"I's there a difference between unquestioning reverence and silly
superstition?" Paenar asked.

"Yes, nost certainly!" Mayer snapped. "Conme with ne."

She hustl ed them back out into the sunshine. Angry, she continued to
tal k out of the corner of her nouth.

"W spend our time thinking. |Ideas are our greatest product. One of
Sitnalta's schol ars has suggested a | ogical reason for the existence of the
hexagon-lines on Ganearth -- that they are manifestations of an orderly,
crystalline structure in the crust of the world, like the equal angles on a
genstone. Just think of it! The intuition and inagination that went into such
a hypot hesis, and of course it nmakes sense."

Paenar remmined silent, but Vailret nodded to hinself. "I never thought
about it."

"Vell, we did."

She led theminto the main room of another building. Dozens of people
stood al ong tables that stretched fromone wall to the other. Shoulder to
shoul der, the characters picked up dice and rolled theminto individua
rect angul ar wooden bins. After each throw, the Sitnaltan made a neticul ous



notation of the results on a pad beside his or her station and picked up the
di ce again for another throw. The runble and clatter of dice hitting dozens of
wooden boxes struck Vailret's ears |ike thunder

"W are gathering data," Mayer said, raising her voice. "One day, we
will learn the true mysteries of the Rules of Probability. Ah, then the world
will be in our grasp!"”

Mayer put her hands on her waist, kneadi ng her hip bones with her |ong
fingers. "And would you mind telling me why you nust see Professor Verne and
Prof essor Frankenstei n? They are very busy you know "

Paenar stood expressionless and immobile. "I prefer to tell them
nmysel f."

Mayer appeared frustrated fromtheir reactions and attitudes throughout
her tour. "You nust show proper respect for them W have strong evidence to
suspect that the two professors are actually being Played -- directly by the
Qutsider Scott. They are inportant. Inportant to us and inportant to the Gane.
The professors are not here to answer your every whim-- "

"This _is_ inportant, Myer," Vailret decided to intervene. She acted
frightened when she spoke of Verne and Frankenstein. "I promise." He tried to
smle at her. She didn't seemto know how to react.

She turned away and wal ked off, leaving themto foll ow

At one of the doorways, she stopped and | owered her voice. "Since you
don't want to go where I wish to take you, | nust not be an adequate guide to
our city." Myer |ooked snug. "I have nore inportant work waiting for me. If
you have any trouble finding your way back to your quarters, use one of the
speaki ng tubes and call for help."

She hurried off and turned a corner before Vailret could think of
anyt hing to say.

"Typical ," Paenar said.

Vailret frowned, puzzled. "I just think she's not used to anyone who
isn't amazed by their inventions. | aminpressed at the opportunity their
technol ogy offers, especially to soneone who can't use magic -- like nme. But

she doesn't know how to defend herself agai nst any questions we raise. She's
afraid of us."

"Let us hope we can get sonething better fromthe professors.”

Vail ret and Paenar stood baffled at the mad confusion in the workshop
of Frankenstein and Verne. |Inconplete machines lay in piles of gears and sheet
nmetal , hal f-assenbl ed or hal f-di smantl ed, surrounded by the snell of grease.
Rambl i ng equations had been witten all along the walls, extending beyond the
bl ackboard and onto the bricks thensel ves.

Pr of essor Frankenstein crouched | ow over a table under the bright Iight
of a gas lantern, dissecting sonething on a nounting board. At his side lay an
i mense open book in which he made neticul ous notes. From where he stood,
Vailret could see intricate and detail ed sketches of parts of the body and the
brown stains of dried blood on the paper

Prof essor Verne sat on a |lab stool away fromthe worktable, puffing on
a pipe and gazing off into space. Coils of gray tobacco snoke floated around
his beard, giving the inventor a surreal appearance. He tw ddl ed his thunbs
and blinked at the two nen as they entered. He stood in surprise. "Wl cone,
travel ers! Forgive me -- | was deep in thought."

Frankenstein gl anced up fromhis di ssection, stared a nonent, and
turned back to his work.

Verne's eyes sparkled. "Ah, do you bring news of the balloon? So soon?"

Vailret fidgeted. "W cane to see you at work."

Verne spread his hands. "Well, as you can see, Victor and | work well
together. W were born with conplementary skills. We make machines to minic
living things -- he deci phers how the living things work, and | invent gadgets
to function on the sanme principles.”

He scratched at his beard, then set down his pipe on a slanted work
surface. It slid down, and Verne tried to catch it but only ended up with a
handf ul of warm tobacco ash. He stared at the pipe, perplexed, then took great



care to balance it properly.

"Victor, remind me to invent a pipe stand.”

Frankenstein did not |ook up fromhis work. "W already have. It goes
before the Council of Patent G vers at the next neeting.”

Verne | ooked pleased. "Do we have any in production yet?"

Frankenst ei n shook his head. "Lowpriority item"

"Too bad." He sighed. "Well, as you see, we have a great many
inventions in the mll right now Sonme are from Victor and nyself
brai nstorm ng. Cccasionally, though, we cannot take full credit." He | ooked
sheepi sh.

"I get ideas fromdreans, too -- someone, perhaps even the Qutsider
Scott hinmself, cones to me as | sleep and puts suggestions in ny head.
renenmber himclearly when I wake -- he | ooks very young, brown hair, and
_freckles_, by Maxwel I'! Woever heard of an CQutsider having freckles!"

Verne shook his head. "Well, he does have good, workable ideas. In
fact, the Qutsider Scott suggested how we mi ght make the great ball oon your
friends are riding and how to obtain the lighter-than-air gas to lift it. W
take a large battery, you see, and discharge electricity into sea water. The
el ectrical charge breaks down the water into its nmost primal forms, two kinds
of gas, which -- "

He blinked his eyes, then chuckled. "My, nmy, | do go on, don't |?"

Paenar interrupted, as if he could wait no longer. "I wish to give you
a challenge, to test your talent."

"Qur record of past inventions speaks for itself,
"We are not interested in tests."

Verne rai sed an eyebrow. "One nonent, Victor.'
Paenar. "What is it you w sh?"

Paenar stood glaring at themw th his cavernous eye sockets. "I need
you to nmake nme a new pair of eyes."

Frankenstein | ooked up from his dissection; Verne renoved the pipe from
hi s nmouth agai n.

Paenar continued. "Wen | gazed upon the Spectres, the reality of their
exi stence seared away ny eyes. | can do nothing to help save Ganearth if |
nmust be led around by the hand like a child. For the sake of our world's
future, you nust help ne."

"It cannot be done," Frankenstein answered. "The eye is a npbst conplex
organ, directly connected to the brain. Creating a mechanical pair of eyes is
not possible."

"I thought you would say so," Paenar said bitterly. "But the truth is,
| have already had a pair of artificial eyes. The Spectres nade themfor ne."
Vai l ret handed himthe | eather pouch and he strode forward to the table,
careful not to stunmble on the clutter on the floor. Wth a sound like rolling
di ce, Paenar enptied a handful of glittering | enses onto the wooden surface.

"Made fromthese. They were arranged in a staff and activated by magic.
| was able to see perfectly. Can your technology do this for me, or is sinple
magi ¢ superi or?"

Verne pursed his |lips, but Frankenstein shook his head. "W | ack the
time to finish the dozens of inventions we have al ready desi gned. W have many
nmore we'd like to work on, ideas to explore. These nechani cal eyes woul d
benefit no one but yourself for now Sitnalta has little demand for them W
must set priorities.”

The blind man stood stiffly. Vailret said what he knew was on Paenar's
m nd. "We have our bargaining chip -- and it's rightly yours. Use it."

The blind man rel axed and spoke to a point in space somewhere between
Verne and Frankenstein. "Wen the Spectres cane to Ganearth fromthe Cutside,
they traveled in a gigantic ship constructed fromtheir own imagi nations.
Vailret has al so seen the great ship and can vouch for the truth of ny
st at ement s.

"Their ship is still there. And | know where it is." He paused to |et
them think of the inplications. Both professors showed expressions of

Fr ankenst ei n sai d.

He turned to face



captivated interest.

"The ship does not still function as it once did -- but imagi ne what
you could learn just fromthe structure of such a vessel ? You coul d deternine
how to build your own nodel and perhaps rescue the people of Sitnalta. Wen
Ganearth is finally erased, you can gather all the people together in your
ship and whi sk themoff into _reality._.

"Surely that is worth the price of one man's eyes?"

Frankenstein and Verne stared at each other for a long noment with a
glitter of fascination in their eyes. Wthout speaking, Professor Verne relit
his pipe and took a long puff, lost in thought. Frankenstein flipped the pages
of his huge volunme of notes, scanning through the diagrams and observati ons,
| ooki ng for any work concerning eyes. Both inventors wore feverish smles.

Vailret did not have to ask their answer.

At dawn, Delrael and Bryl left their sheltered spot in the rocks near
the shore and stepped back out into the raw wi nd. They heard only the
background noi ses of rushi ng waves and whi speri ng beach grass. Delrael could
feel a tension in the air, a subdued fear that kept every thing quiet. The
sounds of a few gulls only added to his sense of eerie |oneliness, the
solitude -- he knew that he and Bryl were probably the only two characters on
the entire island, except for Sardun's daughter

They set off across the first hexagon of grassy terrain. According to
their map, the island' s northern shore was bounded by a row of grassland hexes
and then forest, except for the cluster of mountain terrain surrounding the
towering vol cano on the eastern end of the island.

Pushi ng t hensel ves, they were able to traverse three full hexagons of
grassl and by nightfall, when the Rules forced themto stop at the bl ack
hex-line. On the other side they saw forbidding nountain terrain, jagged and
i nhospi table. The next day they would clinb the side of the vol cano, |ooking
for sone way inside to the grotto of Tryos the dragon

The grass was soft and the night warm but Delrael had trouble
sl eeping. He could see the | oom ng dark bl ot of the dead vol cano agai nst the
skyline, obliterating the scattered stars. He watched the night and the
tattered aurora, wondering if the stars were really out there, or if it was
just a screen to keep all the characters from seeing the Qutside.

Bryl had kept hinself uneasily silent for nost of the day. Now, he
heard the old half-sorcerer tossing on the ground and guessed that Bryl slept
as little as he did. Al night long Delrael felt the eyes of the dragon
hangi ng over him waiting for themto draw cl oser

The next norning they picked their way anong the rock jungle of the
vol cano' s slope. Monolithic blocks of sharp lava |lay scattered |ike enornous
betting chips along the zigzaggi ng path. The rock was gray and lifeless, free
even of |ichen stains.

At last, Delrael |ooked up into the bright daylight and saw the
sheared-of f top of the cone drooping at its lip. He stopped and w ped sweat
off his forehead. Despite the protection it gave, his | eather arnmor nade him
feel hot and stiff. He waited for Bryl to catch his breath.

"W may have to clinb all the way to the top to get inside. Tryos
probably keeps all his treasure in a |ower grotto, and we should find Tareah
there." He sighed and shifted his | ong hunting bow on his shoul der. "But,
then, I would not be surprised if we found a secret passage |eading inside to
the treasure chanber. The Qutsiders seemto enjoy that sort of thing."

"Let's hope Sardun's daughter is waiting for us, and the dragon isn't!"
Bryl waited until Delrael set off again and then foll owed cl ose behind. He
sweated fromthe exertion, but he did not conplain.

Just past noon, they rounded a corner and cane upon a narrow cave
broken into the wall of the vol cano's cone. Two gray-brown boul ders bordered
t he opening, and Delrael stopped. He felt the cool breeze and snelled the
bri mstone stench drifting out into the sunshine.

"What did | tell you?" Delrael said, smling to hinself.

He noticed how the rocks around the entrance had been partially nelted,



turned gl asslike fromblasts of heat. "I think we should try it. | don't like
bei ng exposed out here on the nountainside."

I nsi de the cave, they stunbled over two anci ent and burned skel etons
lying just out of the light. Melted items of stolen gold were clutched in
their bl ackened hands.

Bryl gul ped, but Delrael was uninpressed. "Cute," he said. "Such a
subtl e rem nder."

The cave was deep and wi nding, burrowing all the way into the interior
of the vol cano. Their footsteps echoed as they worked their way deeper into
t he cataconbs of the dragon

VWen he had the afternoon to hinself, Vailret went to Mayer's tower
wor kroom Verne and Frankenstein had sumtmmoned Paenar to their |aboratory for
some tests of his eyes. Professor Verne had had an inspiration during the
ni ght, another sending fromthe Qutsiders, though this time the professor
i nsisted he remenbered a woman's presence instead of the fam liar freckled
boy.

The Rul eworman Mel ani e? Vailret wondered. Wthout giving further regard
to Vailret, the two professors had attached probes to Paenar's arns, his
tenmples, his eye sockets. Frankenstein checked his notes, inpatient, as if
not hi ng happened fast enough for him After a few monments, Vailret slipped out
t he door.

He strolled by hinmself through the crowded and inpressive streets of
Sitnalta, trying to understand how some of the wonders had been acconpli shed.
He sat on one of the stone benches near the fountain and |listened to the
falling water, staring at the ornate water clock and trying to figure out how
to read its gauge.

Finally, Vailret decided to go see Mayer, in part because he enjoyed
di scussing things with her when she could keep from being too defensive. She
woul d explain things to him but she did not have the patience to nmake sure he
under st ood what she said. Vailret had growmn to |like Paenar nore over the past
day, but the blind man was still too intense at tines.

Since he could see Mayer's tower on the edge of the city, he had no
difficulty making his way through the streets. The tower was blurry in the
di stance, and he did not have the skill with directions that Delrael had, but
he still felt confident as he made his way past the manufactories and tal
bui | di ngs, punping stations and generator shacks to the outer wall of
Sitnalta.

He stood at the base of the tower. He wondered if he should knock or
shout up to the window. He stared at the brass end of the speaking tube
dangl i ng beside the door; in the end he decided just to trudge up the stairs
and find her.

Mayer stood in the wide, drafty room staring at her chal kboard.

Equati ons went on in endl ess lines. He watched her westle with sonmething in
her m nd. Chal kdust covered her hands; a white smear on her cheek and streaks
in her short dark hair showed when she had run fingers through her hair in
frustration.

A cool breeze gusted through the open tower w ndows, scattering somne
papers on the floor. Mayer turned, muttering to herself, and saw Vailret. She
junped in surprise.

"I didn't nean to startle you like that," Vailret said.

She scowl ed and bent to pick up her scattered papers, chasing one
around the floor and keeping her face turned away from him

"I didn't want to break your train of thought," Vailret continued. "I
just got here. You | ooked so intent on what you were doing."

After a pause, Mayer sighed and | ooked at himagain. "I'mfrustrated
because | can't solve this. You woul dn't understand."”
"I"mnot stupid, you know. |'ve spent years studying the history of the

Ganearth canpai gns. "
She frowned. "History doesn't matter. You don't mmke progress with your
head turned in the wong direction.”



"You can't know where you're going if you don't know where you _are_.
And you can't know where you are if you have no i dea where you've been." He
held up his hand in a truce. "Wiy don't you just try to explain what you're
doi ng. "

"You'll just criticize it."

"No. 1'd really be interested.™

Her expression softened, but Vailret doubted she believed him "If this
works, it will be a calculating machine. It will take some of the tedi um out

of long but sinple mathematical problens,” she said, and gave many exanpl es,
the rel evance of which were lost on Vailret. But he kept noddi ng and
[ i stening.

Mayer regarded himfor a nmonent, then turned back to her equations. "I
sai d you woul dn't understand."

Vailret stared out the tower w ndow, |ooking at the path they had
traveled fromthe nountains. "Look, | admit | don't understand all you just
expl ai ned. But you have to remenber that out there, beyond your technol ogica
fringe, none of this stuff works anyway! It would be wasted effort for us to
learn it."

The intensity in her eyes surprised him "But it would do you good! If
you insisted on using technol ogy, then perhaps the Rul es woul d change around
your Stronghold as well! The nore we Sitnaltans devel op science, the farther
out the fringe extends. If you want to be proud of your humanity, cast off
this dependence on elite Sorcerer magi c. Make your own magic, with science!"

Vailret tried to | ook open and receptive. "W're too busy trying to
survive. W're now safe fromwanderi ng nonsters, we have devel oped hexes of
fertile cropland -- "

"Well, if you didn't spend so nmuch tine on those neaningl ess quests to
get treasure or exploring catacomnmbs, you mght have tinme to devote to it."

Vail ret sighed and shook his head. "W haven't done that since the
Scouring, and that's been nore than a century. The Gane isn't like that
anynore -- and that's part of the problem The CQutsiders got bored with al
the run-of-the-m |1 quests, and then they got bored with our daily life. W
can't win."

A racket of loud bells clanged fromthe tops of tall buildings. Qhers
shouted the alarm Mayer joined himat the tower w ndow, craning her neck to
see. "Here it cones," he said. "You'll find this interesting."

A large black shape w nged out of the north, skipping over the
updrafts. The thing soared toward the city, growi ng |arger and | arger

Vail ret recognized the shape fromsone of the terrified descriptions
scrawl ed by survivors of the old Sorcerer battles. "A dragon?"

"Yes -- Tryos, returning to his island. He will probably attenpt to
attack Sitnalta first." She shook her head. "He never learns.”

The dragon beat his huge batlike wi ngs and drove forward, circling | ow
over the city. Mayer grabbed her optick-tube and pulled on Vailret's sleeve.
"Conme with me and watch."

They rushed up a winding staircase to a platformon the roof of the
tower. The sounds of the streets and the nanufactories seemed far away. He
could see all three hexagons of the city and took a noment to orient hinself
with the | andmarks he remenbered.

Tryos floated over Sitnalta, taking no action. The dragon's w ngs
creaked in the wind, making a sound |like |eather stretched taut over a frane.

Mayer tugged on his arm pointing Vailret's attention el sewhere. "See
that tall ziggurat, the pyramid over in the southeastern hex? Watch."

Atop the stepped pyramd, Vailret could barely make out the blurry
shape of a small device. He squinted, but it did no good. Mayer handed hi mthe
opti ck-tube.

He stared at it, turning it one way and then the other. "Wat do | do
with this?"

"Don't be ridiculous. You look through it."

Vailret put one end to his eye, but could discern nothing. Muyer



snatched it fromhis hands and turned it around. \Wen he stared through the

| ens, his perspective shifted in a dizzying junp. The top of the ziggurat

| eaped out at him distorted but so close that he al nost dropped the tube. He
renoved the end fromhis eye and blinked at it. Lifting it, he stared through
the tube again, finding the pyramd' s top platform

In a shelter sat a Sitnaltan woman beside a strange device. It |ooked
like a dish mounted on an axis and pointed to the sky. A box with |evers and
buttons rested agai nst the pedestal, coming into view as the woman westl ed
with the dish to turn it toward the dragon. Then she sat back in a firny
anchored chair. She strapped herself in. The wonan flipped one of the
Swi t ches.

"What is that woman doi ng?"

"Just watch." Mayer gave hima confident smile

The Sitnaltan worman fastened sonething over her ears before she lifted
a mcrophone to her nouth. A boom ng voice echoed into the air and through the
wi ndi ng hex cobbl ed streets. "Tryos of Antas! Depart at Once. You know the
consequences. "

Provoked, Tryos wheeled in the air and canme flying toward the ziggurat,
scooping the air behind his great wings. He thrust his spined head outward,
drooling flames down his chin.

Through the optick-tube, Vailret watched the Sitnaltan wonan adjust the
face of the dish once nore. Vailret felt anxious, know ng she could not escape
the dragon's attack

Tryos swal |l owned a cavernous nout hful of air, feeding the furnace inside
of him The Sitnaltan woman spoke into the m crophone again, appearing calm
"You have been warned, dragon."

Tryos swooped down for his attack. The wonan reached forward to flip a
second switch on the control panel

A destructive expl osion of sound erupted outward, a roar of noise that
bl asted the dragon backward into the air as if he had been hit with a
cat apul t ed boul der.

The Sitnaltan woman sl amred back agai nst her chair. The pul ses of sound
continued to hanmrer forth. Tryos spun in the air in reverse somersaults. He
tried to scranbl e away.

The device stopped itself automatically. Beaten, Tryos |inped across
the skies, fleeing Sitnalta.

"That is our Dragon Siren, small enough for a single character to lift,
and powerful enough to defend our entire city." She sniled, snug.

"I npressive."
"The dragon knows he is defeated. He will go back to his island and
sulk. W will not be bothered for a tinme. But he always forgets and cones

back. "

Through the optick-tube, Vailret watched the huge nonster flap out
across the blue glinting hexagon of ocean. Vailret swallowed to hinself and
handed the optick tube back to Mayer

"I hope Del and Bryl are ready for him He's not in a very good nood."

* 12*

The Wath of Tryos

"Creative adventurers use the situation, use the setting, and use their
i magi nati ons to solve any crisis. Wiile pitched battles and direct conbat
techni ques are al ways acceptable, they are sonetines |ess satisfying than a
truly innovative approach to a problem"”

-- Preface, _The Book of Rules_

Del rael noved down the wi nding |lava tube, feeling his way around broken
corners. All his senses were alert, waiting for sonething horrible to spring
out at them The half-Sorcerer had used his own neager magic to nmake a
floating torch, though he hated to waste a precious spell when they were about
to enter the dragon's lair. But magic did not work agai nst dragons anyway.
Shadows puddl ed agai nst the rough walls.



In the old days, such cataconmbs woul d have been filled w th wandering
nonsters, treasure, secret doors and passages. Now it was different, though
Del rael just wanted to reach the grotto, find Tareah, and get back to the
bal | oon as fast as possible.

Once away fromthe entrance, the air becane chilly, |ocked away from
any warnth or light. The heels of Delrael's boots slipped on a patch of ice
still preserved in one of the shadowy rock pockets. Delrael reached out and
grabbed a knifelike corner of broken lava, cutting his palm

For hours they wound their way downward toward the heart of the
vol cano. Delrael did not want to think about how hard it would be to clinb
back up. Bryl muttered about how his knees ached, how hungry he was getting.
They paused for a short rest, then trudged downward agai n.

The air snelled heavier, danper. Cccasionally, Delrael saw a
reddi sh- orange gl ow bound past the jagged twists and turns of the tunnel. Bryl
doused his fire spell

The reddi sh Iight grew brighter ahead of them Delrael picked up his
pace, inpatient to get to their destination, to whatever adventure awaited
them He could snell his sweat in the arnor, the claustrophobic thickness of
the air.

They rounded a corner, and the passageway opened up. Light washed over
them carrying with it a gush of harsh sulfur snell. Despite his own
adnonition to Bryl, Delrael broke the silence by letting out a gasp of
amazement. He stepped into the grotto, w de-eyed.

Hal f the roomin front of himbrimed with nountains of treasure: gold,
gens, pearls, coins, jewelry. In a smaller chanber off to the side stood
several large statues -- two | eaning agai nst each other and another on the
floor, chipped and in disarray. A beautiful tapestry had been tossed in the
corner, snagged on a sharp rock. Delrael saw painted hexagonal tiles, colored
pottery, a bust of sone forgotten old Sorcerer general

"Vailret would love it here,” Bryl said.

On the far edge of the treasure vault sunlight shone down fromthe
openi ng of the cone. They had descended to the |evel of the hot and snoking
| ava pool at the bottom of the vol cano. The sound of burning and escapi ng
gases filled the air, making Delrael's ears ring. The huge treasure grotto had
been hol | owed out just above and beside the simering |lava -- Tryos had nade a
hone protected fromany hunman i nvaders who wanted to steal his treasure. "The
dragon doesn't seemto be hone," Delrael said.

He nmoved forward, dazed, like a Sitnaltan automaton. Taking treasure
wherever it was found had formed part of his way of life, part of the society
of Gamearth, for as long as the Qutsiders had been Playing. But he had nore
i mportant things to do now. If times changed, allow ng nore |eisure to quest
for treasure, he m ght come back. Someday.

Del rael hiked his bow up on his shoul ders and stepped forward, ignoring
Bryl. "Hello!" he shouted. "Tareah?" Hi s voice echoed in the grotto.

Bryl wandered off again toward the Sorcerer artifacts in the separate
chanber.

Del rael heard a clinking sound, coins rattling agai nst each other. He
froze and eased his bow from his shoul der, holding onto the string and ready
to reach for an arrow

Then he saw the young girl, Tareah, sitting up groggily from an
exhausted sleep, lying on the piles of gens and trinkets, the softest bed she
could find. The girl half-slid down the mound of treasure in a clatter and
jangl e of coins. She rubbed her eyes and stared at the man in silent
di sbel i ef, sayi ng not hing.

Del rael thought she was the nost beautiful little girl he had ever seen
-- she looked to be about ten years old, but she was Sardun's daughter and the
only full-blooded Sorcerer female left on all of Ganmearth. Her brown eyes were
dark and wi de, captivating, though laced with bl oodshot |ines and puffy from
too nmany tears.

Fawn- col ored hair hung to her shoul ders, tangled but once curl ed. She



wore a pal e blue gown of sone shining material, now dirty and tattered.
Apparently bored, Tareah had bedecked her body with jewelry, rings, necklaces,
bracel ets, earrings, a circlet around her head. She dropped sone of the

heavi er pieces off when she stood up, still staring at Delrael
The young girl's voice was husky. "I knew soneone would come. | didn't
expect it to take so long, though. | was beginning to | ose hope."

"Your father sent us here." Delrael didn't know what else to say. "W
came to rescue you."

The hissing of the |lava drowned out nobst of the back ground noi se.
"Bryl, I've found Tareah!"

"According to ny studies," Tareah said, "people have stopped questing
for the nost part, now that the Transition has taken place and the Scouring is
over with. My father must have had troubl e finding soneone to rescue ne."
Tareah's eyes brightened. "Tell me your names. Have | read about your
advent ures before?"

Sonething in her manner, a confidence and snmoothness in the way she
nmoved, did not hint at the awkwardness of a young girl. Then Delrael
renenbered that this "young girl" was actually ol der than he was.

For thirty years Sardun had hel d his daughter in the body of a child,
afraid to et her grow up before the probabilities of Ganearth could spil
forth another full blooded Sorcerer nmale. They had kept waiting and waiting
for the Qutsiders' dice to roll in their favor

“"I'mDelrael, and that's Bryl. W're fromthe Stronghol d. Your father
didn't seek us out. W went to the lIce Palace to ask _him_ for help. He was

in a bad state, but he's better now W agreed to try to rescue you."

Tareah's eyes becanme gl assy and distant. "He tried to save nme. |
renmenber -- the dragon blasting his way through the palace walls, claw ng
through the ice. My father used the Water Stone to fight back, but he was
afraid. He didn't want to harmne."

"Well, even the Ice Palace is rebuilt, now And he's waiting for you to
cone back."

Despite everything they had encountered, Delrael had succeeded in
reachi ng Sardun's daughter. And she was safe. They had nearly finished the
guest inposed on them by Sardun. They needed only to get Tareah back to the
Ice Pal ace. And then go fight against Gairoth.

"Bryl! Let's get out of here before Tryos conmes back."

The hal f-Sorcerer knelt beside the toppled, chipped Sorcerer statue in
the smaller art chanber. Tears streamed down his face. "I renenber sonme of
this."

Tareah turned to Delrael. "That was an original scul pture, created by
some Sorcerer lord in the peaceful days _before_ the first wars. Centuries and
centuries and centuries ago. Sonehow it survived everything intact, all the
battles, all the Scavengers, the weather, the years -- "

Bryl stood up. "And now Tryos tossed it here like a piece of dirt!
These chip marks are fresh.™

"Al'l these treasures should be in the |Ice Palace, where they can be
appreci ated. Where they belong!" Tareah swall owed further words and nodded

formally to Bryl. "You are Bryl, son of Qonnar and Tristane, who were in turn
the children of Cocker and Hellic, Karril and Junis. | could go further back
if you like."

Bryl blinked at Tareah. "How do you know all that?"

Del rael eased them both toward the tunnel opening. "The balloon is a
day's journey fromhere. And we have a long clinb."

Tareah shrugged. "My father nade ne study all the Sentinel geneal ogy.
W needed to follow every thread of Sorcerer blood. He even considered you for
me, but decided you were too old."

Bryl gasped out a brief chuckle. Delrael took Tareah by the hand.

"Do you know," she said, "that you're the first humans | have ever
seen? For thirty years | have been alone with ny father in the Ice Pal ace. |
have studied a great deal, but | don't have nmuch practice in social activity.



I'd never been away fromthe north, until the dragon took nme. | didn't try to

rescue nyself -- | had nowhere to go. Besides, | knew you would cone. It's too
good of a quest for the Qutsiders to ignore it." She | ooked back at the
artifacts. "If only we could retrieve these works of art. And sonme of the
treasure, too -- Tryos should pay for his carel ess damage."

"Where is Tryos?" Delrael asked. He felt a greater sense of urgency as
they remained in the grotto. His luck was strong, but he did not want to abuse
it.

Too late, they noticed the jagged shadow covering the sunshine fromthe
vol cano' s opening. A sound like a blacksmth's bellows thrunmed in the air as
t he shadow descended.

Tryos the dragon had returned to his lair.

Just before absolute terror set in, Bryl realized how foolish he had
been. Wiile gawking at the treasure, he had not seen the obvious. For a dragon
to have gathered and kept such a hoard, he must be nore powerful and nore
intelligent than any other treasure-seekers, human or otherw se.

The hal f-Sorcerer turned to run toward the tunnel. The Water Stone
seemed worthl ess now. "Conme on, Delrael! We have to hide!"

Del rael grabbed him though, and held his arm Bryl struggled, wanting
to scream-- this was a _dragon_, one of the creatures that had caused so much
havoc in the Sorcerer wars, the dragon that had defeated Sardun -- but Delrae
hel d tight, shaking his head. The fighter | ooked at the open cut on his palm
and wiped it against his leather arnmor. "He'll know we were here. W'Il have
to talk our way out of this."

Bryl felt cold fear creep under his skin. "Wat are we going to do?"
The dragon's arnor-plated body dropped into view, glittering green and bl ack
dependi ng on the light. I mense parchnent wi ngs, brown and | eathery, sl owed
hi s descent above the lava. Bryl snelled dry heat and a reptilian nustiness.
Tryos heaved himself into the grotto, using claws and the el bows of his wi ngs,
until he stood up in the chanber.

Tareah's eyes hardened, and Bryl took a close |ook at her for the first
time. "Keep behind nme," she said. "He won't harmyou if he thinks he m ght
damage ne, his treasure.”

Tryos took one step forward, thrusting his w ngs behind him The size
of the dragon was terrifying: Bryl had to stare several seconds just to absorb
the entire nonster. He felt a gagging fear, and his eyes watered and stung,
maki ng Tryos waver in front of him

The dragon sat back on his haunches and winkl ed his nose ridge. He
curled a huge barbed tail behind him H's reptilian eyes tried to adjust to
the dimmess in the grotto, now that he bl ocked out the lava |ight. \When Tryos
bl i nked, eyelids as big as barn doors slamred shut and then opened with an
audi bl e cli ck.

Tryos snorted, making flanes flicker in and out of his nostrils. Snoke
bl ew back into his face, and he sneezed, exploding a great gout of flame onto
the smooth rock floor. Bryl did not nove or breathe. Tareah stood beside them
crossing her arnmns.

Then the dragon spoke with words | ouder than a vol canic eruption. "Wo
i sss here?" Tryos narrowed his eyes and craned his snakeli ke neck toward them
H s voice was thin and nasal; his words were clipped and inperfect fromhis
arnored |ips.

Bryl held onto Tareah's shoul ders. She flinched. Delrael stood tal
like a proud fighter fromthe ancient wars ... like General Doril, or his own
fat her Drodani s.

"l sssee you! Ssstealing ny treasure!™

"No, not at all," Delrael said. Bryl nmarveled at how rich and
controlled the fighter nanaged to keep his voice. But he could see Delrael's
whi te knuckl es and how his hands trenbled with well-contained fear. "W don't
want your treasure."

"Then why are you here!" the dragon demanded, eyes bl azing. "Wy don't
you run?"



"We, uh, canme to see you, Tryos!" Bryl said, his brain trying to
function as fast as his mouth. He and Delrael would have to work together now
for their lives.

"Yes, we journeyed many hexes just to see you." Delrael rubbed his
| eather jerkin and preened hinself. Bryl had a terrible fear that they were
both tangling thenmsel ves deeper and deeper.

"For what purpossse?" Tryos |leaned forward to glare at them Hot and
rotten breath swirled the air. "Wy sssee ne?"

"W needed to ask you something -- " Bryl started, but his wits ran
dry. He turned to Delrael, pleading. Through the exchange, Tareah held herself
quiet, as if afraid that anything she said would be counted agai nst them She
appeared to have perfect confidence in Delrael

"What ? What woul d you asssk?" The reptilian tail tw tched, slamm ng
back down with enough force to crush a human head.

Bryl's shoul ders sagged in defeat. His |lips remained dornant, despite
his hope that they woul d speak of their own accord

"Ssspeak up!" Tryos said.

Then Delrael cleared his throat. He slapped his hands together, getting
down to business. He took a step forward. The dragon's eyes shifted to the
man, and Bryl felt as if a knife had been taken away from his throat.

"W need your help, Tryos."

The dragon blinked in surprise, draw ng hinself back

"Woul d you pl ease hel p us?"

Bryl wanted to pull his wispy hair out in frustration. But Delrael
spoke with great force, pretending to know what he intended all al ong.

"Tryos, you are our |ast and only hope. An evil ogre and his dragon
have captured our Stronghold. You are much larger, nuch greater -- we know you
could defeat this eneny dragon!"

He turned around, spreading his hands to indicate the piled treasure.
"You obvi ously understand the joy of personal possessions. Gold, jewels,
thi ngs of value. That's what Ganearth is all about, right? Quests and
adventure, build up the highest score you can before you die."

Tryos bobbed his head up and down. "Be bessst. Get ahead. Be Nunmber One
dragon. Better than all others. Bessst!"

Del rael nodded. "WIIl you help us regain what is right fully ours? The
ogre has a treasure pile of his owmn -- we'll give it to you."

Bryl felt stiff fromstanding in terror for too |ong.

Then Tryos snorted, raising one jagged eyebrow ridge. "Ogre? Dragon?
Who isss thisss dragon? What isss hisss nane?"

"The ogre is Gairoth. He lived by a cesspool in the swanp terrain,"”

Del rael answered. "The dragon is Rognoth -- "

"Rognos! _Rognos_!'" The dragon went into hysterics, |aunching hinself
inthe air, blasting angry fire at the walls. "He isss ny brother! Foul! Bad!
Runt of the hatching!"

Bryl cringed, astonished at what Delrael had unl eashed. But at |east
the fury had been defl ected away fromthem

Tryos brought hinmsel f under control, snorting and grinding his fangs
together. He settled back to the ground, but his tail pounded an inpatient
rhythmon the rippled stone floor. His eyes blazed with green fire.

"Rognos isss a disssgrace! Black sheep! Shame to ny hatching! Worm |
hate him-- _Rognos_!" Tryos hurled another battering ramof flanes at the
cei ling.

"Thi sss Ssstronghold -- bigger than ny Rokanun? Rognos have nore | and
than nme?"

"Ch, much bigger, 1'd say. Hexes and hexes, as far as you can see. And
no one to stop him" Delrael sighed. "It's a shane.”

Bryl cringed, afraid of what ideas night be tunneling through the
dragon's m nd.

"Kill Rognos! He isss bad!" Tryos roared, overpowering both of them
"Show me the way to Ssstronghol d!'™"



Bryl tried to be optimstic, tried and failed. If Tryos cane back to
the Stronghold with fire and thunder, it mght scare off Gairoth's ogres --

t hey shoul d never have been fighting together anyway. It went against their
nat ur e.

That left Bryl and Delrael to contend with Gairoth -- and Gairoth had
defeated the hal f-Sorcerer before. The ogre had no doubt mastered the Air
St one by now.

But Bryl had the Water Stone this tine.

Even with the w | dest of advantages, even if they some how defeated the
ogre arny and got rid of Gairoth and Rognoth -- what if Tryos did decide to
make the Stronghold his new home? The probl enms got worse and worse ... w thout
even considering that the Qutsiders wanted to stop Pl ayi ng Ganeart h.

Tryos flapped his wi ngs and stonped a clawed foot on the hardened | ava
floor. "I will kill Rognos! Now Take ne to Ssstronghold."

The dragon crawl ed forward, slogging his way through the treasure pile,
scattering coins and gens. He heaved hinself up and curled his tail around to
themlike a long scaly ranp. Delrael took Tareah's hand and narched forward,
mai nt ai ni ng his confident facade. He | ed her toward Tryos. She | ooked
skeptical, still not believing that her rescuers had cone.

Tryos glared at themwith his slitted eyes. "Treasure ssstays here. You
sssaid you did not want treasure!"

Del rael covered his expression of shock with a muffled cough. "But we
nust take -- "

"Leave treasure here! Come back later. Now we go kill Rognos!"
Bryl touched the fighter's armto keep him from arguing. He turned away
from Tareah's sad face. "We'l| have to come back for her."

Bryl clinbed the dragon's wide tail, pulling hinmself up the sharp
ridges as if they were steps. He notioned for Delrael. The man turned to
Tar eah, picked her up and gave her a hug. She | ooked surprised for an instant,
then responded. "We'Il cone back for you," he said into her ear

"I can't rescue mysel f," Tareah answered. "There's nowhere to go.
could wal k out, but I'd never get off the island."

Then she spoke quietly to him Bryl heard npst of the words, but over
the hissing of the |ava pool and the rumbling of his own breathing, the dragon
woul d not have heard

"One thing to remenber -- Tryos is vicious if he thinks you' re trying
to trick him But he's very bad with directions. He goes off on his forays and
spends nmore tine trying to find his way back than in treasure-hunting."

Del rael nodded and turned to scranble up the dragon's tail. He used his
_kennok_ leg without thought. Bryl wondered if they should have told Tareah
about the balloon, but he didn't think any one person could handl e the balloon
al one.

"Luck!" she call ed.

Bryl tried to wave, but Tryos shoved his way back to the grotto
entrance and spread his w ngs, naking the hal f-Sorcerer cling to whatever
handhol d he coul d find.

"There's the Stronghold!" Delrael shouted to nake hinmsel f heard over
the rushing cold wi nd and the heavy beat of the dragon's w ngs. He pointed
down to where he could nake out the fenced-in hexagon of the Stronghold proper
and the scattered dwellings in the village. Every thing seemed flat fromthis
height, like a giant nmap. He had to find Steep Hill by follow ng the outline
of the streamthat skirted the hill and zigzagged al ong the vill age,
separating the dwellings fromthe unclainmed forest terrain.

Del rael stared over the curved edge of the dragon's wing to | ook down
at the Stronghold. This was worse even than being in the balloon. "Sonmehow or
ot her, we got here."

During the night and all the previous day, Delrael and Bryl had taken
turns crawling up to Tryos's ears to tell himhe had veered off in the wong
direction again. But now they could see the forested hills, the stream the
grassland, the fields, the village. The jagged shadow of Tryos skinmed over



the ground at an angl e bel ow t hem

For two full days without stopping, Tryos had flown north and west,
fuel ed by his anger and hatred toward Rognoth. They flew hi gher and faster
t han Professor Verne's ball oon had gone, and the | andscape fl owed under them
like a nosaic of hexes. The wind nunbed Delrael's ears. "Land isss big!" Tryos
sai d.

"Yes. Too bad it's all Rognoth's!" Delrael called back. Tryos narrowed
his reptilian eyes and sped forward.

Bryl and Delrael sat on the dragon's w de back, tucked between two of
the great plated ridges along Tryos's spine. As they had passed over the wi de,
shining Barrier River, Delrael felt proud of hinself and what they had done.
He pointed it out to Bryl, a gleam ng silver channel a full hex wide, two in
some pl aces.

Bryl sat, wi nd-blown, wth haunted-I|ooking eyes. He chewed his nails in
fear. They woul d soon be confronting Gairoth. Delrael was concerned too ..
but he felt the nost alive, the nbst _real_ when he engaged in quests and
battl es.

They had been gone for nearly a nonth, but bel ow them Delrael could see
that the scattered crops around the village had not suffered severely. Qher
than a proliferation of weeds, the fields could take care of thenselves for a
few weeks in the sumer. The crops had been tended after all, despite
Gairoth's presence -- he thought of the veteran Tarne |eading groups of
characters out of the forests under the shelter of night, pulling weeds by
nmoonl i ght. Delrael felt proud of him

The t hatched roofs of the village renmained intact, with only a few
unr epai red patches where the wind had torn shocks of straw fromthe franes.

Del rael had expected to see all the dwellings burned to the ground by the

i nvadi ng ogres; he wondered what coul d have kept the ogres so busy that they
had had no time to release their destructive tendencies. Did Gairoth rule them
with such an iron fist? And, if so, why did they tolerate it instead of sinply
wandering back to their own hones in the swanps?

Tryos curved his neck and swooped downward. The ogre-infested
Stronghol d and the deserted village waited for them Delrael rubbed his
father's silver belt for luck. He wished he had been able to retrieve his old
Sorcerer sword -- it would do nothing agai nst the dragon, but perhaps agai nst
Gai roth. .

Crcling the area, Tryos let out a blood-curdling scream of chall enge.
Del rael had expected to see the ogre arny scattering for cover at the
appear ance of the enormous dragon, but the Stronghold seemed deserted. Tryos
| anded within the hexagonal stockade near the center of the training field.
Wyod shavi ngs and mul ched tannery refuse, originally strewn on the ground to
cushion the falls of trainees, blewin the air, stirred by the bellows of the
dragon' s w ngs.

Del rael |eaped to the ground. How could he have imagi ned an entrance
nore grand? It was |ike the golden age of the Sorcerer wars.

Wth weak knees, Bryl scranbled off the back of Tryos. He felt very old
agai n. The dragon barely paused, however, and turned to themwth his
spot | i ght eyes.

"I go find nmy brother! Rognos! Kill him" Blasting fire at the
over hangi ng bl ack pine trees on the hill, Tryos |launched hinself into the air,
flapping his imense wings and stirring up a great breeze behind him He
didn't even seemtired. "You get Gairos," he called back

His horny claws glinted with silver hooks as he pulled his Iinbs upward
and tucked themclose to his arnored belly. "I'"msure glad he's on our side,"
Del rael said.

"For the time being," Bryl munbled.

Del rael took a deep breath and turned. He could feel eyes staring at
himfromthe wi ndows of the outer buildings and the main hall. Everything
seened too quiet, too deserted, like a baited trap

The Stronghold had suffered fromthe ogre occupation. The two main



storehouses were smashed, and the grain pits under them had been nearly
enptied. Siya's garden plots were tranmpled and torn. Sone of the outer
dwel | i ngs | ooked di shevel ed and poorly used. The weapons storehouse seened

i ntact, probably because ogres had no use for tiny human weapons. Several of
the windows in the main hall hung open with shutters knocked off the walls.
Del rael could inmagine Gairoth and his ogres ransacking everything to seek
other treasures like the Air Stone.

The training area where Tryos had | anded was packed and pounded but
rel atively unharnmed; naybe the ogres slept there, spraw ed out on the mul ched
ground, snoring under the starlight. A few of the wooden sword posts had been
knocked over in splintered stunps. Both of the hanging sacks had been torn
down, and their straw stuffing drifted | oose on the ground. The front gate of
the Stronghold wall Iay snmashed on the ground, untouched since Gairoth's
victorious entrance a nonth before.

Then, suddenly and silently, things stirred in the confines of the main
hall. Two dozen ogres, virtually identical, energed fromtheir hiding places
behi nd the woodpiles, in the ruined storehouses. They gl anced at the sky to
see if the great dragon would return.

The door to the main hall crashed open. Gairoth emerged.

The wi nd stopped, but the great ogre said nothing. Hi s bulky iron crown
hel d the pyranmi d-shaped Air Stone, gleaming with transparent power. The ogre
had grown even | arger than Delrael renmenbered him

Gairoth took a step forward with an om nous sl ow confidence, and even
t he ground seened to shake. His big bare feet dug into the ground of the
training area. The | ow sunlight of the afternoon shaded him casting odd
shadows on the gnarled muscles of his arms. He carried his club like an
uprooted tree, ready to smash an entire forest.

VWen Gairoth energed into the direct light, Delrael could see his skin
was dry and peeling in places. Al the ogres |ooked dejected and
unconfortable. The cultivated | and around the Stronghol d was nuch different
fromtheir festering swanp terrain. The air held | ess noisture, the ground was
firm the insects were not as persistent. Gairoth did not ook to be in good
spirits.

A cold | ook of hatred poured over the ogre's face. "Delroth!" He
smashed his club on the ground.

Delrael pulled his bow off his shoulder in a flowing notion. It fit
nicely into his hands. He nocked an arrow. "Leave the Stronghold now, Gairoth.
Enough games -- we have inportant things to do."

"We' || call our dragon back!" Bryl said froma safe distance. He
renoved the Water Stone from where he had hidden it in his sleeve. The
hal f - Sorcerer wapped his fist around the sapphire, turning his knuckles white
and letting a msty blue gl ow seep between them It nade himfeel strong. He

was a different person now than when Gairoth had tormented himbefore. "If |
don't get you first."
Bryl's voice becane shrill with anger and hatred. Delrael renenbered

what the ogre had done to the hal f-Sorcerer in the swanps, feeding himto the
giant jellyfish in the cesspool, forcing himto teach how to use the precious
Air Stone.

Gairoth turned to stare at him then his single eye gleanmed with
excitement. He funbled with the Air Stone in his crown and pulled down the
di anond shaped |i ke a four-sided die.

"More shiny rocks! Do nore tricks, Magic Man!" The ogre stunbl ed
forward, panting in his eagerness to snatch at the sapphire.

"This is the Water Stone, Gairoth! Mre powerful even than the Air
St one you possess. "

The ogre sl apped his thigh, leaving a wide red mark on his flaking
skin. "Hawm Haw"

Bryl spoke without his edge of confidence. "I warn you -- | am nore
than half Sorcerer. You are a corrupted bastard child born froma Sorcerer
father and a stupid ugly ogre nother!"



Gairoth snarled at him "You be nice to Maw She |oves Gairoth! Mw be
mad i f you say nasty things about her!"

Bryl squeezed the Water Stone, making it glow a brilliant, blinding
blue. Then he rolled it on the ground. "Cone on -- give ne a three or better!"”

The face glowi ng "3" gleamed on top

Above them a nmassive cloud curdled in the air like black mlk. Arip
of angry thunder buffeted their ears as a bolt of blue lightning lanced to the
ground, blasting in front of Gairoth's feet. The sand turned to slag, and sone
of the wood shavings burst into flame. Gairoth how ed and | urched backward.
Al the other ogres junped in sinultaneous surprise, though the |ightning had
not struck near them

"Gve me the Air Stone, Gairoth. Now " The thunder head still runbled
over them "Take your nmob of ogres and | eave here! Gve nme the Stone, and I'l1I

| et you | eave unharned. But hurry, before | |ose ny tenper!”
Bryl snatched up the sapphire, sliding his fingertips over the facets
as if they were covered with oil. Two nore bolts of |ightning crashed down on

each side of the ogre.

Wth a roar of fury, Gairoth flung the Air Stone on the ground. It
bounced once into the air then dropped to the mul ched tannery refuse. He al so
rolled a "3".

"Hawl " Gairoth snatched up the Stone and popped it back into the
setting of his iron crown. He raised the spiked club over his head, gripping
it with both hands, then he smashed it down on the ground.

As the club struck, the Air Stone gleaned like mlky ice. Gairoth split
into two identical ogres, each mirroring the other. Wth another roar, both
ogres -- one real, one illusion -- brought their clubs down, splitting a
second tine and doubling their nunbers. Four Gairoths, then eight, then
si xt een.

"Haw Haw! " all sixteen ogres bellowed, echoing their |aughter from
sixteen throats. The rest of the ogre arny stood notionl ess, watching.

Del rael fidgeted, gripping his bow Then he remenbered how ineffective
arrows had been when Tarne and the other villagers tried to defend the
Stronghol d agai nst the invading ogres. Bryl scow ed, bringing his eyebrows
together. "You' re not any stronger, Gairoth. Those are just illusions. Except
one."

The mirrored ogres echoed their response. "But you needs to find the
_right_ Gairoth! Haw "

Bryl had only three spells left.

Del rael pulled his bowstring tight and shot an arrow at one of the

Gairoths, and the shaft passed through the illusion to strike against the far
wal I of the Stronghold stockade. He rapidly fired a second arrow, exposing an
other false ogre. "I can find the real one, Bryl -- all | have to do is hit

him You watch, and then do your stuff!" He bent to fire a third shot.

But the other three dozen ogres let out a battle cry and charged at
Del rael, waving their gnarled clubs, spears, and nassive swords. Delrael was
startled but he ignored themfor a monment nore, firing a fourth arrow,
striking one nore inmagi nary Gairoth.

Delrael turned to face the oncoming ogres. He tried to back closer to
the Stronghold wall, casting quick glances behind himto nake sure he did not
stunble. One of the broken stunps of the wooden sword posts got in his way,
but he sidestepped it. He nocked an arrow and shot it at one of the
approachi ng ogres. The shaft plunged into the nonster's chest, but the ogre
snapped it off with barely a grimace. The ogre batted away Delrael's second
arrow as well. Delrael reached back into his quiver. He had only a handful of
arrows |eft.

Bryl blasted right and left with lightning bolts, searching for the
real Gairoth, but then the thundercloud dissolved and the spell was over. The
illusion ogres mlled about, nmaking it difficult for himto renenber which
ones had al ready been exposed.

"Haw Haw! " Gairoth could take the hal f-Sorcerer anytinme, but he seened



to be enjoying the gane.

Bryl cast the Water Stone again. He rolled a "1" and fail ed.

Del rael shot another two arrows, striking two different eneny ogres
with little effect. The nonsters pushed forward, sw nging their weapons,
nmovi ng with deliberate sl owness. Some struck the ground with their weapons in
a childish threatening gesture. They curled their lips into eager snarls,
succeedi ng i n maki ng thensel ves even uglier

Del rael bunped into the corner of the weapons storehouse. A shiver went
down his spine as he renenbered his personal training, the rol e-playing gane,
where he had fought against the wormmen to steal one of their sacred
earth-genms. In that nake-believe game he had died -- he didn't want to die
agai n, not here, or anywhere.

The ogres kept com ng.

Sixteen Gairoths lifted their spiked clubs, flexing nuscles as strong
as pulleys. They let out a volley of hideous, echoing |aughter. "Haw Haw "

Rognot h heaved hi nsel f back out of the snmashed wall of the village
snokehouse. He ran a purplish forked tongue over his fangs, trying to
sandpaper away sone of the yellow scum After snapping down five hams and a
dozen or so hangi ng sausages, he didn't know how he could feel nore satisfied.

Before fleeing the village with the rest of the characters, Lantee the
but cher had packed his best cured neats and taken theminto the forest
retreat. But he had been forced to | eave sonme of the hans, sausages, and sides
of bacon in the snokehouse. The butcher and his wife had barred and hanmered
t he door shut.

But in the hot and humid air, the delicate snells of neat drifted to
Rognoth' s sensitive nostrils. He had al ready devoured every edible thing in
the Stronghold's two storage pits. Though he did not particularly care for
grains or vegetables, he found themto be tolerable if consumed in massive
gquantities.

Fed properly for the first tine in his life, Rognoth had grown
enornously in the nonth he and his master had inhabited the Stronghold. Hs
body had doubled in size and tripled in girth. Wen he wal ked, his belly
dragged on the ground. His stubby, arthritic wings spread upward like the
straining fingers of a dying man.

The dragon's neck had swell ed enough that the rusty iron collar becane
a constrictive ring around his throat. Rognoth had been unable to breathe; he
stunbl ed around in a daze, seeing black blotches in front of his eyes. Gairoth
had finally wenched the collar free with his two nassive hands. The little
dragon could now draw in lungfuls of air, feeding the sputtering furnace in
his chest. He could snell the wonders of the world, especially the wonders
hi dden in the snokehouse.

Rognot h had not bothered with the bolted door, letting his clunsy
nmonentum carry himthrough the wooden walls. Part of the roof fell down on top
of him and sausages tunbled fromtheir ropes on the ceiling beans.

Two sausages and one ham beyond bei ng confortably fed, Rognoth |urched
out of the shed, blinking his eyes in the afternoon sun

"Rognos! " a second dragon bel |l owed. "Cone here, you bad boy!"

Tryos soared overhead, beating his thunderous w ngs agai nst the
updrafts, scouting the surface of the ground. He circled the stone-filled
trench surroundi ng the hexagonal stockade wall, then glided down the slope of
Steep Hill to skimover the village, dragging razor claws on thatched roofs.

Wth a whinper of terror and shock, the obese little dragon scuttled
back into the snokehouse.

Tryos saw the novenment and swooped down. "A-ha, Rognos! You
di sssgrace!" Wth a snap of his |Iong neck, Tryos strafed the roof with a gout
of flame. Lantee's snokehouse burst into roaring flanes. Rognoth waddl ed away,
urgently draggi ng hinself fromthe burni ng weckage.

"Sssuch a di sssappoi ntnment! You are no dragon!”

Tryos swung around again with flanes gushing fromhis nmouth. Rognoth
crashed through the split-rail fence around the butcher's corral for animals



to be slaughtered. He gal |l oped on stubby |egs, scraping his belly on stones
and weeds, and | eaped into the shallow streamjust as Tryos struck again.
Steam poured into the air and hot nud splattered upward. Some of the scales on
the little dragon's back shattered fromthe heat.

Rognot h charged t hrough the underbrush on the far side of the stream
into the hex of dense forest terrain. Above the forest, Tryos flew | ow,
rustling branches as he grazed the tree tops. At odd noments Rognoth caught
glinpses of Tryos up through the covering of |eaves. The |arge dragon bel ched
a wave of fire, clearing away the trees and | eavi ng Rognot h naked and
unprotected. "You should not have ssstayed with Gairos!" Tryos pulled up
hi gher, for the deat hbl ow.

Rognot h yel ped and saw his | ast chance for escape. He punped his stubby

wi ngs and | aunched his barrel-like body into the air. The little dragon zooned
across the treetops, fueled by the threat of flam ng death. Rognoth shot
forward with surprising speed, like a giant reptilian bunbl ebee.

Tryos used his great wings to push hinmself forward in pursuit. Barely
able to fly at all, Rognoth could not perform el aborate evasive maneuvers. He
flew northward in a straight |line that, he hoped, would take himfarther than
Tryos was willing to follow. The gigantic vengeful dragon beat his w ngs but

could not close with his little brother

After nore than an hour of dodging in the air, Rognoth was exhausted,
but his will to survive kept the wings beating. Gavity tried to pull him
crashing to the mattress of |eaves and branches bel ow.

Tryos, on the other hand, had been flying without rest for two and a
hal f days, covering the i mense di stance from Rokanun to the Stronghol d.

Panti ng and wheezi ng, Rognoth dropped low to the treetops of a hex of
forested-hill terrain, trying to hide again. Tryos blasted the trees into
ci nders, but he had begun to | ose his breath, and the flame was weak. Rognoth
squeal ed m serably and forced his wings to fling himforward again, headi ng
i nexorably northward, as the hexagons of terrain flashed by under them

Del rael backed against the splintered wall of the weapons storehouse.
The ogres converged on him He had only six arrows remmining, but they had no
ef fect anyway. He needed to find the way out -- Vailret said the Qutsiders
al ways nade sure a situation had sonme sol ution

But if the Qutsiders knew of the quest to stop Scartaris, mght they
not just renmove the troubl esone characters once and for all?

Bryl struck another illusion Gairoth with a weak |ightning bolt, but
t he one-eyed ogre guffawed. Bryl's third spell faded out, |eaving himhelpless
again. He had only one spell renaining, one nore roll of the Water Stone.

Del rael screwed up his courage and deternination. He was the head of
the Stronghold. He was supposed to keep the other characters protected. No
matter what his father's orders said, no matter what the Rul ewoman Mel ani e had
told them Delrael had failed in his nost inportant job of keeping the
vill agers safe.

He made up his mind then. Gairoth was the main threat, not these other
ogres. Wthout the one-eyed ogre to | ead them the others would never remain
toget her. Wthin days, they would probably fight and kill each other off.
Tarne and the other villagers in the forests mght be able to retake the
St ronghol d.

Bryl had one spell left against Gairoth. He might make the Water Stone
count -- if he could only identify the real ogre anong the illusions. And
Del rael had six arrows.

I gnoring the advanci ng ogres, Delrael shot down the Iine, one arrow
after the other, using the skill he had absorbed fromyears of training. He
struck four illusion Gairoths, watching the arrows pass through themto skid
against the dirt of the training ground. Then the fifth arrow stuck in the
ogre's shoul der.

"OmM " Gairoth how ed, and his illusory counterparts flickered.

Bryl's eyes lit up with a surge of l|ast desperate power. The Water
St one bucked in his hand, and he threwit to the ground. He didn't even | ook



to see if his roll had been successful

A ball of pale lightning appeared in the air, glow ng and bobbing as it
nmoved across the distance. Gairoth tried to duck, but the ball 1ightning
popped against him singeing his hair and blistering his skin but causing no
real harm Bryl had rolled only a "2". The ogre shouted in pain.

Delrael's wist flowed as he reached up to snatch an ot her arrow out of
his quiver -- his last arrow. The oncom ng ogres had hesitated for a second.
He needed to deprive Gairoth of the rest of his power.

Del rael shot the |ast arrow

The point struck the heavy iron crown with a thunk. The crown dropped
to the ground and bounced on the packed earth. The Air Stone popped out of its
nmounti ng, gl eanmi ng on the ground.

The mirrored Gairoths wi nked out of existence, |eaving the one-eyed
ogre standing alone. Gairoth roared with pain and surprise.

Del rael could do nothing nore. He cringed, then balled his fists. He
waited for the rest of the ogre arnmy to plunge forward to beat himw th dozens
of clubs, to stab himw th spears and swords. ..

"Come on then!" he said, wishing the tears would stop glinting in his
eyes and blurring his vision.

The oncoming ogres faltered, wavered in the warm afternoon air, and
di ssol ved i nt o nonexi st ence.

I'l1lusions, every one of them

Bryl dived forward, |anding on his chest and scrabbling for the fallen
Air Stone. Gairoth lurched at him trying to grab the dianmond for hinsel f. But
the old half-Sorcerer's fingers touched the facets of the diamond first; he
snatched it up, tossed it across the field -- and he vani shed, surrounded in
an illusion of invisibility. The Air Stone al so wi nked out of sight.

Delrael blinked in surprise. Only a nonment before, he and Bryl had been
facing two dozen ogres and sixteen identical Gairoths. Now, in the entire
Stronghol d, he could see only hinmself and the one-eyed ogre. And Delrael had
only a sword.

Gairoth turned red with anger and frustration. H's burned skin, already
peeling and cracking frombeing too |long away fromthe swanps, | ooked
blistered and painful. He swng his club blindly in the air, furious with the
worl d, wanting to strike sonething, punish something, kill sonething.

He saw Delrael standing al one by the weapons store house

"W won, Gairoth. Fair and square. You'd better |eave now " Delrael
crossed his arnms for enphasis, trying to appear tough

"Delroth!" Gairoth thundered forward, his eye blazing. He ran forward
with his club. H's bare feet kicked up the nul ched wood shavi ngs. "You be dead
meat ! "

Delrael had no tine to duck inside the storehouse for even another
dagger. He stood, wi shing he could run, w shing he could just defend hinself
better. He was a _fighter_. But he could not use bare fists against Gairoth's
battering-ramcl ub

Bef ore the ogre could swing his club down on Delrael's head, another
poundi ng came from outside the stockade wall just behind the weapons
storehouse. The pounding reverberated in the air, and Gairoth stopped as a
hoarse worman' s voi ce shrieked his nanme. "Gairoth! You deserve a spanking,
Gairot h!"

The ogre dropped the end of his club, letting it thunp against the
ground. H s nouth hung open, dunbfounded. Delrael was afraid to nmake a nove
toward the storehouse.

"Gairoth! Do you hear me, boy?" the harsh femal e voi ce demanded.

"Maw?" the ogre asked quietly, astonished.

A crash struck the double-walled barrier, and Delrael stared as the
upri ght 1 ogs shuddered with the strain. Another crunch, and the wall buckled
i nward. The logs splintered, and the cenment-hard nud between them sifted down.

A huge female ogre flung the broken |l ogs aside as if they were
t oot hpi cks and strode into the Stronghold. One ham i ke hand rested on her hip



and the other held a flat-ended club that | ooked like an oar for a warship.
She had | unpy eyebrows perched on a jutting forehead, and her skin | ooked as
snooth as gravel. Each breast seened fully as |arge as her head, and probably
contai ned as much cerebral matter. Her hair was |long and ropelike, tied with
an i ncongruous pink ribbon that | ooked |ike centuries-old Sorcerer silk. Her
buckteeth bit down on flabby lips.

"There you be!" She cracked the flat end of her club against one
| eathery palm Her nmouth was huge and yawni ng when she spoke, making " Maw'
seema terribly appropriate nane. "You gonna get a whopping |ike you can't
i magi ne! Look at you! Playing high and mghty in a" -- she spat the word --

" _human_ place like this! Now get on hone!"

Gairoth bowed his head and shuffled toward the torn hole in the wall.
But his Maw storned forward, threatening to crack himw th her club. "Wat you
be, an animal ? Go out through the front door! And to think |I raised you! Such
a di sgrace!"

Sheepi shly, the ogre turned instead to the massive gates, which Delrael
now saw had never been smashed down at all -- yet another facet of Gairoth's
Air Stone illusion. The ogre glared at Delrael, but his Maw smacked hi m for
t he del ay.

Delrael listened to their stonping footsteps dimnish down the hil
path. Then he realized he was in total silence, alone in the Stronghol d.
Everyt hi ng was over, finished, the final turns taken

Bryl winked into visibility beside him grinning so broadly his w spy
beard protruded fromhis chin and his winkles folded into thensel ves. He
seened exhausted but delighted. He held the Water Stone and the Air Stone in
hi s hands.

"I thought you were out of spells," Delrael said. "You used four."

Bryl smiled. "Wien | have _two_ Stones, ny spell allowance is
determined by a different table in the Book. | get a bonus, five spells each
day instead of four. Gairoth didn't know that."

Del rael chuckl ed and cl apped a hand on the hal f Sorcerer's shoul der
"Good thing Gairoth's Maw canme at just the right tine."

"Let's give credit where credit is due.” Bryl held up the glittering
di anond. He turned to look at the section of the Stronghold wall that the ogre
woman had smashed. It stood intact, untouched.

"Hs "Maw wll follow himnmpst of the way back to the swanps, maybe
even make himtake a bath in the cesspools. She'll tell himto be good,
because he can never know when she'll be watching."

Delrael saw Bryl's eyes glittering with delight. "Making illusions is
easier than | thought."

Del rael | ooked down and saw that Gairoth's iron crown had al so been
false, just a twined circlet of straw. The attack had never been real, the
ogre arny had never been real. Ogres don't work together! It all gave hima
headache.

"At least it's nice to feel conpletely safe again."

The arctic winds how ed around the mountains, slicing like frozen
knives. Tryos's ears ached. His body felt |eaden and sluggish -- reptiles
weren't nmade for cold such as this. Snow splattered agai nst his eyelids,
snearing his vision. He felt ready to fall fromthe skies out of sheer
exhausti on.

After nore than a full day of breathless pursuit, Rognoth had |ed him
to this land of rocky outcroppings glazed with ice and jutting out of glacial
debris. The little dragon had somehow el uded Tryos in the bl asting snow and
ragi ng w nd.

Through hi s nunbed weariness, Tryos thought he caught a glinpse of the
fat little dragon behind an ice-clad bluff. He surged forward, blasting his
| ast few breaths of fire. The ice nelted away, exposing only naked rock, not
Rognot h. Per haps he had escaped, perhaps he had never been there.

Rognoth was lost in the arctic cold and raging storns -- and good
ri ddance to him The | arger dragon shook a coating of ice fromhis scales,



freeing himof sone excess weight. He had puni shed Rognoth once and for all --
he'd never be naughty agai n.

Tryos wheel ed around and glided southward again, toward the Stronghol d.
As he travel ed over the | andscape, he viewed the terrain with a critical
admring eye. No |longer would he need to be content with a tiny island.

The dragon felt proud as he surveyed the land. H s |and.

*13*

Mount ai n of the Dragon

"Sci ence and magi ¢ cannot coexist in the same area. Their Rules are
contradictory: Science says you can't get sonething for nothing, magic says
you can. W have to choose how we want to play the Gane."

-- Professor Frankenstein, _Published Notes_,

Sel ect ed Excerpts

Vailret | eaned forward, squeezing his fingers against Dirac's polished
drafting table. "It's been six days!"

He stopped hinself from naking a fist and snoot hed out his voice.

"Pl ease give us a boat or sonething. W have to try to rescue them"™

"The tine for waiting is past," Paenar said. "W nmust do sonething. W
nmust make a difference!”

Dirac flinched fromthe stare of Paenar's new eyes. The two professors
had designed a pair of goggles filled with exotic oils and floating |enses
sandwi ched between two wafers of transparent crystal. A wire connected the
goggles to a small galvanic battery that had been surgically inplanted at the
base of Paenar's skull.

After the invention of the eyes and a sinple operation, the blind man
had turned around in awe, staring at the clutter of the professors' workroom
| ooki ng at every corner, every shape, every shadow. Paenar smiled, stretching
his arms upward and ready to challenge the world. "Now | don't feel so
hel pl ess!"

But in Dirac's workroom Vailret felt the hel pl essness return. Many of
the trappings of an inventor remained in Dirac's | aboratory: the chal kboard,
the drafting table, the scrawl ed equations waiting for answers. But everything
was too ornate, and too clean, nmerely for show The drafting table |ooked
oddly like a desk, and the equations on the chal kboard appeared to have been
there for a long tine, unaltered. Vailret could not renenber having seen
chal kdust on Dirac's fingertips. Mayer had never mentioned how long it had
been since her father's last invention

"Your comnpani ons volunteered to be subjects in a scientific
experiment." Dirac sat on a three-legged stool behind his drafting table. He
fol ded his pudgy fingers together and rested his el bows on the table's clean
sur f ace.

"They were to test Professor Verne's balloon. Since six days have
i ndeed passed, we can draw only two conclusions -- either the balloon failed
and they have been killed in its crash into the sea ... or they reached the
i sl and of Rokanun, and Tryos the dragon has destroyed them Either way, your
friends are dead." He cracked his knuckles and sat up straight.

"l can inmagi ne other scenarios," Paenar said.

Dirac smiled deprecatingly. "I suppose we cannot expect you to
understand the Rule of Occamls Razor. You see, when nore than one hypot hesis
fits the facts, the sinplest solution nust be the correct solution."

Dirac stood up fromhis stool; it creaked as he lifted hinmself. He
pi cked up a piece of chal k and wal ked to the bl ackboard, studying his
equations, but ended up witing a short reninder note to hinmself instead.

"There." He blew on his fingers to get rid of the chal kdust, then
sm |l ed at Professor Verne, who stood watching by the door. Verne had
acconpani ed Vailret and Paenar, ostensibly to nmonitor the functioning of the
blind man's mechani cal eyes; Verne had known full well what the two nen
i ntended to ask. He made it clear, though, that he would not argue for or
agai nst them



Paenar stood cold and nmotionless, as if he knew his presence nmade Dirac
unconfortable. "G ve us a boat, and we will see for ourselves."

"You owe us that much," Vailret said. "Qur friends risked their |ives
to test your invention."

"The Sitnaltans owe you no debt, young man. You have no contract, no
witten agreenent that requires anything of us. You are our guest -- do we
demand that you repay us for the food and shelter we have freely given? Do not
insult me by naking sinilar demands in return.”

He rubbed his hands together and smiled at them again. "You are wel cone
to remain in Sitnalta. Perhaps in tine you can be taught the rudi nents of
mat hemati cs. and nmake yoursel ves useful to the community."

"Ch, stuff your platitudes," Vailret snapped.

"Don't you understand?" Paenar gripped the sides of the drafting table,
maki ng Dirac take refuge behind it. "The Qutsiders have already set the wheels
in motion! They have thrown Scartaris here to grow and grow, sucking all the
life from Ganmearth! You can't just ignore this -- it won't go away!" He hung
his head, but the anger returned to his face. "Apathy is the worst of al
sins, and you are guilty of it!"

Dirac gave hima self-satisfied smle. "You are extrapol ating a great
deal froma small anount of data, gentlemen. We have only a few anbi guous
nmeasurenents from Professor Verne's apparatus -- hardly enough information to
concoct such a doomfilled hypothesis. Don't you agree, Professor?"

Verne remai ned silent for a monent, tugging on his great gray beard,
then he frowned. "You are showing very little scientific objectivity, Dirac,"
he said quietly, and turned to go. "But, then, perhaps you are no | onger an
i nventor."

Before Dirac could reply, Vailret turned his back on him and foll owed
Verne wi thout a word. Paenar |ooked as if he wanted to shout sone nore, but he
scow ed and noved in Vailret's wake.

Dirac recovered hinself and called, "Have a nice day!" as the three nen
di sappeared down the hall

"Foll ow me," Verne said. Vailret blinked when they enmerged into the
sunlight, and Paenar adjusted his mechani cal eyes. The wi nd had cone up
whi ppi ng the ocean's danp scent through the w nding alleys.

"Why bot her?" Paenar said. "You may as well go and enjoy yourself. Play
a gane or two. W don't have nuch time left."

Verne stared at Paenar's artificial eyes. "Follow me,"'
turned to stride down a hex-cobbled street.

The professor stunped away from his workshop at a brisk pace, as if
al ways two steps behind where he wanted to be. Vailret grew curious about what
Verne had in mnd. Paenar followed, fum ng and angry, inmpotent in the face of
the end of the world.

"Dirac is too quick to disniss theories he does not |ike," Verne said.
"One of Maxwell's golden rules says that we nust search for the truth, whether
it be pleasant or unpl easant."

He stopped and shrugged. "Besides, ny data supports what you have said
about Scartaris. If nothing else, |I trust ny own data."

Verne led themout to the seawall around Sitnalta. Part of the wall had
been battered away by the choppy water, and now many Sitnaltan engi neers
scurried about designing and constructing a new section of the wall, adding
supports. A large spidery apparatus used el aborate systens of weights and
counterwei ghts to raise gigantic stone bl ocks, positioning themin rows al ong
the wall. Puffs of steam and groans of stressed netal drifted into the air
agai nst the runble of the ocean. Vailret could snmell the salty, fishy mxture
of the sea nmixed with oil and snoke fromthe nachinery.

Verne indicated the danaged section, speaking in a tone of amazenent.
"Several weeks ago the ocean attacked our wall. The day was clear, and the sea
was still as glass -- but a huge fist of water surged up fromthe sea, as if

call ed by soneone." He shrugged, "None of our theoreticians can account
for it."

he repeated and



Vailret saw a vision of Bryl, possessed by the _dayid_ of the khel ebar
forest, calling on all the water in the world to cone to their aid. Vailret
shuddered, but did not volunteer the information to Professor Verne.

They descended a steep, rime-covered staircase on the seawal I, reaching
a network of docks that stuck out |ike insolent tongues into the water. The
cold wind blewin their faces. Vailret found it refreshing after Dirac's
stuffy reception

On the docks two men operated a vibrating generator subnerged in the
choppy water in an effort to lure fish into conplex electronic traps. The
fishing engi neers soon gave up in disgust, covering their equipnment with a
canvas, and wal ked of f the docks, |eaving Professor Verne alone with his two
conpani ons.

Verne led themto the end of one of the docks and pointed to a | arge
nmechani cal object floating in the water, tied up against the pilings in front
of them He whispered, filling his voice with a childish sense of wonder.
"This, gentlenen, is the _Nautilus_."

It | ooked like a huge notionless fish, nightmarish and prehistoric.
Jagged ridges ran down its long body, jutting like fins fromcrucial steering
poi nts. Thick gaping wi ndows gl eanmed translucent at the waterline. Vailret
sensed it was sonme kind of boat, and yet nore than a boat. Paenar cast his
nmechani cal eyes over the steel-plated hull and made a satisfied noise.

"Frankenstein studied thousands of fish, trying to figure out how they
wor ked, how they swam how t hey subnerged thensel ves, how they remai ned under
water. We used his results to create those frivolous toys in the fountain
around our water clock, little nmechanical fish that swimaround and around,
aimessly. But | took his information one step further and conbi ned the
physics of the fish with the practicality of a boat. So this is not just a
boat, but an underwater boat for submarine travel!"

Vailret |ooked at the _Nautilus_, not anxious to step out on the
rocki ng, spray-covered hull. The round hatchway | ooked like a |idded eye on
the front end of the ship. "Does it work?"

Verne tried to sidestep the question, then faced it squarely. "Yes,
Frankenstein and | have taken it for several test runs near the shore. Ch, it
is beautiful under the water, a world one does not normally see. My _Nautilus_
will take you out toward Rokanun." He sighed and turned his eyes away.

"But this is not an exploitation of a sinple | aw of nature, as the
bal | oon was. The _Nautilus_ is pure Sitnaltan technol ogy, rooted in science
and concei ved through nmy own inventiveness."

Paenar understood and turned to Vailret. "He neans we will not be able
to cross the technol ogi cal fringe beyond the city."

"No, | nean you may not be able to cross it," Verne said. "Nothing is
absolute on Ganearth -- it depends on the roll of the dice the Rul es of
Probability [Kevin, punctuation after "dice"?]. Once you cross the fringe, the
probability that machinery will fail increases exponentially. You always have

a chance to make it, if you try enough tines."

Vailret frowned, |ooking at the gleam ng netal fish. "Does this mean
you're giving us permission to take the _Nautilus_? Wiy didn't Dirac say
anyt hi ng about this?"

"I"'mnot certain if | can give you permi ssion. But | can show you how
to pilot her, and | can assure you that | will not be here to stop you if
say, tonight you wi shed to take her and go."

"Why are you danci ng around your words?" Paenar said.

Ver ne shoved both hands in his pockets. "I ama prolific inventor -- |
cannot renmenber how many certificates | have acquired fromthe Council of
Patent Gvers. But | amalso a Sitnaltan. Since we rarely encounter strangers,
and since none of our devices will function far fromthe city anyway, the
guestion has never arisen if one of ny inventions belongs to _nme_, because
invented it, or if it belongs to the people of Sitnalta, who have constructed
it and manufactured the material s.

"So, you see, if | were to ask Dirac about giving you the _Nautilus_,



he woul d say the ship belongs to the city and not to ne." H s eyes sparkled.
"However, if | do not ask the question, then the issue will not be raised. And
no one will deny you the right to take the boat."

Vailret digested the logic and grinned. "Adm rably devi ous, Professor.
You are shrewd in other ways besides being just a great tinkerer!"

Verne stepped on the narrow deck of the _Nautilus_. He lifted up the
round nmetal hatch and clinbed into the control room Vailret saw panels filled
with switches, dials, and other controls. It all |ooked exotic and exciting.

The professor paused, |ooking up at the sun's position in the sky. He
withdrew a ticking timepiece the size of an apple and cracked it open,
noddi ng. "W should have sufficient time. Wuld you like to learn how to pil ot
her ?"

* * * %

To celebrate the liberation of the Stronghold, Jorte dug up one of the
| ast vats of the previous year's spring cider outside of his gam ng hall and
br oke open the top. He took a wooden rod and stirred sediment fromthe bottom
bef ore everyone di pped cups into the cool brown liquid. Jorte waddl ed over to
a table to drink and enjoy hinself for the first time in a nonth.

Early in the afternoon, the veteran Tarne and several other villagers
had crept out of the sheltering forest. They had seen the dragon in the sky,
heard the loud battle inside the stockade fence. But now the Stronghold stood
silent and oni nous. Tarne hoped the ogres had killed each other. The gates
were ajar and sonehow i ntact again. He clinbed Steep Hill alone, standing in
front of the open gates, not know ng what to do next.

And Del rael rushed out to greet him

After the word had spread, the other villagers flooded back into their
ol d homes and buildings |like a |long awaited sigh. Lantee the butcher and his
wife stared stricken at their denolished, enpty snokehouse. O hers were
relieved that the destruction had not been greater. Mst drifted off to
Jorte's gaming hall, not yet anbitious enough to start the job of putting
their lives in order before the harvest.

For two days they assessed the damage to the |and and recovered from
their shock. After his battle with Gairoth, Bryl seened to be held in higher
esteem by the villagers. Delrael stood with Tarne and Bryl inside the
Stronghol d fence, |ooking out over the | andscape visible fromthe top of the
hill. Tarne pointed to one of the cleared hexagons of cropland. "Qur harvest
this season will be poor. We tried to conme out at night and do the weeding,
but that was risky. The storehouses are enpty.

"It's going to be a hard winter for all of us."

Del rael | ooked across the cleared | and, past the begi nning of the
hexagon of forest terrain, but he said nothing.

"If the game lasts that long," Bryl nuttered.

A reptilian shriek sliced through the air. Delrael crouched, letting
his fighting instincts take over. Tarne and Bryl | ooked up to see the huge
formof Tryos sailing overhead.

The dragon flapped his wi ngs, splaying his pistonlike legs so that he
| anded with grace on the flat training area. He beat his wings a final tine
and fol ded them across his back, ignoring Tarne and focusing his attention on
Bryl and Del rael

"Finished!™ Tryos cried in his high-pitched, clipped voice. "Rognos far
from here! Never cone back. Never."

"Very good, Tryos," Delrael said. "Gairoth is gone, too."

Tryos blinked his eyes-and bobbed his head up and down. "Isss good! No
nore Rokanun for me! Ssstay here now Hone of Tryos!™"

Tarne stared, but Delrael ignored him Bryl fell silent, standing back
from the di scussion.

"No nore Rokanun?" Del rael asked, speaking in a slow and careful voice.

"Nah! | have thisss land."

"Ckay," Delrael fidgeted, looking first at Bryl and then at Tarne. He
got no encouragenment fromtheir appalled expressions. "But what about your



treasure? Al those years you worked to gather it, surely you don't just want
to leave it there for robbers?"

Tryos lifted his head, snorted snoke. "They would not dare!"

Del rael crossed his arnms over his |leather jerkin. "Wio do you think
you' re kidding, Tryos? If you stay away, it's a treasure for the taking."

The dragon turned his blazing eyes away. But Delrael smiled. "You
could, of course, bring your treasure here. Look at these big enpty storage
chanmbers we have -- wouldn't they nmake a great start for a new set of
cat aconbs?"

The dragon cocked his head, extending his long reptilian neck into the
nmusty dar kness of the storage pit Rognoth had gutted. "Pah! Snellsss |ike
grain!" H's voice echoed in the chanmber; then he lifted his head back out

again, blow ng dust fromhis nose. "But they nmake good cavesss. | bring ny
treasure here.”

"We'l | help,"” Delrael volunteered. "Can we go right away?"

The dragon turned around in circles, then slunped to the ground,
stretching his neck out and plopping his chin on the dirt. "Nah -- |ong

flight." He closed his eyes. "Tired now. "

Wthin nmoments, |ow runbling sounds of the sleeping dragon drifted into
the air, drowning out the faint noises of the villagers still rejoicing in the
gam ng hall.

In their private roomin Sitnalta, Vailret and Paenar discussed
everyt hing Verne had showed them All afternoon the professor had bonbarded
themw th instructions, filling the Nautilus_'s control roomwth his
accented voi ce.

Paenar remained rigid on the edge of his cot, staring at the blank
wal | . They sat listening to the steam engi ne vehicles chugging into storage
bays to let their boilers cool until norning. The manufactories had cl osed
down for the night. Vailret waited for the gas streetlights to be Iit and for
the Sitnaltans to go to sleep

"Qur plan has one big flaw," Vailret said, disturbing Paenar fromhis
daydreanm ng. "W have even less to fight with than Del and Bryl did. At |east
they had the Water Stone."

"We' || nmanage," Paenar said, but the bul ky goggl es masked his rea
expression. Lenses floated in their oils, hypnotic in the shadow |ight.
Vai l ret shook his head.

"Agai nst a dragon? How? Neither of us can even fight with a sword or
shoot an arrow. Not that it would be terribly effective against Tryos,
anyway. "

Paenar spoke slowy in the new silence.
ef fective agai nst the dragon.”

They stole down the steps of the Sitnaltan ziggurat in the darkness,
| uggi ng the heavy Dragon Siren between them Vailret sneaked a glance at the
streetlights of the jagged cobbl estone streets bel ow them The sleeping city
remai ned silent, but Vailret felt eyes watching themfromthe blind w ndows.

“I"1l go first," Paenar said, "ny eyes can adjust to the dark."

Vailret obliged, follow ng behind and watchi ng where he put his feet.
"It seens like we're betraying Professor Verne by stealing the Siren."

"Her oi ¢ decisions are always questionable ... until you win." Paenar
shifted his hold on the Siren. "You'll never be remenbered if you don't take
chances. "

"I'd rather be alive than be remenbered, if it cones down to a choice
bet ween the two."

After reaching the base of the ziggurat, they hurried through the
deserted streets, dodgi ng puddl es of yellow | anplight. They stood on the bank
of the seawall, listening to the crash of restive waves bel ow them They
stunbl ed down the worn steps to the docks below The nmetallic dish of the
Siren dragged at them but they gritted their teeth. Qut of breath and
sweating in the chill air, they reached the swaying hul k of the Nautilus_ on
t he docks.

_Sitnalta_ has a weapon that's



Then Mayer stepped out of the shadows. She had wrapped herself in a
thin cl oak, and | ooked cold and blown, as if she had been there waiting a | ong
time. She pressed her lips into athinline and tried to | ook haughty.

"First ny father turns down your request for a boat, then Professor
Verne spends the afternoon showi ng you the _Nautilus_. Did you honestly think
| could not extrapol ate what you intended to do?"

Vailret regained his conmposure and answered her coolly. "W are trying
to help our friends, since you Sitnaltans seemquite willing to ignore the
rest of Ganearth. Professor Verne graciously offered us the use of his
_Nautilus_ after your father refused to help. We're not trying to hide."

Mayer | aughed sharply. "Wo coul d suspect you of trying to hide, when
you creep to the docks in the dead of night?"

"The tide is at its best point now " Paenar sounded snug. "Professor
Verne told us so."

"No doubt he 'graciously offered" to give you our Dragon Siren as
wel | ?" She flashed an angry glare at Paenar. "O perhaps you barbari ans have
no nmoral restrictions against stealing."”

Vail ret and Paenar said not hing.

Mayer's short dark hair whipped about in the wind |like the barely seen
waves, but the tone of her voice changed. Vailret suspected she was addressing
something different entirely. "Wat is it you know? | can see it in you. Any
i di ot can recognize that Sitnaltan ways are superior to your primtive life in
the outside world -- yet you don't admire our city. It's alnmost as if you ..
flaunt our technol ogy. What do you know that we do not ?"

She seened honestly curious. Paenar fidgeted. Vailret pondered on the
silent dark dock. "I can see and accept some of the advantages your way of
life has -- especially since | have no Sorcerer blood. In Sitnalta all humans
can use the magic of your technol ogy. But you haven't even made an effort to
see if perhaps we 'barbarians' do sone things better than you.

"You tinker with your cal cul ati ng nachi nes and your street-cleaning
engi nes, but when faced with a problem your technol ogy may not be able to
solve -- Scartaris -- you dismiss it as sonmething not to be considered."

Paenar cleared his throat and placed a large hand on Vailret's
shoul der. "We are going to fight against Tryos, and then against Scartaris --
it isnot likely we will win. But we are trying anyway. Your science has nmade
you blind to the fact that sonetinmes you can win the inpossible fight. Many
dice rolls are not likely, but they are _possible_ ."

She hardened her expression. "If you take the Dragon Siren and | ose,
then Sitnalta will be defensel ess.”
"Or," Paenar countered, "if we take it and win, you need never fear the

dragon agai n. Then your greatest inventors can start to work on the probl em of
Scartaris."”

"After we're gone," Vailret said, "go and talk to Professor Verne. Let
hi m show you his data and his extrapol ati ons. Be objective. Ask yourself if
there isn't a renote possibility that the threat truly exists. Then scrap your
frivol ous gadgets and invent something to stop this thing! If we fail, all of
Ganearth coul d be dependi ng on you."

As if that settled the discussion, Paenar slipped past her and
cl anbered on board the _Nautilus_, lugging the Dragon Siren down into the
control room Vailret stared at Mayer for a noment in silence, then surprised
hi nsel f by shaki ng her hand. He junped onto the deck of the submarine boat and
slipped down the hatch w thout another word. He closed the hatch above him

Mayer remai ned on the dock | ooking flustered and confused, as if
puzzl ed that the confrontation had not turned out as she had pl anned.

The _Nautilus_ slipped away fromthe noorings, churning water into foam
behind its propellers. The ship poised for a noment on the surface, nosed out
i nto deeper water, then sank beneath the waves |like a giant predatory fish.

* * * %

The next norning Tryos smashed his tail on the packed dirt, let out a
yow i ng yawn, and demanded that Bryl and Del rael "Wke up!"



Delrael had slept in his own creaking bed for the first tine in a
nonth, but it seemed as if he hadn't dozed for nore than a few m nutes. Wen
Bryl came out into the norning sunshine, red eyed and wrapped in his blue
cl oak, he seened too tired even to be afraid of Tryos.

He and Delrael sat on the great dragon's back and watched the ground
drop away with each thundering beat of Tryos's wi ngs. Tarne stood watchi ng
themw th a defeated expression on his face.

The journey back to Rokanun took two days. The dragon followed a
drunken course, losing and then recovering his path. The island and its tal
vol cano reared up at themfromthe nosaic of clear blue hexes of ocean. Tryos
made a beeline for the wide crater opening. Heat and fumes fromthe boiling
| ake of lava hissed up at them as the dragon swooped into his treasure grotto.

Tryos scraped the hardened |l ava floor with his claws and noved his head
fromside to side, |oosening up. He folded his wings and stood tall in the
grotto, adnmiring the gleam ng hoard. Bryl and Delrael clinbed off, stretching
and | ooki ng around. The dragon strutted anong the jewels and gold, crunching
treasure under his feet.

"Ahh Good thing | not |eave thissss!"

Bryl acted eager for another |ook at the old Sorcerer objects, but did
not want to make Tryos suspicious. Dekael found Tareah in a corner by the
shadow of the treasure, trying to remain unobtrusive. She | ooked frightened,
determ ned, but very weak. She had been feeding herself with supplies froma
trivial Sorcerer maintenance spell, like Bryl's, but she needed nore.

"You cane back," she said with a sort of wonder. "Now we can go back
hone." Delrael clasped her shoul der and gave her a reassuring hug. He found
hinsel f feeling deeply sorry for her -- Tareah had been isolated for all three
decades of her life, with only Sardun for conpany. He had no doubt she woul d
be inept in dealing with other people, unpracticed, and not accustoned to
being totally alone either. No one cane to visit the nenories in the Ice
Pal ace anynore. Delrael could inmagi ne her |oneliness.

Tryos had bl asted his way into her sheltered world, taking her and
| eaving her with no one on whomto depend. No one on the entire island.

Delrael snmiled and felt warminside, wondering if she would see him as
a brave prince cone to her aid? Just like in the old days of the Gane.

But when he hugged her, Delrael noticed how rmuch Tareah had grown, nore
than an inch in five days. Delrael blinked and stared at her, doubting that he
could be m staken. He was usually quite good with spatial relationships.

Tareah had filled out, adding a year to her apparent age. Perhaps
because she had been far enough away from Sardun's sorcery for so |ong, her
body was meking up for lost tine.

Delrael interrupted the dragon's silent inventory. "You will need to
work a long tine to nmove all your treasure, Tryos."

The dragon bobbed his head. "Many trips!™"

"You'll get done sooner if you start sooner. You'd better take a | oad
and go right away."

Bef ore Tryos could sputter anything el se, Delrael continued. "I know.
It will be hard work, but well worth the effort.”

Bryl stood by the fighter. "Delrael and | will stay here to guard your
treasure. We promise. Don't worry."

Tareah | ooked at himin di sappointed al arm

Tryos narrowed his eyes and glared at the hal f-Sorcerer, assessing him
with a piercing reptilian stare. "How do | know you not take treasure for
your sssel fsss? No tricksss!"

Bryl turned his eyes fromthe dragon's horrible stare, cringing, but he
| ooked down at the jewels and gold and reasserted his outward calm "D d we
steal any treasure the first time you caught us? And didn't we find Rognoth
for you so you could punish hin? And didn't we take care of Gairoth, too? And
didn't we find you a big newland to live in?"

Tryos hung his head and fidgeted under Bryl's high pitched outburst.
"Yesss. "



"Trust us." The half-Sorcerer sniled broadly.
"l come back sssoon -- not long! Wait herel™
"Of course.”

Li ke a nmonstrous reptilian shovel, Tryos opened his huge nouth and
scooped up an indiscrimnate mouthful of his hoard. He Iifted his head with
some effort, straining his nmuscles against the great weight of treasure. The
rippling scales in his serpentine neck glittered rainbows fromthe reflected
gold and jewels. A few scattered gens and odd coins jingled back to the ground
t hrough cracks in the dragon's mouth. Tryos shook his head, letting the |ast
few |l oose itens fall free back to the grotto floor. A pearl necklace snagged
on one of his fangs, swaying back and forth in the weird orange light fromthe
| ava.

"Don't hurry back now, Tryos -- it'll be all right."
dragon. "W prom se. "

Del rael nodded. "You could tire yourself out by flying too fast."

The dragon tried to say something but could not spit the words past the
waddi ng of treasure in his nouth. He al nost choked. Delrael didn't want to
hear the question -- he wanted to get rid of Tryos as soon as possible. "Don't
talk now, Tryos. You can ask us next tine. Have a good trip."

Flustered, the dragon stopped trying to talk and strode over to the
edge of the grotto. Bryl and Delrael waved, smling so nuch their jaws ached,
before Tryos spread his wi ngs and | aunched hinself out over the | ake of | ava.

The dragon fell like a stone, headfirst, dragged down by the i mense
| oad of treasure. Delrael's heart |eaped with hope, praying their problem
could be ended so sinply. Tryos's reptilian eyes widened in alarm and he beat
his wings frantically, flaring his nostrils. The dragon sl owed his plunge and
| abored his way back up to the top of the cinder cone. He puffed with the
effort, flew over the rimand into the distance.

"Let's get up the tunnel out of here." Delrael turned and ushered
Tareah toward the opening. The hiss and bubbling of the |ava added a | ayer of

Bryl waved at the

background noise. "We'll have to run like nad to the balloon. | counted the
hexes -- we can do it in a day and a half."

Bryl tallied on his fingers. "It'll take Tryos at |east four days to
get to the Stronghold and back, even wi thout resting. Once we reach the
ball oon, we'll need tinme to inflate it and then two nore days to fly back to
Sitnalta. Once we're up in the air, Tareah and | can summon up a good w nd
with the Water Stone -- but the magic nmight not work once we pass the
technol ogical fringe." He shook his head and sighed. "It's going to be close,

very cl ose.™

Tar eah | ooked dej ected and her voice sounded bereft in the enpty,
echoing grotto. "You promised to stay here and guard the treasure. Wy did you
have to do that?"

"W're not honor-bound to keep a promise to an evil dragon,"” Bryl said.
"Are you crazy?"

Del rael | ooked at her, puzzled that she needed justification. "Tryos
ki dnapped you and he nearly killed your father. Look at all the treasure he's
stolen. Do you want to stay here?"

"But you _promised_. | thought you had a better plan than ... than
cheating!" Tareah | ooked confused, torn between two |oyalties. "My father nade
me study the Rules, all of them He hamrered into ne the ethics of gam ng and
sportsmanship." Her eyes glittered with either tears or anger. "Wen you agree
to undertake a quest, the Rules force you to conplete it. But isn't a vowto
do a quest just an el aborate prom se? By the sane token, how can you break
your promse to Tryos?"

"You're very naive," Bryl said. "The object of the gane is w nning.

Whet her by battle or by trickery."

Del rael took the question seriously, though. Vailret would have been
abl e to make much nore convincing argunments. "Tareah, trickery is accepted
Gane play. | didn't nake up the Rules. A precedent has been set -- have you
ever played poker? It's a gane played with cards, not dice. Bluffing is a



vital part of the play. We bluffed Tryos into believing we would stay here."

Tareah frowned at Delrael's reasoning. "Well ... he did steal the
treasures in the first place.”

"Tryos is our opponent. We should be allowed to use every neans we have
to beat him Especially when your life is at stake. You don't feel sorry for a
dragon, do you?"

Del rael put his hand on her back and noved forward with her as they
entered the dank tunnel and hurried upward. "Cone on, your father is waiting
for us."

They entered the tunnel, but Bryl stopped as if struck with a spell
H s eyes becane gl assy and he | ooked around the piles and piles of gens, gold,
treasures. He swallowed hard. "Wait! The Earth Stone! It's herel"™ He turned to
stare at Delrael. "W have to find it!"

"Why?" Del rael asked, showi ng nore inpatience. "You said magi c won't
hel p out agai nst a dragon anyway."

"It won't," Tareah said.

"It was lost for nmore than a century in one of the first battles of the
Scouring. A _ten-sided_ ererald."” Bryl sniffed the air, then | ooked

di sappointed. "I lost it now, but | had another vision, |ike when | found the
Air Stone. It's here somewhere." The half-Sorcerer's eyes gleaned with a
frightening expression. "W don't have enough time, Bryl," Delrael said.

"We have to find it!" the half-Sorcerer insisted. "It mght help us
agai nst Scartaris. Remenber what Vailret said. The Earth Stone is the nost
power ful of all four Stones."

Del rael shook his head. "W can't possibly ransack all of his treasure,
not if you don't know exactly where to find it. Qur time is too short."

Bryl closed his eyes, holding his breath as if trying to squeeze
anot her vision out.

Tar eah hardened her expression and took a step away fromDelrael. "I

won't go with you if you _steal any of the treasure -- that's worse than
breaki ng your promise to guard it. You're not at all like the heroes in the
legends |'ve read. 1'd rather stay here with the dragon. At |east he plays by
the Rules.”

"But he stole the Stone in the first place!" Bryl said.

"He never prom sed he wouldn't. You did."

That decided it for Delrael. Unhappily, Bryl followed as all three of
t hem ducked into the dark lava tunnel, fleeing the dragon's lair.

Vailret | ooked out at an underwater wonderland. He pressed his face
agai nst the thick glass of the eyelike porthole, watching the _Nautilus_
pl unge forward. The ship's cycl opean headlight stabbed into the ocean's
secrets, signaling that this was nore than just a fish. Few of the undersea
creatures showed curiosity; nost fled into the m dni ght-blue nurk.

Vail ret absorbed the strangeness of the darting gleanms of color, the
fishes, the fronds of pale seaweed drifting |ike sirens' hair. A colony of
wi nking lights fluttered around the Nautilus_, swirling in hypnotic col orful
patterns. Before Vailret could wonder at them the strange |ights vani shed
i ke extingui shed candl e flanes.

Paenar gl anced out the ports only cursorily, inmpatient to arrive at
Rokanun so he could fight Tryos. He turned to the stolen Dragon Siren
i nspecting the sinple controls and maki ng certain he knew how to work them

The sub-marine boat flashed through the water, driven by its churning
SCrews.

Three hours after mdnight a huge black wall | oomed up through the
water, cutting across their path like a guillotine blade. Vailret sat drowsy
at the controls, wi shing he could rest for awhile. He blinked and saw t he
bl ack wall noving toward them

For one sick instant he forgot howto bring the Nautilus_to a stop.
Prof essor Verne had shown them but Vailret had no time to try any of the
controls. He let out a cry of despair. Paenar stood up so quickly he hit his
head on the low netal ceiling. The other man ignored the pain and | urched



toward Vailret. Both saw the black wall and knew they coul d never stop the
boat in tinme. The Nautilus_ struck the blackness.

Everything went dark for an instant, and then they were through,
traveling as if nothing had happened. Paenar dropped back into his seat;
Vailret blinked, dizzy. The air in the _Nautilus_ seemed close and stifling,

and he wondered if the air punps were still working. Perhaps they had passed
beyond t he technol ogi cal fringe --
"It was just the hex-line!" Vailret cried. "That's all! The line

probably goes all the way to the sea bottont He | aughed. Paenar stared at him
i n shocked realization for a nonent, and joined Vailret in relieved |aughter

They had travel ed the distance of a full hexagon in barely four hours.
According to the map, fromthe Sitnaltan docks to the cl osest shore of Rokanun
was only two hexes if they navigated correctly, but they intended to use the
speed of the _Nautilus_ as long as they could, trying to circle half the
island to reach the dragon's lair on the opposite end -- if the sub-marine
boat continued to function that |ong.

They crui sed through a second hex-line just after norning |ight turned
the dark ocean a nurky green. They had altered their course to foll ow
al ongside the island, and the ramparts of the rising volcanic ocean floor
stood |i ke blocky shadows in the wavering distance off to their right.

"We'd better rise closer to the surface,” Vailret said. "No telling
when we' ||l pass the technol ogical fringe, or when this machine will stop
wor ki ng. "

Paenar took the controls and brought the _Nautilus_ nearer to the
surface at a gentle angle. The sounds of the engines nmade a stuttering pop
then resunmed snoothly.

The _Nautilus_ began to break apart late in the afternoon. Twi ce during
the day the engines had stalled, but the two men nanaged to start them again
after several tries. The sounds of the screws were nore sluggish, whining and
cl unki ng, but neither Paenar nor Vailret knew anythi ng about the workings of
the Sitnaltan engines. The _Nautilus_ | abored on the surface of the ocean
craw i ng forward.

Thi ck oily snoke oozed around the seal ed door of the engine room At
the sane instant sone of the floor panels split apart, popping rivets and
letting harsh seawater squirt up through the deck. The ship lurched sharply to
the right, toward the brooding island.

The engi nes sounded as if they were shreddi ng thensel ves in how s of
torn metal. The hot propellers churned the water around the tail of the
_Nautilus_ into a steam ng froth.

Sea wat er gushed through breaches in the hull. Snoke fromthe dying
engi nes made breathing and seei ng i npossi bl e.

"Thi s machi ne has served its purpose," Paenar shouted over the noise
and stood up to unfasten the hatch over their heads. He turned his face to
Vailret, peering through the snoke with his nmechani cal goggl e-eyes. "W nust
swimto shore. By the sound of those engines, the _Nautilus_ mght explode."

Vailret cried out, choking. " -- reef!”

As Paenar stuck his head out the hatch, a powerful blow struck the
ship, throwi ng himback to the floor. Vailret half-caught the other nan,
keepi ng himfrom dashi ng his head against the instrument panel. A black el bow
of rock punctured the hull of the ship. The _Nautilus_ groaned to a halt.

Paenar clanbered to the hatch again as foany water spurted into the
conpartnent. He peered outside, w ping sea spray fromhis goggles. "W've
caught on a reef. It will be tricky going, but | think we'll be able to wal k
to shore.”

Vai l ret coughed and struggl ed out of the hatch, dropping to the rugged
rocky shelf. Choppy water washed over his boots. Rokanun lay not far from
them but a careless blow froman i ncom ng wave coul d easily sweep them away.

"The Dragon Siren!" Paenar scranbled back into the ship. Vailret
craw ed back to the top of the hatch, |eaning inside. He urged the other man
to hurry and helped himlift the Sitnaltan device out of the hatch. Paenar



tossed up a coil of rope, and Vailret caught it, wondering how the other man
could be cal menough to think of such details.

Panting, they struck out as fast as they could, dodging the crashing
waves on the slippery rock, lugging the Siren between them

Wth a small expl osion, the engines of the Nautilus_ started
t hensel ves again. The powerful screws drove the armored ship relentlessly
forward, ripping open its side against the rough rock and sending it plunging
into the deep water again. Vailret turned, watching as gouts of snoke spewed
into the air fromthe open hatch and the breaches in the sides. The heavy hul
split wider, and the _Nautilus_ slipped beneath the waves, struggling to right
itself, like a dying prehistoric beast. Then it vani shed conpletely from
sight, leaving only a circle of froth, Iike a wound on the water's surface.

Vail ret and Paenar heaved thensel ves up on the rough and rocky beach
panting. The crashi ng waves knocked both nmen to their knees as they tried to
scranbl e out of the surf. They sonehow managed not to smash the Dragon Siren

Vai |l ret shook out his stringy blond hair and | ooked up at the huge
ci nder cone | oom ng over them He coughed and spat warm seawater out of his
nout h. "Look how far we've cone."

Paenar turned to him but didn't quite |look at the young man. The
expression on his face was plaintive and forlorn. "You'll have to describe it
to me, Vailret."

He tapped his goggles, but the |lenses hung dead in the colorless oils
sandwi ched between the thin glass. "The _Nautilus_ was not the only nechanica
thing here. I"'mafraid | amquite blind again."

Tryos dared not swallow, afraid that he m ght send one or two gold
coins into the furnace in his gullet. He flew steadily, |eaving the zi gzagged
outline of Rokanun far behind and striking out over the honeyconbed surface of
the worl d. The dragon kept his eye on the different colors of the hexagons
below, trying to match it to his dimnenory of the route. But often he forgot.

He struck out over land, flying south until he stunbled upon the ocean
shoreline again. He foll owed the shore until he came upon the nud-choked delta
of the Barrier River, frothing and still cutting its channel through the
forests and plains of the south. He thought he renenbered the river, but the
surroundi ng | andscape did not | ook faniliar

The dragon continued westward. His wings felt tired enough to drop off.
Anger and di scouragenment bubbled up inside his chest. He had tried to ask the
little humans for detailed directions before he departed, but they had kept
hi m from speaki ng. Were they anxious to get rid of hin®

Tryos snorted because his | aden nmouth would not allow himto voice the
comments he had in mnd. He swng around. He'd just have to ask them for
directions again. Though he could not find the Stronghold, he was not |ost.

Dragons coul d always find their way hone.

After only five hours of flight, Tryos flew back toward the vol cano on
Rokanun.

*14*

Battl e on Rokanun

"RULE #13: Al nonsters were created during the old Sorcerer wars. Each
nmonster has its own set of limtations, its own vulnerabilities. Some may be
obvi ous, some may be well hidden. No nonster is invincible, but its weaknesses
can be very difficult to find."

-- _The Book of Rules_

Vail ret and Paenar worked their way up the volcano's steep side. In
pl aces they had to craw on hands and knees over the broken-glass terrain of
| ava rock, cutting and scraping thensel ves. Darkness fell, making things
worse. The stars scattered tricky light on the uneven ground. The two nen
climbed higher, hauling the Dragon Siren after them

Paenar's mechani cal eyes flickered on and off intermttently. "They
function only about one fifth of the time, | would guess.” He turned to
Vailret, then stopped. "There they go again."



He set off, taking the |lead, but Vailret caught up to himand wal ked
al ongsi de.

"I can see flashes of the |andscape. |I"'mused to it now. | just
menorize what | see during that instant and keep going until ny eyes flicker
back to life again."

Vailret didn't know what to say.

"I can endure it, so long as it doesn't ruin ny chances of fighting the
dragon." Paenar shrugged, but did not |ook at anything. "I have to strike at
| east a synbolic blow for all those tinmes when | refused to do anything."

They had traveled two thirds of the way to the Iip of the cone when
Vail ret heard a whooshing sound in the silence of the dark sky. Paenar wedged
the Dragon Siren beside a massive outcropping. Both nen took cover under the
overhang, hiding in the shadows.

Vailret | ooked up at the star-spattered sky and saw a bl ack shadowy
form swoop | ow over the nountain -- imense pointed wings, a long tail, a
jagged reptilian head. Orange-tinted snmoke fromthe vol cano drifted into the
night, swirling when Tryos flew through it and descended into the yawning
mout h of the cone. The shape of the dragon ducked out of sight below the rim

Vailret's eyes glinted wide in the quiet starlight. "He's going to be
very upset if he finds Delrael and Bryl in there!"

I nstead, the dragon was upset because he did not see them

Tryos sat back, his nouth full of treasure in the dark and humid
chanmber. He grunted, trying to call to Delrael and Bryl. He sniffed but found
t he human scent was col d. He pl odded deeper into the cavern -- the scent of
the nmen di sappeared into the narrow tunnel |eading up and out of the nountain.

Then he | ooked frantically around: one of his treasures was m ssing,

t he daughter of Sardun, the last remaining Sorcerer woman -- nore val uable
than any of his baubles. Tryos let out a roar of rage and betrayal, spraying
the gold jammed into his vast nouth in a nolten starburst on the grotto walls.

"Tricked! Tricked!" the dragon roared. In his fury he intentionally set
fire to one of the stolen Sorcerer tapestries. He forgot how Delrael and Bryl
had I ed himto Rognoth, he forgot how they had shown hima vast new | and. The
only thing that mattered was their trickery.

Tryos surged out of the grotto and into the night sky. He wheel ed
around to the opposite side of the cone, picturing in his m nd how he woul d
make the two nen withe as he crisped themw th his fire.

Delrael, Bryl, and Tareah travel ed two hexes by night fall, when the
Rul es forced themto stop. They had skirted | ava rubble and crossed a hex-1ine
that separated the perineter of the volcano fromthe surroundi ng grassy-hil
terrain.

Del rael stayed cl ose beside Tareah as they travel ed, seeing to her
safety. The wind whipped in his face, fluttering Tareah's long hair in front
of his eyes. Delrael carried his old Sorcerer sword again and his hunting bow,
neither of which would help at all against Tryos.

"My bones hurt." Tareah rubbed her arnms and el bows. "I think I'm
growi ng too fast. | don't know why."

On the top of a tall rise they stopped to rest. They had crossed a hex
of grassy hills and waited on the black edge of thick forest terrain. In half
an hour or so it would be nmidnight, and they could push on for another day's
all otment of distance. Delrael turned back to see the outline of the stark
vol cano etched in the haze fromits inner lake of fire. Then his nouth went
dry as a winged and nonstrous formflew up against the fiery glow He heard a
di stant outraged cry.

"Bryl! Look!" he said.

Tareah fell silent, rigid with her own fear. "Now he's cone back for
us." The dragon cane after them blasting the countryside with his flames.
Bri ght orange pinpoints of fire made hi m appear distant, but Tryos flew at
them f ast .

"W have to get out of here!" Bryl turned around in panic.

"W can't go into the next hex until mdnight," Delrael said, standing



in a fighting stance but feeling hel pl ess.
Tar eah kept her despair in check, making Delrael proud of her. "You

won't have another chance to talk with him You tricked him and he'll want to
bl ast you to ashes. He'll be nore intent on destroying you than he'll be on
keeping ne fromharm"

“I"1l protect you," Delrael vowed quietly. "I just wish | knew why he

cane back so soon."

They searched for a place to hide, a place they could defend ..
al t hough they had nothing to fight with. Tryos noved erratically across the
sky, searching. Delrael felt alone and exposed on the clear grassy hills.

"I's it mdnight yet?" Delrael stared up at the stars. Bryl stood at the
bl ack hex-line, pushing against it -- but he could not force his feet to nove.

In the distance they heard Tryos roar again. An orange tongue of flane
flicked out to destroy a few | one trees.

"What are we gong to do?" Tareah asked. "Have you planned for this?"

Del rael just put a hand on her shoul der. He | ooked at his hands, at his
sword and bow.

Bryl shouted. "Now -- now we can go!" He danced on the other side of
the hex-line. "Hurry!"

They ran into the dense forest. The bl ack shadow of Tryos had come much
cl oser.

"W can't outrun him W' d better |ook for a place to hide."

They found an area with a few skewed bl ocks of stone surrounded by
thick trees. They crouched under a snooth overhang of rock. Bryl held his two
Stones with sweaty hands, whispering to the gens as if praying.

"Are the Stones going to hel p?" Delrael asked.

"Not likely." He sighed.

"The Water Stone belonged to ny father,"” Tareah said. "He used it to
try and save ne." Tareah cl osed her eyes and nmunbl ed a | esson her father had
told her many times. "But the old Sorcerers created dragons to resist magic,
so that they could attack and | eave the eneny hel pless.”

Bryl stared at her, thinking. H's eyes were red and watery. "It nakes
the nobst sense for ne to keep the Stones -- if | hold both, then | get a spel
bonus. After |'ve used up ny five spells, then I'Il give you both Stones and
you get the sanme bonus -- that way we'll have ten spells between us instead of
eight. It's a loophole in the Rules."

"My father let ne use the Water Stone." Tareah did not take her eyes
fromthe blue facets of the six-sided sapphire . "Once."

Her answer did not nmuch confort Delrael

After only a few m nutes of hushed waiting, they heard the coming of
the dragon. Tryos rained fire down on indiscrimnate patches of the forest as
he bell owed roars of rage and chall enge.

Bryl rolled the Air Stone on the ground and cl osed his eyes. "There,
we're invisible now," he whispered. "Tryos will be able to see through the
illusion if he makes the effort and if he knows where to | ook. But he m ght
pass us by and never know it."

The wi ngs sounded |ike the heartbeat of an innmense giant, pounding the
air. Tryos skimed over the ground, sharpening his anger agai nst the human
characters who had tricked himand stolen his treasure.

Del rael held Tareah, staring up at the night sky in utter silence, too
frightened to breathe. Tryos casually belched out a river of fire near them
then flew on into the darkness.

"He passed us by!" Delrael said.

"Maybe..." Bryl whispered.

A nmoment | ater, when the dragon realized he had | ost their scent, he
bel | owed and wheel ed around, backtracki ng. They heard hi mreturning seconds
bef ore he soared back into view

"Now we' re dooned for sure,’
the white Stone in his hands.

Tryos backfl apped his wings, thundering the air. He hissed at the three

Bryl said. He stared at the blue Stone and



crouched under the shelter of the overhang. "Now | sssee you! You tricked ne!
Ssstole ny treasure!™

Bryl winced and tossed the Water Stone at his feet. He rolled a "2"

The dragon let loose a nmissile of fire.

The hal f-Sorcerer used the spell to hurl up a wall of water as a
shield, feeding it with his own powers. Steam boiled fromthe surface of the
water wall. The dragon flame struck, spattered outward, and continued to
bonbard the shield.

Bryl's protection held until Tryos stopped his assault to draw anot her
breath. The half-Sorcerer sank to his knees. "If | mss a single roll, we're
dead. "

Anot her gout of dragon fire struck at them and Bryl barely had tinme to
roll again and get the water wall up before the flames could incinerate them
A puff of super heated air squeezed in, and Delrael felt his eyebrows singe.
The water wall strengthened, but Bryl |ooked drai ned when the dragon finally
backed of f agai n.

“"I"'ve only got two nore spells left -- thenit's all up to Tareah." He
panted with exhaustion. "I don't know if Tryos has any limtations with his
fire. "

"Then it's time for us to take the offensive," Tareah said. She | ooked
at Delrael and raised her eyebrows. Her color was returning, and vigor had
appear ed behind her eyes, a quick-thinking intelligence forced upon her now
that she had to fight. She had studied so many battles, so many | egends. Now
she could put it into practice. She plucked the Water Stone fromBryl's hand
and stepped out fromthe overhang of rock

The dragon reared back, recognizing his treasure. Delrael wanted to
yank her back into the shelter, afraid the dragon mi ght blast her for com ng
between himand his intended victins. But Tareah did not wait |ong enough for
the dragon to overcone his own surprise. She held the sapphire Water Stone in
front of her like an elenmental talisman, then she rolled a "6"

She | ooked |ike a powerful Sorcerer queen of ancient days, swelled with
magi c. Balls of blue static danced in her hair as she sunmoned the Sorcery her
forefathers had left inside the gem

Tareah called forth a storm blasting Tryos with gale w nds, buffeting
his wi ngs and bendi ng them back so that they al nost snapped like firewod. The
dragon roared, and the force whipped at his sinew neck, twisting shut his
wi ndpi pe. He tried to blast fire, but the flames cane back in his face.
Qutraged words were torn from his nouth.

Tar eah sunmoned lightning bolts to skitter over the dragon's scal ed
hi de, |eaving bl ackened intaglios on his arnmor. Tryos strained his w ngs and
made a smal|l headway agai nst the hurricane wi nds. Sardun's daughter exhausted
her reserves of strength. She had been sustaining herself with magic for too
long. The stormstarted to weaken.

Del rael stepped out of the rock shelter and shot three arrows at the
dragon, but they proved usel ess against the reptilian arnor.

"Bryl, what about the Air Stone?" he said.

The hal f- Sorcerer shouted over the how ing wi nds. "What can | do? Tryos
will see through any illusion | can nmake to hide us. Wait!"

Just as Tareah dropped her storm and col | apsed, Delrael caught her. He
pul | ed her back to the rock outcropping. Bryl snatched up the sapphire Stone
fromthe ground.

Tryos hovered in the air, stunned at the ferocity of her attack, but
then he surged forward with renewed anger

Suddenly, an illusion Rognoth appeared in the air -- fat, with stubby
wi ngs, flying clunmsily but |ooking terrified of his vengeful brother. Rognoth
spurted past Tryos's face, and the |l arge dragon's eyes nearly bugged out of
their sockets. "Rognos! You, too!"

Rognoth flapped his little wings and buzzed away. The | arger dragon
pl unged after him forgetting his other victins.

"Come on, we've got to get out of here!" Bryl said.



Tar eah seemed groggy and drained from sumoning the storm but she soon
regai ned her strength. Delrael |ooked at the rock overhang sheltering them It
was bubbly and nmolten fromthe dragon fire.

They ran as fast as they could into the forest.

Above them the sky | ooked bruised and clotted, choked with the snoke
and steam and fragnents of Tareah's storm Bryl left the weather to repair
itself and focused on the ground around them Taking back the Water Stone,
Bryl drew a deep breath and rolled again. "This is ny last spell for another
full day."

"Luck, Bryl," Delrael said.

Thick fog swirled up fromthe forest floor, seeping out of the earth
and bl anketing them fromview The vapors rose upward, dank and foul. "Now he
can't see us, or follow our scent."

Tareah no | onger needed to |l ean on Delrael's side, but she remained
close to himanyway. Her face was ruddy from excitement, fear, and exertion

"The illusion of Rognoth won't fool himfor long. He'll see through it
once he starts to think."

Above themthey could hear the dragon as he returned for the kill. "Not
real Rognos!" Tryos said. "Another trick! Tricksss! Kill you for tricksss!"

Del rael could not see the dragon overhead through the fog. Tryos woul d
be | ooki ng down on a cottony bank of nmist, a real mst created by the Water
Stone, not an illusion

But the dragon would find them again before long. Tryos jetted flame on
the mist, |leaving a burning and bl asted | andscape behind him He nethodically
swept over sections of the fog, spewing fire on the nmist, searching for them

Exhaust ed, scraped, and bruised, Vailret and Paenar pulled thensel ves
to the towering lip of the vol canic cone. Paenar slipped the knotted rope from
hi s shoul ders, and they bal anced the battered Dragon Siren on the rough
ground.

The top of the vol cano conmmanded an incredible view of the entire
island. Starlight reflected off the hexes of seawater that hid the weckage of
the Nautilus_. Volcanic debris lay all around them where | ava had oozed out
centuries ago, hardening and crumbling into hexagons of desolate terrain.
Tendrils of snoke curled up fromthe simrering | ake of fire; splashes of
orange |ight danced around the interior of the cone, illumnating the opposite
rim

Paenar stood up, scanning the distance. A brisk wi nd blew the snoke
away fromhis face. "I see a disturbance over there." He pointed toward the
central forests of the island, and then sighed in annoyance. "My sight is gone
again. Please | ook and see. Maybe it was only a mrage through the oils."” H's
voi ce was flat and clipped, but quivering with anticipation

Vailret withdrew the small optick-tube he had taken fromthe
_Nautilus_'s equi pnent bunker and turned the nagnifying lens to sight on the
di stant flashes of fire. The tel escope still baffled him but he quelled his
di zzy sensations and lined up his field of view Tryos sprang in front of his
eyes, blasting flanes.

He cried out in surprise. "Tryos is attacking soneone -- | think it's
Del and Bryl! | can't nake out the details."

Vailret turned the dish of the Siren toward the distant dragon. Mbovi ng
desperately, he reached for the toggle switch that would allow himto call on
Tryos in a thunderous voice.

Paenar placed his thin hand on Vailret's arm stopping him The blind
mans' sinews stood out on his wist, and his bony knuckles were white. "W
need to settle this first. You know | nust be the one. It nakes the nost
sense. | want to do it."

"You'll be killed."

"So would you, if you took my place. That's no excuse." The
busi nesslike, rigid voice nelted to a nore personal tone. Paenar clasped his
hands together, as if to stop hinself from beggi ng.

"You must allow nme to atone for what | have not done, for allow ng the



bad things to grow unhindered. It's the only way nmy consci ence can survive,
even if | do not."

Vailret did not know how to counter the other nman's defense. Normally,
he woul d have argued, stalled for time, but Tryos was attacking his friends.
"I won't let you sacrifice yourself just to show off. Think of how rmuch nore
you could do in the fight against the Qutsiders."

"Thi nk of how rmuch nore | could do? Ch? Even ny nechani cal eyes have
failed. Going blind may be cruel, but |less cruel than having sight dangled in
front of ne, tantalizing, and then snatched away. Twi ce! The only way | could
regain ny vision now would be to remain in Sitnalta for the rest of ny life.

That would help no one. |I'd rather die here, fighting. You taught me how to do
it. It is ny right." He crossed his arnms over his chest.

"Can you think of any other way? No -- | have been trying ever since we
left the Nautilus_. There is no other way." He stanped his foot with

finality.

"Now sunmon the dragon, before he destroys your friends as well."

Feeling sick and defeated, Vailret bent to the switch and flicked it.
He switched it on and off three times before the probabilities finally nmade it
wor k. Vailret spoke, sending his voice out in thundering waves across the
i sl and.

Tareah could run no farther. Bryl's eyes brinmed with tears of fear
despair, and shreds of |eftover defiance. Delrael stood beside Sardun's
daughter, trying to | ook brave and strong. He ran a fingertip along his silver

belt. "Maybe someone will renmenber our adventures."
They huddl ed together like captured rats, listening to the dragon's
torch sweep nearer, then drift away, then cone back closer still. Bryl handed

her both the Water Stone and the Air Stone. "You' ve got four spells left.
That's all we have now. "

Tareah | ooked as if she had no nore strength to give. But she pressed
her |ips together and took the gens.

For lack of anything el se that offered hope, Delrael w thdrew his bow.
He wondered if he might be able to injure the soft inside of Tryos's nouth ..
but then he realized that if it could withstand furnace fire pouring out, the
mout h woul d certainly be tough enough to deflect an arrow.

He thought of Vailret and blind Paenar back in Sitnalta, sorry that he
could not have a chance to say good-bye.

It would be only a matter of time before Tryos stunbled upon themin
hi s met hodi cal search. Bryl could not maintain the fog much | onger. Tryos
woul d be able to see them soon

_See them! Delrael clenched his knuckles on his bow. The nenory of
Paenar had sparked an idea in his head. Maybe the dragon's _eyes_ would be
vul nerable to arrows. He hesitated. The idea made hi m uneasy.

But they had no ot her chance.

Just as Delrael nocked an arrow agai nst the bowstring, Tryos burned
away the sheltering fog. Bryl's spell dissipated, |eaving them exposed.

Tryos backfl apped his wings and | eered down at them H s fangs
glistened in the reflected |light of scattered fires in the brush. He curled
his serpentine neck and drew a deep breath, stoking his internal fires.

Delrael let loose an arrow. He closed his eyes, but the |ightheaded
feeling told himhe had found his mark. Tryos reared back, seeing the shaft
approach. His yellow green eyes widened in surprise -- and the arrow sank al
the way to the feather into his wet pupil. Steaning bl ack bl ood poured out.
The wooden shaft burst into flanes.

Shrieking in agony, Tryos vonmited fire down at the ground. But
Del rael's success had gal vani zed Tareah into finding her own strength. She
rolled the sapphire die, and the shielding wall of water |eaped up around
them Steam boil ed away, and the air becane thick under the cranped done.

The dragon's attack seened to | ast forever. Tryos choked on his pain.
Tareah let the water wall splash back to the snoking earth. Delrael took his
bow again, firing once, then a second tinme as the dragon filled his |ungs.



Tryos gave a noaning cry even before the arrows struck. The first arrow
gl anced off his horny lower eye lid, falling to the burning ground. But the
second struck home in the other eye.

The dragon wailed in pain and dismay, blasting fire aimessly, flying
incircles as if uncertain whether to flee or to continue his attack

Tar eah | ooked di straught and could not watch the dragon's flight. "W
tricked Tryos. He had a perfect right to be angry with us."

"W have to get out of here before he can find us again." Delrael
forced hinmself not to think about what Tareah had sai d.

But the dragon took less tinme to recover than they needed. Before they
could cover nuch distance, Tryos swooped down, craning his neck and trying to
| ocate them by their sound, by their scent. H s flanmes were tinted blue, hot
enough to nelt rock on first contact.

"How much fire can he have, Bryl?" Delrael said, panting. "Don't the
Rules put linmts on that?"

"I don't know -- ask Vailret! But you can bet he's got nore than we can
wi thstand." The hal f-Sorcerer clanped his nmouth shut to absorb a cry of
exhaust ed despair. Tareah whi npered as she tossed the Water Stone to the
ground agai n.

A "1". Her spell failed.

"Roll it again!" Delrael said

She grabbed the sapphire and rolled it for the fourth time. The done of
wat er bl oomed around them at the sane nonent Tryos struck. Bryl cried out.

Tar eah shuddered, concentrating on the Water Stone, flushed and sweati ng.

Under the constant barrage of fire, the ground turned a baking red,
begi nning to bubble. Inside the shelter the air was hot and depleted, filled
with steam and enpty of oxygen. Delrael had to suck in great nmouthfuls of air
just to keep his lungs fromcollapsing. His face felt raw. He clenched his bow
in despair.

The ground under their feet grew unbearably hot. Tareah | ooked as if
she woul d col |l apse in another noment.

The dragon's blue fire kept poundi ng down.

"Tryos! Dragon! Cone back to your nountain at once! | command it!"

The words cane rippling across the night. Tryos turned away fromthe
shrinking bubble that protected his enenies against even his npbst venonous
fire. The dragon saw only darkness, felt only spears of pain that stabbed
t hrough his rui ned eyes.

"Tryos, return to your home! O | shall destroy your treasure!™

Wth a squeal of rage Tryos flapped about in anger and confusion, not
knowi ng whose voice cut across the night. He could not |eave now Hi s enenies,
the characters who played horrible tricks on him were trapped. His fire had
dwi ndl ed, but they would be destroyed in nmonments. He could picture their
bl ackeni ng skin, their faces; his dragon fire would burn their lungs fromthe
inside out as they drew a final breath to scream They deserved it. They had
tricked him

But his treasure! The voice would destroy his treasure -- unless he
destroyed the voice first.

Wth another cry of outrage, Tryos whirled in the air and shot back
toward the vol cano, to Vailret.

Vailret licked his lips and swall owed, preparing to talk faster than he
ever had before. Delrael was the fast tal ker. Delrael had the charisnma score
to convince characters to believe him Not Vailret. But he would have to
| earn.

Vail ret watched through the optick-tube as Tryos flapped across the
i sl and, pistoning his wings. The dragon sniffed and swept back and forth,
somehow finding his way. Vailret tucked the tube in his pocket and stood next
to Paenar, trying to |l ook brave. H's heart pounded, sending bl ood roaring
t hrough his head. He didn't know what he would do if Tryos recogni zed the
Siren from Sitnalta.

The dragon circled around the rimof the vol cano, vanishing in the



pat chy snoke rising fromthe | ava below. Tryos seened to be searching,
sniffing the air, though both nen stood unhidden. Then the wind currents
changed and Tryos snorted, homing in on their scent.

Seet hi ng, the dragon flapped his wings twice and | anded on the crater
edge. He extended his neck, snuffling. Two charred arrow shafts protruded from
hi s cavernous sockets. Vailret drew back. Black bl ood smoked as it hardened
over the wounds.

"Who are you?" Tryos denanded. "How will you get ny treasure?" He
breathed with a sound | ouder than purring Sitnaltan machinery, drowning al
ot her night sounds. "You sssnell |ike humansss! Bad humansss! Play tricksss on

Tryos!™

"Yes, we are humans. Both of us." Vailret shuffled his feet. "But you
will be interested in what we have to say."

"No! No nmore tricksss! Humansss trick Tryos! Al nen bad!"

Vailret let his nouth roll the words as fast as the gleamcanme into his

eye, trying to imtate Delrael's skill. "Ah, Tryos, all men are not your
enemes -- we are your friends. Those characters you were attacki ng? They are
our enemes, too! We cane here to kill them M friend Paenar and | want to be

your allies.”

"But one man can't hate another nan!"

"Al'l characters are different, Tryos -- and some men are very bad nen.
Surely some dragons nust be enem es?"

"Yesss! Rognos isss ny eneny!" Tryos grunmbled with a vehenence that
frightened Vailret.

Rognot h?

"W can work together, Tryos. W can hel p you destroy those bad nen.
And we brought a weapon with us, a weapon that will destroy the eneny in a
horri bl e way, much nore horrible than sinple burning with dragon fire. Those
two have no defense against this special weapon -- we built it just for this
task. "

"Where isss thisss weapon?" Tryos said. He |leaned forward to sniff the
Dragon Siren. "Thisss kill then? They hurt ny eyes. | tired now No nore fire
left. But you have weapon!™"

"You will take it to them and Paenar can use it to destroy the eneny."
Vailret crossed his fingers, w shing hinmself luck. "You can trick them
yoursel f. They don't know you have the weapon. That's part of the Gane,
renmenber -- trick your eneny."

"Yesss! Trick them G ve weapon to ne!"

Vailret turned to Paenar, and the blind man nodded. He stood rigid, his
m nd nade up. The two nmen lugged the Siren over to the dragon. "To work best,
Tryos, this weapon has to be nmounted just at the back of your head, behind
your ears," Paenar said.

"Yesss." Tryos lowered his broad head to the ground. Paenar scranbl ed
up the dragon's plated body, hesitated suddenly as his mechani cal eyes ceased
to function again, then picked his way at a nuch nore careful pace.

"Paenar, I'mgoing to toss up the end of the rope. Try to catch it."
The end of the rope struck the blind man's chest. Paenar scrabbled for the end
but mssed, and it fell back to the ground. Vailret tossed it two nore tines
bef ore Paenar caught it and secured a heavy knot around the dragon's neck

Toget her, they haul ed the Dragon Siren up on Tryos's back. The dragon
fidgeted. "Hurry up!" he said. "How does weapon work?"

"Paenar will ride on your back and you will fly to our enem es. Wen it
is tinme, he will switch on the weapon. And then ... then that will be the
end. "

"CGood, good! You sssnell funny -- afraid? Wat will happen?"

Vailret swall owed hard. Paenar |eaned over to the dragon's ear. "W're
just anxious to see the end of our eneny at last."

Paenar | ashed the Siren up against the back of the dragon's skull,
knotting the ropes. Vailret watched the blind man tie hinself down, secure
against a fall. He felt sick inside



"W go now " Tryos stonped his foot on the volcano rim
"Yesss, we go now," Paenar said with an undertone of sarcasm He cocked
his head down, but fromhis attitude Vailret could tell Paenar's eyes were

still not working. A blind man riding a blind dragon in the dark of night.
Paenar held his hand up in a farewell salute. "Renenber Scartaris -- for ne."
“I will. | promise. Luck -- | wish you all the luck on Ganearth."

"I amready, Tryos," Paenar said.

The dragon | aunched hinself off the rim rising straight up over the
wi de nouth of the vol canic cone.

To Paenar, it was a cruel joke for his eyesight to return just as they
fl ew over the wi de maw of the vol cano. He | ooked down to see the boiling red
| ava, the corrosive snoke, the sharp and jagged rocks far bel ow

Inside him his guilt and anger burned like molten iron. Since he had
met Vailret and had seen the incentive the young man carried in hinself,
Paenar's own guilt had been nearly unbearable. He realized that sonme parts of
Ganearth were worth saving, worth fighting for. Now he had a lifetinme of
apathy to repay, and not rmuch tinme to do it.

The dragon beneath himwas a target for his anger, a synbol of the bad
t hi ngs about Ganmearth. By destroying Tryos he could strike a bl ow agai nst the
Qutsiders -- he could free the city of Sitnalta to work on the probl em of
Scartaris; he could allow Tareah to return to her father, where she and Sardun
could fight Scartaris.

But only if he destroyed the dragon

Hi s hand strayed to the Dragon Siren. He twisted the dish, aimng it at
t he back of Tryos's head so the spear of sound would pierce directly between
the two cavernous reptilian ears. Paenar's mechanical eyes flickered, filled
wi th bursts of random col or, then focused again.

So far from Sitnalta and the technol ogi cal fringe, chances were renote
that the device would work the first tine ... but the Siren would work, if he
tried enough tines.

"Here is ny weapon, Tryos," Paenar said quietly. "Do you renenber it?"

He reached forward and touched the switch, stopped, and drew in one
nore breath. But the stink of sulfur snoke filled the air. "Gve me luck," he
sai d.

Hi s mechani cal eyes plunged himinto blindness again, so that he could
not see the fiery open wound of |ava bel ow. Paenar pushed the switch upward.

Not hi ng happened. He flicked the switch up and down, over and over
again. He had to keep trying. By the Rules of Probability, it would work if he
tried enough tines.

It did.

Sound surrounded himw th a hurricane of noise. He jerked backward, but
the ropes held himin place. The pul ses pounded, penetrating into the dragon's
skul I'.

Tryos shrieked in horror, pain, and deeper betrayal -- he went wild in
the air, thrashing, plunging, trying to shake off the nurderous Siren. But the
tight bindings held it fast. Paenar was thrown back and forth |ike a puppet in
a whirlwi nd. The ropes kept himon the dragon's back, but they cut deeply into
his skin and broke two of his ribs.

Tryos withed in the air, screanming, turning sonersaults. The Siren
pounded on, unrelenting.

The sound stopped for Paenar as his eardruns burst. The facepl ate of
hi s mechani cal eyes shattered, and the many-colored oils sprayed out fromthe
cracks, kept under pressure to suspend the floating | enses. The | enses spilled
out, flying and glittering in the air.

Bl ind and deaf, Paenar could still feel hinmself thrown about in the
dragon's fury. Though he could not hear it, the Siren wailed away, pumreling
his bones. He felt as if his skull was being crushed within a giant fist.

He | ost consci ousness when he could endure it no nore...

Mad with pain, Tryos soared upward, circled blind, and thrashed about
inthe air. He made a reckl ess, unseeing dive and plunged deep into the throat



of the vol cano.

The dragon, and Paenar, and the Siren were swall owed up by the | ake of
fire.

Vail ret dove for cover as a bel ching explosion within the vol cano
spewed a geyser of fire into the air. He stunbled, dizzy fromthe echoing
onsl aught of the Dragon Siren. Lava splattered around Vailret, but the scant
shelter of a few | arge boul ders protected him

The Siren stopped as soon as Tryos vani shed beneath the flanmes. The
runbl e i nside the vol cano faded away. On the side of the cone, Vailret could
see dull red patches of cooling lava. Parts of the distant forest terrain gave
of f an orange glow as fires burned thensel ves out.

Vailret stared in silence over the |lip of the crater, peering deep
within the cone, searching. The nolten |ight shone upward, scattering the
shadows. But Vailret saw nothing of Paenar, nothing of the dragon, nothing at
all.

* 15*
Sardun' s Daught er
"RULE #18: Renenber Rule #1 -- always have fun."
-- _The Book of Rules_

The red-and-white balloon drifted off the beach, splashing the bottom
of the basket against the choppy waves before it rose into the air |ike
swol | en dandelion seed. Water dripped fromthe gondol a, running through the
holes in the wicker. The balloon fought a tug of war with gravity, pulling its
heavy | oad of passengers aloft. Delrael renoved every one of the sandbags j ust
to get themin the air.

VWen the nmetal gas tank had enptied itself into the giant sack, they

heaved the enpty tank over the side into the sea. Delrael watched it fall. A
bri ght white splash bl ooned on the surface of the ocean
Delrael's face and hands still appeared raw and blistered fromthe

dragon's attack. Vailret sat in uncharacteristic silence, |ooking back at
Rokanun as it faded into the distance. The vol cano, al one and enpty now except
for the dragon's abandoned treasure, stood above the rest of the terrain.

Even wi thout the bul ky cani ster of gas, the gondola offered little room
for themto nove. Tareah hung close to Delrael. Bryl acted uneasy, as if
afraid a carel ess novenent by one of the passengers could knock himout of the
basket. Vailret wanted to be left alone, but no one could find privacy while
bunpi ng el bows with three ot her people. They all knew it would be a | ong
j our ney.

Bryl and Tareah took turns with the Water Stone, not speaking nuch but
keepi ng a brisk breeze pushing the balloon northward.

They drifted past the zigzagged shoreline where the hexagons of ocean
surrendered to forest or grassland terrain. The city of Sitnalta rose on their
right, alone and isolated fromthe rest of Ganearth. Wthout Sitnalta, they
woul d never have reached the island of Rokanun -- not Delrael and Bryl in the
bal | oon, not Paenar and Vailret in the _Nautilus_. Wthout the Dragon Siren
t hey woul d never have been able to destroy Tryos.

But Vailret could not understand the characters there, and that
di sturbed him The Sitnaltans replaced magic with science, then nade
thenmsel ves as elite as the old Sorcerers had.

When they could see the city buildings clearly and recognize the
hexagon- cobbl ed streets, they waved and signaled that they were all right. The
bright balloon in the sky would draw the attention of nost of the optick tubes
inthe city, proving to Professor Verne that his ball oon worked beyond the
technol ogi cal fringe. Verne nust already know that his _Nautilus_ had died.

Vailret | eaned over the basket, |ooking down. "I guess we're giving the
bal | oon an even nore extensive test than they wanted. Do we have any intention
of giving it back to Professor Verne?"

"I can't stop there again," Delrael said, |ooking into the distance as
he rubbed his _kennok_ linb. "I don't know what woul d happen.”



"Wth the balloon we can return to the Ice Pal ace nuch faster." Bryl
reached out to touch Tareah's shoul der, but she shrugged himaway. "That's
nost inportant right now "

They travel ed wi thout slow ng. The balloon sail ed over uncounted hexes
of forest, forested-hill, grassland, and grassy-hill terrain. Drifting on the
wi nds, they were not bound by the same distance linmitations the Rules inposed
on those traveling on foot. They rose over the craggy barrier of the Spectre
Mount ai ns, | ooking down at where the derelict Qutsider ship lay in ruins.
Vailret wondered if the Sitnaltans would ever do anything with it.

Air currents swirled over the nountains, but Tareah used the Vater
Stone to smooth the updrafts. She appeared tired, but hardened sonmehow within.
Bryl curled up against the wall of the basket, snoring in exhausted sleep. He

had used his m nor replenishment spell several tinmes to refill their packs
with food and water.
Ni ght and day passed again and again, and still they did not rest or

stop. Nothing could harmthem so high in the air. The balloon's hei ght
fluctuated noticeably fromday to night, rising and falling. Day after day,
too, they could see the red-and-white sack beginning to sag as the invisible
gas | eaked out of the inperfect seals of the flaps. They drifted northward,
but they also drifted downward.

The travelers all felt stiff and cranped, confined in too small a space
for too long, but they endured, thinking how much nore unconfortable it would
have been to trudge across the map for weeks, sleeping on the ground and then
crossing the rugged nountain terrain, vulnerable to whatever wandering
nmonsters lay in wait.

Del rael and Tareah tal ked together. He told her heroic stories of the
guests he had undertaken, the adventures, searching in dungeons for treasure
and nonsters. Tareah, accustoned to stories of |ong-dead Sorcerers, was
charned to know soneone who had personally done sonething worthy of retelling.

Listening to Tareah's intelligent comments, Vailret forced hinself to
renenber that the little girl had lived a decade | onger than he hinself had.

Tareah continued to grow, though, alarmngly. Her arns stretched out,
and her body grew, and her facial features changed, becom ng nore nmature but
still retaining an expression of w de-eyed wonder at the world she had never
seen. She appeared to be in her early teens, and her body filled out, making
her look like a wonman instead of a girl. She conplained of terrible pains in
her linmbs and nmuscles, as if she were being twi sted and pulled, forced to
catch up with her years. Delrael tried to confort her when he coul d; Tareah
said it hel ped, which made hi m gl ow i nsi de.

But none of themwanted to guess why Tareah was rel eased fromthe spel
that had held her in the body of a child for decades.

Unl ess sonet hi ng had happened to Sardun..

Vailret hung on the rope netting that held the red-and-white balloon in
its spherical shape. Delrael scranbled on the other side, opening sone of the
flaps to rel ease the remai nder of the buoyant gas, enjoying hinmself. He used
his _kennok_leg with natural ease.

The ball oon drifted closer to the ground, skimm ng over the surface of
the wide | ake that now filled the haunted Transition Valley. The Barrier River
surged through the deep canyons in the mountains, rushing fromthe Northern
Sea along its course.

As the gas escaped, the bag crunpl ed, sagging inward. The basket
bounced on the ground, knocking the travelers to their knees. It rocked back
and forth as if it couldn't decide whether to take to the air again or not,
then finally came to rest where the nountain terrain met the valley on the
western side of the Barrier River. They brushed thensel ves off and stood on
firmearth again, stretching and blinking.

"We couldn't have navigated through those nountains, anyway. Not the
way the balloon was |eaking," Vailret said. "W can walk to the Ice Pal ace
like we did before.™

"Wthout Sardun attacking the weather, the trip shouldn't be too bad."



Del rael | ooked around and started wal ki ng.

"I, for one, would not mnd stretching ny legs a bit." Bryl rubbed his
knees.

Anxious to get back to her father, Tareah wouldn't let themrest. She
gl anced at the northern | andscape, trying to recogni ze the nountain peaks and
letting relief mingle with worry on her face.

They set off, abandoning the linp balloon on the cold and soggy ground
at the river's edge. At the black hex line dividing the terrain types, they
passed between the two towering ice sentries that guarded the w nding road.
The wi nd around them was col d and whi spering, making the silence seem deeper

Moving stiffly, Tareah went forward into the ruins of the Ice Pal ace,
al one. Tears glistened on her cheeks. Delrael tried to speak to her, but his
throat went dry. Neither Vailret nor Bryl said anything.

The once-nmagnificent Palace lay tunbled in pools of notionless water
covered with a scumof ice as the sun set and the nountai ns cooled. Ggantic
bl ui sh-clear bricks lay scattered like a child's building blocks. Delrael
renenbered the tall shining spires, the gate, the rainbows of I|ight
penetrating the blue ice walls. A dusting of snow brushed against the |arger
bl ocks; other massive chunks of ice had left deep inpressions in the
hal f-frozen nud around the foundation

"What happened here?" Bryl finally whispered, but no one answered him

Tareah stared, unnoving. Delrael put a hand on her thin shoul der and
stood by her at the crumbling arch of the main gate. She shuddered when he
touched her, but he did not et go. The glistening rubble reflected tinges of
orange as the afternoon neared sunset. "I have to go inside," she said.

"There's nothing left," Delrael said.

"My father's in there. Somewhere."

She stepped through the blind Pal ace gate, crossing the threshold. A
burst of blue light glowed around her, and a vision filled the air: the | ast
nonments of Sardun recorded and frozen within the arch

"Fat her," she said.

"It's just an illusion, a nessage," Vailret said. "Wat happened to
Sar dun?"

"Tareah," said the imge of the old Sentinel, clothed in his gray robes
and | ooking thin and withdrawn. "You will have returned by now The _dayid_
has shown ne, shown nme many things."

The Sentinel's throne had nmelted. In the inmage the ceiling came down in
chunks around him spraying slush, letting the sunlight penetrate where it had
never gone before. The warnth of the northern sunmrer slashed at the Pal ace
like knives to draw cold watery bl ood.

"The | ce Pal ace cannot remain intact w thout the Water Stone. It cannot
resist the weather, it cannot stand the heat of the sun."”

Sardun seened to know everything Delrael, Bryl, and Vailret had done.
H s voice sounded tired, and his |isp had grown heavy. "But wi thout the Water
Stone, you could not have been rescued. | nade the right choice."

The wavering illusion stared at them "The lIce Palace is nelting, and
can do nothing to stop it. Nothing." Behind him an aval anche of icicles cane
tunmbling down. Delrael silently urged the old Sentinel to flee the danger. But
Sardun's eyes filled with a far-off gleam a shining enotion that nade him
want to shudder.

"The _dayid_is calling me, clanoring in nmy mnd. The voi ces have not
et ne alone since | woke themto create the Barrier River."

Hi s words dropped to a whisper. "The voices in the _dayid_ want ne to
join them Wth the spirits of the other Sentinels."

"No!" Tareah said. "Don't..." Her voice sounded very small.

Del rael stood beside her, but he didn't know what he could say to
confort her. "This already happened, days ago."

In the i mage, Sardun drew a ragged breath, blow ng steam through his
droopi ng noustache. "I have lived far too long. It is time | |eave Ganearth to
t hose who deserve it. You, Tareah, are the |ast of us. Make the right



decisions. Do what is best for yourself and for the nenory of our race.

"G ve ny utnost thanks to those who have rescued you. | can wthstand
the pull no longer, the urging of the voices. | nmust join themin their
| oneliness, and nake it better for awhile."

Sardun's skin had taken on a translucent, whitish glow The firm
di stinction between his skin and the air around himgrew fuzzier as the Iight
intensified. Behind him water poured down the blue walls of the |Ice Pal ace,
breaki ng the bonds that held the ceiling arches together, letting an aval anche
of ice boul ders cone raining down.

But Sardun was consuned in a flash of blinding white fire that
swal | owed up his flesh, the huge ice blocks, and the vision itself.

The di mess of sunset filled the air again.

Tareah stood notionless for a | ong nonent, and then, slowy, started to
cry.

* * * %

"You'll like the Stronghold. You'll see," Delrael said, trying to
convince her with the enthusiasmin his own voice. They hi ked down out of the
nmount ai ns, resting and discussing what to do next about Scartaris.

"I"'mgoing to kill that thing," Vailret said under his breath. "I nade
a promse."

Tareah turned against Delrael, craning her neck to |l ook into his eyes.
She was tall enough now to stand face to face with him "I"'Il try to like it."

She wore her grief like a half-healed wound. "And | will try to help."

They crossed a hex-line into new terrain, heading back hone.

*Epi | ogue*

Mel ani e stretched her arns and gl anced at the clock. Scott yawned
[ oudly.

"W played a long time," Tyrone said. "That was great."

Mel anie felt delighted. At the climax they had been shouting, rolling
di ce, cheering, enthralled by the adventure. She tried to see if David's
expressi on had grown softer

"Didn't you have fun, David?" she asked. "That was better than any of
the ot her adventures from before."

"Yeah," Tyrone said as he carried the dishes to the sink. "You can
[ighten up now. "

Davi d shrugged into his denimjacket. He seemed unable to take his eyes
fromthe new |line of blue hexagons marking the Barrier River. "I don't think
so. "

Mel anie felt disappointment stab through her. David stood up and noved
toward the door.

"You don't understand," he turned back to themand said. "If we don't
stop now, and stop for good, we'll never be able to quit. The Gane will
control us. The Gane will be everything and we'll never get away fromit."

He turned to point at the changed map. "Can't you see how powerful it's
getting already?"

Then he wal ked out the door. By the way he noved, he had intended to
let it slam but the door-closer eased it shut against the janb.

"Well, see you next Sunday," Tyrone said as he gathered up his things
and left. Scott followed himto the door

Mel ani e went back to cl ean up before her parents got home. O course
she woul dn't say anythi ng about what had happened.

"Yeah. See you next Sunday."

-- END --
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