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"Always renenber 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_
* PROLOGUE*

Mel ani e bl ew warm breath agai nst the nmap of Gamearth, trying to nake
the paint dry faster. She didn't want the other players to see what she had
changed. David would probably call it cheating -- but their game woul d keep
playing itself, no matter what they did.

Mel anie wanted to win.

A shoebox of acrylic paints lay on the card table in the study. Some of
the colors had dried up, with lids cemented by hardened paint. But the bottle
of deep forest green had sonme sluggish drops left at the bottom

The map's hexagons of terrain were bright and vivid colors, |ike sone
| ost Arabian nosaic. They represented nmountains, forests, seas, deserts.

Mel anie pulled a strand of |ong brown hair behind her left ear and bl ew again
on the wet paint. She | ooked at where the nysterious "Rul ewoman" supposedly
lived on the map, in one of the forest-terrain hexes deep in the south. The
conplexity, the patterns of the map were di zzyi ng.

Ganearth -- they had created it as a fantasy world setting for a
rol e-pl ayi ng gane, she and Tyrone, Scott, and David. The four of them played
t here, enbarking on imaginary adventures into i magi nary | ands every Sunday
night for the past two years.

Mel ani e had painted the nmap herself, acrylics on a smooth sheet of
wood, using rulers and protractors to lay down the precise grid of hex-lines
bet ween sections of terrain. No store-bought map kit would do for _their_
world -- it had to be sonething personal, sonething she created herself.
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Ganearth needed to be different fromall the other worlds available in sinple
boxed advent ures.

Mel ani e and the others put a great deal of themselves into Ganearth.
Per haps too nuch.

But times changed, and the Gane went on and on. One entire race of
characters, the Sorcerers, departed fromthe world in a magical Transition
that turned all of theminto six powerful Spirits: three white Earthspirits
and three bl ack Deathspirits.

David wanted to end the Gane there. He said it wasn't fun anynore. But
Mel ani e and the others outvoted David, and so they kept playing. David could
not |eave them The Gane had too nuch of a hold on all of them Instead, he
made an attenpt to destroy the world, but he had been thwarted.

Now, though, David had finally made up his nind -- if the others would
not let himquit, then he would create a new nonster, Scartaris, to devastate
the entire map and suck every spark of life dry.

That woul d end the Gane once and for all.

But Mel ani e planned on stopping him They both had to play by the rules
-- but rules could be advantageous, especially if you bent thema little...

Mel anie carried the altered map out of her father's study. She could
hardly tell where she had repainted the one hexagon. They woul d not notice,
since she had not changed the terrain type, in which case she could argue --
as Scott would -- that she hadn't changed anything rel evant anyway. But she
had _placed sonmething there_, under the paint, into the world of Ganearth.

She didn't know if it would work, if her world could ever have any true
connection with the characters _inside_Ganearth. But this had to be the way,
if anything. It had to be.

Sonehow during their [ast gam ng session she nanaged to conmunicate to
her characters about the growing threat of Scartaris in David' s designated
section of the map. Her three characters, Delrael the fighter, his scholarly
cousin Vailret, and the half-Sorcerer Bryl, had tried to protect their |and
fromScartaris by creating a giant barrier river that severed the eastern half
of the map fromthe rest.

But now she knew, as did her characters, that the Barrier River would
not stop David's creature. It would only trap half the inhabitants of Ganearth

on the wong side -- with the growing threat of Scartaris.
She stared at the blue |line of hexagons that indicated the river
slicing dowmn the map. It still gave her shivers to think about it. Gamearth

showed its own power the previous week, during their |last ganmi ng session

Thi s had become much nore than a game to all of them

In their imagi nary adventure, the new river cane surging through a
channel fromthe Northern Sea to pour across the plains -- and as the four
pl ayers watched, Ml anie's painted map reflected the change all by itself.
Hexagons of forest, grassland, and swanp terrain turned _blue_ , right in front
of their eyes. Scott, the "rational" one, had been amazed and terrified,
unable to hint at an expl anation

But Mel ani e knew the explanation. It was so sinple. After being steeped
in the gamng fantasy as dictated by the rules, Ganearth had devel oped its own
nmagi c.

And Ganearth was not going to accept its destruction w thout a fight.

If she could do anything to help, even if it meant stretching the rules
a bit behind the other players' backs, then Melanie felt obligated to do so.
After all, not many people ever had the opportunity to save a world, not even
an i magi nary one.

Satisfied that the new paint had dried, Melanie carried the map board
out to the kitchen and started to prepare herself for the Gane. The future of
her world would be in the roll of the dice.

Chapter 1:
ENROD S CROSSI NG
"Something is terribly wong here. My own city of Taire has succunbed.



Peopl e I have known for years act strangely. At times even | do not know what
| have done or where | have been

"And the untainted |lands to the west have cut thenselves off fromus
with a great river. W are trapped and al one. W have been sacrificed. They
didn't even give us a chance."

-- Enrod, _Annals of Taire_, final entry

The Sentinel Enrod stood on the eastern shore of the Barrier River. The
bl ack hex-line that separated the water from overhanging willows and reeds
ext ended razor sharp as far as he could see, north and south.

Of in the distance, across the inpassabl e expanse of water, he could
see the green rolling line of forest terrain, lush and healthy. Farther north
Enrod coul d see the broad expanse of a hexagon of grassland. Al green, al
growi ng, safe and protected fromthe evil to the east.

Enrod gritted his teeth. H s hand squeezed the eight-sided ruby, the
Fire Stone, he had carried all the way from Taire. The corners of the gem dug
into the skin of his palm Enrod paid no attention to the pain. He was the
| ast remai ning full-blooded Sorcerer nale on Ganearth, now that Sardun was
gone. Enrod had used his reserves of magic to keep hinself healthy and
rel atively young-1ooking. But now the haunted wei ght of too many years shone
out fromhis eyes.

He | ooked at the green forest terrain across the River. Hi s eyes
wi dened and turned bright. The terrain would not stay green for long. Alien
tendrils crept up within him sliding along his spine, inside his skull, like
some invading | eech. Visions of fire and sorcerous destruction marched across
hi s i magi nati on

Enrod's dark hair had been tangled in the |long journey across the map,
but he paid no attention to it. Wenever he thought of something else, any
other distraction, he felt sharp pain in his head. It would all be better once
he brought destruction to the other side of the River, once he showed _them_
what it was like in his city of Taire.

Threads of Sorcerer bl ood whi pped through his veins |ike snakes,
whi spering to himconstantly: _Use the power! Show the Stronghold that they
cannot cut thenselves off and | eave the rest of Ganearth dooned. _

They thought they were so safe, so protected. A human fighter character
naned Delrael had created the River to keep Enrod out. To keep all the Tairans
out. To keep every living thing in the East away fromthe sanctuary of the
unt ouched forests, the protected | ands.

Enrod felt trapped and conpelled. It was appalling what they had done.
The nmenory made his thoughts becone dark, uncontrolled. He had to destroy the
Stronghol d. Destroy them Wash the land in flanmes. Explosions. Devastation

He shook his head. The buzzing returned, making it hard for himto
concentrate. His feet were blistered and bloodied fromthe | ong journey. But
he couldn't quite remenber traveling to get there. Days and days seened |like a
bl ur of hex-lines, changing terrain, vast distances.

He kept losing track of tine. It used to bother him but it happened so
often now. He would blink and find hinmself someplace, or realize he had been
doi ng somet hing, that he just didn't recall. A warm pulsing blackness filled
the enpty spots in his nenory.

Sonething was wong in his city of Taire, too. He thought of his hone,
the streets, the buildings, the other people, all they had worked for
_Somet hi ng was wrong! _

Sonething ... fromthe east. Dark and full of power, grow ng
devouring. Something deadly from Qutside. Ages ago the sanme thing had
happened, a growi ng force planted by one of the Qutsiders just after the
Transition -- Ganmearth woul d have ended then, except for the mracul ous
appear ance of the Stranger Unl ooked-For who had saved them all

Now t hey needed anot her mracle.

The buzzing in Enrod's head convinced himthat everything could be
fixed if he would just devastate the |l and around the Stronghol d. The human
characters Delrael and Vailret, and the traitorous half-Sorcerer Bryl, had



caused all the problenms on Ganearth by creating the Barrier River.

Enrod could not question that thought or the pain and confusi on woul d
start again.

Taire had suffered enough in its history. They build the city in
terrain that had endured the worst battles of the Sorcerer wars. The | and
itself was desol ated, hexagon after hexagon turned into wastel and, desert.

The Wars had ended | ong ago. The two warring factions of Sorcerers made
their peace and then enbarked on the Transition, turning thenselves into six
ethereal Spirits who then ignored all the weckage they had caused.

But young Enrod had not joined the rest of his race in the Transition.
An idealist then, he stayed behind because the Sorcerers had done too nuch
damage to Ganearth. They could not sinply go away wi t hout naking anends,
wi thout trying to help the other characters survive the aftermath. _Enrod_
vowed to make anmends. He lived in Taire, in the mddle of the worst
devastation. _He_ wanted to heal the land, to bring it back to what it had
been.

The six Spirits held the power to make everything right again with
little nore than a gesture, if they cared ... but they too di sappointed him
After the Transition, the Spirits vani shed conpletely, gone on to whatever
interested them w thout a thought for everything they |eft behind. They had
not shown thenselves in the two centuries since.

Enrod despised themfor it. The Spirits had abandoned Ganearth, when
t hey coul d have been so much hel p. Perhaps they could even stand agai nst the
whi s of the CQutsiders

Enrod spent his life in Taire hel ping the human characters to build
their city, to heal the land. First cane small garden plots, nurturing the
soil, growing outward, expanding to cover the hills with grass again. Plants
sprouted on their own. Stands of trees grew on sone of the hills. Living
t hi ngs took another foothold in the desolation. Enrod saw his life's work
coming to fruition

Though he had the Fire Stone -- one of the four nost powerful nagica
items in the Ganme -- Enrod needed it little. He used the power of his own
sweat and effort. Characters working together nade their own kind of magic...

Then it all changed. The plants wthered and di ed. Enrod began to have
ni ght mares, sensing sonmething terrible growing in the nmountains near the
eastern edge of the map.

The new- pl anted forests becane skeletal black sticks on the hills. The
ground cracked, and the w ndswept dust scoured the nearby hexagons cl ean. The
characters in Taire becanme listless. Their life seemed to drain away fromthem
along with their free will, their hopes. The city fell silent in the mdst of
its desol ation.

Desol ati on.

As the |land across the River woul d be.

Enrod stepped back away fromthe edge of the water into the forest.
Despite his sense of urgency and the need to unl eash his anger, he forced
hinself to work with care. He selected appropriate trees, all about the sane
size and thi ckness.

Hol ding onto the thin, straight trunk of an oak, he | ooked at the Fire
Stone. Each facet of the ruby showed a nunmber from one through eight. Enrod
concentrated, then tossed the Fire Stone on the scattered dead | eaves at his
feet.

The ruby canme to rest against a noss-covered rock. The nunber "7" faced
up. If Enrod had rolled a "1", his spell would have failed -- but instead, he
sumoned nearly as nuch magic as the eight-sided Stone could command. He hated
to waste so nuch power on such an insignificant task

G owing red spangles filled his hand. The power awakened in him eager
dancing at his fingertips.

He gestured and sent the sorcerous fire into the earth, incinerating
the roots of a tree and severing it neatly fromthe ground. Snoke and powdered
dirt spurted into the air. The smell of burning sap and green wood stung his



nostrils.

Enrod contained the fire in his fist and braced hinsel f, pressing the
bark against his shoulder. He let the trunk slide down against a larger tree
until it thunped agai nst other bushes and canme to rest.

Enrod directed the burning spell at the fallen trunk, stripping the
side branches away. The curls of flame peeled off the bark, |eaving a steamn ng
naked |1 og on the forest floor, blanketed on each side by danp | eaves. The
spicy scent of charred wood rem nded himof nore peaceful days in Taire, as
characters gathered around bonfires in the harvested fields...

The birds in the forest fell silent. He could hear the notion of the
Barrier River as it poured along its course, bounded by the sharp hex-Iline.

For a monent Enrod hesitated. What was he doi ng here? He coul dn't
renenber. He blinked his eyes and turned to | ook behind himinto the forest
terrain.

But then the throbbing power of the Fire Stone in his hand distracted
him and the bl ack buzzing cane roaring back into his head, like a storm
t hrough his thoughts. The buzzing |l eft only one idea untouched. Destruction
Devastation. Get across the River and make things _right_. Burn them cl ean
Start everything new and fresh, after a white-hot cleansing fire..

He wrapped his fingers around the corners of the Fire Stone and
directed the hot power at another tree, and another, until he had a |line of
neat |ogs scattered in the forest, seared clean of bark and branches. Steam
and gray snoke nade his eyes water. His vision grew blurry.

Ni ght fell.

Dawn cane.

Enrod swam up out of a dream sea of hypnotic bl ackness and chaotic
t houghts to see that he was standing barefoot in the rough nmud of the
riverbank. H's hands were raw and bl eedi ng, studded with splinters fromthe
l ogs, fromthe vines he had used to lash the logs together to forma raft. He
had woven thin green tendrils into strong ropes, then coated themw th oozi ng
sap to seal them After lashing the |ogs together, he had coated the ropes,
the knots, with a thicker |ayer of pitch and baked it into a glassy varnish
with the Fire Stone.

Enrod didn't renmenber doing any of it.

He wondered if it had really been only a day. Smears of nud and ash
stood out on his tattered white robe. Far fromthe powerful Sentinel of Taire,
he | ooked |i ke a man who had been crunpl ed, badly used, and poked back to life
agai n.

Hi s back cried out with pain as he haul ed the heavy raft to the water.
Enrod stepped over the black hex-line and sank up to his knees in the cold
river. The nmud soothed his torn and blistered feet. The hem of his robe soaked
up the water.

He rocked the logs of the raft, pulling, dragging. It slid partway over
the hex-line and becane easier to nove. Enrod clinbed back onto the shore and
used a thin pole to lever the raft over the edge. He hopped onto the snpoth
| ogs, picked up the pole again and gave a push that strained his ribs, shoving
the raft over the hex-line and into the grip of the river

Enrod sat down on the raft, snelling the water and letting it carry him
downstream Before long, he stood up again and pushed the pole into the
riverbed, gaining | everage and inching the raft across the current.

He had an appointnment to keep. He had to destroy the other half of the
wor | d.

Fallen trees thrust up fromthe surface like the fingers of drowning
men. The water itself roiled brown and nuddy, still cutting its channel and
bearing debris fromits journey. Beneath the current, Enrod inagined forests,
houses, the skeletons of travel ers, wandering nonsters, all who had been
caught in the flood. According to the map of Ganearth, the new course of the
Barrier River had swallowed up an entire vill age.

The current brushing against the sides of his raft seened to whisper to
him all the dead voices gurgling up fromthe river bottom beggi ng Enrod for



revenge. How could any character dare to do this? What right did they have?

He woul d lay waste to the |land, turn hexagon after hexagon to flames
and ash. He would destroy it all, level it.

The raft lurched, as if it struck an unseen bunmp in the River. Enrod
swayed and regai ned his balance. The brown silty water flattened out |ike
glass in front of him A streak of light, yellow and searing, shot back and
forth beneath the surface. The smell of ozone, like the air after a
thunderstorm drifted up to him

Everything grew quiet, deathly quiet, but the air seened charged with
crackling power. Enrod tensed, confused.

Deep beneath the water foam bubbled up, disturbing the snpboth surface.
The churning increased until spray gushed to the sky. M st appeared from
nowhere, swathing the horizon and | eaving himisolated in the mddle of the
Ri ver.

Enrod pulled up his wooden staff, holding it in his hands like a
weapon. He let the raft drift, but it remained in place, anchored invisibly
from bel ow.

The bubbl es gushed hi gher, then opened up like a gigantic mouth, a trap
door letting sonething _emerge._.

Atriple shadow lifted itself fromthe depths of the water, rising ..
and kept rising, filling Enrod with awe. Three forns, hooded and spectral
clad in black tattered cl oaks, pouring upward into the sky. Hi s bones vibrated
wi th thunder beyond the range of his hearing.

The three figures surged with dark power until they towered over the
Sentinel, inmpossibly high. Their attention focused down on himlike sharpened
spears.

Enrod could not nove.

He had seen them once before, two centuries ago, on the field of the
Transition. They had not spoken then, but hung in the air surrounded by fallen
enpty bodi es of the Sorcerers and grass and nountains in the distance. In
silence, they had departed with their three white counterparts, the
Earthspirits. Enrod thought they woul d never come back. Al the characters on
Ganearth had gi ven up on them

The Deat hspirits.

The buzzing dark presence suddenly left Enrod's head, deserting him
entirely. Wthout the driving force, he was disoriented, like a marionette
with severed strings. He couldn't remenber anything for a nmoment. He | ooked at
the Fire Stone in his hand and realized what he had been about to do. He
couldn't understand what had been possessing him

The ruby Stone | eaped out of his hand, wrenched away with such force
that its sharp corners sliced his fingers. He felt blood running down his
pal m but he could not take his eyes away fromthe i mMmense Spirits. The Fire
Stone rose in the air, spinning and glittering far out of reach

Al three Deathspirits spoke in unison. The words echoed on the wi nd
wi th such power that Enrod felt his bones humm ng, his eardrums straining.

"We created the Fire Stone to _protect_ Ganearth and our half-breed
children. W cannot allow the Stone to be turned to such destruction.”

Enrod col l apsed to his knees, squeezing his eyes shut and covering his
ears. He felt on fire, under the intensity of a magnifying |l ens focused on the
sun.

"You woul d have abused your great power, Enrod. Unforgiveable.

"You will _never_ cross this River

"You will _never_ go back to your honme until the end of the Gane.

"You must take this raft back and forth forever, at the nercy of any
ot her character who intends to help the world. Not once to rest, not once to
reach shore.”

Enrod could not nove. He wanted to hide, he wanted to beg forgiveness,
he wanted to junp off the raft and drown hinmself in the River. But his nuscles
| ocked himin place.

"Ganmearth faces a threat from Qutside that coul d destroy everything.



And so we have returned. Qur world may not yet be dooned

"But you have dooned yourself."

Wth a howl of cold wind, the cloaked figures sank beneath the R ver.
The water gurgled, then becane gl assy snmooth. The Fire Stone vani shed with a
_pop_into thin air.

Ml ky mst rose up in front of Enrod, blocking the far shore of the
River. He turned, and the opposite shore had al so vani shed. He stared,
wi de-eyed in shock and di smay.

I didn't nean it! | don't know what happened! _

But the Deathspirits were gone. He could not argue with them He would
never be able to argue again.

Enrod's nuscles locked up. His blood turned to ice as the horror struck
him growing fromthe pit of his stomach until he wanted to crunble and die.
Al'l the work he had done for Taire, for Ganearth -- he couldn't understand
what had cone over him what possessed him Even now he was appal | ed by what
he had thought of doing.

Enrod felt hinself drawi ng deeper and deeper into his own mind, filling
t he enpti ness where the black buzzi ng had once been. Fromnow on, it would be
his only refuge.

Hi s body took control of itself. Hs arns lifted the pole and thrust it
into the water, pushing down and seeking the bottom of the River.

Enrod | ooked strai ght ahead. Hi s jaws ground together. Hi s eyes
wi dened. He could not nove. He could only push his raft al ong, movi ng nowhere.

Wth aching arns, Enrod began his endl ess journey.

Chapter 2:
SPIRITS IN THE NI GHT
"The six Spirits have gone from Ganearth and they will never return

Why have they abandoned us? Are our lives so trivial to then? How soon they
forget everything they once were."

-- Sardun's nenoirs

Del rael plodded to his bedchanbers in the main building of the
Stronghol d. H s head ached, his body felt stiff, and he wanted to expl ode from

inactivity.
Once again he and the other characters had resol ved nothing -- another
day wasted, and they still had thought of no way to fight Scartaris, the

Qutsiders' evil creature growing in the east.

He hated all this talking and planning. He wanted to _go_ sonewhere.

Delrael had returned to the Stronghold two weeks before with Vailret
and Bryl, successful in their quest to create a Barrier River and to rescue
the Sentinel Sardun's daughter, Tareah. But then they had | earned from blind
Paenar that the Barrier River would not stop Scartaris after all...

Every day, Vailret insisted that they neet with other characters to
di scuss the problem to brainstorm There had to be a way, Vailret said, there
al ways had to be a way. He usually knew about things |ike that. To be fair,
the Qutsiders had to play by their own Rules, they needed to provide sone
solution to every problemthey posed.

"Or maybe not, in this case," Delrael said.

No one coul d suggest a plan of action, not even Tareah. They knew too
little about their eneny.

Delrael found it inpossible to sit around and wait. He was a fighter
trained to action, not discussion. He needed to neet a problemhead on, to
fight, to explore, go adventuring and, as the primary Rule of Gamearth
dictated, _have fun_. When all else fails, go on a quest.

Finally, he and Vailret cane to the conclusion that they should just
head east. Maybe they could do sonething there if they tried. Perhaps Enrod,
the full-bl ooded Sentinel in Taire, could help them...

Delrael stood in the doorway of his room It had once been his parents’
mast er chanbers, but that had been many turns before. Fielle, his nother, was
dead of a fever, and his father Drodanis had gone away, searching for the



nmyst eri ous Rul eworman far away in the south

It was warm for the |l ate sunmrer night, but Vailret's nother Siya had
built a roaring fire in the hearth. Light glittered fromchests of gens
stacked against his wall, plunder fromsone of Delrael's earlier quests. The
room smel l ed cl ean and resinous fromthe burning wood. Siya had tossed herbs
into the hearth again.

Hi s bed beckoned to him H s body yearned for a good night's sleep
Worked up and anxi ous, not knowi ng what to do, Delrael hadn't been resting
wel |, frustrated by a problem he could not grasp.

Even hi s younger cousin Vailret, the thinker and schol ar, found hinsel f
just as nuch at a |oss.

Wth a sigh, Delrael |oosened his oiled |eather jerkin and renoved it,
stretching his arns. The nuscl es popped into place. It felt good to rel ax.
While sitting around, he had mended his arnmor. He needed to work on his
archery skills a little nore tonorrow.

Soneone knocked on the door before he could lie down. Delrael sighed
and went to the door.

Siya stood there, small and rigid. "I've drawn another hot bath for
Tareah. | don't know how she stands it -- | can barely put nmy hand in the
water. But she says it hel ps her aches. | wonder how rmuch longer this wll

last."

Del rael nodded. "Depends how | ong she keeps on grow ng."

The Sentinel Sardun had held his daughter in the body of a child for
t hree decades, not wanting her to grow up before another full-bl ooded Sorcerer
could be born at random by the Rules of Probability. But when Sardun died, his
spel | was broken. In only weeks Tareah grew at a remarkable rate, catching up
with lost time. In the balloon ride back fromthe island of Rokanun, she
| ooked like ten-year-old girl: now she appeared fully grown.

But her bones and nuscles ached fromthe strain. Hot, hot baths hel ped,
she said. Siya and Delrael tried to nmake her as confortabl e as possible.

Tareah had bl ossoned into a beautiful woman, though she still felt
unconfortabl e around groups of characters after the isolation in her father's
I ce Pal ace. She was making the effort to learn social skills that Delrael took
for granted.

"Why don't you nake her sone herb tea so she can rest better?" Delrael
said. "And if there's anything | can do for her, tell her to be sure and ask."
He wrapped his hand around the edge of the door

"But | need to get to sleep now, Aunt Siya. Sooner or later we're going
to |l eave on a quest again."

She scowl ed, but Delrael raised his hand to stop her from saying
anything. "We're not doing it just for fun this tine. You know that. W're
trying to save our world."

But after he cl osed the door, renoved his clothes, and pulled on an
airy nightshirt, Delrael closed his eyes in concern. H's head kept ringing
fromtoo nuch discussion

Wor ki ng together, they had defeated Tryos the dragon and driven away
Gairoth the ogre. But if Scartaris was powerful enough to obliterate the map
of Gamearth and _literally_ destroy every hexagon of terrain, they would need
somet hing nmore potent than magi ¢ Stones and hand-hel d weapons.

Bendi ng down, Delrael picked up the jewelled silver belt his father had
given him The belt was an ancient relic, crafted by the old Sorcerers before
t hey enbarked on the Transition. Delrael had earned it for doing well in his
battle training. If only the vani shed Sorcerers knew what was becomni ng of
their world now. ...

At the nonment, though, he wanted sl eep nore than anything. Mybe an
i dea would cone in the night. Still staring at the belt in his hands, Delrael
dropped backward onto the bed --

_Alightning bolt like ice shot through his body. H s heart stopped.
H's vision turned into the blinding white of a snowstorm _

He | anded on his back in the dew spangled grass of a starlit meadow.



The cool air around himwas |ike the shock of falling into a mountain stream

He paused a second to blink in astonishment before his fighter refl exes
took over. Delrael |leaped to his feet, crouching in a battle stance -- but he
was barefoot, clad only in his nightshirt, holding only a silver belt in his
hand. He felt hel pl ess and naked as he gl anced around, trying to find a branch
or sonething to fight wth.

Overhead the greenish aurora, Lady Maire's Veil, lit the clearing.
Through a break in the trees, Delrael could see Steep Hill, on top of which
stood the walled-in Stronghold. He had been sonehow transported into one of
t he nei ghboring forest-terrain hexes. He hadn't the slightest idea why.

"Who's there?" Delrael said quietly. Then, squaring his shoul ders, he
spoke in his |oudest battle-commander voice. "I said who's there!"

After a noment he wondered if he should have said anything at all.

The forest sounds vanished. It nade Delrael wonder if all the creatures
had some sort of rapport with ... with whatever had brought himhere. The
trees stood conpletely still, then began to sway on the edges of the nmeadow
The wi nd pi cked up. Spangles of light wove in and out of the air, draw ng
rough shapes that towered inpossibly high and yet m ght not have been there at
all.

Del rael blinked his eyes again and again. The outlines grew sharper
taking formas the breeze turned to a roar. The tree branches clattered and
scrat ched agai nst each other. Delrael's brown hair blew back away from his
face.

He squinted into the stinging wind, but the white |light grew brighter
and _brighter_until it coalesced into three discrete fornms, giant hooded
shapes. They stood taller than the trees, stretching up toward the gl owi ng
aur or a.

"W are the Earthspirits. W have cone back to save Ganearth. And you
nmust help us."

Delrael didn't know what to say. H's jaw dropped. Vailret had told

enough stories about the Transition -- he knew how powerful the Spirits were.
The wind rang in his ears. He thought he was shouting, but his voice felt
pitifully small. H's words sounded |inp and i nane even to him "How can |

hel p? Can you destroy Scartaris?"

The Earthspirits paused at that, then spoke again in unison. "W have
been gone too long. W are not aware of what has taken place since we
depart ed.

"W sought a way to escape fromthe Gane, to | eave the nmap behi nd and
seek our owmn _reality . W found ways to avoid the Rules, but we cannot break
thementirely. We are bound to Ganearth -- its Rules are fundanental to our
exi st ence.

"The Deathspirits learned this, too, but they wish to enbrace chaos.
They would formtheir own Rules, nake their own maps, Play their own new
ganes.

"They were our enenmies in the Wars. W have not conmuni cated w th t hem
since the Transition."

Silence hung in the wind for a noment.

"But the Wars are over." Delrael felt giddy at his own brashness for
interrupting. "Scartaris is our eneny now, but we don't stand any chance
agai nst him Unl ess you can help."

Del rael shrugged of f his doubts. No character ever won a ganbl e wi thout
first placing a wager.

"Scartaris is ... unknown to us. W do not know if we wll w n against
him" The Earthspirits paused a beat. "But if we are to fight, _you_ nust take
us there."

Del rael stood straight, brushing the danp folds of his nightshirt.
"Take you there? What do you nean? Can't you just ... go?"

"W are bound by Rules of travel as are all characters on Ganearth. But
it is much nore difficult for us to cross hex-lines. W are not substanti al
enough.



"Also, Scartaris has the power to destroy the map and end the Ganme any
time he wishes. If he knows we are coming for him he will not wait."

Delrael felt disappointed and hel pl ess. "Wy doesn't he get it over
with, then?"

"The Qutsider David is a vindictive one. He wants to nake al
characters watch the destruction of Gamearth first.

"You nust deliver us in secret. The Qutsiders are not aware of our
return to the world. They can know nothing of this quest. W are beyond them
now -- Ganearth has its own magic they do not realize."

Listening to the Earthspirits speak, Delrael began to feel confident
again. As the giant forns | oomed over him he sensed their power, their
invincibility.

"We will disguise ourselves. A dimpart of us remenbers the silver belt
you carry, renenbers creating it as an ornanent so | ong ago."

Del rael clenched the glittering belt self-consciously, wondering what
they would do. Then he cursed his own sel fishness.

"Lay it on the ground," the Earthspirits said. "W will nmeld oursel ves
toit, take substance in the metal. W can do little to assist you, though we
can shield you fromthe mani pul ati ons of Scartaris once you get closer to him

"Carry this belt across the map. Wien you reach Scartaris, we wll
energe. W will take himby surprise.”

Silence settled down on the neadow. The white Spirits waited for
Del r ael

Wth trenbling hands, he laid the shining belt down on the grass. The
light fromthe Earthspirits glinted off the genms and the polished hexagona
sections of silver. He backed away, stumbling into a fallen tree. But he could
not tear his gaze fromthe Spirits.

The Earthspirits changed. They noved. Their light glittered and swirled
in a funnel, pouring down into the nmetal of the belt. Dazzles of color floated
in front of Delrael's eyes. He shielded them blinking, as the wind continued
to how, focusing downward. Leaves broke away from branches and swirled around
hi s head.

The Spirits streaned down into the silver links. Delrael tried to
i magi ne how so much power could fit within the belt.

Then the silver swallowed the last glints of white with an audi ble
_pop_. The wind ceased. Torn | eaves and broken twigs settled to the ground,
and everything fell silent again.

His ears ringing, Delrael crept forward. His feet were wet, along with
the hem of his nightshirt. H s eyes were wi de and childli ke when he touched
the belt. For a nmonment it was blistering hot, then the silver grew bitterly
cold before adjusting itself again. Tracings of frost etched across the gens
bef ore evaporating into the cool night.

Del rael picked the belt up in his hands. The silver throbbed against
his fingers, vibrating with a rhythmthat faded toward still ness.

He woul d have to be careful about what he said to anyone if the
Qutsiders truly were not aware of this quest. Not even the Rul ewoman Mel ani e
coul d know.

Then Delrael smiled. At last they had their weapon. At last they had a
way to wi n against Scartaris.

He fastened the belt around his danp nightshirt. He didn't feel tired
anynore. He wanted to talk to Vailret and Bryl and Tareah i medi ately. They
needed to set off as soon as possible. No nore sitting around and tal ki ng.

He | ooked up through the trees to see the silhouette of Steep Hill and
the Stronghold. Delrael realized it would be a I ong wal k barefoot back hone.

* * * %

Tareah sat back in the deep wooden tub, draw ng her gangly |egs up and
tucki ng her knees close to her chin. The | egs seened so long to her, so
awkward, as if they belonged to soneone el se. The rough surface of the wet
wood rubbed agai nst the bunps of her spine.

Through hal f-cl osed eyes she saw wi sps of steamrising fromthe bath.



The warm wat er soaked into the throbbing in her joints. Od Siya argued wth
her that the water was too hot, but Tareah found that only this would help.
When she clinbed out, dripping, to dry herself, her skin would be angry red,
but she would feel better, nunbed for a while.

Her muscles rel axed under the coaxing of the bath. She let her mind
drift, her body drift. She felt painfully lonely, [ost and unsure of anything.
Her stable and predictable world had been thrown into chaos since Tryos the
dragon ki dnapped her, since her father died in the destruction of his Ice
Pal ace, since she found out the Qutsiders were trying to destroy Ganearth.
Tareah's new adult body was difficult to control, grown too fast. She seened
like a stranger inside herself.

In the deserted bath chanber, after the others bedded down for the
ni ght, Tareah listened to quiet sounds, nightbirds and insects in the cooling
air. Autum would arrive soon. On the equinox the characters would cel ebrate
Transition Day, the anniversary of when all her forefathers had transforned
t hensel ves into the six Spirits. Delrael had prom sed her they woul d nmake a
big celebration in the village this year. He said he would do it for her. She
smled at the thought.

The nost inportant anchor in all her turnoil was the friendship of
Delrael and Vailret. They poured so much attention upon her that she felt
speci al again, as when her father Sardun cared for her. Delrael remni nded her
of the nonunmental heroes in the old | egends of the Game, adventurous, sure of
hi nsel f, brave and strong. Vailret had all the intelligence and background of
a respected scholar -- he could talk intensely about many subjects, but he was
of ten sel f-consci ous around her. She sighed and forced a smile

The open fire on the hearth heated anot her caul dron of water in case
Tar eah needed her bath warmed again. The hissing and snappi ng of the flames
soot hed her, eased her into a doze. She drifted. She let her eyes sink closed
as she smelled the water, the danp wood.

A sharp pain snapped inside her head. Tareah becane di sl ocated,
floating, with nothing to hold onto. She felt the Sorcerer blood within her --
she knew what it could do, but all at once it didn't seem strong enough
Tareah blinked her eyes again and stared at the fire. The flames throbbed,
runni ng together like nmelted wax. She grew di zzy. She seemed di senbodi ed.

Wt hout knowi ng what she was doi ng, Tareah slipped under the water of
her bat h.

She opened her eyes, but through the bath water she saw cl ear inages.
She didn't need to breathe, didn't even think of it. She felt no alarmat all
The water she snelled and saw was not frominside her bath ... but fromthe
Barrier River. She felt a swaying raft beneath her feet. She saw gi ant,
shadowy shapes, hooded figures, heard boom ng voi ces.

A man with wild dark hair and bl ack beard stood on the raft. Like an
i nvi si bl e observer, Tareah felt the anger in his heart, the alien fury that
controlled himfromfar away.

Her Sorcerer bl ood recognized that this was Enrod, the Sentinel from
Taire.

She heard the Deathspirits pronounce judgenent on Enrod, she |earned
what he had been about to do to the land. In horror she stared at him but she
could feel no synpathy when the Deathspirits stripped himof the Fire Stone.

In her head, she heard the words ringing out, spoken to _her _:

"The Fire Stone was neant to assist the characters of the Gane. As the
last full Sorcerer character, you nust now receive the Stone. W trust no one
else with the decision. Take it and win the Gane. O |ose. W have done our
part. We care no |onger."

Then the vision left her completely.

As she blinked, Tareah found she was under water, in her own bath,
cranped and unabl e to breathe. She pushed her head up above the surface,
sputtering and spraying water from her nmouth. She blinked her eyes. Thick
brown hair streamed wet down her neck

Her eyes focused, and she saw sonething different about the fireplace.



The flames curled against the split logs like yellowtatters. Wsps of steam
danced up fromthe surface of the caul dron of heating water. Snmoke rose into
the chimey, but left the roomfilled with the smell of burning wood.

G eanming at the foot of the hearth, anobng the orange coals, lay the
brilliant eight-sided ruby. The Fire Stone, red and pulsing with magic.

* * * %

The nusty danpness of the stonecutter's caves filled Delrael's
nostrils. The torches and |l anterns they carried flickered in the drafts of
sluggish air, throwing |ight against the hewn rock walls. The snmoke nixed wth
t he heavy snell of stone dust and earth.

Del rael crossed his arnms over his |leather jerkin, looking at the dim
chanmber. He brushed dirt off his pants. Vailret followed himin, found a rock
outcropping to sit on, and | ounged against the wall. He | ooked thin and gaunt
in the uncertain light; but his eyes were bright and intense.

Bryl the old half-Sorcerer sat by hinself, glancing around as if
frightened by the shadows, the oppressive weight of rock around them Tareah
wai ted next to Vailret.

In the silent hours before dawn, no one knew they had gone to the
caves. They had nmuch to discuss, in private, away fromthe villagers and --
they hoped -- away fromthe prying eyes of the Qutsiders.

Vail ret coughed and wi ped his nouth on his sleeve. "W've got half a
hilltop of rock over our heads to shield us. Maybe the Qutsiders won't be able
to hear us here."

Bryl cringed at Vailret's nention of the weight of the rock. Delrael
| ooked at the |l ow ceiling and nodded, but he kept his voice quiet anyway. "The
Qut si ders must not know anything about this. It's sonething we have to
deci de. "

He didn't know where to begin. He had already told themin a brief
whi sper about the Earthspirits. At the same tine, Tareah had burst out of the
bat h chanber, wapped in a blanket but dripping onto the wooden fl oor
W de-eyed, she held the glowing ruby Fire Stone in her hand...

"The Earthspirits prom sed to help us destroy Scartaris,"” Delrael said.
"W m ght have a good chance now, especially if Tareah has the Fire and Water
Stones, and Bryl has the Air Stone."

Bryl fondled the Air Stone, the four-sided dianond that created
illusions. Gairoth the ogre had used it to overthrow the Stronghold by maki ng
t he other characters believe he commanded an indestructible arny of other
ogr es.

Tareah funbled at her waist to undo the lashings of a small cloth
purse. She drew out the sapphire Water Stone, shaped |ike a cubical six-sided
die. For centuries it had been held by Tareah's father, Sardun the Senti nel
At Vailret's urging, Sardun had used the Water Stone to create the Barrier
River; now, after Sardun's death, Tareah took the Water Stone hersel f. She
held it next to her new Fire Stone, blue fire in one hand, red fire in the
ot her.

Delrael smiled. "Scartaris is still there, and the Qutsider David stil
wants to destroy us -- but we can fight back now This is our Gane, too!"

Vailret rubbed a finger along his lower lip. "W' ve got to be careful
about this, though."

Del rael grimaced -- he hated to hear his cousin say that.

"Scartaris nmust know we're trying to stop him It's rather hard to hide
something like the Barrier River, you know And when we confronted the
Qutsiders in that deserted Slac fortress, we |earned all about each other's
intentions."

Bryl and Tareah nuttered, and Delrael fidgeted in inpatience. But
Vailret | ooked at them "W should assune that the Qutsider David is already
sendi ng sonmething to kill us, a nmonster or two. If he wants to end the Gane so
much, he won't take any chances. He'll come to get us directly -- and the
| onger we sit here, the easier a target we nake."

"Not unless he thinks it mght liven up the Gane," Delrael said.



"Remenber what we're here for. Rule #1 -- always have fun."

Vailret snorted. Bryl squirned, nervous and trying to avoid the issue.
Tareah put hands on her hips in an awkward, unsure gesture. "Well, what are we
goi ng to do?" she said.

"First and nost inportant, we have to nmake sure the Qutsiders don't
| earn about the Earthspirits and their involvenment," Delrael said inmediately.
"That coul d be our |oaded dice." He touched his silver belt, but he felt
not hi ng unusual . "I have to carry themto Scartaris -- but we need to nmake it
|l ook Iike we're just going on a quest to find out nore about our eneny."

" We?_" Bryl said. "Who all is going on this quest? W just got back
from one!"

Delrael frowned at him "W're supposed to enjoy going on quests, Bryl.
That's what we were all created for. It's just a gane."

"This just might take the Qutsiders by surprise." Vailret smled.
"That'll teach themto | eave | oopholes in the Rules!"

"So are the four of us going on this quest?" Tareah asked. Her voice
carried an inpatience for banter. She had been brought up studying the fanous
hi storical quests of the Gane. Delrael knew she considered it to be very
serious stuff, nothing to be made |ight of.

"I have to go," Delrael said, running his fingers along the silver
belt, "since I"'mcarrying the Earthspirits. And Vailret, because you can think

fast, and you _know_things we woul dn't even consider. That m ght help. 1'd
like you to come too, Bryl, so we can use your Sorcerer nagic."
Delrael lowered his voice. "I want you to stay here." He touched her

shoul ders, then slid his palns down to hold her arms, hooking his thunbs on
the insides of her el bows.

She bristled. "Stay here? But | owe it to Ganearth to fight as nuch as
you! Now that Enrod's gone, |I'mthe last full-blooded Sorcerer on the nap.
have to come with you!"

Del rael held up one hand to stop her. "Tareah, you've been at the Ice
Pal ace all your life -- you never gained any experience. Questing isn't
somet hing you | earn offhand. It would be too dangerous to you, _and to us_, to
have an inexperienced character in the party. You know the Rul es, you know the
probabilities.”

Tareah was angry with him He'd thought about this so nuch, but when he
explained it to her it seened a weak and sinple excuse. He wasn't good at
expl ai ni ng things. But when Tryos the dragon had ki dnapped her, Tareah sat
around waiting to be rescued because that's what she _thought_ she was
supposed to do. He didn't want to count on sonmeone who woul d play according to
what she renenbered of distorted | egends and cut-and-dried interpretations of
the Rul es.

He sighed and softened his voice. "Look, |I'mnot just being
over-protective. | need soneone powerful to stay and guard the Stronghol d
while we're gone. Vailret just said it -- there's no telling what Scartaris
m ght send here. | want sonebody at the Stronghold who can fight back. You
have the Water Stone and the Fire Stone -- you might need them The characters
in the village mght need you."

Tareah still said nothing to Delrael

"I"'mgoing to speak to Tarne, too -- he's a fighter, an old veteran
fromthe days when ny father ran the Stronghold. He kept the characters safe
when Gairoth took over. | think the two of you can stand agai nst anything

Scartaris has."

Tareah seemed to be considering what Delrael said; finally, she nodded.
"You're right. That goes along with the other adventures |'ve studied. I'lI
stay here."

Tareah clicked the two gens together in the pal mof her hand. "But it
doesn't seempractical for nme to have _two_ Stones, if I'mjust sitting behind
a wall all day long."

She held out the eight-sided ruby to Bryl. The ruby glowed like a
bl azing coal. "Take the Fire Stone with you. The Deathspirits told me | should



do with it as | see fit. The Water Stone was ny father's. The Fire Stone ... |
don't feel confortable with it, not after | know what Enrod was going to do.
Not after the anger | felt in his mnd."

Bryl reached out his hands in amazenent and took the gem He stared
with twinkling eyes and awe witten on his face. "I don't really want to go on
anot her quest," he said, "But now!| feel a lot safer.”

"None of us is going to be safe,” Vailret said. "Not until this is al
over."

* * * %
| NTERLUDE: QUTSI DE

Mel ani e arrived at Tyrone's house for the Sunday gam ng session.

St andi ng on the doorstep, she watched a trail of her breath rise into the danp
air. She tucked the heavy map of Ganmearth wrapped in an ol d bl anket under her
arm It had begun to drizzle outside, and she did not want the wood or the
paint to get wet.

Mel ani e was surprised to find herself the |ast one to show up. Normally
David cane late just to annoy them but this time he appeared anxious, as if
he knew exactly what he wanted to do. That worried her

Davi d's eyes were bl oodshot and he | ooked tired -- Ml anie wondered if
he had been sleeping well, or if he had been plagued by ni ght mares.

She greeted everyone as Tyrone returned fromthe refrigerator carrying
a round of sourdough bread. The bread's center had been holl owed out and
filled with a white and green coagul ated mass.

"Leek, spinach, and feta cheese dip," Tyrone said.

Scott frowned at the | oaf and straightened his glasses. "I thought you
wer e ki ddi ng when you told us that."

Tyrone set down a plate of bread chunks he had cut fromthe m ddl e of
the loaf. "It's good -- try it. Have | ever let you down?"

"Yes," Melanie and Scott said in unison

"Ch, just try it."

Davi d sounded gl oony when he spoke. "Are you _sure_ we want to keep
pl ayi ng?" Mel ani e caught an undercurrent of hesitation in his voice. She
didn't even feel l|ike speaking to him He made her frightened and angry at the
sane tine.

She uncovered the map, draping the danp bl anket on a chair. The bl ue
line of the Barrier River stood out like a scar, remnmi nding them what had
happened t he week before.

"What's going to happen this week?" he asked. "Are you sure you're not
afrai d?"

"I'"'mnot afraid,"” Melanie said.

Scott could barely keep his eyes off the blue line that had appeared by
itself the week before. "I'mnot afraid really, either." He frowned. "But |I'm
very curious to see if anything el se happens.™

"We pretty rmuch finished up Mel's adventure | ast week, with the dragon
being killed and all," Tyrone said. "Wat are we going to start wth?"

"There's nore to the adventure than that," David said.

"Alot nore." Melanie realized she had snapped at him

"Come on, guys. Make nice." Scott kept his voice down, then caught
hi nmsel f.

"I"'mgoing to send nmy characters on a quest to the east,'
"Delrael, Vailret, and Bryl -- the usual bunch."

"For what? What are they going to do?" David asked.

"They have to find out about that Scartaris nonster you sent agai nst
them No better way than to go there themnsel ves."

"Il squash them 1've got so nuch to put in their way."

Mel ani e stiffened. "Yes, but you can't know they're com ng unl ess one
of _your_ characters encounters them By the rules. Just because you know
what's goi ng on yourself, David, doesn't mean your characters will know "

She tapped her fingers together. "And speaking of that, | want to
i ntroduce a new character tonight. It's a golem" She | ooked at the map, but

Mel ani e sai d.



in the bright light over the kitchen table she could not tell which hexagon
she had repainted. "I'm going to have hi mencounter ny characters in Tyrone's
section.”

"You can't just do that!" David stood up

"Why not? She hasn't introduced anybody newin a long tinme." Tyrone
took a sip of his soda. "And we've never played a golem character before.”

"I rolled all the details already. Here's a printout of his
statistics.” Melanie passed around a sheet of paper with nunbers jotted down
in colums. "H's nane is going to be Journeyman."

"You should do that when we're around." David frowned at the paper, the
nunbers.

Mel ani e made a di sgusted sound. "Cone on, David. |'mjust saving us
time. You think I'"'mtrying to cheat or sonething? Look at the scores.™

"I think a golemwould be neat," Tyrone said.

Apparently seeing he wouldn't win any argunments on the subject, David
shrugged. "Doesn't matter you know. Not against Scartaris."”

"It mght," Melanie said with a slight smle and | ooked at the map in
the light, tracing the line of the Barrier River, the sections of terrain
bet ween her characters and David's ruined portion of Ganearth. She hoped her
pl an woul d wor k.

She distributed new printouts of the I og sheets. She kept track of
every week's gane in her father's conputer. Over the years she had conpiled a
t hree-ring binder, a book-length journal of all their games and adventures.

They gl anced at the new pages and shuffled them asi de, except Scott
st opped, picked up his copy, and stared down at it. "Hey, when did that
happen, Mel ?"

"What ?"

David blinked at his printout and turned pale. He pressed his jaws
t oget her.

Tyrone | ooked at Mel anie's copy as he reached for his dip. "This says
that Bryl's got the Fire Stone. And what's this? 'Enrod canme to destroy the
land with the Fire Stone. He tried to cross the Barrier River on a raft and
was stopped by the return of the Deathspirits, who cursed himto journey back
and forth across the River forever. They presented his Fire Stone to Tareah
who gave it to Bryl in his quest.' Interesting, Mel, but ... well, shouldn't
we have _played_it?"

Everyone | ooked at Mel anie. She blinked her eyes, baffled. "But
this isn't something | wote up at all."

Scott made his nouth a straight Iine. "Nobody el se has access to your
Dad' s computer, Melanie."

Davi d sighed and put both el bows on the table. He | ooked pal e and
afraid. "OF course it happened that way! You knowit's right." He stared at
them then shook his head. "Didn't you guys _dream it? It was so vivid | woke
up sweati ng.

"I could see Enrod. | could hear what he was thinking about bl asting
all the trees around the Stronghold, and building his raft and crossing the
River." Sweat appeared on his forehead; he brushed it away in inpatience. "And
t hose bi g bl ack hooded things comng up and yelling doom and gl oom at hi m and
taking away the Fire Stone. You had to dreamthe sanme thing."

"I don't remenber ny dreams,” Scott said.

Tyrone scratched his cheek bel ow his ear. "You know, now that you
mention it, | do remenber something like that. And it was weird because it
wasn't ne_ in the dream Yeah, | renenber it now "

Mel anie recalled the dreamtoo, like a vivid slap in the face. "There's
nore goi ng on here than | thought." She felt a perplexed hope, but she didn't
know what to do with it. "If the Deathspirits cane back, what about the
Earthspirits?"

Scott pursed his lips. Melanie watched him he became very
unconfortabl e when he didn't know how to explain things. "Wait a mnute -- |
t hought we decided not to play the Spirits. They were gone for good because



they were too much for us to handle."

"The gane is starting to play itself,"” David insisted. "It's com ng
alive. It's out of control. _This_is reality -- " he slapped a palmon the
tabl etop. Their gl asses of soda and the dice jingled on the table.

"W have to stop it!" The urgency in his voice was frightening. "Let's
all agree, all right?" David' s eyes pleaded with them "W can try a trivia
gane or sonething if you still want to keep neeting on Sunday nights. Let's
just stop _this_ gane."

Mel ani e swal | owed hard and drew hersel f up. In annoyance, she flicked
her hair behind her ear.

"If it's truly coming alive, David, then it's a wonderful, magica
thing. Sonething here is greater than we ever dreamed of. W have no right to
kill it."

She snatched the dice on the table. "Let's get started."

Chapter 3:
ACROSS THE BARRI ER RI VER

"When enbar ki ng on a quest, characters travel primarily on foot,
according to the guidelines set forth in Rule #5 and the acconpanyi ng tabl es.
However, characters shall be free to use any other avail able transportation to
speed themon their way."

-- _The Book of Rules_

Though i nportant quests usually started at dawn, Vailret, Delrael, and
Bryl set out fromthe gates of the Stronghold in the dark hours before
nmorni ng. The near-autumm air carried a cold snap, and the stars shone bri ght
and sharp.

On the crest of Steep Hill, the Stronghol d overl ooked the terrain al
around, the hexagonal fields, the rapid streamthat rushed al ong the hex-line.
A doubl e-wal | ed st ockade surrounded the main buil dings, defenses that had
wi t hstood many attacks and fell only once, to Gairoth the ogre.

Vailret stretched his arns back, felt the warmh of his jerkin and the
wool | en sweater w apped around it. He had not gotten much sleep, and his
nmuscl es ached -- but it felt good. Vailret ran his fingers through
straw col ored hair, tangled fromtossing and turning all night.

Del rael noved about with energy and excitenent, obviously eager to be
of f again. He was a character of action who hated to ponder things until al
spontaneity was gone. OF course, he often got hinself into trouble because he
never thought about what he was doing. He bore a sturdy sword fromthe weapons
storehouse and left the bow and arrows behind this tine.

Tareah waited with Vailret's nother Siya at the main gates to see them
of f. Beside them stood the old bald veteran Tarne, awake and alert wth bright
eyes.

When Sardun's daughter waved good-bye, Vailret felt amazed at how she
changed in the nonth he had known her. They spent a lot of time together
exchangi ng | egends and stories they unearthed, clarifying historical details
that Tareah had | earned from her father

But Vailret could see the stars in Delrael's eyes when he | ooked at
her, and he cared for his cousin too nuch to risk a potentially difficult
situation. And fighter characters spent nmuch nore tine inpressing wonen than
near si ghted schol ars did anyway.

Tareah still | ooked di sappoi nted that she woul d not be acconpanyi ng
them but she drew herself up, proud to have the responsibility of guarding
t he Stronghol d.

Besi de her, the big veteran Tarne appeared grimand ready. He had kept
the villagers protected in the forests during the nonths when they needed to
hide from Gairoth and his ogres. Now Tarne crossed his arms over his chest and
nodded farewel|l to them

Si ya, though, |ooked devastated and afraid for them Her husband Cayon
had been killed in a sensel ess quest. He had been the typical Ganearth fighter
character: cocky, talented, living for the nonment and adventuring for the fun



of it. But Cayon was slain by an ogre on one of his "fun" adventures. It had
destroyed Siya.

She was a new type of character on Ganearth. She wanted an end to al
of the tedious questing. It was tine to settle down and establish their lives,
support thensel ves, grow their crops, take care of the villagers and the ot her

characters. But while she ran the donestic affairs of the Stronghold, she

still felt left out, not treated with respect. She was overprotective of
Vailret. She tried to do the sane to Delrael, but he ignored her
Vail ret knew everything she was thinking -- he could see the enotions

ripple like changi ng waves on her face. But Siya held her tongue because she
realized how nuch was at stake this time. Vailret greatly respected her for
t hat .

As they departed, Siya said only, "Luck." Vailret smled. The three of
them started down the path into the darkness.

The lights in the village bel ow had been doused for the night. Only a
dull gl ow cane fromthe blacksmth's workshop, where Derow al ways kept the
fires banked. Before dawn seeped into the eastern sky, the questers left the
vill age behind and crossed the first |line of hexagonal fields bounding the
forest terrain.

Bryl nmunbled, "If characters have stopped questing so nmuch, why do
al ways find nyself wal king back and forth across the map?"

Vailret's hands were nunb fromthe chill; he crossed his arns and kept
his fingertips under them He turned to ook at Delrael. H s cousin's face was
grim concentrating on the journey.

Delrael's lost father Drodanis had sent them a spectral nessage from
t he Rul eworman Mel ani e, describing the threat of Scartaris and comandi ng t hem
to find some way to stop the end of the Game. The three of them had created
the Barrier River to protect themfor a tine.

But Drodanis had sent no other nmessage, provided themw th no further
suggestions. Together, they were aware of the Earthspirits trapped in
Delrael's silver belt, but they couldn't speak a word of that out | oud.
Characters could never know when the Qutsiders m ght be Iistening.

The qui et between them seenmed unconfortable, strained. Vailret cleared
his throat and spoke in a bermused tone. "I wonder if we really grasp what
we' re doing. Think about the inplications beyond our adventuring to defeat
Scartaris."”

He raised his eyebrows. Delrael shook his head, as if tired of
t hi nki ng.

"Do we really want to save Ganearth if it neans rekindling the Wars al
over again?"

Bryl wi ped his hands on his sky-blue cloak, trying to get rid of sone
pitch on his palm "What are you tal king about?" He scow ed at the pines
around hi m

"Well, isn't that what we're trying to do, get the Qutsiders interested
again by stirring up as much trouble as we can? Qur nornal, peaceful existence
is so boring to themthey want to quit the Gane. Maybe the only way we can
keep their interest is to start all those endl ess battles and constant
sl aughter again."

Vailret sighed. Hi s half-formed thoughts began to frighten him
"Starting the old Sorcerer Wars was a pretty trivial thing in the first place.
W shoul dn't have too nuch trouble if we want to do it again."”

Del rael adjusted the sword at his side. The silver belt around his
wai st | ooked gaudy in contrast with his scuffed and nmended | eather arnor. "I
t hought nobody knew how the Wars started. It was so nany turns ago."

Vail ret shook his head. "Tareah knew the story. It's sad in one way and
stupid in another. Wuld you believe a wedding party, an athletic contest?"

He shrugged. "O course, |egends make things too sinplistic. They
ignore all the sociological factors of the characters, how the Sorcerers
divided into two canps just waiting for a spark to set themat each others
t hroat s.



"Qur two athletes, one fromeach faction, were Sesteb and Turi k. The
Sorcerer Lord Armund had married his Lady Maire. The couple hosted a gala
weddi ng feast at Arnund's | akesi de pal ace, then they began an afternoon of
ganes. Ganes -- " Vailret shook his head. "Fun and games -- think of all the
troubl e they' ve caused us."

"Think of all the fun we had," Delrael countered.

"Games were sinpler then. The main sport was to see who could throw a
stone farthest out onto Lord Arnund's | ake, Sesteb or Turik. Turik was
muscul ar, but Sesteb was clever and wry.

"Lord Armund arranged to have a line of boats strung out on the
hexagonal | ake, so characters could float a marker where each stone | anded.
Turik flung his stone first and reached the ring of boats. Nobody believed
Sesteb could ever match it.

"But Sesteb picked a small flat stone. He stepped up to the edge of the
water and cast it at an angle, skipping it across the surface of the |lake. On
its last bounce, the stone junped past the ring of boats."

Del rael | aughed. "CGood strategy."

"Well you can inmagi ne what happened. The other characters had pl aced
hi gh wagers on the gane, so of course Turik's supporters said that Sesteb had
cheated, while the others argued that Sesteb's stone went the farthest and
nothing el se mattered. Both sides refused to pay their wagers, which led to
open hostility before long. It didn't help that everybody had too nuch w ne at
t he weddi ng feast, either.

"Lord Armund denanded that the two groups nake peace so they didn't
ruin his wedding celebration. He went to Sesteb's supporters and asked themto
begin the conpetition all over again -- but they killed Armund in their
drunken anger and tossed himout of their tent."

Bryl nade a rude noise. "I thought old Sorcerer lords were a little
nore dignified than that."

Vailret agreed. "So you m ght think. When the Lady Maire witnessed the
mur der of her new husband, she used her sorcery to spawn an ugly, vengeful
nmonster -- the first ogre, which then slaughtered the characters that had
killed Lord Armund. Turik's supporters created their own nonsters to continue
the fight, then Sesteb's friends nade even nore powerful ones to defend
t hensel ves. "

Del rael and Bryl |ooked at himas they continued to wal k. The path
ahead of them zig-zagged clearly through the trees.

Vailret continued. "Sure, some characters called for peace, but the
ot hers enjoyed the war ganes even nore."

"I'll bet the CQutsiders had a hand in that," Delrael said.

"The saddest part is that Turik and Sesteb were thensel ves the best of
friends and refused to take part in the fighting. But the other characters
forced themto engage in a duel to the death. Mire ganes. Being a | ot
stronger, Turik killed Sesteb and then carried his friend' s broken body wth
himto the | akeshore. Turik wal ked out until the waves cl osed over his head."

"How dramatic," Bryl said

Del rael shook his head. "Shows what happens when you play a gane
wi t hout having the rules set down beforehand. ™"

* * * %

The trees ahead of them parted, and Vailret caught his first close
glinpse of the Barrier River. Gayish brown, the River roiled in its pondering
progress fromthe top of the map to the bottom The water haul ed buried debris
from what had once been nornal terrain.

The bank was a sharp black line where the forest ended and the water
began. A transition zone of sticky mud bordered the hex-line, glistening wet.
Vailret could hear the water noving, pushing against hidden obstacles. The
river carried with it a snmell of decay fromthe rotting remai ns of woodl ands
and qui et neadows drowned in the flood. A few birds flew out over the water,
hunting for insects.

"And _that_isn't going to stop Scartaris?" Delrael shook his head. "I



don't understand what we're up against."

Vailret stared across the water. "The River nmight buy us time if
Scartaris sends an attacking arny -- but we need to prepare for a different
type of eneny. Scartaris m ght have been what turned Enrod agai nst us."

"Sure |l ooks like an effective barrier to me," Bryl said. "It's a ful
hex wide -- how are _we_ going to get across?"

"You're going to swm of course. Bring a rope with you," Delrael
answered with a straight face. He probably had not even considered the probl em
bef ore now.

The hal f-Sorcerer glared back, but Delrael's expression showed no
hunor. Bryl |ooked away, scow ing. He took out the Fire and Air Stones, but
the gens could not help them

Vail ret spoke, but he knew they weren't going to like it. "Tareah said
Enrod could carry us. On his raft."

Del rael and Bryl did a doubl etake. Vailret kept hinself fromsmling,

t hough he enjoyed the astoni shment on their faces.

"She told ne that when the Deathspirits cursed Enrod to take his raft

back and forth, they said he had to assist anyone trying to save the world. O

something like that. W of course have spotlessly pure intentions -- " The
corner of his mouth turned upward.

Delrael frowned. "Since Enrod tried to destroy us all, maybe Bryl
shouldn't flaunt the Fire Stone too nuch."”

Bryl stuffed the ruby gemup the sleeve of his blue cloak. "I sure

don't want himangry with ne. He's a full-bl ooded Sorcerer."

"W have to figure out howto summon himfirst." Vailret squinted at
the distance. H s eyesight was never terribly good, but he thought he saw a
snmudge across the water

"W m ght not have to worry about that," Delrael said. "There's a bank
of mst conming -- straight toward us."

The air felt cold and clanmry around themas the fog rolled in. They
could hear waves | appi ng agai nst an object in the water, then the sil houette
becane clear. Araft.

A tornmented-1ooking man used a long pole to haul the raft close to
shore, but he remained carefully away fromthe hex-line. Enrod the Sentine
| ooked di shevel ed, once nassively built, but now wry. H s black hair and
beard showed streaks of gray spreadi ng out around his cheeks and tenples. A
wild glaze covered his eyes, directing his sight deep inside, where he was
trapped with his own thoughts. The Deathspirits had cursed himonly a short
whi | e ago.

Enrod did not | ook at the travelers, did not speak a word. He nerely
wor ked his pole, turning the raft toward the opposite shore. He paused a
nmonent, then dug the pole into the river nmud and pushed. Slow to gain
monentum the raft noved a few nore feet away fromthe shore

"Wait!" Vailret hurried to junp onto the raft. The |ashed | ogs swayed
as he gained his balance. Delrael |eaped over to join him Bryl hesitated at
the edge of the River, then junped across.

Enrod's raft noved with greater speed, rocking as the Sentinel worked
his pole. They drew away fromthe shore, then mst closed around themin a
danp cocoon.

The mist nuffled even the noise fromthe River, and all other sounds
fell away. The line of trees on the shore faded into murky skel etal shapes,

t hen vani shed al t oget her

The hush around them made Vailret afraid to talk, but Bryl finally
whi spered, "I can't see where we're going. How do we know we're naking any
progress at all?"

Enrod gave no sign that he even realized the passengers had joined him
on the raft. The dirty sleeves of his robe flopped around his wists as he
rai sed the pole, dripping water and river nud, then pushed down agai n.

"What if he wants to keep us here?" Bryl whispered again. The
hal f - Sorcerer's eyes were wi de, and he hunched down into his cloak, as if



trying to hide. "W're the ones who created the River. W're the ones he was
coming to blast with the Fire Stone. | don't see the Deathspirits here to
protect us -- what if their curse isn't strong enough?"

Vailret had no answers for him but Bryl's fear struck hone. After
anot her monent in silence, Delrael said, "Shut up, Bryl. Thanks for pointing
that out to him"

Enrod gave no sign that he had heard.

Vailret stared at the cursed Sentinel. Enrod's eyes were red and
unf ocused, possessed. He had been driven into madness sonehow, he had wanted
to blast all the hexagons into bl ackened cinders. Did he know that his
i magi ned enem es stood directly beside hin? Did he know that Bryl carried
_his_ Fire Stone no nore than two steps away?

"Enrod? Enrod, can you hear ne?" Vailret stood beside him but the
Sentinel did not flinch

"I'"ve heard many | egends about you. | know what you attenpted to do for
Taire. You remrai ned behind fromthe Transition to help rebuild the bl asted
| ands. You wanted to atone for all the damage done in the old Sorcerer Wars."

Enrod fixed his eyes at the blank wall of mst in front of him He
lifted his arns and pushed down on the pole.

"Enrod," Vailret continued, "we know the Qutsiders put something in the
east, a nmonster called Scartaris who's going to destroy Ganearth. Can you tel
us anyt hi ng about hin®"

The dark-haired Sentinel seemed to be in a world of his own. He noved
jerkily. His eyes did not blink

"Enrod, please help us!"

Enrod lifted his pole out of the water

"The whole Gane is at stake!" Vailret clutched at the Sentinel's
tattered white sleeve, trying to yank his attention away fromthe raft.

In a lightning blur of speed, Enrod snapped backward with his right
foot, scooped it behind Vailret's |l egs. He slashed with the nud-dri ppi ng pole
and jabbed with his el bow

Vailret tunbled, sprawling to the deck of the raft. He skidded and
grabbed at the pitch-covered logs to keep fromfalling into the water.

In a fluid notion, Enrod conposed hinself again, thrust his pole back
into the River, and pushed on

It all happened so fast that Delrael could do little nore than bend
over to catch his cousin. Bryl blinked in astonishrment.

Enrod acted as if nothing had happened at all

Vail ret coughed and tried to catch his breath, opening and closing his
nmout h. Then he clinbed back to his feet, brushing hinself off. He said
not hi ng, but continued to watch Enrod out of the corner of his eye...

Bef ore |1 ong, shapes appeared in the m st ahead of them the dark
sil houettes of trees fromthe far shore. Vailret squinted as they approached
closer until the fog around the raft broke open, letting himsee the hex-line
of the shore.

Enrod moved toward the bank, stopped the raft just before touching,
then held it in place with the pole. He turned his neck on sluggi sh nuscles to
| ook at the three passengers, but he nade absolutely no sign of recognition
He began to turn the raft around again.

Del rael junped to the shore, clearing the hex-line and | anding on the

dry forest soil. Bryl scranbled off, splashed in the nud, and joined the
fighter.

Vailret turned again to plead with the Sentinel. "I w sh you could help
us, Enrod."

Hi s back turned to Vailret, Enrod hesitated and then pushed the raft
away fromthe bank. Vailret junped across the w dening gap of water and | anded
besi de his two conpani ons.

Vail ret shook his head. "He's so powerful, and the whole map is in such
trouble. I wish his nagic wasn't wasted like this!"

"Are you forgetting he was going to blast our entire | and?" Bryl said.



"He wanted to destroy us all. The end result would be the sane as Scartaris.”

As the raft noved away again, the island of mst curled around Enrod
and swal |l owed himup until Vailret could no | onger see himor the raft or
after a few nonments, the mst itself.

"We'll never know. "

Del rael rubbed his hands together and turned to face the forest terrain
stretching away fromthe river. "Let's get going. W' ve got plenty of hexes to
travel . "

A strange voice interrupted them from beside the River. "Hold your
horses! Play it again, Sam" The voice was deep and hollow, and did not bel ong
to any of them A burble of nud fromthe bank made Vailret | ook down.

The thick clay opened a hole like a nouth, with lips protruding and
nmoving to formwords. But the quality of the voice changed, beconing | oud and
abrasive. "Listen to me when |I'mtalking to ya, boy! Now, pay attention!"

Bryl stood to the side, but Delrael |eaned over the nmouth in the nud.
Vailret | ooked around for a stick, wondering if he should poke at it.

"Where's the beef?" the mouth continued in a different voice again.
"Four out of five dentists surveyed recomrend sugarless gumfor their patients
who chew gum "

"This thing isn't nmaking any sense at all," Delrael said, glancing at
Vailret. "What is it?"

"What's up, doc?"

A bul ge pushed up fromthe surface of the nud, then becane a rounded
| unp straining harder until it grewinto a blockish, clunsily formed head made
of clay. It drew a great gulp of air through its mouth, then exhaled with a
whi stl e through the caverns of its nose.

"Ah, how sweet it is!"

The head struggled, then a neck energed, fornmng out of the nud as it
rose. The shoul ders and torso squeezed up as if forced out of a nold from
bel ow.

"I want to get out of here," Bryl said.

The clay man energed fromthe bank until it stood as tall and as burly
as Delrael. It flexed both arns and blinked enpty eye sockets. The clay nman
bent over the river, splashed sone water on its skin and rubbed down a few
rough spots with its hands.

"Well surprise, surprise, _surprise_!"™ Then he turned to face the three
of them The clay of his lips formed a wi de, m sshapen smile, show ng soft
scul pted teeth. "You deserve a break today!"

He patted his clay chest so hard that he made an indentation
Per pl exed, he snoot hed over the mark. Clay eyelids came down over the enpty
sockets, then blinked up again.

"G day, mate! My name is Journeyman, your friendly nei ghborhood gol em
I"'mfromthe governnent -- I'mhere to help you. I was sent by the Rul ewonan
Mel anie to join your quest to destroy Scartaris. One for all and all for one!"

Chapter 4:
SLAVE OF THE SERPENT

"Al'l character races were created by the Sorcerers to fight in their
wars: humans, Slac, khel ebar, werem ogres, ylvans. Do not forget, however,
that the Sorcerers also created individual nonsters according to their

i magi nati ons. Many of these nonsters still wander the map with no ot her
pur pose than to cause havoc. Questing characters should beware of such
nmonsters, as their nmethods of fighting will be unfamliar, and their
weaknesses will not be known."

Preface, _The Book of Rules_

The veteran Tarne woke in the mddle of the night with ice in his
stomach and a crawly feeling on his skin. He stared at the unfamliar ceiling,
and he knew the aurora in the sky would speak to hi m again.

Wth the silent step of a practiced fighter, he slipped out of his
borrowed quarters in the Stronghold' s main building. He stood on the w de open



grounds encl osed by the hexagonal stockade walls.

The greenish light of Lady Maire's Veil swirled and shone down upon him
with visions of the future.

Tarne stared upward, heedl ess of the bunched muscles in his neck. He
was able to see things in the aurora ever since his head injury. It had been
his last real fight, part of Drodanis's vengeful ogre hunt after Cayon was
killed....

Tarne had been delirious for a while, slowto heal. Hs scalp felt as
if it had been pierced with white-hot needl es, visions, ideas of what woul d
cone in future turns of the Game. He shaved his head, exposing the network of
scars, thin and thick, fromthe knocks he had taken during other quests. Wth
snooth skin on his head, with nothing to stop the flow of thoughts, everything
seened clearer to him Wen he watched the shimering aurora, sonetines
everything fell perfectly into place.

Hi s last vision had shown Gairoth invading the Stronghold with his arny
of ogres. Tarne foolishly tried to fight against the prediction and led a
group of desperate defenders, to no avail. He could never force the visions to
cone to him-- and he could do nothing about what he saw.

Vailret insisted that this kind of nagic was fascinating in its own
right. Tarne had no Sorcerer blood, and as a pure human character he shoul d
have no magical abilities at all

But anomal i es happened. Ganearth operated on the Rules of Probability,
where even unlikely things were statistically possible. Tarne had visions of
the future. Bryl's forner apprentice Lellyn, also human, could work any
i magi nabl e form of sorcery. Even the mghty Earthspirits and Deat hspirits, by
their very existence, tied the Rules in knots. It seened that some things were
nore powerful even than the Qutsiders.

Tarne suspected Ganmearth had its own kind of magic the Qutsiders knew
not hi ng about. And that magi c was awakening in these |ast days of the Gane.

The t hrobbi ng aurora above confirned his guess. Then sent hima
nessage

The green folds of Lady Maire's Veil made him see images in his head.
They made no sense to him but a part of himunderstood: _d enching, coiling,
preparing to strike. An eneny approaching, evil, death._

The bright white streak of a meteor stitched across the aurora,
startling Tarne. Then the shooting star faded and was gone.

Tears ran down the veteran's face. The chill night breeze nmade himfee
cold tracks on his cheeks. He was very afraid.
He had |l earned one thing fromhis visions -- fighting agai nst them was

usel ess. The visions showed himonly things over which he had no control. But
at | east he knew what he had to do, what role he nust play.

The night was silent and cold. The next day woul d be the autumm
equi nox, when Sardun's daughter Tareah planned to lead the villagers in a
celebration of Transition Day. Wen he thought of that, the veteran felt a
pang inside. He went to the gates of the Stronghold and opened them up

He woul d tell no one about this. It was better that way.

He wal ked across the bridge covering the trench and worked his way down
Steep Hill in the dark. Tarne thought of too many things, and he tried to
enpty his mnd of thoughts. Hs entire body was in turmoil. He had no time for
any of this. No tine at all

He wal ked into the silent and darkened village until he reached his own
hone. He lit a candle. The inside snelled nusty, closed-in. He had covered al
the wi ndows now that he spent nost of his tinme guarding the Stronghol d.

The light fromthe candle junped around the walls. He went to a corner
of the roomand dug his fingernails into the wood of one of the hexagona
floor tiles. He lifted it, then popped up the adjacent tile to uncover a
shal | ow storage area he had dug out beneath the fl oor

Tarne paused, sighed, then forced all the nenories away. He reached in
to pull out a long bundle wapped in rags. Peeling away the cloth, he stared
down at the notched but well-cared-for blade of an ancient sword. The sword



had been used centuries before in the old Sorcerer wars; it had been used in
previ ous years when Tarne hinmself was a fighter. The orange candl el i ght nade
it glowwith the blood and fire of past victories.

He reached under the fl oor once nore and pulled out his old suit of
| eather arnor. He had oiled it well before wapping it up for storage.
Everything was still intact, nmended of scuffs and cuts, studded with chain
links for extra protection. He brushed off dust and powdered dirt. He never
t hought he woul d need either the sword or the arnor again.

O all the fighters of his generation, Tarne was |left here alone. After
his injury, he gave up fighting and questing to becone the village shearer and
weaver. Some of the designs of fate he sawin the aurora he wove into his
personal tapestries; no one but himself could understand them

Tarne slipped on the |leather arnor and patted it against him He
listened to the chains jingle in the dimess. The arnor seened to grow on him
agai n, become part of his body.

He held onto the sword, gripping the handle. Yes, it felt right. H's
refl exes and all the old training awakened. On inpul se he whirled and sl ashed
at the candle on the table. The flanme went out.

* * * %

On her unfaniliar bed, Tareah |ay back but couldn't sleep. The lonely
dar kness did not confort her. Her bones and joints ached again; she wondered
if it would ever get better.

Back in the Ice Pal ace, when she couldn't sleep she got up and wandered
the cold rainbow halls, or pick through Sardun's collection of ancient
artifacts, or stand on the bal cony of the high tower and | ook out at the
checkerboard of nountains and wastel and terrain.

Tareah clinbed out of bed, feeling the cold air on her |egs. Many
t hought s kept her awake. She mi ssed Delrael and Vailret. It upset her that
they hadn't taken her al ong, but she was al so frightened, overwhel ned that
they had left her with the duty of watching over the Stronghold.

Tareah dressed, pulling one of Siya's warm shawl s over her shoul ders
and tugged her boots on, a pair of Vailret's old confortable castoffs. She had
plenty of things to do, especially in preparation for tonorrow, the
anni versary of Transition Day.

Her father had pounded into her a respect and a wonder at the Gane and
t he acconplishnents of her race. The villagers seemed to know not hi ng about
their own heritage -- yet human characters had undertaken many of the greatest
qguests, the nost difficult journeys. She was in awe of them for what they had
done.

According to what she had seen, though, the characters were drifting
away fromthat way of life. Instead of treasure hunting and fighting nonsters,
they had becone farmers, villagers, peaceful people. Siya said that they were
sick to death of the shallow, adventurous life.

Tareah crept into the courtyard. The door noved silently as she opened
it. The night air was cold and fresh, warm conpared to the nights far in the
frozen north.

Transition Day. She grinned with excitenent. She would tell the story
to all the villagers. They could rejoice and be happy in their heritage, how
Ganearth had cone to be. And then they would let off the fireworks.

Tareah snmiled as she strode across the courtyard to the weapons
st orehouse agai nst one wall segnment. The storehouse held several small clay
containers filled with firepowder. Bryl, Vailret, and Derow the blacksnmith
concocted a powder that would flash and explode in brilliant colors. She
wonder ed what kind of magic the sealed clay containers held -- some fire spel
rolled up inside a little package? A hand-length of fuse dangled out fromthe
containers. During the celebration they would use an old catapult to fling the
containers into the air for the show

She | ooked forward to that nost of all. Vailret tal ked about the
spectacle, his eyes gleaming. It would be like the meteor shower that cane
every autum.



Vailret fascinated her. He knew so nany of the sane things she did,
they could talk for hours. But Delrael kept her in awe. He was so nuch I|ike
the | egendary fighter characters she had read about. She adored listening to
his adventures and his questing. He was exactly what she expected a fighter
character to be.

Bryl, though, she did not know -- he was a magi c user, yet his attitude
was strange to her. She couldn't understand his bitterness or his reluctance
to learn.

Leaving the firepowder where it was, Tareah turned away from the door
of the storehouse, then stopped. Under the light of the aurora she could see
the training equipnment in the yard. The wooden sword posts were nonunents by
t hensel ves in the shadows, the hangi ng sacks, the archery targets. They | ooked
i ke scarecrows in the darkness.

The Stronghold gate stood wi de open. Tareah stared at it, wondering how
that could be. She heard someone coming up the hill path. She didn't know if
she shoul d sound the alarmor just watch.

A bul ky well -muscl ed man wal ked t hrough the gate. He stood in shadow
for a noment, then closed and secured the gate. It took her a nonment to
recogni ze the veteran Tarne -- only now he carried a | ong sword she had never
seen him bear before. And he was clothed in | eather arnor. Metal chains
jingled and glinted in the faint |ight.

But Tarne woul d never fight unless he had to. What was going on here?
The gate was opened, Tarne was arned -- treachery? Something none of them knew
about ?

Tarne had al ways seened conpletely on their side in the Gane. But al
characters were |like puppets on a string if the Qutsiders decided to
mani pul ate them. ..

On the verge of saying something, Tareah paused and | ooked at the
fighter fromthe shadows of her hiding place. He did not know she was there.
She woul d watch and see.

The veteran wal ked slowy in his arnmor, as if under a burden. He seened

afraid, very tense. But he noved with dignity. He wal ked to the training
area and stood still. He rested the sword tip on the ground in front of him
squared his shoulders, and _waited_ for sonething.

Tracks of sparkling tears ran down his cheeks. Sardun's daughter felt a
shi ver dance al ong her spine. Was he betraying thenf?

The fighter stood notionless in the darkness. Dawn woul d conme soon. But
Tareah felt, as she watched, that sonething el se would conme sooner....

The night filled with tension, a buzzing -- and then in front of Tarne
the air rippled and seened to tear. The veteran cringed, only for an instant,
but he held his ground.

An ear-splitting roar burst from beyond hearing, channelled closer
Tarne remai ned standi ng, braced and ready for whatever was com ng. He raised
his bl ade, either in salute or defense.

Tareah hid deeper in the shadows by the storehouse.

A hole in space appeared in front of the fighter. The air snapped, and
a huge, vague form appeared as a solid shadow, then burst into sharp clarity.
A monstrous figure stepped out, hulking forward in |long strides.

It was an enornous hairy beast bearing a gigantic snake -- Tareah had
never seen anything like it, not in all her studies of the fighting nonsters
fromthe ancient wars. She wondered why it had cone, how Tarne knew it would
arrive.

The denon stood fully ten feet tall and three wi de, though it wal ked
hunched over, carrying a great burden. A pelt of thick, blackish-brown hair
covered its body, but its head and chest plate were reptilian. The head seened
large for its body, alnost square, with a gaping nmouth out of which lolled a
forked tongue.

The nonster bore a trenendous serpent entw ned around its body, a
sickening green with oily, rainbow scales and fiery red pupilless eyes. The
scarl et gl ow shone |ike enbers.



From her hiding place, Tareah felt the hairy denon's deep-set eyes
strike her with an overwhel ming feeling of sadness and pity. She blinked to
shake away the enotion. She wanted to shout for help, but the other villagers
lived too far away. She didn't have the Water Stone with her, and only Tarne
could actually fight the monster.

The serpent reared up upon seeing the arnored fighter standing before
it. The hairy nonster did not nmove until the serpent coiled and squeezed the
denon's massive ribs, urging it forward. The tree-trunk | egs stunbled toward
Tar ne.

"You are called the Slave of the Serpent," Tarne said. H s voice
sounded strong, enpty, different. "I have been waiting for you."

The Serpent hissed, and the scarlet |ight blazed brighter. "Wo are
you?"

"Go back to Scartaris. There's nothing for you here." Tarne said the
words as if he had nenorized them as if they were expected of him

"Scartaris nmust have the Fire Stone back. Mist destroy fighter naned
Del rael and any other character who woul d quest against Scartaris."

Tarne swal |l owed. "Then | am Delrael." He held his sword before him

wavering the tip back and forth. "I'll take any quests | want if | can save
Ganearth. "
Tareah wanted to cheer for him-- she could wite down the | egend of

his brave fight to defend the Stronghol d.

"G ve back the Fire Stone!" the Serpent said, bobbing its head up and
down.

"Sorry, we need it right now"

By the storehouse, Tareah watched with wi de eyes, saying nothing. They
were about to battle, just like in the old stories. Tarne was a tal ented
fighter, a veteran of many quests and canpai gns. He remained silent as he
faced the denon and gl ared at the Serpent.

She didn't know if she was expected to help fight. But Delrael had
call ed her inexperienced. She would only get in the way, maybe even hurt
Tarne's chances.

The Serpent urged the |lunbering Slave forward, nipping it. The fangs
dri pped foul -snmelling venom The nonster heaved itself forward, reluctant to
nove closer to the fighter

The Slave halted a nmoment as its pitiful eyes met the bald veteran's.
But the nonment was shattered as the Serpent savagely sank fangs into the
Sl ave's neck, making it how in pain and rage.

Tarne | eaped in, noving with a snooth grace that belied his age. The
chains on his arnor reflected starlight and the greeni sh aurora. He surprised
the denon with his attack, feinting, shifting the Slave's guard, and sl ashing
at its belly. The notched edge of the old blade sliced through the nonster's
tough chest plate, but the Slave | ooked nore angry than injured.

It swng a clawed fist at Tarne, but the fighter hacked into the
massi ve paw. The beast roared and swung backward with his other arm catching
the fighter with a glancing blow Tarne spun, but recovered his bal ance as the
Sl ave struck again.

The sword fromthe old Sorcerers flashed up as the Slave tried to maul
himbut instead inpaled its own forearmon the tip of the blade. The nonster
how ed, jerking its injured armaway fromthe sword, then swatted at the bl ade
with its other paw.

Tarne saw his chance and thrust in at the chest plate, but the Slave's
thick hide protected it fromserious harm It |ashed again with a wounded arm
but the nonster noved slowy. Tarne dodged and came back in, hacking with
t wo- handed st r okes.

He | ooked up and his eyes met the Serpent's.

The huge snake began weavi ng back and forth, swaying and hissing like a
rhythmc fire with green wood. The Serpent kept the fighter's eyes | ocked to
its own. From her hiding place, Tareah could see the veteran becom ng
entranced by the hypnotic novement, dropping his guard.



Tareah stood up. They didn't see her. She had to do somnething, use one

of her spells.... She couldn't run and get the Water Stone, and she felt snall
and defensel ess. She could attack with a minor fireball, perhaps, or a bolt of
energy -- but her aimm ght not be good enough, since the two opponents stood

so close. The bald fighter stared at the swayi ng Serpent, dazed.

"Tarne!" she finally shouted.

The Slave swung with its deadly claws, using all of its massive mnuscle
power to rake across Tarne's chest. The fighter sprawl ed on the ground with
part of his armor hanging in tatters and broken chains. The snapped |inks
gl eaned bright in contrast to the tarni shed ol der netal

The arnor had protected Tarne, though. He clinbed to his feet, gasping
and trying to suck air back into his lungs. He blinked, but he | ooked stunned.
He turned to stare in amazenent at Tareah. The Sl ave came at hi m again.

The fighter nmet the charge head on, whirling the old sword in a random
pattern of cuts and slashes. Tufts of fur and drops of thick yellow blood flew
fromthe denmon. Wth a burst of energy, Tarne drove in so forcefully that the
weakened Sl ave stepped back

Bl ood oozed fromslashes in its thick skin, running to the ground and
| eavi ng vi scous, yellow pools. The nonster wheezed and panted, maki ng weak
attenpts to defend itself.

Tarne stopped and took a step back, holding the dripping sword in front
of him The Slave appeared dazed and began to topple backward. The veteran
wat ched with an astonished grin on his face. He flashed a gl ance back at
Tar eah.

Abruptly, unexpectedly, the huge Serpent flashed downward, stretching
its body |onger than seened possible. Fangs glistened with drops of
di anond-1i ke venom The fighter |ooked up, and the snake struck. The hol | ow
fangs punctured his arnor and sank into his chest, gushing a nmouthful of venom
into his bl oodstream

Tarne fell.

By the weapons storehouse, Tareah gasped and watched the veteran
collapse withing on the ground. Ready to scream she stood seething and
hel pl ess. She was untrained in using her magic for conbat. If her spells
failed...

The hairy Servant howl ed sonmething |like anguish into the growing |ight.
But the Serpent was bl ood- maddened, pushing the massive beast back toward the
stricken fighter.

That aroused Tareah's anger enough that she screaned back at it. "Get
away from here!™

The denon turned to face her. The Serpent opened its mouth to hiss.
More venom dri pped snmoking onto the ground. The Slave took a step toward her.

Then Tareah renmenbered the firepowder

She ducked inside the storehouse and snatched one of the clay casks.
The back of her mind nagged at her, that she shouldn't be using _human_
weapons, that her sinple fire-starting spell was far too trivial to be used in
any battle that anyone woul d renenber.

The Serpent coiled around the Slave's neck. The hairy beast spread out
its giant arms, splaying its claws and dripping gl ob of yellow bl ood down its
fur. It roared into the approachi ng dawn, then strode toward Tareah

She decided not to worry about fighting tactics. She closed her eyes
and sumoned up the fire-starting spell. It was a trivial spell, something
anyone with a trace of Sorcerer blood could do easily -- and Tareah succeeded
the first tine.

The fuse hissed and sizzled as the spark ate its way down.

The Sl ave charged at her

She tossed the cask at the denobn. "Catch!"

The firepowder exploded in a brilliant flash of fire and light,
spraying the Sl ave of the Serpent with burning streaners and chunks of clay.

Tareah fell backward against the wall of the storehouse, rubbing her
bl i nded eyes and gasping. Stinging chips of pottery fragnents slashed her



face.

She saw the snoki ng denmon charge how i ng around the training yard. It
charged into the upright logs of the double wall, sending a shower of the
packed dirt trickling down. The nonster beat at flanes burning on its
shoul der, its chest.

On the ground, Tarne still cried out in spasns. Spittle ran down his
cheek back to his ear.

The Serpent reared back and glared at her. "Delrael is dead. No nore
gquests! Scartaris will come back for Fire Stone!"

The rip in the air opened up again with a snap, and the how i ng beast
pl unged back into it. The Slave of the Serpent was swall owed up by nothing,

di sappeari ng.

Panting, Tareah ran to where the veteran lay trenbling on the ground.
Two blue flanmes burned fromthe puncture wounds on his chest, blackening the
| eather of his arnmor as the venom coursed through his bl oodstream He grinmaced
and shuddered, gripping the anci ent sword.

He craw ed forward, but Tareah stopped him Hi s eyes were glassy and
unseei ng. She stroked his cheek, muttering nonsense to him Her nagic could do
nothing to stop the burning poison, to bring himback fromdeath's
st rangl ehol d.

Tarne said nothing intelligible, which also confused her: all the
| egends had | ed her to expect dying characters to nmake a final dramatic speech
bef ore deat h.

The veteran stared at the glow of sunlight in the eastern sky rising up
toward dawn, as the aurora overhead dimmed. H's gray eyes did not close. The
fires inside himburned out in a burst of dark energy, and he crunpled to
ashes within his ancient and danaged vest of arnor.

"Let the Ganme go on forever, and may your score always increase,"

Tar eah whispered for him the accepted farewell for a trusted comnpani on

Tareah stood up, blinking her eyes. A d Siya hung by the doorway of the
mai n buil ding, then nmoved nechanically toward the fallen fighter. An
expression of conplete horror hung on her face. Tareah wondered how | ong she
had been standing there, attracted by the noise of the fight.

Tareah renenbered the tears on the fighter's face, the fear in his
eyes; she renenbered how he had arrived in arnor, waiting. Tarne had _known_
ahead of time. He had deceived the denmon into thinking it had slain Delrael
He had known this battle would kill him And yet he had conme anyway.

Tareah realized that she was now conpl etely al one. She had no one to
hel p her fight against whatever else Scartaris would send agai nst them

The dead fighter's ashes left a black stain on the ground.

Chapter b5:
JOURNEYMAN

"Rul e #3: Questing characters may join with any other characters they
encounter. Note, though, that the alignnent of such newfound conpani ons m ght
not be clear. Al characters have their own quests, their own preferred
outconme to an adventure."

-- _The Book of Rules_

Jour neyman cl apped his clay hands together and stretched his face in a
grin. "Well, are we off to see the Wzard?"

Bryl | ooked at the perpl exed expressions on the faces of Vailret and
Delrael, relieved to see their skepticism It was a nice switch, since they
usual ly trusted everything w thout a thought of caution. Bryl shook his head
and scratched at his thinning gray beard. After seeing sonme of the things
Delrael did on inpulse, Bryl was surprised the fighter had lived as | ong as he
had.

"Wzard?" Delrael said, "W're going to find Scartaris, not just some
magi ¢ user."

"Merely a figure of speech.” Journeyman strode off into the forest
terrain ahead of Delrael and Vailret. Bryl wung some water out of his blue



cl oak, sighed, and followed them The forest grew denser, but the quest-path
mar ki ng their way shone plain on the ground. The sounds of the Barrier River
faded, leaving themin the forest by thensel ves.

"Why do you al ways say such strange things, Journeyman?" Vailret asked.

"I don't know nothin'. | just work here." the gol em said.

"Yeah, |ike that."

"Well, | was created by the Rul ewonan Mel anie, so | have some ..
connection with the Qutside. | can see sone of the things she sees, know sone

of the phrases she knows."

Bryl scow ed in exasperation at Vailret and Delrael. They acted as if
t hey believed what the golemsaid, just on the basis of his own word. When
Scartaris was out to destroy the world, how could they trust _anything_ ? How
could great questers be so naive? If the Qutsiders wanted to elininate their
own world, who could trust any other character? Bryl huffed and cane up cl ose
behi nd them | ooking sidelong at the gol em but speaking to Delrael

"How do we know he's fromthe Rul ewoman? The Qutsider David m ght have
sent himto kill us while we sleep.”

Delrael frowned as if the thought had never occurred to him Vailret
scratched his blond hair and nodded. "He's got a point, Del."

Bryl sighed, relieved that they had conceded that much.

Jour neyman spread out his hands and splayed his fingers even w der
"Cross ny heart and hope to die?" Wen that didn't appear to be good enough,
the golemdrew hinself up, swelling his chest and stretching the pliable clay
to make his shoul ders broader

"The Rul eworman Mel ani e commanded ne to destroy Scartaris. That is ny

guest and that nust take priority. I would rather join forces, offer ny
servi ces, and acconpany you -- but if you don't trust ne, 1'Il go alone."
He tilted his head forward on a rubbery neck. "Delrael, | know your

father Drodanis. And |'ve seen Lellyn, Bryl's apprentice. They both reached
t he Rul ewoman and her Pool ."

Del rael snapped his head up, blinking. Bryl saw a haunted |l ook in the
fighter's brown eyes.

Jour neyman nodded. "Your father is well, though he is in a daze nost of
the tine. Drodanis wants to forget. He wants to be wi thout pain, wthout
menories. He wants to stop playing. And on Ganearth when a character w shes to
give up the Gane, there is nothing left of him"

Del rael reached out to snap a twig froma branch. H s knuckl es were
white, but he made no comment. Vailret put a hand on the shoul der of his
cousin's arnor.

"What about Lellyn?" Bryl asked. The boy had been rather |ikeabl e,
al t hough an affront to his teacher. A purebl ooded hunman who sonmehow, through
the Rules of Probability, was able to work nore magi c than Bryl hinself coul d.
The boy worked spells intuitively, w elded greater power than his teacher, but
Bryl had still taught the boy what little he could, before Drodanis took him
al ong on his quest.

"Lellyn is a rul ebreaker in many ways,: Journeynman continued. "He was
nearly destroyed by his own doubts. The Rul ewoman froze himin a bl ock of
forever-ice, sink to the bottom of her Pool, for his own protection.”

"Why woul d she do that?" Bryl said.

Journeyman tilted his head up again and noved a branch out of the way
as they began to wal k again. The branch gouged tracks into the soft clay of
his arm Absently, he snmoothed his skin back into place.

"None of us is _real_. W are nmade-up characters created for the
Qutsi ders' amusenent. You know that. We all know that. But the Rul ewonman
herself is a manifestation of one of the Qutsiders. She is so beautiful, with
her long brown hair and her big eyes filled with all the colors of
not her - of - pearl. She noves with such grace and power..." Journeyman paused, as
i f daydream ng.

"And when Lellyn saw her, maybe he saw nore than he shoul d. Sonehow in
his mnd he knew that she was _real _ and he was not. That doubt grew and grew



until, when he conpletely disbelieved in his own existence, he would have
vani shed, wi nked out, annihilated. _Reality_ is a powerful thing, too nuch for
anything on this world to handle.

"In the last instant the Rul ewoman froze himto save himfromhis own
doubts. He is still here, but he is not here.”

As Jour neyman spoke, Bryl remenbered the ruined ship that had carried
the Qutsiders David and Tyrone into the Spectre Muntains near Sitnalta. That
was how the Qutsiders had brought Scartaris into the world. He al so renenbered
t he Scavenger, Paenar, who had cone to the deserted fortress |ooking for
treasure, and found instead the Qutsiders. He had taken a brief glinpse of the
Qutsiders in their _real_ forms, and the sight had blasted his eyes fromtheir
sockets. Yes, _reality_was a powerful thing.

Grudgi ngly, Bryl decided not to push the argunent. They trudged on
crossing a hex-line into another section of forest terrain by md-afternoon
Jour neyman snapped his fingers and sang sonet hi ng about being 'king of the
road."’

Vailret's eyes gl eaned wide with delight. "Journeyman, tell us
somet hi ng about the Qutside, since you can see parts of it. What's it |ike?"

The gol em grinned his huge smle again, puckering flexible lips. "Mre
wonders than you can i magi ne! Good to the last drop and squeezably soft!
Refrigerators that nake their own ice cubes, fabric softener that goes into
the dryer, mcrowave ovens, trash bags with handle-ties built right in!"

Most of the words made no sense to Bryl -- which was to be expected,
since the Qutside was such an alien place.

"But the _ganes_ they have! No wonder they've grown bored of Ganearth.
They have interactive conmputer ganes, role-playing simlators, and video ganes
that hook up to your own television set. And Trivial Pursuit -- did you know
that _King Kong_ was Adol ph Hitler's favorite novie?" The golem | owered his
voi ce to an awed whisper. "And they have a great Sorcerer named Rubik, who
created a colorful enchanted cube that can either enlighten Players or drive
them i nsane!"

Vailret frowned. "You lost ne on nost of what you just said. That song
you were singing a while ago, was that an CQutside song?"

Jour neyman cl apped his hands again with a wet, soft _splat._"I'Il bet
you | can name that tune in ... three notes!"

Then he sang a | ong ballad about a man naned Brady with three sons, who
met a lovely lady with three daughters, and how they overcane their
difficulties and becane a single famly unit. Journeynman then sang a sea
adventure of how five passengers had set sail for a three-hour tour, but a
storm shi pw ecked them on a deserted shore. Over time they had formed the
ki ngdom of G lligan's Island.

Vailret grinned. "Wien we get back to the Stronghol d, please nmake sure
| wite those down."

"What you nean 'we,' pal eface?" The gol em became serious. "I don't
expect to return. My quest doesn't |eave rmuch roomfor that."

Bef ore Journeyman coul d say anything el se, a high-pitched whine grew in
the air. Delrael stopped and put his hand on his silver belt. Hi s face
appeared puzzled, then frightened. The piercing sound drifted | ouder and
stronger until it hurt Bryl's ears. It seenmed to be coming fromthe silver
itself, where the Earthspirits had hi dden thensel ves.

Del rael grabbed at the catch of the belt and yanked it from his waist.
The belt vibrated and bucked in his hands |ike an angry snake, still sending
out its shrieking noise. Blue and white sparks skittered al ong the surfaces of
the gens. Delrael dropped the belt to the forest floor. The noi se suddenly
ceased, and the rush of silence struck themlike a whip cracking. The silver
belt lay still anmobng the twigs and curling | eaves, shining in the forest
shadows.

Del rael gawked at his belt in utter shock. Sweat stood out on his
forehead. Vailret squinted down, but he offered no expl anations.

Jour neyman seened undul y confused, astonished. "Wat was that? \Wich



way did he go?" The clay eyelids in front of his holl ow eyes blinked and
bl i nked.

Delrael flicked his gaze at Vailret, then at Bryl. They couldn't even
talk about it. They couldn't say anything about the Earthspirits, especially
not in front of Journeyman. Delrael could not try to comunicate with the
Spirits either. The Rul ewoman coul d be watching, and so would the other
Qutsiders. They had to naintain absol ute secrecy about their quest.

But what if something had gone wong? Was it a signal of sone kind, a

calling -- or did they just hear the death scream of the Earthspirits? Perhaps
Scartaris had somehow destroyed the Spirits, and when the conpani ons got to
the end of their quest, they mght find thensel ves hel pless after all. Bryl

tried not to think of such things, but terrible possibilities floated in the
back of his m nd.

Del rael swall owed and picked up the belt, fastening it with trenbling
fingers. "Hmm " He shrugged, feigning a casual attitude. "Well, it's stopped
-- we shouldn't waste any nore tine here. W've got lots of hexes to travel."

The day passed, and as darkness fell they reached the edge of their
third hexagon for the day. The Rules forbade themto go farther, so they
canped beside the black |ine. Another hexagon of forest terrain waited for
them on the other side.

Vailret and Delrael tal ked with Journeyman. Bryl wondered and worri ed,
trying not to think of what |ay ahead or about the inplications of the
Earthspirits' screamfromthe belt.

Journeyman scratched lines on the dirt and taught Delrael and Vailret
an Qutside game called Tic-Tac-Toe. Bryl always felt left out. Sometines it
made himangry; other tines it just depressed him

He recalled his parents -- his father Qonnar, a full-bl ooded Sorcerer
and his nmother Tristane, a half-breed. They had used their magic to try to
save Delrael's ailing great-great grandfather -- but he had died anyway of a

wasting disease. Hs widow, Galleri, then married a rough and cl ose-mn nded
human fi ghter named Brudane. Brudane started runors that perhaps Bryl's
parents had actually poi soned the old man and not tried to help him
Qonnar and Tristane grieved deeply for the old nman's death. They felt
t hey had not done enough to save him and they did little to fight the
accusations, which rmade the runmors grow. Finally, in their guilt and despair,
Bryl's parents underwent the half-Transition on their own, annihilating
t hensel ves in sorcerous fire and liberating their spirits to wander the map.
Bryl had been a nere boy then, but he watched in horror. H's nother and
father did not even say good-bye; they gave himno advice, they ignored him
In the last instant before the blinding |ight consuned her, Tristane met her

son's eyes -- but Bryl saw no recognition there. He was not even part of their
lives. Their misery was all-inportant to them They didn't bother to consider
what it would be like for Bryl to grow up al one under the shadow of their
inmplied guilt.

At any time it might have been better for Bryl if he had wandered, gone
to a different village where they did not know his past or his confused
consci ence. But he was afraid to | eave. Sone of the young villagers around the
Stronghol d taunted him All characters around hi mwere human -- no one was
qualified to train himhow to use his Sorcerer abilities, and Galleri and
Brudane certainly did not concern thenselves with the problem He knew only a
few sinple spells his parents had taught himin his early years, and a few
others he had | earned on his own.

In his mind, Bryl knew that he had grown up with his abilities stunted.
Had he been properly trained at the right time, he could have been a powerful
magi ¢ user. Three-fourths of his blood was fromthe Sorcerer race that ruled
Ganearth so many turns ago. But nearly all the Sorcerers had vanished in the
Transition, conbining thenselves into the Earthspirits and the Deathspirits.
Few characters on Ganearth could claimto have Sorcerer blood anynore.

Then the human boy Lellyn had conme along, flaunting his abilities, his
ent husi asm and his inpossible Sorcerer powers that he should never have had.



Bryl wanted all those incredible spells, the power that took years and years
of effort and struggle and training. But he didn't have years and years, and
he didn't have the patience.

Tareah had the skills, but Bryl didn't seek to | earn any forgotten
spells. The desire to better himself, the chall enge, had backfired on hi m many
years before

That was why he attached so nuch inportance to the Stones: Air, Water
Fire, and Earth. He had used the Water Stone and linked with the _dayid_ of
the forest to save the panther people in Ledaygen. He had used the Air Stone
to trick Gairoth the ogre into | eaving the Stronghol d. The Stones gave himhis
power i medi ately. That was the best way.

"Tic tac toe, | win!'" Journeyman said. Delrael grunbled and snoot hed
the dirt with the flat of his hand before drawing a new grid for another gane.
"Tormorrow we're playing with dice instead.”

* * * %

They next norning they set off into the forest terrain. Journeynman
| ooked around and smled. Bryl hated the way he grinned all the tine.

"I'n this hexagon there's supposed to be a village of ylvan, the forest
peopl e. Maybe we'll cone across it."

Del rael trudged on. He | ooked flustered fromlosing so many ganmes to
Journeyman at the canpsite. "How do you know that? | don't recall anything
mar ked on our master map at the Stronghold."

Vailret | ooked around in the forest. "An ylvan village is hidden in the

trees -- you wouldn't know it was there until you were right under it." His
eyes gl eaned. "They're said to be naster woodsnen, |ike chameleons in the
forest."

"But how do _you_ know it's there, Journeyman?" Delrael asked.

Jour neyman shrugged his shoulders in a ripple of gray-brown clay. "It's
mar ked on the map the Rul ewoman Mel ani e uses.”

The forest all around them | ooked the sane as always, with tree and

shrubs, vines, npbss, and the faint but clear trail |eading toward the east.
But around midday the birds and insects fell silent, replaced with the sounds
of a struggle and a chilling, famliar bellow.

"Haw! Haw! Haw! BAM "

Terror jabbed like an icicle down Bryl's spine. He knew that sound --
Gairoth. He renmenbered bei ng captured, drugged, placed inside a giant
jellyfish in a stinking cesspool in the swanps. The massive ogre had forced
Bryl to teach himhowto use the Air Stone ... though an ogre should never
have been able to use nmagic.

Del rael stopped and cocked his head. He | ooked concerned, then a smle
drifted onto his face.

Vailret net his cousin's eyes. "Be careful, Del. Gairoth al nbst got you
last tinme."

Del rael appeared to be intensely aware of everything around him Bryl
had seen himthis way before. The fighter notioned the rest of themto
silence, then he crept ahead through the underbrush

Bryl woul d have been perfectly content to remain where he was, to turn
and bypass the ylvan village. But then they heard a thin, angry voice piping
out. "Go away and eat rocks, you Loser! Wiy don't the rest of you help ne?"

Vail ret noved ahead to join his cousin, and Journeyman nonchal antly
shoul dered branches aside. Bryl held the Fire Stone in one hand and the Air
Stone in the other -- even with all that power, he felt frightened of Gairoth.

They | ooked t hrough a clearing of branches, dry noss, and sone | eaves
bl ushing with color froman early autum frost. Massive trees stood straight
and hi gh, crowded together, but the undergrowth in one area had been cl eared
away. Dangling fromthe | ower and internediate branches of the great trees
hung | arge gl obes of woven sticks and grass and | eaves, neshed together and
seal ed with hard gol den sap. The sap varnish glistened in the light of a small
fire on the ground and the green-filtered sunlight above.

The hanging "nests" were the dwellings of the ylvan. Cunsily nounted



pelts hung drying, and rotting, on a few branches. On the ground, four of the
little people, about chest-high to Bryl, stood by a snoky fire. Beside them
arranged rocks marked a conmunal gaming area that |ooked as if it hadn't been
used in weeks.

The ylvans' hair was dark reddi sh brown, their eyes deep-set but dull
as if a mlky filmof cataracts had crawl ed over them The men wore tri med
and poi nted beards; the wonman's hair had been tied in green ribbons. The
ylvans all wore outfits of |eather dyed green and crosshatched with bl otches
and stripes that would nake theminvisible as they noved anbong the tree
branches.

The fire had died to enbers, untended. Too |late, one of the ylvans had
added a |l eafy green branch to the fire, which only nmade pungent snoke curl up
to the sky.

"Master woodsnmen?" Delrael whispered to Vailret. "Looks pretty sl oppy
to ne."

Vai l ret appeared concerned. "But the ylvan are supposed to be shadows
in the trees, expert ambushers. Something's wong."

Near the ylvans in the clearing stood Gairoth the ogre, |ooking
befuddl ed and angry. His nmuscles knotted like a twisted tree trunk. H s one
eye glowered at the four listless and dazed ylvans who stood by their fire and
refused to shrink away fromhimin terror, or even to take notice of the ogre
at all.

Fear nmade Bryl cringe even fromhis hiding place. Gairoth's furs were
stained, worn, and falling apart; the spikes on his w cked club were pitted
and rusty. Giroth's eye was bl oodshot, underhung with a bag of tired skin.
The ogre's skin was grayi sh and unheal thy | ooki ng, peeling with splotches and
rashes. He appeared miserable and furious.

Jour neyman had an exaggerated expression of distaste sculpted onto his
face. "G oss! Gag ne with a spoon!”

Gairoth waved a hamsized hand of dism ssal at the four ylvans by the
fire and | ooked around the rest of the dangling settlenent. He strained upward
and swng the club to rip out the bottom of one of the | ow hangi ng nest
dwellings. Dirt and twigs pattered down onto the ogre's head, and he snorted
i n annoyance. But then sonme ylvan possessions tunbled out: small wood
carvings, colorful flowers, pots containing gems and small bits of treasure.
Basket-like furniture, a chair perhaps, fell partway through the opening and
t hen caught.

One of the other ylvan picked up a crossbow and turned it around. She
paused, as if forgetting what she had been about to do, and then reached for
an arrow. The ylvan dropped the arrow, bent over with sleepy slowness and
tried three tines before she managed to pick it up. Wen she finally fitted it
into the crossbow, she gestured at the ogre and fired. The arrow m ssed.

Bryl heard a sound inside the torn nest, a sluggish novenent. Gairoth
hooked the bottom of the gash with the spikes of his club, then pulled it down
until he could reach it with his fingers. The branches above creaked.

The ogre pawed around into the opening until he grabbed sonething. He
tugged, and an old ylvan tunbled out to land roughly on the ground with little
nore than a grunt of surprise.

Gairoth scowed. "Bah -- too old."

The ylvan sat where he was on the dirt. His dark eyes were al so covered
with a mlky dullness. He reached inside his canmoufl aged tunic, withdrew a
knife, and stared at it.

"You | eave him al one!" The piping voice cane again, and an arrow
whi zzed through the air to stick in the ogre's furs. Gairoth roared.

Bryl | ooked around to see. Finally he spotted another ylvan bl endi ng
into the tree shadows. This ylvan was younger than the others, with barely a
fuzz of beard along his cheeks and chin. He swung around from where he hung
hal fway up one of the trunks, then slithered down | ooped ropes set into the
side of the tree. He |landed on his feet.

"Come on, you big clod!"™ The ylvan shot another crossbow arrow that



ni cked Gairoth's chin, enough to make hi mroar

The little man crouched and gl anced at the ylvans by the fire, at the
ol d man who had been torn out of his hone. Bryl noticed other dull faces
peering from openings in the hangi ng dwellings. Somewhere above, in a
| ong- del ayed reaction, a child screamed. No one seened aware of what was goi ng
on. Some noved slowy, half-asleep; others shook their heads, as if to drive
away a buzzing that overpowered their thoughts.

Gairoth strode across the clearing. In only three steps he towered over
t he young forest nan who had defied him The ylvan stood his ground.

The ogre yanked out a sack tucked into his fur garnent, popping another
of the seans in the shoulder. As the ylvan nocked another arrow, Gairoth
scooped himup and pawed himinto the sack

Two of the ylvans by the fire had taken out their own crossbows. One
tried to fire without first nocking an arrow

The young yl van continued to struggle, but Gairoth twi sted the nouth of
the sack shut and tossed the bundl e over his back. The little man cried out as
he struck the ogre's shoul der bl ades. The bag squirned and ki cked, venting
forth nuffled curses, but Gairoth ignored it. He let out a gravelly sigh that
sounded |i ke heavy furniture scraped across a stone fl oor

Gairoth did not | ook happy, but resigned. "Fresh nmeat not good |ike
_aged_ stuff."

He glared at the other ylvans who stared down at their crossbows and
knives, as if struggling to remenber what to do with them Above, the child
screamed again. Gairoth | ooked at the broken nest hone, at the dazed old ylvan
man on the ground who had finally succeeded in picking hinmself up

The ogre sneered and, swinging his club in front of him he stonped off
to the other side of the clearing. Bryl could hear himmutter while he crashed
al ong. Cccasionally Gairoth would smash his club against a tree, grunbling
"Delroth! BAM Delroth! BAM"

Vailret turned to his cousin. "I think he still remenbers us. Wasn't
Delroth his nane for you?"

Del rael pursed his Iips and nodded. "Just no pl easing sone people."

"Well, ah, we should get on with our journey now. " Bryl could not keep
his voice firm He felt obligated to try and nake them see sense, to set their
priorities. But he _knew_ what they were going to do anyway.

"W have to go rescue him It's part of the Game, you know." Delrae
sounded di stracted when he answered, already maki ng pl ans.

"W need to continue our quest and destroy Scartaris." Bryl tried one
nore time. "Journeyman, you have to get there, too. W can't delay."

Jour neyman pondered before answering. "lIncidental adventures don't
happen by accident. There's always sonething to be gained. Look in _The Book
of Rules ."

Vailret raised his eyebrows at him "I thought you didn't want to go on
this quest in the first place, Bryl."

"I don't! But | don't want to face Gairoth again, either. You don't
know what he did to ne!"

"Yes we do," Vailret and Delrael answered together. "You've told us
enough times."

"Well, why didn't we fight back right then, when the other ylvans could

hel p?"
"They didn't help him" Delrael said.
Bryl sat down heavily. Branches and | eaves cracked beneath him and he
found his seat very unconfortable. Arguing further would be wasted effort.
He hated questing.
Chapter 6:
TALLIN AND THE OGRE
"The Qutsiders do not Play fair. O all character races, ours is the
smal l est, the weakest, the fewest. W ylvans have faced nore persecution, a
greater nunber of attacks, a higher level of msery. W are the scapegoats of



the Gane."
-- Kellos, ylvan vill age | eader

Delrael led the others along the path, waiting for the ogre to stop so
they could put their plan into action. The air around them snelled danmp and
nmuddy.

Gairoth found a holl ow where puddl es of water stood anbng sunken trees
and nmashed | eaves. Marks showed where a creek gathered during the rains of the
spring. He squatted down on the wet earth, crossed his pale and puffy |egs,
then wiggled his buttocks into a better position. He contenpl ated the
squirmng sack in front of him

Gairoth had tied the end in a knot, but now he couldn't get it undone
with his clumsy fingers. The ogre worked at it, trying not to tear the sack.
He pursed his thick lips and glared at the bundle.

The scrappy ylvan struggled inside the sack. "Let me out of here, you
Loser! Your breath snmells like a dung heap!" One of the small arrows poked
t hrough the cloth and jabbed Gairoth in the palm The ogre cried out, then
sl apped at the sack with enough force to roll it over

Gairoth rose to his feet. Cods of nud and dried | eaves stuck to his
backsi de. "Gairoth squash you flat! Be |ike pudding! Hawi Too hungry to | et
you age right!" He raised the spiked club over his head to pound the sack

Del rael prodded Journeyman's shoul der, but the golemwas already in
nmotion, striding through the trees and making no effort to hide hinself. He
swel l ed up his clay chest, contorted his facial features into an angry
grimace, and cleared his throat. "Wat's all this then?"

Gairoth bristled for a noment, stunned. He held the club in front of
hi m

Journeyman continued with a sigh of inpatience. "Are you going to
rel ease that young fell ow without any trouble, or must we go through the
nmotions of humiliating you with a drawn-out defeat?"

Gairoth hefted the giant club on his shoulder |ike a baseball bat. "No
tal k! You trick Gairoth! I kill you!"

Jour neyman waved his wide clay hands in a gesture of dismssal. "CGo
away, boy, you bother me. I"'mnot trying to trick you. I'mbeing perfectly up
front with what | want. Gve us the little nan back, that's all."

"Bam " Gairoth lurched one step forward, snarling.

Journeyman stood his ground. The expression on his face becane cold and
tough. He intoned in a low, threatening voice, "CGo ahead, nmake ny day!"

Gairoth swung the club down with all his mght -- and squashed
Journeyman flat with a wet thud. The golems head and chest caved in, oozed
out to the side. He | ooked like a giant mud ball someone had stepped on

Vailret let out a gasp of surprise. Delrael surged to his feet,
bl i nking in shock. So nmuch for the help the Rul ewonan Mel ani e had sent them
He drew his sword and cried out.

"Gairoth!" The fighter charged into the clearing before he could think
about what he was doi ng.

Gairoth stared down at the flattened golemw th an expression of
di sappoi ntment. But when he heard Del rael approach, his jaw dropped, then he
grinned with angry glee. "Delroth!"

He pulled his club free of the wet clay with a sucking noi se and turned
to neet the fighter. "Haw Haw"

"Del! What are you doing?" Vailret call ed.

"Ch no," Bryl said.

But Delrael paid no attention. He |landed with both feet spread, hol ding
the sword out. He seened pitifully small against the ogre. Vailret's father
must have | ooked like this, fighting al one agai nst an ogre -- and dyi ng.

"Gairoth be hurt by you!" Drool ran down the ogre's chin. "Cesspools
gone, Rognoth gone. Now I kill you! BAM"

Del rael becane acutely aware that he had worked out no plan for this
situation. Maybe Vailret had a point in suggesting that characters think
things through prior to taking action



Bef ore Gairoth coul d nake good his threat and swi ng the club, Delrael
l unged in. He slashed sideways and then up, cutting a gash on the inside of
the ogre's thick arm It was a minor wound, but it rust have stung. Delrael
ski pped back, dodging forest debris.

As expected, Gairoth yow ed in pain and swng with all his mght,
al nost overbal ancing hinself. Delrael junped out of the way and tried to run
behi nd the ogre for another thrust. Maybe if he could slash Gairoth's other
arm and make himdrop the club -- but the ogre swng his weapon agai n and
Delrael had to block it directly with his sword. A crash rang through the
forest.

Delrael's armwent nunb fromfingertips to shoulder. He couldn't even

tell if he still held his sword or not.
Del rael shook his head, stunned. He tripped backward on sone of the
branches underfoot, rolling as he fell. The sword dropped beside himand he

picked it up with his left hand. He didn't know how to fight with his left
hand.

"Hawi Hawl " Gairoth said

"Are you guys going to help ne or what!" Delrael shouted.

Bryl took out the Air Stone and the Fire Stone and shuffled them from
one hand to the other. "Do sonething!" Vailret said.

Bryl said, "Wich one should | use?"

"l don't care!"

Bryl picked up the Fire Stone, |ooked at it, then closed his eyes. He
tossed it on the forest floor, hoping for a high number. He rolled a "1." His
spel | failed.

"Whul dn't you know it?"

"Gairoth, you big dummy!" Vailret cried out as he ran downhill into the
hollow. It was an inpulsive act, sonething Delrael nmight have done. He pulled
out his short sword, though he had no idea what good it would do against the
ogre. He slipped in the mud but grabbed branches to keep his bal ance and
pl unged on.

The ogre | ooked up, giving Delrael a monent to roll farther away. The
rusty spi kes on the club | ooked sharp, and thicker than Delrael's fingers.

From the sack, the point of an arrow energed again, opening a gash.
Littl e hands poked through and tore the material, sawing with the arrow tip,
until the young ylvan poked his head through. He squirmed with his shoul ders
until he finally got the sack down about his waist. He didn't try to clinb
out, but instead grabbed his crossbow, nocked an arrow, and shot it.

The arrow struck the back of Gairoth's wide left |eg. The ogre rel eased
the club with one hand and sl apped at the arrow. In doing so, he let the heavy
club fall to his side, banging his own knee.

Delrael clinbed to his feet, propped on his sword. Wth his left hand
he bent the other armto raise the blade and bl ock another blow Hi s shoul ders
were trenbling, and he knew he woul dn't be strong enough.

But behind Gairoth, the flattened bul k of Journeyman squirmed. The
gol emrose back up, reformng hinmself fromthe soft clay. Wthout a sound, he
pushed his head and shoul ders into shape out of the central mass of nud and
drew nore noi sture fromthe soft forest floor

Hi s chest and legs rippled, redistributing the clay, flow ng nost of it
into one forearmand fist that becane as massive as the golen s body core
itself, one giant hand the size of a heavy boul der

"Just what the doctor ordered, Gairoth. Have a taste of your own
nmedi ci ne. "

Bef ore the ogre could turn in response, Journeyman sl anmed his huge
fist down on Gairoth's head. "BAM See how you like it."

The ogre's eye rolled up. H's jaw dropped sl ack, and he tunbled like a
falling tree, face first into the mud and | eaves. His club fell beside him

Jour neyman sl apped his palnms together in finality. "How do _you_ spel

relief?"
* * * %



They left Gairoth stone cold in the hollow as they hurried down the
quest-path in the forest terrain.

"dory hallelujah!" Journeyman babbl ed about his adventure. He tucked
and nudged pieces of clay back into place. "Ch, what a feeling!"

"Yes, it was a good one, wasn't it?" Delrael said. He shook his
tingling and sore right arm

The ylvan man brushed off his canoufl aged | eather suit and took out a
sewn cap that sported a red feather. "I'mnot nuch for formalities, but ny
nane is Tallin. Thanks for rescuing me -- you did a good job against the big
clod! It's nice not having to fight all by nyself for a change."

"Rul e nunber one, always have fun," Delrael said, shrugging his
shoul ders. They introduced thensel ves according to gam ng protocol and each
told his areas of expertise.

"Why were you the only one fighting against Gairoth?" Vailret asked.
"Was sonething wong with the others?”

Tallin strode ahead as if he knew where they were going. Delrael had
troubl e keeping pace with him

"They were trying to fight. You saw them and how sad it was. | didn't
do anything but yell at Gairoth fromthe trees until he started w ecking
things. The old man he pulled out of the nest was Tranor. He tells good
stories and he knows nore dice ganes than any character |'ve ever seen.”

Tallin watched the forest floor, and his face bore a benused
expression. He rubbed his fingers together on the tip of his pointed beard.

"Tranor used to tell me stories about the old Sorcerer wars, how the
yl van once were the terrors of the forest, ambushing any enemy that entered
our forest terrain. Hah!"™ Tallin sounded excited. "W could be invisible in
the trees, and run up anmong the branches, shooting down with our arrows. W
survived the Scouring, when sone of you hi gh-m nded human characters deci ded
to wi pe out the other races on Ganearth."

Del rael | ooked for sone resentment in the ylvan's eyes, but he saw
none. After the Sorcerer race departed on their Transition, the remaining
character races were left to fight over the map. Human characters rallied with
some of the hal f-breed Sorcerers to defend against the reptilian Slac. O her
human fighters, thinking thenselves brave, went to extrenes and tried to
exterm nate all other character races. In their fear and fanaticismthey
struck at even the benign ones, like the ylvan or the panther people, the
khel ebar.

That was nmany turns ago, though, and Tallin did not seemto carry a
gr udge.

"I stayed with ny people. _Sonebody_ has to take care of them since
they all seemto have knocked their heads against a tree too many tines,"
Tallin said. "Even though they turned into a bunch of sore Losers even before
they went into their daze. They stopped pl ayi ng ganes for enjoynent. Kell os,
our village | eader, turned them sour, made them afraid and suspicious, for al
the good it did them They still succunbed to whatever put themin a daze
anyway. They coul d have been having fun instead of worrying all that tine.
|'ve been getting food for them since they don't seemto have any interest in
doing it thensel ves."

Vailret repeated his original question. "But what's wong with then?
Why are they acting |ike that?"

Tallin knitted his eyebrows and | ooked at Vailret. "Do | |ook like
someone who sits around and explains things all day? Normally they woul d have
fought |ike hornets, especially with Kellos stirring themup. Now, though
they're just sleepwal king -- well, you saw. \Wat's gotten into then? Is it
some kind of spell? You tell me. | don't understand these things."

Vailret stared ahead, eyes fixed but unfocused on the little man's
green cap. Delrael couldn't imagine any reason, but then Journeyman spoke up

"Scartaris has the power to manipul ate other characters with his mnd
as if heis a Player in his own right. He can control actions, even fromthis
great a distance."



Tallin | ooked at them puzzled. "What's a Scartaris?" Nobody answered
hi s question
"Wonderful ..." Bryl said. "What's going to stop it from happening to
us_"?"
Del rael thought the Earthspirits in his belt mght protect them if the
Spirits were even still alive
"As a matter of fact," Bryl continued, "Wat protected Tallin? He
shoul d have been controlled just |like the others."
Journeyman raised his |unmpy eyebrows, like two hairless caterpillars
arching thensel ves for battle. "Enquiring m nds want to know "
"Maybe _he's_ a spy, planted here to join our group and sabot age our
Bryl said. He glared at the little man.
"Bryl, you said that about Journeynan, too." Delrael frowned at the
hal f - Sorcerer with open skepticism
"Look, | didn't _ask_you to cone rescue ne." Tallin flared his
nostrils, angry and insulted, but he managed to hold his tenper. Delrael
admred that. "Are you suggesting | _pretended_ to get captured by Gairoth?
You' ve got mud for brains."

quest, '

But Vailret's face carried a doubtful expression. "If your entire
village was corrupted by Scartaris, how did you al one stay untouched?"
"Brilliant question. | probably never woul d have thought of that one

nmysel f!" Tallin | ooked at the rest of themw th a haughty expression, and then
turned to Delrael for support. "How should | know? |'ve told you the truth."

Delrael pursed his lips. "If he was working with Scartaris and the
Qut si ders, he'd make sure he had a good cover story."

"Good point," Journeyman said.

"Wait a minute." Vailret nmotioned with his hands for themto cal m down.
"We all know about some of the rul ebreakers. Characters like Lellyn, and like
Tarne. Maybe certain characters have a natural imunity, something Scartaris
can't touch. It would fit with the Rules of Probability."

"Maybe this is Gamearth fighting back with flukes of its own, twists in
the Gane," Delrael said.

Vailret's eyes sparkled with the possibility. Delrael could see how
intrigued he was by the idea. "And what if the Qutsiders don't know anything
about it?"

Del rael clapped the ylvan on the back to get themall noving again.
"Can you give nme a hint about where we're going? | don't waste nuch tine
sitting around and planning things, but | wouldn't mnd having the end goal in
sight."”

"My feelings exactly!" Delrael said, smling.

"I take it that means you're joining our quest?" Vailret asked.

Tallin blinked. "You don't expect me to go watch the other ylvan stare
at trees all day, do you? After they just watched Gairoth carry me off, |
don't feel much attachnment to hone anynore."

* * * %

The sun was low in the west, shooting its |ast rays between the tree
trunks, when they neared the edge of the |ast hexagon they could travel in a
day. A cool breeze sprang up fromthe east, rippling the forest |eaves.

Just ahead they could see the sprawing vista of the next hexagon, at
last a break fromthe forest terrain. Flat, unpleasant-|ooking desol ation
spread out into the dusk. Delrael took a deep breath of the forest snells, and
knew t hat woul d all change the next norning when they crossed the black Iine
into the rocky desert.

On their long wal k, Delrael had warmed up to Tallin, a conpanion with
whom he coul d di scuss strategy, adventuring, and tactics. He expl ai ned about
the Qutsider David trying to end the Game, and of their quest to find a way to
stop Scartaris. He said nothing about the Earthspirits hidden in his belt.

At canp Tallin gathered wood, explaining howto stack it for a better
fire. He refused to let Bryl use a spell and started the fire hinself with a
rough stone and the nmetal fromhis belt buckle. Annoyed, Bryl let himhave his



way.

Upon seeing the pack food his conpanions intended to eat, the ylvan
snorted in disgust. Tallin secured the crossbow on his shoul der and scranbl ed
up the trunk of a tree, finding fingerholds where none appeared visible. He
call ed down fromthe branches. "This shouldn't take long." H's nottled green
clothes blended into the forest shadows and he vani shed in the |eaves.

Delrael lost three nore ganes of tic-tac-toe to Journeyman, tied one,
and won one. Vailret played idly with his own set of dice. Tallin dropped down
into the clearing, holding two quail. "Quite an inproverment over standard pack
food, especially stuff that's been repl enished by a spell too many tines."

Bryl | ooked miffed, but the prospect of fresh nmeat seemed to brighten
him He changed his mnd, though, when he was assigned the task of plucking
feathers. Tallin spitted the meat and left it to cook above the flanmes of the
canpfire, bowed over the heat on thin green branches. The snell was
deliciously inviting as the quail sizzled in the snoke. They could hear the
nmeat hi ssing agai nst the burni ng wood.

"Is it finger-lickin'" good?" Journeyman asked, watching them eat. They
cl eaned every bone on the two carcasses. "l can't believe you ate the _whole_
t hi ng! "

After the nmeal, Tallin piled wood on the canpfire so it would burn al
ni ght. Journeyman remai ned on watch as the others brought out blankets,
settling down on the | eaves and forest grass to sleep. Bryl brushed branches
away and noved three tines before he found a confortable spot. Tallin lay by
hinself in a light sleep

Del rael propped his head against the smooth bark of a maple tree. He
bent his knees, rubbing the pliable _kennok_ wood of his left |eg, and kept
his feet warmby the fire as the autum air cooled down for the night. The
taste of the neal remamined in his nouth, and he could snell the snmoke fromthe
| ow campfire. He | ooked at the young ylvan beside themand felt safe and
content as he drifted off into sleep

* * * %

Gairoth listened to the pounding of druns inside his head. Pain nade
the bones in his skull vibrate. Leaves and dead grass stuck to his face. He
pawed them away, snearing his cheeks and skin wi th nuddy markings.

The ogre | ooked around the hollow. Delroth was gone. The torn
di scarded sack showed himthat the little ylvan had also fled -- and Gairoth's
sack was ruined. He had killed an old traveler for it, though he found little
treasure inside. Now he would never find another sack

Dar k, speechl ess anger bubbled up in him increasing the pain in his
head. He sat up, hol ding hands against his tenples to squeeze the pain back
i nsi de.

Rognot h, his pet dragon, was gone, chased far to the north by another
dragon brought by Delroth. Bryl the nagic user had taken away Gairoth's shiny
diamond Air Stone. Al the rest of his treasure was gone, too, after his Maw
had chased himaway fromthe Stronghold.

And when he had tried to go hone, Gairoth found a giant river right
where his cesspools had been. Right where his _hone_ had been

The ogre felt outraged, betrayed, saddened. The ylvan called hima
Loser -- maybe that was true. But it was all Delroth's fault. Gairoth pounded
both fists into the soft ground, then clenched themin a strangl ehold around
the end of his club

The ogre clinbed to his feet. He had nothing el se to do now

H's teeth hurt. His skin hurt. The inside of his head hurt. Al of him
hurt. Everything had been so nice before. Before Delroth had cone.

Gairoth's mind fixed on the idea. He woul d take a quest of his own. It
sounded right to him a straightforward solution, sonething he could
concentrate on and never forget. He would follow Delroth, and find him and
smash himwi th the club. BAM

He stood up and, his stomach growing with hunger, he tossed aside the
torn and enpty sack. It had been a good sack. Gairoth found the footprints of



the group al ong one of the clear quest-paths.
The ogre foll owed t hem
* * * %
Tallin woke the others nore than an hour before sunrise. He rubbed his
little hands together in the crisp air and blew steamfrom his mouth. "Cone
on, let's get going." He nudged Bryl on the ground. "W've got a hex or two of

desol ation to cover. |'ve never been out of the forest before."
Bryl rubbed his eyes. "Wose quest is this, anyway?"
Vailret held his hands over the still-warm enmbers of the fire. He

flexed fingers that were red with col d.

"He's right." Delrael got up, stretched, then fol ded his blanket. "The
terrain should be easy to follow"

Toget her, the five of themcrossed the abrupt line that severed the
hexagon of forest terrain fromthe desol ati on ahead. The lush health of the
forest disappeared entirely, |leaving the ground stricken with blight, dying
away into a wasteland. The soil becane barren and rocky. Stalks of prairie
grass stood in brown patches, dotting the ground.

The comi ng dawn left a curtain of deep shadow on the flat terrain. The
dark Spectre Mountains were visible in the distance as a black jagged
sil houette blocking the rising sun. A few stars still prickled the deep bl ue
done of sky.

As they wal ked deeper into the hexagon, the dead earth becane cluttered
with oddly identical boulders, as if something had cut themout of the dirt
and scattered themacross the plain. The flat ground had a strange, patterned
| ook ahead of them

In the dimlight, and with his poor eyesight, Vailret stunbled upon a
series of deep hexagonal wells rinmed by a | ow mound six feet across. He
caught hinself, called out to the others, and stared down. The sharply defined
hol e plunged into the bl ackness of cataconmbs beneath the terrain.

"I can't tell what it is," he said.

Del rael picked up a rock and tossed it down. They heard it strike the
bottoma noment later. "Not very deep," Delrael said. He tossed another stone
at an angle. It pinged against the walls, but gave no real hint about the
depth of the tunnels.

"Could be just a labyrinth left over fromthe early days of the Gane,"
Vailret said. "Back when characters did nothing but wander around in dungeons
and cataconbs, |ooking for nonsters to fight and treasure to steal."

Tallin pointed across the desol ation as the daylight grew brighter. "Do
you see those other openings? | can make out at |east a dozen nore hol es
scattered around. "

They noved ahead, and the wells becane nore and nore frequent unti
they seemed |ike pores on the surface of the |land, connected by an underground
network of tunnels. "W've got a whole hexagon of this to cover?" Bryl said.

"Now | don't see why any character would want to | eave the forest
terrain," Tallin said.

"All this is starting to make me renmenber sonething," Vailret said. He
sl owed his pace, taking tinme to | ook around.

"Come on, | want to get out of this place," Bryl said. "Sonething
unpl easant could craw out of those holes."

"Don't worry. Be happy," Journeyman said.

"We're stuck anyway," Delrael said. "According to the map, there's
anot her hex of desolation after this one, and we can't go any farther than
t hat today."

Vailret nodded. "It's in Rule #5."

Bryl bit his lip and said nothing. He pulled the folds of his blue
cl oak tight around him The orange dawn behi nd the Spectre Muntains | ooked
like fire across the desol ation

Then, between a cluster of the hexagonal wells, they cane across a
pl ace where the dusty ground was churned and broken. A gl ossy dark shape |ay
hal f buried in the earth.



Jour neyman scooped dirt off the polished black form "Holy ant farns,
Bat man! " The gol em st ood back, show ng the uncovered carcass to the others.

Bryl gasped. Vailret squinted down, as if trying to remenber sonething
he had read. Delrael and Tallin were hard pressed to remain silent.

They gazed upon the dead hulk of an ant ten feet long. Its antennae
appear ed broken, but the hard exoskeleton retained its shape |ike a perfect
suit of arnor.

"Do you renenber stories about the Anteds?" Vailret swall owed hard, "W
could be in a lot of trouble here.”

Tallin kicked at the carcass. "This one's dead enough."

"Yes, but we're standing on a whole _colony_ of them™" Vailret turned
around, but the growing |light was not enough for himto make out anything. "W
may be better off running back to the | ast hex of forest terrain and going
around the long way. We've got to nake up our minds fast."

"I have a bad feeling about this," Journeynman said.

Del rael studied the gleanm ng black hulk. It wasn't exactly like an ant,
but had stockier |legs and nore powerful joints to acconpdate the increased
size. He could kill one or two of the giant insects, given a few advant ages,
good luck, and tinme to fight.

But he couldn't take on an entire colony, not even with the assistance
of his conpani ons.

He | ooked across the desolation and a chill feeling went up his spine.
He could see no end to the col ony ahead. Every step they took, every novenent
they made, sent tell-tale vibrations to other Anteds waiting bel ow

A loud chirp echoed fromone of the holes behind them inviting an
answer closer to their left. Another chirp sounded behind them The travelers
drew t henmsel ves together, |ooking around. Tallin nocked an arrow in his
crossbow Delrael pulled out his sword, and Bryl rempoved his two Stones.
Journeyman balled his fists into two battering rans.

"I't's Howdy Doody tine," the gol em said.

The Anted chirps grew | ouder and nore frequent, closer to them

Chapter 7:
CATACOMBS OF THE ANTEDS
"Al'l characters play ganes: dice ganmes, ganes of skill, role-playing
ganes. These things are for our amusenent. But we al so play power ganmes, ganes
for conquest, dom nance, and victory -- games of life and death."

-- Preface, _The Book of Rules_

Del rael knew they would never make it across the colony that filled the
open, desol ate hexagon. They coul d sense the Anteds out there, com ng nearer
t hrough the tunnel s beneath them

He pulled out his sword, he bent his knees, he narrowed his eyes.
Adrenal in punped into his bloodstream and time slowed down. H s _kennok_-wood
leg felt completely a part of him ready to perform He swallowed in a dry
throat, prepared for battle. The excitenment of the Game filled him

"Wonderful ," Tallin said, "I leave ny forest to get eaten by bugs." The
ylvan placed a small arrow in his crossbow and stood beside Delrael. His
green-spl ot ched forest canoufl age made hi m 1| ook conspi cuous on the rocky brown
ground.

"Bryl, get ready with your Stones," Delrael said, not |ooking at the
old hal f-Sorcerer. He swng his blade in the air, |oosening his arm

Bryl bit his lip and said nothing. He clacked the four-sided di anond
and the eight-sided ruby together in the pal mof his hand. H's skin turned
pale with fear.

Vailret pulled out his own short sword and stared down at the bl ade. He
sighed and initated Delrael's stance. Delrael knew his younger cousin |acked
confidence, and interest, in fighting. Maybe that was why Vailret always
wanted to plan things so far ahead of tine, to mnimze conflicts.

Delrael heard a clattering in the holes near them a strange inhuman
sound. A glistening black head rose up, waving antennae like stiff |eather



whi ps. Serrated jaws opened and cl osed |ike sabers on well-oiled hinges. The
ant head swivelled back and forth, as if scanning them

"Sufferin' succotash!"™ Journeyman sai d.

The Anted used powerful jointed legs to heave itself over the rim of
t he hexagonal nound. Two nore insects clinbed out of nearby holes. Orange dawn
light flashed on their polished chitin. The insects chirped together with a
poundi ng, grating rhythm O her Anteds drew nearer

Acting on his own desperation, Bryl took the Fire Stone, closed his
eyes, and rolled it at his feet. "Gve ne luck this tinme!"

The eight-sided ruby landed in the soft dirt with the "4" facing up
Bryl clapped his hands and snatched the Fire Stone back, calling up the spell.
He surrounded the five of themwith a ring of fire that bloomed up fromthe
rocky ground, bright and deadly, sealing themoff fromthe Anteds. The nearest
insects chittered and reared back.

"Safe as the Stronghold walls!" Bryl said.

"Wyul d you mind expl ai ni ng what good it does?" Tallin asked. "The
Anteds just have to wait you out."

Bryl avoided the question. ve got four nore spells after this one.™

Del rael paced back and forth, holding his sword. Behind the flames
anot her shape energed from a tunnel opening, noving anong the milling Anted
forms. It |ooked human, or nearly so, and rode on the back of one of the
i nsects. The part-human creature let out a series of guttural noises, poor
imtations of the Anted chirps.

"What is that disgusting thing?" Tallin dropped his voice so Delrael
could barely hear it over the din of insect chirps and the roar of the flanes.
"I's it a human character?"

The figure gestured and rmade nore noises, as if barking orders. The
bright flanes made too many | ong shadows in the di mnorning, nmasking out
detail s.

Bryl wi ped sweat off his forehead. Hi s knuckl es whitened as he strained
to keep his wall of flanes up

"Looks like we don't have to wait any nore." Delrael shifted his grip
on the sword.

An Anted thrust its head and forelinbs through the rippling wall of
fire. Its antennae burned, snoking and withing. The Anted collapsed with a
moan | i ke bending netal as its insides cooked within the black armnmor. Delrael
heard popping and sizzling; a sour stench steamed up fromcracks in the
insect's shell.

Anot her Anted cane forward, sacrificing itself next to the first. It
tunmbled, legs curled into the air. Athird Anted died, conpleting a bridge
across the fire.

Bryl squeezed the Fire Stone, trying to push the fire up through the
i nsect bodies, but his spell faded. Bryl fell to his knees, exhausted, curling
his lip to keep the fire burning. The flanme died away, |eaving only black and
snoki ng rocks. He blinked, disoriented for a second, and hung his head. O her
Ant eds cl anbered over their fallen conrades.

Vailret turned around, squinting in the snmoke and stench, trying to
appear threatening with his short sword. Journeyman punched his fist into the
pal m of his other hand with a | oud smacki ng sound. Del rael touched his sword
hilt, ready to die fighting. "Luck," he said to all of them

The part-human character rode on the back of one Anted where he coul d
survey the attack. The rider appeared to have been a human once, but was now
stunted and twisted. H s hair had fallen out in patches, and his eyes bul ged
wi de and unblinking. Hi s skin was pasty pale, as if he had been isolated from
sunlight for years -- but it also had an oily gl eam when the light struck it
at a certain angle. He wore plates of black chitin, broken shells fromthe
Anteds, on his back and sides. The chitin |looked as if it had grown in, rather
than just tied on

The part-human figure gestured in the air, show ng fingers that had
fused together. The nails had become solid and grown down over his knuckles in



a hooked cl aw that resenbl ed those of the Anteds.

"WAait!" Vailret called. "What do you want ?"

The part-human creature rode his Anted through the other insects,
energing at the front. He cocked his head to | ook at them He sniffed the air.
H s saucer-like eyes did not blink. The other Anteds pressed cl ose beside him
gapi ng open their sharp jaws.

"Maybe we'd better not fight," Vailret whispered. He gestured for them
to |l ower their weapons. "Just surrender for now. "

Del rael renenbered the role-playing ganme his father and Bryl had put
hi m t hrough on his el eventh birthday, making himimagi ne he had been taken
captive by a tribe of vicious wormmen. Vailret had a sim!lar role-playing
advent ure about being captured by the cruel reptilian Slac. "Are you sure you
want to be taken alive?"

Vailret | ooked at him and Delrael knew what he was thinking. Neither
of them had survived their imaginary captivity in the vivid rol e-playing gane.

"Looks like we're out of luck otherwise." Tallin rubbed his fingers at
the point of his beard. "I wish | was back in the forest terrain. The ylvan
were boring, but safe.”

“I'd rather stay alive, if it's all the sane to you," Bryl said.

Vailret called out again to the part-human creature. "W won't resist.'
He sheathed his short sword, and notioned for Delrael to do the sane. Tallin
put his crossbow back on his shoul der

Del rael stood notionless, uneasy. Hi s enpty hand fidgeted around the
hilt of his sword. He shuffled his feet in the dust. He didn't like this at
all.

"Take us to your |eader," Journeyman said.

The part-human creature made a chuffing, chirping sound fromthe bottom
of his throat. The circle of Anteds grew tighter until one opened its deadly
mandi bl es around Bryl's waist. The hal f-Sorcerer fainted, slithering down into
the grip of the ebony jaws. The Anted lifted Bryl's linp forminto the air,
then marched toward one of the tunnel openings.

Four nore insects cane forward for the rest of them The Anteds stopped
chi r pi ng.

Del rael ground his teeth together, so tense that he felt as if his
nmuscl es woul d snap. He wanted to lash out, to fight to the death -- but his
feet dangl ed usel essly bel ow hi m when the Anted picked himup. He felt the
i nsect's sharp mandi bl es even through his | eather arnor.

The jaws nade gouges in the soft clay of the golem s skin, but
Jour neyman kept nudging the clay back into place.

The part-human di smounted | ooked at the dead Anted hul k buried near
where they stood. Wth both hands he lifted up the shell of the insect's head
and, with a snap of his arns, he twisted it off the main body. Wth his
har dened knuckl es, he rapped on the chitin. The exoskel eton rang holl ow, and
dried threadlike debris tunbled to the ground. Satisfied, he tucked the enmpty
head under his armlike a trophy and scranbl ed back onto his nount.

The ot her Anteds noved forward and descended into one of the openings.

* * * %

The tunnel s sl anted downward, tw sting deep beneath the surface.

Del rael wondered how far they could go before they struck the bottom of the
map. The far walls of the tunnel flooded past into nmurk before and behind him

The air held a thick rmusty odor of dust and cl austrophobia. The walls
were made of fused, gritty sand.

After his eyes becane accustomed, Delrael realized the cataconbs were
not totally dark. Patches of fungus had been smeared on corners and near the
curved ceilings, and these glowed with a faint green, barely enough to see bhy.

The ants covered a great distance in the tangled tunnels before
clinmbi ng upward again. Delrael was sore and anxi ous to know what they woul d
find at the end of the journey. The other conpanions did not speak

The part-human creature di smounted and scanpered ahead, at honme in the
tunnel s. The insects began chirping to each other in a strange chant. The



part - human made a loud initation of the chirps hinmself, then used his hooked
clawhands to tear at his sides and under his arms. Lines of dried bl ood
mar ked previous injuries on the stiff skin.

The Anteds carried theminto a large sunlit grotto chiseled out of the
cenentlike walls. Delrael knew before he could blink the bright Iight out of
his eyes that they had entered the queen's chanmber. It was what he expected.

"And now for a word fromour sponsor," Journeyman said.

The Anteds rel eased their captives. Delrael staggered on nunb | egs and
tingling feet. He rubbed his pinched sides to restore feeling. Journeyman
snoot hed the gouge marks fromhis clay torso.

A huge Anted spoke from an odd dais carved out of polished gray stone.
"Consort, what have you brought your queen?" Her reedy voice was clicking and
cunber sone

The Anted queen's body was gl ossy bl ack, but her head was polished
liquid-snmooth, conpletely without the many-faceted eyes of the other insects.
Her mandi bl es were smaller, atrophied. Two thin, cell ophane w ngs curled down
besi de her in a clear anmber cloak

Del rael scanned the throne room automatically checking options for
escape. Qut of the corner of his eye, he watched Tallin do the sanme. He felt a
rapport with the tough little ylvan

In the streaming light fromthe w de opening overhead, many tunnels
branched off fromthe other walls. Dust notes gl eaned as they fell through the
sunlight toward the fl oor

The part-human creature set down the enpty Anted head he had been
carrying and crept forward. Hs lower jaw jutted out, and his words had a
garbled whistling quality. "Ryx, Ryx, Ryx..."

"Are these to be alternative choices for me, Consort?" The queen ant
spoke to the part-human creature. "Is that why you brought thenf"

"No!" The consort-creature scrabbled forward in fear and awe, but
eager. He wal ked on his hands and | egs in a bucking, hunchbacked gait that
| ooked oddly natural for him Delrael saw wi de |lunpy ridges along his ribcage,
as if another folded set of |linbs had begun to grow there.

Consort cooed and nade his weird chirping noise as he crawmed up to
Ryx's feet. He ran his clawed fingers over her |inbs, straightening the
bristle hairs on her forelinbs. He nuzzled up, rubbing his hands al ong her
abdonen, stroking her gol den wi ngs.

Ryx tilted her eyel ess head back. Her small mandi bl es opened and
cl osed. She enitted a high keeni ng sound.

Consort pushed his face against her chitin plates, |eaving a wet streak
fromhis thick, danmp tongue. "Ryx ... Ryx ... Ryx..." he said. H s claws
scraped on her exoskel eton, then reached between her mandi bles with | oving
gent| eness. He probed her nouth parts.

"I can't give you nuch nore to eat,'

t he queen said, "You wll

transformtoo quickly. | don't want to risk that. You are my consort -- |
don't want anything to go wong."
"More, Ryx ... nore. Hungry." Consort snuffled and whined.

"Just a sip." She reached out with her forelinbs to stroke the plates
inmplanted in his back and the tattered shreds of hair on his head.

A whitish-gold syrup oozed froma channel in the inside of her nouth.
Consort jerked forward, lapping it up. He thrust his head deep into the gap
bet ween her mandi bl es, hummi ng and si ghi ng.

Del rael watched in disgust. Bryl turned his head. The ot her Anteds
stood guard around them notionless.

"Enough! " Ryx pushed the part-human creature away. Rebuffed, Consort
hunkered down in front of her. H s clawed hands swayed | oosely. "That is your
reward. \What have you brought ne?"

Delrael realized Ryx had her head cocked off to the side, as if seeing
t hrough ot her eyes. Consort stared up at the huge queen ant in admration
then tilted his head sideways to stare at the travelers with his bulging dry
eyes.



"Five characters. Questers. One small, one old, one strong, one medi um
He | ooked | ong at Journeyman, "And one made of nud."

Consort stood up as straight as he could, swaying his hooked hands
around hi s kneecaps, then turned to face the notionl ess queen again. He
stiffened, and Ryx's feelers vibrated with intense speed.

Ryx rai sed her head and continued in her hunm ng voice. "A typica
adventuring party. Wiat is your quest?" Her polished head turned toward the
wal | behind the travel ers.

Delrael funbled in his mnd, searching for a viable excuse, but his
m nd went bl ank.

Tallin's response was quicker. "W're just mercenaries. Wen the Gane
sl owed down, this blasted peace put us out of work! We heard stories about a
battle brewing in the east, and we're making our way there. Any problenms wth
t hat ?"

and. ..

Ryx tilted her head toward the ylvan's voice for a long nonent. Tallin
stood defiant next to Delrael. Journeyman | ooked flat and enotionl ess; Vailret
bit his lip; Bryl scranbled up fromhis daze on the floor, |ooking around in
fear. The queen of the Anteds shifted her blank head toward the half-Sorcerer

"You are no nercenaries. That one's afraid of his ow reflection.”

Ryx vi brated her antennae again with a thin humm ng sound. The noise
bounced around the walls of the grotto. Delrael felt a strange finger poking
at the inside of his mnd, ferreting out his private nmenories. Tallin touched
hi s hands to his forehead.

Ryx squatted back on her polished dais. Delrael didn't know how to read
any emotion on her face, but her voice hinted at laughter. "You intend to
destroy Scartaris? _Five_ of you think you can defeat his armes and
def enses?"

Delrael flushed in anger. "I didn't say that!"
"Not only that, but the Earthspirits are hiding in your belt, and you
intend to take them secretly to Scartaris, where the Spirits will be unl eashed

to battle him"

Del rael clanped his mouth shut. Bryl let out a quiet noan of despair.
Journeyman gawked in shock at Delrael, the silver belt, then the queen Anted.

"Scartaris will reward ne for this," Ryx said, tapping her forel egs
toget her. "Consort, renove the belt."

Del rael drew his sword and crouched, |ooking fromside to side and
daring the Anteds to cone closer. He stepped away fromthe consort-creature.
The lights grew di maround himas he focused his attention on the sword, on
any eneny that mght cone.

"Try it, Ryx! W'll cause nore damage than your Anteds have ever seen."

Foll owi ng Delrael's |ead, Journeyman drew hinsel f up, ready to fight.
Vailret and Tallin both pulled out their weapons, and Bryl held the Fire
St one. Nobody | ooked eager for battle. Three Anteds canme forward, clacking
their jaws, but hesitating. The air around them crackled with tension

The queen lifted her featurel ess head. "Stop! Consort, you stay away
fromthose weapons. Take themall down to the fungus chanbers and hold t hem
there. | need to decide what to do with them"

Consort scanpered forward, clutching at Delrael's arm The fighter
snat ched the cl aw hand away, sweating and | ooking at the gathered insects.
"Cone," Consort said. "Cone."

The Anted guards backed away from one of the cataconb openings. "You
will not resist,” Ryx said in a brittle voice. "You have already stretched ny
patience to its limts."

Del rael | ooked at the queen, at the other Anteds, then sheathed his
sword. "W don't have any choice, again," he said. "W never get to _do_
anything in this adventure."

Journeyman restored his swllen fists to normal size. "He who fights
and runs away, lives to fight another day."

Consort snatched up the enpty shell of the Anted head he had found and
swayed forward, walking like an insect. He turned once to see that the others



followed him One of the giant ants entered the passage behind them keeping
wat ch.
* * * %

Consort capered ahead of them exuding coiled power and nervous energy.
The tunnel s wound downhill again until they saw only the di mgreenish |ight
from patches of fungus on the wall. Cccasionally, an Anted poked its massive
head out of side tunnels, watching the captives' progress. Delrael could sense
other insects following in the darkness of the tunnels behind them Sonmehow in
her great hive mnd Ryx watched through all of their eyes.

Del rael kept the directions filed away in his nmind. As a questing
character he could recall exactly where he had been and how to retrace his
steps. He kept his eyes open for any way they m ght escape or defeat the
Anteds, ready to act on it without thinking if an idea canme to mnd

They crossed a hex-line etched into the passage, up the walls, and
across the ceiling over their heads, as if the Anteds had tunnelled directly
t hrough the black mark that went to the base of the map. "That's half of the
desol ati on hexes," Tallin said. "Things can start getting better now. "

The green light grew brighter ahead. Consort turned the corner, |eading
themto the gl owing opening of a wi de chanber. Light streaned fromit.

"In,"” he said. He swng his curved hands, gesturing themw th his fused
fingers. "In, in, in'"

Dri ppi ng grow hs of fungus covered the chanber walls. Munds of dead
t hi ngs, mul ched and unidentifiable, nourished the phosphorescent fungus, food
for the Anteds. A wet, rancid snell made the air thick and difficult to
br eat he.

"What will Ryx do to us?" Bryl asked.

Consort | ooked up and bobbed his head, grinning. "Eaten. Fresh. O
added here." He bucked his shoulder to indicate the nounds under the fungus.

Vail ret tapped one of the ingrown plates on the part-human's back
"Consort, what is your real nanme? Do you remenber?" he asked

"Consort," the part-human said. "Consort." He shuffled ahead and did
not | ook back at them

"No, | nean your name as a human character. Do you renmenber when you
first came to Ryx?"

"Ryx!'" Consort lifted his eyes up in a worshipful expression. "Made ne
Consort. Feeds ne."

"She's changing you into ... this," Vailret said, "with what she's
feedi ng you."

"Seens to be wrecking his mnd, too," Tallin snorted.

"I wandered map. Scavenger," Consort said. "Then found Ryx." He seened
lost in nmenory, trying to piece together the scattered dice game of his nind
He raked a curved cl aw hand across his scalp, tearing up patchy hair. In the
green light, Consort's skin | ooked black and glistening, inhunman.

"Do you renenber back then?" Vailret said, "Did you play any ganes?" He
took out his set of dice. Sonething registered in Consort's eyes when he
stared at the dice.

"Ganmes?" Vailret repeated. "Do the Anteds play ganmes with you? Here,
et me show you." He rolled the dice. "You have to guess which nunber wl|l
cone up. See?" He rolled again.

"Ganmes..." Consort said. His head drifted fromside to side, fixing his
saucer eyes on the dice.

"Del, come here," Vailret whispered. The two of them played a dice
gane. Consort did not join in, but he watched with his full attention

"Or how about this one?" Using Tallin's dagger, they sketched a grid on
the floor. Delrael and Journeyman played tic-tac-toe.

As Consort watched, old thoughts finally seened to break through. "Ryx
never plays ganmes. Not these."

"But you used to like to play ganmes, didn't you?" Vailret said. "Al
human characters do. Here -- roll the dice yourself. Play with us."

Consort awkwardly held the dice in his cupped claws. As he noticed his



fused fingers, another thought seemed to jar |oose. He stared down at his
hands, as if puzzled at what could have happened to them

They played a few rounds with the dice. Consort went through the
noti ons, obviously not quite grasping what he was doing, but Vailret and
Delrael arranged it so that he won the round. Consort's excitenent grew, and
he becanme nore and nore interested.

If only they could be sure Ryx was not watching through _his_ eyes,
t 0o.

"How d you like to play another gane?" Tallin said, grinning so that
his pointed beard jutted out. His forest-patterned clothes had lost all their

colors in the green light. He winked at Delrael. "You rmust have played this
one, Consort. It's fun, and you'll probably w n because you have the
advant age. "

Gane?" Consort's bul gi ng eyes never blinked as he cocked his head from
side to side. "Game?"

Tallin flashed a toothy grin. "lIt's called hide and seek."

"Yes," Delrael picked up the conversation, fixing on the ylvan's idea.
He liked the way Tallin's mnd worked. "It's nmore fun than dice. You stay here
and give us time to hide. W'll go out into the cataconbs, then you try to
find us! Once you find all of us, then you can hide, and we'll try to find

you.

"Rul e nunmber one, you know," Vailret said, "Al ways have fun."

"Hi de and seek." Consort stood up and nmade his eerie chirping noise
again. "Ganmes."

"Al'l right, stay here and cover your eyes. Wait a long time now,
otherwise it won't be fair. Then you cone find us." Delrael sniled, but turned
his head to the side, "Go!"

Consort hunched by the gl owi ng fungus. He tapped his claw hands on the
hard fl oor, buzzing to hinmself. He couldn't close his saucer eyes, but he
stared at the wall.

They ran into the di nmmess, not knowi ng where they were going. "Head
uphill," Del rael said.

"And be quiet," Tallin added. "If we don't bunp into any Anteds, Ryx
won't know where we are.”

At each intersection of tunnels, they chose the one tendi ng upward.
Delrael ran with sword drawn. "We have to kill any Anteds right away, before
they can signal to nore."

They lost their sense of time. Wthout seeing daylight above, they had
no i dea how far they had conme or how | ong they had been down in the cataconbs.
Delrael's sword felt a part of him H's wooden _kennok_leg did not tire. The
conpani ons pushed on. Their eyes were wide, their lips white, their teeth
pressed together in deternination

He knew t hey woul d encounter an Anted soon, very soon. He hoped they
could find their way to the surface first.

The hazy green light increased the shadows around them offering too
little illum nation to see anything sharply. The air was dense and warm
stifling. Delrael couldn't seemto get enough breath.

Hi s senses were keyed up to a fever pitch. He picked up notion in a
tunnel to their right, sonething trying to nove quietly. And then in the dim
light he saw the clear outline of an Anted head noving forward, ready to
spring --

Del rael swung his sword and thrust forward as he plunged in faster than
he coul d think. He hoped the sharp point of the old Sorcerers' blade would
break through the chitin and strike something vital in the Anted. The sword
pl unged hone nore easily than he had expected, and he twi sted the hilt,
driving upward. Sonething was w ong.

"Found you..." said Consort, then he made a gurgling sound of del ayed
pai n.

Hi s hollow Anted hel met slipped off his head and clattered to the floor
of the cataconbs.



Del rael withdrew the bl ade and rel eased his grip on Consort's shoul der
The bl ade caught on one of the inplanted arnored plates, peeling it fromhis
skin and exposing soft jelly-like tissue. Consort slunped bleeding to the
fl oor.

"Ryx..." The breath rattled in his throat, gurgling. He nmade his
i nhuman chirping sound agai n before he died.

Del rael stared down at what he had done. He felt nore shaken than he
t hought he should. His mouth was dry, and it hurt when he tried to swall ow

Tallin reached out to grip Delrael's wist. "W have to get out of
here. One less spy to deal with."

"Ryx might know what's happened," Vailret said.

They ran, taking less care to remain silent now They turned a dozen
nore tinmes, lefts and rights, and finally they came to one passage that sl oped
sharply upward

A bright golden-blue light sifted through one of the cross-ventilation

hol es near the ceiling of the tunnel, just above Delrael's eye level. He stood
on his tiptoes and | ooked. "I can see a way out on the other side of this
wal | ."

"No way we can get there." Vailret scowmed up at the light. The hole
was |l ess than a foot wide, too small for anyone to wormthrough. "It doesn't
do us any good."

"It's close enough," Delrael said. "I'mnot going to wander around here

any nore. W can get through this."

He used the hilt of his sword to pound at the edges of the opening. The
fused sand chi pped away and broke, crunbling | oose as he worked. "Journeynan,
help nme."

He noved to one side, allowi ng roomfor the golem Journeyman grasped
t he edges of the hol e and began ripping away chunks of the cementlike sand.

"It mght be wide enough for Tallin to squeeze through," Delrael said.

The ylvan cane forward, raising his arms as Delrael lifted himto the
hole. "Get away if Ryx comes after us."

Tallin glanced at him then worked his shoulders into the narrow
openi ng, squirmng through. "No, I'Il wait for you on the other side." The
ylvan pulled hinmself out. "Just don't dink around -- Hurry up!"

H s knees and feet disappeared through the hole, and they heard him
drop to the floor. Delrael passed the little man's quiver and crossbow through
to him

"The opening to the surface is too high for nme here. | can't reach it
to clinb out. Anybody got a | adder?"

Del rael and Jour neyman worked furiously wi dening the hole. "Your turn,
Bryl! You can fit."

The hal f-Sorcerer stood up, appearing uneasy. He brushed at the sides
of his cloak and straightened his white hair and beard. Delrael wondered why
he | ooked so frightened.

“I don't like to be separated. Especially not here."

Delrael urged himto the wall. "We'll be with you in just a few
mnutes. Don't worry."

Wth a boost from Journeyman, Bryl crawl ed through the tunnel, scraping
his shoul ders and el bows. He fell to the floor on the other side, then
scranbled to his feet. Tallin crossed his arnms over his chest and watched the
work on the other side of the wall. Daylight fromthe openi ng overhead gl eaned
down, blinding and bright after their hours in the green di mess.

Jour neyman worked in silence, but the chipping of steel against stone
rang out along with Delrael's grunts of effort. Another noise suddenly joined
it. Delrael paused to listen

Tallin called up through the wall. "The Anteds are coming on _this_
side!™

More sounds echoed from other tunnels, like a nelodic battle cry.

Twel ve deadly bl ack insects enmerged fromdifferent tunnels in the maze.

"Delrael, hurry up!" Bryl said. "I don't think ny spells will be



enough. "

Del rael did not answer them grunting as he pounded with the hilt of
his sword. Sweat streanmed down his forehead, and his armached. He gritted his
teeth and paid no attention.

Tallin slipped his crossbow off his shoul der and nocked an arrow. He
renoved a dagger fromhis belt and, w thout taking his eyes fromthe Anteds,
thrust it hilt-first at Bryl.

"Take this! If you run out of spells, you' Il need sonething to defend
yourself with. 1'Il be too busy to worry about you."

Bryl slipped the dagger up his flowi ng sleeve. He withdrew the Fire
Stone and rolled it at his feet. A"2."

"It's better than nothing," Bryl said. He grabbed up the ruby and held
aroaring fireball in the palmof his hand. He waited for the Anteds to make
the first move. "I've only got three spells left."

Tallin's eyes flashed as he crouched. He turned in slow circles,
wat chi ng the insects.

Al'l twelve Anteds rushed at once. Their claws clicked on the hard
floor. Tallin shot at the forenpst Anted, sinking his arrow up to the
fletching in a faceted eye. The Anted wheezed and col | apsed, o0o0zing a green
bl ot of ichor. Bryl hurled the blossom ng ball of flanmes to explode in the
face of one of the black creatures. Tallin slipped another arrow into the
crossbow and fired, but it struck the hard insect arnor at an angle and
bounced of f.

Bryl nmanaged to summon up a snaller fireball with the renmai nder of the
weak spell, and drove off another Anted.

Tallin flipped a third arrow out of his quiver, trying to fit it into
the crossbow. An Anted | unged up behind himand opened its jaws.

"Look out!" Bryl cried.

The ylvan whirled as the nandi bl es cl anped around his waist, lifting
himhigh in the air. "Put ne _down! _ Bug-Eyes!" Tallin pounded on the arnored
head, sl apping the curved surfaces of the eyes. The jaws tightened |ike
sci ssors around him

* * * %

Al one in the echoing throne room Ryx stared through the eyes of her
Anteds in a choreographed confusion of overlapping i mages inside her head. She
shifted her bul k agai nst the snooth and cold texture of the dais.

The bitter taste of Consort's death was like bile in her mnd
Everything was |l ost. They had killed Consort. They had killed her chance.

She sent out a command to all the Anteds.

_Kill. _

* * * %

Tallin squirmed, pulling one of his arrows free, He pointed the tip
downward to plunge it into the insect's head.

But then the jagged mandi bl es cl osed together, shearing through flesh
and bone.

Tallin's eyes bulged as the sharp jaws crushed his abdonen. Bl ood
spurted from his nouth.

" Delrael! " he screaned. Hi s crossbow clattered to the floor. Dark red
spl ashed on the Anted's bl ack arnor.

"Tallin! No!" Delrael's muscles | ocked fromthe sick ice at the pit of
his stomach. He could do nothing. He wanted to scream and pound his fists
against the walls. He strained to see anong the swarm ng masses of bl ack hul ks
on the other side. " No! "

The Anted shook Tallin's body back and forth Iike an alligator would,
then it released him The ylvan hit the curved tunnel wall, sliding down at
the head of his own trail of bl ood.

Anot her insect sprang up to take Bryl in its jaws.

Chapter 8:
QUEEN S FLI GHT



"RULE #11. Wen a character fails in conbat, he or she nay die. Death

is final in the Gane -- that character can never play again."
-- _The Book of Rules_

Bryl could not reach the Fire Stone. He had rolled his spell, but the
ruby | ay untouched and gl eam ng on the ground. The Anted squeezed its jaws and
[ifted himinto the air.

In a blur, Bryl's hand snatched out the dagger Tallin had given him
Wt hout pausing to think he struck down, pushing the blade deep into the
Anted' s compound eye.

The insect let out a shrill scream gaping its nmandi bl es Bryl dropped
to the floor on linmp |l egs, holding both el bows against his ribs where bl ood
fromtorn skin seeped into his blue cloak. A wet stink cane fromthe Anted's
gushi ng wound. Bryl stunbled backward and grabbed the Fire Stone fromthe
fl oor.

Wth nmore power than he realized he possessed, he bl asted the wounded
Anted into shards of chitinous arnmor and dripping tissue. The noi se and fl ash
of heat rippled through the tunnels, making himw nce and back away.

"Delrael!" he called, but he was so frightened that it nade his voice
only a hoarse whisper. The other Anteds closed in. He wung as nuch out of the
spell as he could, roasting another two insects. Burning chitin popped and
sputt er ed.

But Bryl's spell faded away, |eaving himdefensel ess again. He pressed
hi s back agai nst the curved cataconb wall

Beside him Tallin lay in a pool of blood.

* * * %

"Tallin!" Delrael's screamwas hoarse, but he expected no answer. And
recei ved none. He heard only the scuffle of clawed feet, the sounds of Bryl's
fire. The stench of burning Anteds cane through the wall opening.

Del rael 's shock gave way to rage. Sweat ran into his eyes fromhis
dust - cl unped brown hair.

"Journeyman can reshape hinself and squeeze through!" Vailret said. "He
can help Bryl."

"Co!" Delrael shouted.

In a quick gesture the golem cl apped a supportive hand on Delrael's
shoul der. "Here's | ooking at you, kid." Then he el ongated hinself, stretching
the clay into the opening. His feet slithered through and he reshaped hi nsel f
on the other side, bulging and eager for battle. He balled his clay fists and
scranbl ed into the fray.

Del rael chipped at the wall and listened to the sounds of the fight.
Tallin lay dying on the other side.

He smashed the hilt down agai nst the cenment-sand, and a thin fracture
line appeared. Smaller pieces of the wall flaked off. He could snell his sweat
and the dust; his fingers began to sting and bl eed. He and Vailret both
grasped the rimof the hole and pulled, bunping into each other to get a
better grip. A crunbling chunk broke off, falling with the | oose sand to the
tunnel floor.

"Come on!" Delrael crawl ed up through the hole. He scraped his el bows
agai nst the rough cenent-sand, but he pushed his sword in front of him He
hooked his arns over the other side, then heaved hinself through, banging his
hip and scuffing his |eather arnmor. He dropped beside Bryl with the grace of
an acrobat .

He saw Tallin's twi sted body on the floor. The ylvan's bl ood | ooked
thick and dark in the harsh light angling through the openi ng overhead. He
shoul d have thought ahead, planned better

"Tallin," Delrael said once nore, then set his jaw. Hol ding the sword
like a club in front of him he strode forward at the Anteds. Delrael's ears
pounded with a rushing of blood. He chopped with his sword. Vaguely, he becane
aware of the golemnext to himhamering with his fists.

An Anted lunged at Journeyman, and the golemmet it with a tightly
clenched fist, splintering the chitin of its head in a rayed pattern like a



spi der web.

"It takes a licking and keeps on ticking!" The Anted flowed to the
floor as all six legs went linp. "Hmm | guess not."

Del rael noticed the periphery of the battle with only enough awareness
to avoid any unexpected threats. Bryl squeezed his eyes shut and rolled the
ei ght-sided ruby again. Vailret had el bowed his own way through the hole and
junped toward one Anted, stretching his short sword out to lop off the
i nsect's antennae. Reeling and disoriented, the Anted did not know how to
defend itself, leaving it open to Vailret's stab to the brain.

An Anted lunged at Journeyman, jaws gaping wide like a steel trap. The
gol em braced hinsel f, catching the pincers with his hands, and he spread the
viselike jaws. The insect struggled to back away, but still Journeyman applied
his strength. After a | oud snapping sound, the golemrel eased his hold to
watch the ant fall among the others on the floor

Del rael searched for another insect as the first ant head tunbled to
the floor. The decapitated body struggled awkwardly before crunpling. H's mnd
saw only the red of Tallin's bl ood.

Three nore fell. Another exploded in flanmes as Bryl succeeded with his
fourth spell for the day.

One insect circled around behind Delrael, opening its jaws. But
Journeyman was there, |eaping up and straddling the Anted's back. "Ch, a wi se
guy, eh? Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk!" He grasped the ebony mandi bl es and pul | ed
backward. Hs clay muscles rippled, stretching the Anted' s neck grotesquely
out of its socket until the pale connecting fibers popped apart.

The last of the chirping noises fell silent. Motionless hul ks of the
dead insects littered the floor, making it slippery with spattered ooze. No
ot her Ant eds appeared.

Del rael pushed his way past the fallen insect bodies.

Tal l'in.

Bryl was already bent over the ylvan. Delrael kneeled, staring, then he
reached forward to brush blood away from T Tallin's nouth. Delrael was shaking.
He dropped his sword with a clang on the hard fl oor

The ylvan's eyes trenbled, then flickered open. The pupils were
di | at ed, unfocused. Blood welled up inside themfromruptured capillaries, but

still they held a glimer of life. Tallin's cheeks tw tched.

Vailret's voice cane over Delrael's shoul der, quiet and comnpassi onate,
but also practical. "W need to get out of here, Del, before Ryx sends nore
Ant eds. "

Delrael rose to his feet and turned on his cousin with such a terrible
expression on his face that Vailret stepped backward, stumbling on the
slippery floor. He caught hinself against the wall

Del rael slunped forward, shaking his chest as he contained his words,
everything he wanted to say. He'd had many adventures, but he had never faced
the death of a conpanion. Questing had been too rmuch fun to worry about things
like that. Rule nunber one -- always have fun! It seened |like such a
ridicul ous thing now

Hi s father Drodanis had watched an ogre nurder his brother Cayon.
Vai l ret was besi de Paenar when the blind Scavenger sacrificed hinself at the
vol cano. But Delrael had never |ooked at death face to face before, never
wat ched as the Qutsiders renoved a character fromthe Game pernmanently.

Del rael swung his fist in the air at sonme intangible foe. The Qutsiders
had to be watching. "Wat sort of Game are you playing with us! Wwy? Are you
havi ng fun?" H's shoulders trenbled. "Tallin..."

The ylvan's bloody lips parted, formng words like the last wind froma
dying storm Delrael bent his ear close to Tallin's nouth.

"Take nmy crossbow and ... use it."

Del rael squeezed Tallin's shoulder, trying to inmpart some energy back
to the ylvan. He had been near death once hinself, when the Cyclops attacked
hi m near Ledaygen; but Thil ane Heal er of the khel ebar had replaced his mangl ed
leg with one nade of _kennok_ wood.



But they had no heal ers here now, nothing to help Tallin.

"Delrael ... I'mglad | knew ... you."

Sonething like a sigh escaped Tallin's lips, and Delrael stared
intensely into the ylvan's black eyes. He held onto the canoufl aged | eat her of
his jerkin. The cap with the single scarlet feather had fallen off, lying on
its side against the wall

Tallin's gaze lifted, filled with tears of pain, and his eyes mnet
Delrael's once before the ylvan depart ed.

Delrael froze as ice worked its way up fromhis gut into his veins and
nmuscl es. He stared into the ylvan's lifeless eyes before he lifted his hand to
brush Tallin's cheek. A snear of blood dried on the back of his hand.

Silence rang in his ears. No one said anything to him Delrael drew a
deep breath, trying to calmhinself, but it didn't work. He stood up
brandi shing the old Sorcerer sword at anything that could hear him

"Dam you, Ryx!" He hung his head. "You and all the Qutsiders, too."

H s words bounced off the sides of the silent tunnel, vanishing into
the distance. Bryl had recovered the Fire Stone and cowered besi de Journeyman.
The gol em stood notionl ess anbng the destroyed Anteds, waiting to see what
woul d happen next.

Keeping his eyes lowered to hide his fury fromthe others, Delrael
snatched up Tallin's fallen crossbow and funbled in the torn quiver. He found
one unbroken arrow

Delrael withdrew it and held it in his trenbling hands, watching as two
drops of Tallin's blood fell to the floor. Sheathing his sword, he tightened
hi s hand around the arrow and took the crossbow with him "This is all 1"l
need to kill Ryx."

Del rael went back to the hole in the wall from which they had cone.

Wt hout another word, he pulled hinself up

"What are you doi ng?" Bryl said. He scranbled to his feet. Vailret
| ooked as if he wanted to grab Delrael and pull him back

“I"1l have to retrace our steps so | can get back to the throne room™
He vani shed into the hole and dropped to the other side. "You can cone al ong
or not. | don't care."

* * * %

Delrael fixed his gaze straight ahead, not even glancing at any of the
side tunnels. Hs mouth felt dry and raw, but he used that to increase his
anger. The others foll owed w thout doubting his skill -- Delrael had been on
enough gam ng canpai gns that he knew instinctively which tunnels they had
t aken.

Behi nd him he heard the harsh whi spers of his compani ons. Bryl
conpl ai ned about going to certain death, Vailret vowed not to let Delrael face
it alone, Journeyman wanted to continue his own quest to Scartaris, but he
al so knew the way Ganearth adventures were done. "Ask not what your country
can do for you, but what you can do for your country.”

Delrael retraced their convoluted flight through the cataconbs. He did
not care about escaping. He only wanted Ryx. H's revenge had a clear target.
Ryx had been the cause of Tallin's death.

Ryx.
Del rael did not pause when they passed Consort's stiffening body at the
i ntersection of cross tunnels. Things were different now -- he renmenbered

Tallin touching himon the elbow, telling himnot to feel guilty about
striking down the part-hunman creature. He listened to his sharp footsteps,
st eady and det erni ned.

The tunnel s sl oped upward again, and Delrael strode toward the throne
room H s anger had not begun to fade. Tallin's death sent jabs of pain

t hrough his chest. The wound woul d have to be cauterized -- by the death of
t he queen.
They crossed back over the underground hex-line, but still they

encountered no Anteds. It was too easy. Bryl npaned that it was a trap
Del rael knew he was probably right.



When they finally reached the throne room he did not slow The others
wai t ed where the tunnels opened into the vaulted grotto, but Delrael strode
ahead without stopping to think. He didn't want to think right now Hi s eyes
bur ned.

He made no attenpt to hide hinself or to approach quietly. His boots
made | oud noi ses on the hardened floor. He curled his |lips as he saw the queen
Anted al one on her granite dais.

"I'"ve come to kill you, Ryx." Delrael's voice dripped ice. "For
murdering Tallin."

The queen turned quickly, pivoting her nmassive eyel ess head toward him
She nade a thin, warbling noise that Delrael could not interpret.

"After you killed ny Consort and sixteen of ny Anteds, how can _you_
want revenge?" Her head bobbed in a convul sive notion and her short feelers
waved in the air |ike whips underwater. "You could have escaped hours ago."

Delrael didn't flinch. "Wthout you to control them Ryx, these Anteds
woul d not have attacked."

Ryx drew herself up on the throne, | eaning forward and extending two
clawtipped legs. "Wthout me to control them they would not be able to nove!
They are all parts of _nme_, controlled by ne."

Ryx turned sharply, quivering her antennae. Sunlight fromthe opening
above dappl ed her bullet-snpoth head. "What? Another intruder? | thought no
one went on quests anynore."

She pulled the bristly hair fromher forelinbs through the inner parts
of her nouth, cleaning and conmbing them She turned her attention back toward
Delrael. Ryx hesitated, as if lost in nenories and bl anketed in her blindness.

"By killing Consort, you destroyed my chances to form another colony. A
character race that could have surged across the map and risen to dom nance
even agai nst Scartaris's armies. Stronger than human characters, stronger even
than the Slac."”

She rocked up fromthe stone dais. Her golden wings straightened to
keep her bal ance. Ryx's mandi bl es opened and enitted a thin hiss. "He was to
be my Consort! | was devel oping him-- he could never have changed entirely,
but I would have borne himon a mating flight.

"Qur colony of children would have had the strength and arnor cl ass of
the Anteds, but also the intelligence, independence, and agility of humans!
Ganearth could have been ours -- but you destroyed him"

The queen tapped her two forel egs together. A group of Anteds energed
in silence fromother branching tunnels. As they approached, Ryx rel axed and
seened nmore aware -- she could see now through their eyes. Delrael held
Tallin's crossbow, but did not take his gaze fromthe w nged queen

"Faster than a speeding bullet!" Journeyman shouted as he charged,
swinging his battering-ramfists. He picked up one Anted and threw it at the
ot hers, knocking them back. "How do you |ike them appl es?"

But nore Anteds cane. Journeynman snmashed a head, whirling in time to
kill another insect. The golemstood within the flood of nonsters, flailing
both arms, smashing and killing, as the Anteds drove in fromall sides.

Vailret ran at those on the edges, slashing away their antennae and
| eaving them di soriented and bl i nded.

The insects squealed as a wall of flame erupted within their ranks,
expl odi ng their polished black bodies fromw thin. Bryl grasped the Fire
Stone, red in the face and sweating with his last spell for the day. But for a
nmonent the Anteds were knocked back out of the queen's chanbers.

Ryx appeared stunned, driven against her chair. She |eaned forward and
drummed her amber wings. Springing up with her powerful hind | egs, the queen
| aunched herself into the air. Her eyel ess head turned fromside to side, but
with no other Anteds in the chanmber, she could not see around her

Her wings thrumred as Ryx rose toward the exit hole in the ceiling. "I
t hought | woul d keep one of you as ny new Consort, but it would not be the
sane. He is dead. You killed him™"

No ot her Anteds had pushed their way into the chanmber yet. Delrael felt



a cal mess inside, a confidence in the approaching victory.

Ryx veered away and w nged upward, to escape. She could not defend
hersel f, she could not see. Disoriented and relying on her nmenory, the queen
Anted mi sjudged the exit hole above. Powerful w ngs brought her crashing into
the jagged ceiling of the grotto. Stunned, Ryx reeled downward.

In the tunnels outside the throne chanber, other approaching Anteds
froze in their tracks with no guiding force. They swayed on their feet while
Ryx tried to overcone her dizziness. Delrael saw his chance.

Ryx flopped her wings to keep aloft. A thin crack showed in the
pol i shed bl ack head. Ryx ascended again, |laboring with her wings to circle
around the throne roomin an uncertain spiral, hoping to stunble upon the way
out .

Delrael fitted his blood-tipped arrow into the crossbhow

Di sregardi ng the approachi ng Anteds, ignoring everything el se except
for the menory of Tallin and the sight of the ylvan's death, he lifted the
crossbow and pulled at the small trigger. "This is for you, Tallin."

In her circling flight, Ryx turned to face the fighter w thout know ng
it. She did not see him or his arrow

Del rael shot the crossbow

* * * %

Gairoth covered his ears against the insane chirping and roared in
annoyance. Spittle sprayed fromhis thick lips. He swung his club, breaking
one of the attacking Anteds into pieces. hers craw ed out of their hexagona
openi ngs and swarmnmed toward him

"Go away!" The ogre smashed another, then tripped on one that |ay dead
at his feet. "Stupid bugs!"

He had followed Delroth's easy trail across the barren soil, but then
t he tracks di sappeared near one of the holes. Gairoth searched for hours,
muttering in frustration. He couldn't follow the m xed-up insect tracks, and
he coul dn't see anything down in the dark holes. He didn't want to clinb down
there. He sat down in the dirt and i magi ned the things he could do to Delroth.

And then the Anteds cane.

Gairoth's club dripped clotting ooze. He pursed his |lips and dared the
insects to cone cl oser.

The Anteds were uni npressed and took the dare. Gairoth roared his best
battle cry and smashed bl ack chitin. Gairoth wi shed his dragon Rognhoth were
there to hel p.

The ogre's armbegan to tire, and he could not knock the Anteds away as
qui ckly as they rushed at him They swarmed over piles of tw tching bodies,
pul I'i ng hi m down.

"Stupid bugs!" Gairoth battered at hard chitin with his clunmsy hands,
but he could not throw the giant creatures off him could not break the grip
of the jaws that w apped thensel ves around his thick neck, |legs and arns, |ike
scissors ready to cut himto pieces.

* * * %

Del rael watched his arrow as it passed through the air in a perfect
arc. Ryx's mandibles spread wide as if to receive a gift.

The arrow pl unged through her mouth, deep into the soft menbranes and
delicate tissues. The tip enbedded itself in the nost vital organ, the brain
controlling the Anted col ony. The small point of the arrow protruded through
the chitin at the back of Ryx's head.

Green bl ood squirted out of her mouth, m xed with the queen's
whitish-gold jelly. The brittle arnmor of her body shattered on the rock floor

The Anteds in the tunnels collapsed in their tracks.

Bryl panted, then slunped down to sit on the floor. He held the Fire
Stone in pale, trenbling hands. Journeynman stood in front of the ranks of dead
Ant eds, nudgi ng and snmoot hing the gouges in his clay skin. Vailret brushed off
his tunic, then | eaned against a curved wall, propping the blade of his short
sword against his leg. He blinked again and again, but his eyes remai ned w de,
unabl e to believe how he had fought.



Delrael stared at the dead hulk of Ryx lying on the floor like a broken
toy, but his eyes saw nothing. "For you, Tallin," he whispered. Delrael rolled
his tongue around his mouth, trying to discover sone pleasure in the
sl aughter. Sonmehow, this hadn't held the thrill and fun that adventures were
supposed to have. Was he breaking the primary Rule now? Wasn't this supposed
to be fun?

The Gane had changed all at once, like a slap in the face. Delrael had
al ways assumed that he would survive, that the Gane would go on forever, and
the characters would keep playing. He had lived through difficult adventures
-- against the dragon Tryos, against Gairoth and his illusion army, even
against the forest fire and the Cyclops that had destroyed Delrael's |eg.

But Tallin had not survived.

He raised his eyes to the ceiling of the grotto and lifted the enpty
crossbow in salute. Hs nmouth was a grimline, naking the nuscles of his neck
stand out. Turning, he spat at the queen Anted's broken body.

* * * %

Delrael stood with a stiff back and rigid |inbs beside Tallin's body.
He nol ded his enotions into a flat nask. Slaughtered Anteds |ay as they had
fallen, but Delrael paid no attention. A thick, wet snell of death hung in the
air.

The others stayed by the wall, watching Delrael. He | ooked into the
ylvan's notionless, pale face. Bl ood and Anted grease caked his own cl ot hes
and hands. The heavy air made himsick to his stomach.

Del rael drew his sword, scribing a rectangle on the floor. He began
chi ppi ng away at the fused sand, scooping hunks away into a pile. The sand
underneath was a brighter, fresher color than the packed fl oor

Vailret came forward. "Can we hel p?"

Lost in his thoughts, Delrael junped and stared at him disoriented,
bef ore answering. "No. This is for ne to do."

He went to Tallin's body, renoving the small quiver fromthe ylvan's
back, and set it with Tallin's crossbow next to the newWy cut grave. He picked
up the body, trenbling as he touched the cold skin. He laid Tallin in the
shal  ow hol e, then straightened his arnms and | egs.

"He woul d rather have been buried in a forest sonewhere, | think."

Del rael fought back anger and despair once nore. He stared a | ong nonent,
t hi nking. He placed the crossbow across Tallin's chest, then reached for the
qui ver, renoving the two | ongest arrow fragments.

Tears brinmmed on his eyelids, but Delrael had al ready been through
enough sorrow to last himfor the rest of the Game. They had a mission to
acconplish, a quest to finish

He turned away without |ooking at the ylvan again and scooped dirt back
into the grave. Wen he had finished, he patted the hard mound with his hands.
He sat still, exhausted and aching both inside and out, before he made hinself
stand again. He pushed the two broken arrows into the head of the nmound, where
t he arrowheads pointed up at the Ganearth sky.

Del rael turned his back on the mound. The light fromthe opening above
had sl anted, show ng the approach of sunset. He notioned the others to foll ow
him "Let's get the hell out of here."

Toget her, they managed to clinb through the hexagonal opening. Delrael
stood on the lip, reaching down to help the others.

"Beam e up, Scotty!" Journeyman junped up and stood on the rocky
ground, flexing his gray-brown arms. The sky had an orange cast of sunset.

They had been underground an entire day.

* * * %

The sun set behind Gairoth, and his shadow stretched out across the
flat terrain, pointing which way he should go. He pl odded al ong, stonping dust
wi th his ponderous bare feet.

The Anteds had stopped attacki ng himand dropped dead. Gairoth decided
he must have frightened the Anteds into surrender. They had all fallen
noti onl ess together, |eaving himunharmed but buried under them By the tine



he craw ed out fromunder the tangle of black bodies and jointed | egs, he
could find no trace of Delroth.

The ogre began to believe he m ght have been outsmarted, again. Hs
fingers gripped his club so tightly that the ridges fromthe wood nmade marks
on his call oused hand.

The ogre | ooked at the sprawing terrain ahead, then he grinned as far
as his thick lips could stretch. Four figures energed fromone of the distant
hol es and set off toward the next hexagon. They were far fromhis sight, but
at least they were visible. He had the trail again.

"I'"l'l bash your head in, Delroth! BAM"

Gai roth charged across the desol ation before night could take his
quarry from him

| NTERLUDE: QUTSI DE

Mel ani e turned her head to blink her eyes furiously. The tears stung.
She wal ked into Tyrone's kitchen before anyone could see the wet tracks on her
cheeks. She clinked the ice cubes in her glass to enphasize that she was
really just going to get nore soda

The others remmi ned qui et, exhausted fromthe game. No one el se seened
to get so close to their characters. David sat flushed fromhis victory.

Mel anie could still feel where the sharp corners of the dice had bit
into her palnms. _Damm! _, she kept thinking. Al that rolling for conbat,
engagenent after engagenent. She had saved four of them

But Tallin had died.

"Sorry, Mel," Scott said. She turned around to look at him reacting a
little too quickly. Behind Scott's glasses she could see concern in his eyes.
He al one had not taken part in the Anted battle, preferring to set up the
details for his own turn

"Ww, wasn't that a great conbat!" Tyrone grinned fromear to ear
excited Then he noticed the wounded [ ook on Melanie's face. "Wat's the
matter? Don't be pissed off just because one of your characters got killed."

Mel anie glared at himw th such intensity that Tyrone shrugged and
| owered his voice. "Wll, we could always change the rules if you want. Plenty
of game systems let you bring characters back after they've been killed once

"No!" David snapped. He renmined at the table, studying the map and his
notes, as if he didn't want to take a break between turns. "W deci ded agai nst
that a long tine ago. W're not going to change the rules just because she
wants to pout. Besides, Tallin was the second character Ml anie introduced
tonight. It was fair conbat, and | won."

" We_ won," Tyrone said. "I played, too."
"David is right," Ml anie said. Her voice was so quiet she couldn't
bel i eve she was agreeing with him "I don't want conplete power over life and

death. W played by the rules. My character |ost his conbat rolls." She
swal | owed, but found her hands shaking as she filled the gl ass.

_Just because one of your characters got killed_, Tyrone had said.

Mel ani e kept her |ips pressed together. That's all it was to them--
di sposabl e characters, nanes and scores they rolled. Puppets to fight and find
treasure and get killed. No wonder David found it boring. He had no enotiona
stake. He didn't care about anything but ending the gane. Ml anie cared about
the rest of it.

The death of Tallin was a sharp ache in her

"At least | learned what Melanie's trying to do with her characters and
her secret quest," David said. He snmled and | eaned back in the chair. "But
hiding the Earthspirits in a belt? Don't know where you cane up with that
i dea, Mel, but it isn't going to work. I'mnot sure we should even allow it."
He took off his black denimjacket and draped it over the armrest, then
reached forward to scoop up nore of Tyrone's dip.

"I'f it won't work anyway, then why bot her conplaining about it?" Scott
said with a half smle. "You' re the one who keeps w shing the ganme woul d get



nore interesting -- let Mel take a few nore risks."

"Sounds like fun to ne," Tyrone said. David scow ed, trapped by his own
conpl ai nt s.

Mel ani e stopped herself from saying that she had nothing to do with the
Earthspirits in Delrael's belt -- any nore than she had conjured up the
Deat hspirits to stop Enrod

It was the gane playing itself again.

That sent a thrill up her spine, pushing aside sone of her sadness at
Tallin's death. She knew somet hing strange was happening with Ganmearth. They
all knewit. The characters were doing things with their lives outside of the
Sunday gam ng sessions.

Mel ani e nmade a snile of her own, hard and businesslike. She sat back
down at the table. "Your _characters_ don't know about the Earthspirits,

David, so you can't do anything about it. Ryx is the only one who knew, and
she's dead."

"Good point." Scott joined them slouching down in his chair.

"In fact, David, you can't even prepare for ny characters, because you
officially don't know about their quest. Because of Tarne, Scartaris thinks

Delrael is dead and the Fire Stone is still hidden somewhere at the
Stronghol d. "

David drummed his fingers on the table. "I have so many arm es canped
around Scartaris that nothing could ever get through. |'ve gathered all the
Slac, |'ve teanmed up all the wandering nonsters, stirred up some old

ant agoni sms. There's a | arger pool of nonster fighters here -- he tapped the
pai nted map over the nountains of Scartaris, "than we ever brought together
for the old Sorcerer wars."

He cracked his knuckles. "Your characters will never get through, Mel.
| have no doubt of that."

Mel anie glared at him but to her surprise Scott was the one who nade a
comment. "Well, David, we'll just have to wait and see. W' ve got other
characters in this game, you know, not just the ones Ml anie's playing."

He picked up the dice and pointed at one of the hexagonal map sections
near the city of Sitnalta. "I'mstarting there. It's ny turn.”

Chapter 9:
THE QUTSI DERS' SHI P

"W nust continue to learn, continue to study. As Sitnaltans, our quest
is to understand everything about the Rules and how they affect our lives.
Wth such an intinmate knowl edge perhaps we can defeat the Qutsiders and free
ourselves fromthis Ganme."

-- Professor Verne, speech to the

Sitnaltan Council of Patent G vers

Mountai n air whistled around the enpty turrets of the ancient Slac
fortress. The sky above the excavation site was clear and cold and painfully
bl ue.

Pr of essor Verne rubbed his hands together and pushed them deep into his
pockets as he wal ked back and forth outside the fortress. The other Sitnaltan
engi neers worked neticulously on the Qutsiders' ship. Wen Verne bl ew steam
fromhis nouth, clunps of frost nmade his full beard spiky.

Overhead the wide, blind wall of the citadel was dotted with black
spi kes and narrow wi ndows from which the Slac could fire down on visitors.
Moss crept up the walls, brown and green. A pool of stagnant water half filled
a pitted cistern.

The bul k of the Qutsiders' vessel lay half buried in the dirt of the
courtyard. Boulders and fallen stone bl ocks fromthe abandoned fortress had
dropped around it.

Vailret and blind Paenar had told Verne and his col | eague Professor
Frankenstei n about the ruined ship. Apparently, the Qutsiders David and Tyrone
had used it to travel to Ganearth, bringing with them a destructive nonster to
plant in the east. In exchange for this information, Verne and Frankenstein



had constructed new nmechani cal eyes for Paenar

"Did you find anything el se?" Verne shouted down. He sucked on his
lips, making his gray beard protrude. The tip of his nose felt nunb in the
cold nmountain air.

"W don't know," Frankenstein called back from below. He cocked his
head up at the other professor. "W haven't figured out what nost of this is
yet."

Frankenstein had a flushed face and cl ose-cropped dark hair. H s eyes
bore a fiery, obsessive |ook, part of his inpatient tenperanent. But Verne
found Frankenstein's ideas exciting, and the two professors coll aborated well
t oget her.

The two of them held nore patents than any other inventors in
Sitnalta's history. Verne hinself didn't even know the total nunber anynore --
nor did he care. The main point was inventing things, creating things,
bettering life for the characters in Sitnalta. Some said the two professors
were inspired directly by the Qutsider Scott, who watched over the
technol ogi cal city.

In the barren courtyard, the Qutsiders' ship had crunbled after many
turns of disuse. Twisted ribs of netal and cross girders outlined the great
size of the fallen hulk. The controls and engi nes were hidden and difficult to
deci pher, buried deep beneath the ground. Verne urged the other Sitnaltan
wor kers not to experinent with any devices they found around the ship. He
didn't want someone opening up an uncontrolled vortex to _reality_, where they
woul d all be annihilated in an instant.

Pr of essor Verne brushed off his knees and wal ked down the path into the
wr eckage of the ship. Around him remants of the hull |ooked as fragile as an
eggshel |, but patches of the netal gl eaned pure and uncorroded, w th rai nbow
colors that Verne had not seen in any alloy produced in Sitnalta. He stood
besi de t he ot her professor.

"Some of our analytical machines still won't work," Frankenstein
snorted. "The electrical ones are the worst."

"W are standing on the technol ogical fringe, Victor. Wat el se can we
expect ?" Verne bent over to inspect the place where tiny perfect rivets joined
two netal sections together. "I am surprised even the nechanical instrunents
function as well as they do."

Verne drummed his fingers on his chest. In Sitnalta the characters had
devel oped sci ence and technol ogy enough to overthrow the Rul es of nagic that
hel d sway for the rest of Gamearth. As the Sitnaltans used their technol ogy
nore and nore, they expanded the radius in which it worked out to a point
where science and magi ¢ held each other uneasily at bay. Verne called this
poi nt the "technol ogi cal fringe."

The Qutsiders' ship lay squarely on the boundary.

A teamof three Sitnaltan wonen in work clothes and | ab coats sat
concentrating on their sketch pads, neasuring and recording detailed portions
of the ship. Two other Sitnaltan workers used fine brushes to rempove dust and
debris fromthe weckage.

One burly man, sweating and exhausted, was put to work noving rocks and
some of the fallen girders. His face was flushed in the cold air, and he
| ooked put upon because of his strength. Verne sniled encouragenent at him

"Can't we rig up sonme pulleys and a wi nch over here to help this man?"
Frankenstein called. "Cone on, you' re supposed to be engineers!" Two of the
technicians hurried to inplenent the schene.

Just the presence of the ship itself awed Verne. So alien, so unlike
anyt hi ng el se he had seen before. He always had a sense of wonder at how
t hi ngs worked. But this ship was tangible evidence of a visit fromthe
Qut siders. What they would |l earn just fromthe shapes of things, the
construction, the way the netal was held together -- it would give the
characters of Sitnalta many turns of intense study.

If they had many turns left in the Gane.

Vailret and his conpani ons had brought news of how the Qutsiders



pl anned to end the Gane. Most of the other Sitnaltans scoffed at the idea. But
Frankenstei n and Verne had pi cked up the energy readi ngs of sonething

power ful , something malignant, growing in the eastern section of the map. Only
Vailret had been able to explain this anomaly to the professors' satisfaction

Ganearth woul d be dooned if they did not find some way to destroy this
nmonster fromthe Qutside. The ship was the key, Verne felt. Perhaps w th what
they learned fromit, the Sitnaltans could find some solution, or sone escape.
Maybe t hey coul d devel op a weapon with which to fight back, or maybe, if they
coul d di scover how the vehicle worked, they could all escape to a different
wor | d.

It had al ways been a Sitnaltan dreamto find a way for human characters
to make a Transition of their own, as the old Sorcerer race had done with
magi c. Human characters should be able to do the sanme thing -- with science.
Verne had never heard of a spell yet that could not be inmtated by properly
devel oped technol ogy.

"Prof essors! Cone here, we've found sonething," a woman's voice call ed.
Verne squinted into the shadows of the weckage and recogni zed Mayer, the
daughter of the Sitnaltan inventor-cumbureaucrat Dirac. The tone in her voice
suggest ed sonething inportant, and Verne and Frankenstein hurried.

They passed t hrough a broken doorway down a tilted nmetal staircase into
a chamber that had been buried in the dirt. Over the past three days, Myer's
team had excavated the room Dust and dirt still caked the controls and
equi prent, but a team of men and women used gl oves, trowels, and heavy brushes
to clean the area. An ol der wonman technician scranbl ed past the professors,
carrying a bucket filled with debris up the groaning stairs to dunp it in the
courtyard.

Mayer stood there, her short dark hair rmussed. Dirty handprints covered
her lab coat, but she indicated a polished bul khead with gl eam ng panel s of
buttons and dials. She crossed her arns over her chest and watched the
reactions of the two professors, allowi ng the discovery to speak for itself
for a noment. Then she could restrain herself no | onger

"These are the _controls_," she said. Her bright eyes gleaned with awe.
"My hypothesis is that this systemconnects directly to the power source. |f
you touch the bul khead, it is still warmafter all this time. And there's

anot her seal ed conmpartnment directly underneath."

Ver ne opened his eyes wi de and went forward. Frankenstein also | ooked
amazed. "This could be it," he said.

Verne let his imagination wander. He had his best ideas that way.
Possibilities sprang into his head, ideas and applications with such an
intensity that he wondered if he was indeed inspired by the CQutsider Scott.

This ship had an awesone power source, even if it was just imaginary to
the Qutsiders David and Tyrone, even if they had only created this artificial
ship as a prop to act out their games -- regardless, it existed here on
Ganearth. And it had to do what the Players inmagined it woul d do.

Ver ne t hought of what incredible energies could power such a ship, of
t he danger and the potential those energies would have if applied in a
constructive -- or destructive -- manner

"You must be very _very_ careful with it," Verne said. "Treat it as if
it were the nost hazardous | aboratory substance we have ever investigated."”

"And indeed it is," Frankenstein added. H s dark eyes shone with an
unf at hormabl e exci tement .

Verne turned to Frankenstein and |lowered his voice. "It will take sone
testing, but this could be the key to the nost awesone weapon ever introduced
on Ganearth."

He took a deep breath. "W could stop Scartaris.”

Frankenstein allowed his thin lips to curl up in a smle. "This could
be a way for us to prove the superiority of Sitnaltan technol ogy once and for
all.”

He and Professor Verne shook hands.



Chapter 10:
THE SPECTRE MOUNTAI NS
"RULE #4: "Evil" and "CGood" are not absolute concepts in the Gane.
Characters act in their own self-interest. For exanple, conpanions on a quest
may have the same purpose but for opposing reasons.”
-- _The Book of Rules_
Vailret watched Delrael deal with Tallin's death, not knowi ng how he
could hel p. He renenbered how blind Paenar had di ed, but Delrael wasn't there
when Paenar rode the dragon down into the boiling vol cano. This type of grief

was new to Delrael. It seemed to be a rude awakening for him
The fighter pushed on across the next hex-line just after mdnight,
when the Rules allowed themto continue for another day. "I want to get away

fromthis place," he said under his breath. His footprints were barely visible
in the starlight ahead of them In the cool air Vailret sweated to keep up

They entered a sweepi ng hexagon of grassland. The grass hi ssed around
their legs as they wal ked, but they picked out the quest-path even in the
darkness. A few small animals rustled along the ground; night birds swooped
around the sky, dropping |low as they hunted.

Jour neyman renai ned sil ent, making none of his inane Qutsider coments
or observations on _reality_. The aurora began to fade into the pinkish-yell ow
of dawn, and the golemfinally turned his head and spoke. He talked as if he
had been pondering his words for a long tine.

"You didn't tell me about your quest. O the Earthspirits in the silver
belt."

Vailret didn't know what to say. Delrael ignored the conversation
entirely.

Jour neyman stared ahead and puckered his clay face in an expression of
consternation. "You accepted me as a true conpanion. | told you nmy quest --
that the Rul ewoman Mel anie planted a secret weapon in ne, so that when we
reach Scartaris | will destroy him But you told me you were just going to
find informati on. You kept secrets fromne."

The clay frown deepened. "We were supposed to be one for all and al
for one, you know? That's what this questing business is all about. The Three
Musket eers, Batman and Robin, Ci sco and Pancho, Kirk and Spock, Laurel and
Hardy. We're all a team At least | thought so."

Vailret swall owed and took a deep breath to explain. Delrael strode on
keeping hinself isolated. Bryl didn't ook as if he wanted to join in the
conversation either.

"W swore not to tell _any_ other characters, especially not someone
fromthe Rul ewoman, even if she is on our side. The Qutsiders knew not hing
about our real quest. W didn't want Scartaris to prepare for us comng."

Journeyman's clay eyebrows twi tched on his forehead. "Scartaris has
al ready gat hered arm es of wandering nonsters, he already contains enough
energy to wipe out Ganearth if he feels threatened. He needs only to go
t hrough a rapid metanorphosis, and that will be the end of our world. How much
nore can he prepare?”

Vailret kept his gaze on the dimpath as he continued behind Del rael

"Scartaris nmust not consider us a big enough threat -- yet."
The golem stretched his flexible lips in an exaggerated pout. "You
still should have told nme." Then he shrugged. "I don't care what kind of

weapon you have, or what the Earthspirits can do. It's my quest to take care
of Scartaris, and | intend to do it. By nmyself if |I have to. H ho, Silver!"

Vailret patted Journeynman on the shoulder, trying to reassure him The
clay felt soft and sticky. "Doesn't matter how it gets done -- | just don't
want Scartaris to wipe the map clean. I won't even ask about your weapon."

"You better not, because |I'mnot going to tell."

Vailret rolled his eyes and | et the golem go ahead of him

They continued as the Spectre Muuntains in the distance becane backlit
in orange, then sharply silhouetted with dawn. By norning they crossed into an
i denti cal hexagon of grassland.



Del rael remained withdrawn, saying little. In the early afternoon, when
they crossed into a lush hex of forest terrain, he appeared even nore gl oony.
The dense trees seened to renmind himof Tallin...

It took themuntil early afternoon of the follow ng day to get through
t he next hexagon of rugged forested-hill terrain. The trees, valleys, and
green undergrowt h made Vailret think of the khel ebar forest of Ledaygen before
the fire. They clinbed the hills, |ooking down the steep slopes covered with
trees and rock outcroppings. The quest-path guided them back and forth to the
top of a ridge.

They trudged on at a steady pace, then stopped early to rest. Vailret
and Journeyman played tic-tac-toe on the ground. Delrael watched for a few
ganes, but when they asked himto join in, he declined and went off by hinself
to sl eep.

The quest-path wound ahead of them across the next hex-line into the
steep Spectre Muntains. Though the air was cool, Vailret found hinself
sweating and itching under his jerkin. Hs legs were tired, but he had settled
into a pace that allowed himto keep going. Delrael gained ground ahead of
them then waited, fidgeting, for the others to catch up

Vail ret thought the sheer nountains ahead were like a wall to cut
Del rael off frommenories of the Anteds. Perhaps by replacing the anger and
sorrow with a quest, Delrael would be able to heal his wound. Maybe cli nbi ng
t he rocky sl opes woul d sonehow purge him

Around them stones protruded along the path. Tufts of grass and sturdy
scrub brush grew in sheltered crannies. Rock walls |urched upward Iike
battl ements, w nd-carved and rai n-washed into stark peaks and deep gullies.
The quest-path was snooth and chal ky, |ike hardened pl aster washed down from
the cliffs.

The sun spilled over the peaks in late norning. They cane to a flat
promontory jutting westward fromthe nountainside. Vailret stunbled to the
edge for a rest. His lungs burned as he tried to catch his breath in the
chilly air. The wind blew around them ruffling Vailret's hair. Bryl joined
him pulling his blue hood over his face like a cow .

Del rael squatted down to | ook back across the vast panorama of the Gane
board. Perfect hexagons of terrain lay inmediately bel ow, forested-hill,
forest, grassland; in the distance they could see the desolation dotted with
tiny pock marks of Anted holes. Qther sections of terrain swept in a beautiful
nmosaic to flat dimess at the far edge of the nmap.

Vailret squinted, trying to deternine what he was seeing. Bryl pointed
and stretched his gnarled hand out of the billow ng sleeve. "Look at that!"

At the first hex of desolation terrain noved a dense gathering of black
static the size of a thunderhead. It noved and slithered forward, scattered
and fluttering in a formess clunmp. Vailret's eyesight was not sharp enough to
catch any details, but he could tell that the others had no idea what they saw
either. Wiere the dark gathering touched the desert, clouds of dust swrled
behind it as if a great arny, indistinct and enshrouded in black m st, marched
across the hexagon.

"What is it?" Vailret asked.

"Somet hi ng sent by Scartaris naybe?" Bryl said.

"Still too far away." Delrael stood up, hurling a stone over the edge,
and strode off without watching it fall. "W'Il get rid of Scartaris before we
need to worry about that thing."

* * * %

For sonmeone with no coordination whatsoever, Gairoth had incredible
luck clinbing the narrow quest-path into the Spectre Muuntains. H's big feet
found purchase on the tiny outcrops, and he haul ed hinmself up the steep and
crumbling trail. His only thought was to catch Del roth.

He saw a | edge, a shortcut to elimnate one of the tedious sw tchbacks,
and clinbed up, sprawling on the rough stone. After a second's rest, he
reached up to grab another handhol d and heaved hinself to the next |edge. He
| ay panting. Sweat ran through his ropy hair, leaving a dirty track on his



face. He wanted sonething to eat.

Then he noticed fresh footprints on the quest-path. Delroth's boots.
The ogre pressed his potato-sized nose down to the ground, inhaling deeply in
the dirt to see if he could pick up any scent. He grinned. "Haw"

Huf fing and grunmbling, Gairoth lurched up the steep path, swinging his
club back and forth.

* * * %

By midday the four travelers reached the snow line. Sharp cliffs
tower ed overhead, bl ocking the sunlight and | eaving patches of ice on the
ground. The quest-path remai ned cl ear, but clunps of snow hung over outcrops
of rock.

The main wall | eaned over them sl oping backward and pregnant with a
heavy | oad of snow on the cliff edge. A glistening sheet of clean snow
stretched toward the tops of the nountains, dotted with stark rock
out cr oppi ngs.

Delrael led themthrough a series of tight sw tchbacks as the
guest-path threaded its way eastward. On the other side of the path and the
rock outcroppings, the mountain slope was steep and broken with terraced
| edges.

He wal ked al ong, stonping his boots in the snow. The others foll owed.
Only the ruffle of wind brushing snow al ong the rocks disturbed the silence.

* * * %

Gairoth pulled hinmself up another |ledge to reach a flat area that
i ntersected the quest-path. He took the straight way up the slope again, but
his arms ached fromthe effort. His nose was red and cold. His ears hurt from
the whistling wind. He ate some snow, bit down on a rock, and spat it out.

The ogre stonped up the steep path around di sorienting outcrops of
stone. Snow turned brown as it melted on his dirty furs. Then he reached a
patch where snow had slid down the cliff and drifted across the path. He saw a
line of trampled slush, fresh tracks on the quest-path. Very fresh.

"Delroth!" Hi s bell ow echoed anong the cliffs, causing a tiny patter of
di sl odged snow from above. Brandi shing his club, Gairoth bounded forward.

* * * %

Del rael heard the ogre's yell and stopped in md-stride with a
di sgusted expression on his face. Bryl nade a strangl ed sound of shock
Vailret blinked his eyes to cover his surprise.

"Not tonight, |'ve got a headache,” Journeyman groaned.

Gairoth hurtled around the corner, overbal anced and stunbling on an ice
patch. He caught his footing before he could plunmet over the edge of the
sl ope. Raising the spiked club, he turned to the fighter

Delrael pulled his sword free and stood firmon the path, returning the
ogre's glare. "I'mgetting sick and tired of you, Gairoth."

Gairoth lunbered forward, a grin of triunph on his thick lips. "Haw"

He | eaped ahead and swung his club at Delrael's head, but the fighter
skittered backward, slashing sideways with the edge of his sword. Delrael
stunbl ed on the slippery path in md-swi ng, and his stroke went w de.

The ogre's spiked club smashed |i ke a cannonbal |l against the rock wall.
The whol e mountain seened to shake. The cranped area on the narrow path did
not allow the others roomto hel p. Journeyman flexed his arnms, waiting for an
opportunity.

Gairoth saw his victimstill standing and brought up the club for
anot her bl ow. Delrael stood notionless, his head cocked and listening to a
deep runbl e above him The ogre | ooked up to see pebbles and white m st
pouring down |ike the whitecap on a tidal wave of roaring snow di sl odged from
t he nount ai nsi de.

Afirmclay armencircled Delrael's waist and jerked hi m backward.
"Heads up!" Journeyman sai d, bounding away fromthe aval anche. Wth el ongat ed
hands, Journeyman held Delrael, Bryl, and Vailret under the overhang of rock

Gairoth gaped at the white wall of snow conming at himlike a stanpede.
He swng his club to knock the aval anche away.



The wave of ice and snow slanmed into the trail, blasting upward and
knocki ng the ogre off the ledge like so nuch flotsam The white cascade swept
hi m bounci ng and jostling down the jagged sl ope.

"Have a nice day!" Journeynman called after him

Chunks of snow sprayed the four conpanions, and an aftermath of cold
m st hovered in the air. The runble faded into the patter of settling snow
The only sound breaking the new silence was a far off roar as the remants of
the snow nade its way to the bottom of the canyon. An inpassable white barrier
of slunped ice and snow bl ocked quest-path behind them

"Good thing we wanted to go forward anyway," Vailret said.

* * * %

The tip of a spiked club broke the surface of the settling snow A
thick armthrust forward, thrashing around. Wen Gairoth's shaggy,

i ce-encrusted head energed, he sputtered and flung snow fromhis eye. He
squi rmed back and forth in the piled drift and caught his footing.

The ogre knocked the snow away from hinself, freeing his arms. He
grunbl ed and stanped his cold feet, looking at the steep slope. It would be a
long clinb back up. But Delroth was up there.

Chapter 11:
ARKEN S GATE

"I stand by ny decision not to acconpany you on the Transition. | wll
not abandon our descendants. |If other characters need ne on Ganearth, then
must remain and hel p determ ne the course of the Gane."

-- Arken, final address to the Sorcerer counci

The quest-path wound al ong the side of a tall unfurrowed granite face,
with sheer rock to their left and a frightening drop on their right. Wnd
whi stl ed around the rocks, polishing away any snow that clung to tiny cracks.

The conpani ons cane around a curve to where the rock wall jutted
sideways, as if a great hand had split the cliff and pushed it over to the
right, channelling the quest-path through a narrow cut in the nountain.

But a | ocked gate bl ocked their way.

Vail ret stopped and blinked. The black gate seemed so incongruous in
the rocky wilderness. It towered three tines their height, protected on the
sides by the snooth rock walls. The bars were wought iron, gilded with
curlicues and sharp spi kes, forbidding and unscal able. No other signs of life
or civilization showed on the barren terrain.

"Verrry interesting,"” Journeyman said, curling his voice in a strange
accent.

Vailret considered the problem trying to think of who would place such
an obstruction and why. He wondered if it nmight be arelic left over fromthe
ol d Sorcerer days, but then some notation should have been nmade on the naster
maps at the Stronghold. The | ocked gate had not been there |ong.

Del rael nade an angry noi se and went forward. He | ooked for a latch
t hen grabbed the bars, rattling the gate on its hinges. It didn't budge.

Wt hout saying anything, he et the ook on his face express his anger and
i mpati ence.

"Let me try." Journeyman w apped his arns around the bars, |ooping into
the gate. He pulled with enough force that the iron shivered and hutmed wth
the strain. Afew bits of rock flaked off the side of the nmountain. But the
gate held firm

The gol em surrendered and wi thdrew his arns. He snoothed the
i ndentations on his linbs and stood | ooking ruffled. "I could reshape nysel f
and squeeze through. "

"That won't help us," Bryl said.

Journeyman shrugged. "I'Il go nyself if we can't find any other way. My
own quest takes priority, you know "

"We're not ready for that yet." Delrael struck his fist ineffectually
against the cliff face. He | ooked around with narrowed eyes. Vailret could see
the enotions struggling in him-- until now, Delrael had been using the forced



march to cover up his other feelings. Now he had to face them and do
somet hing. But he didn't know what to do.

One of the lunps of rock shifted on the cliff face above. Delrael
junped back out of the way, ready to defend hinmself against a trap. Vailret
| ooked up, and his neck hurt in the cold air.

The boul der sprouted arnms as they watched. A portion of the rock raised
itself to forma head. The flat gray stone flowed |ike hot wax. Joints
stretched out as a blocky creature uncurled fromits canoufl age. Jagged stone
wings lifted upward, revealing an ugly scul pted figure, human in shape but
nol ded with a lunpy gray texture. Small ridges ran down its back, and denonic
horns sprouted fromthe center of its forehead.

Delrael looked at it with contenpt, ready to fight. But Vailret put a
hand on his cousin's shoul der and squinted up at the cliff face to make sure
of what he saw. "A gargoyle?" He took a step forward and addressed the stone
figure. "Is that what you are?"

"You are very perceptive," the creature said.

Vailret had heard references to these creatures in his studies of
Ganearth | egends. Many of the old Sentinels had destroyed thenselves in a
final unleashing of sorcerous power, a half-Transition that |iberated their
spirits into i ndependent wandering entities. Sone of these spirits gathered
together to forma collective presence, called a _dayid_. But others, the
stronger individual spirits, wandered by thensel ves and formed crude and
tenmporary bodi es of stone.

The gargoyl e strai ghtened up and directed his holl ow gaze at them He
si ghed. "You cannot pass this gate. It's not nmy choice, but | have to stop
you. "

Jour neyman mashed his face into a scow. "Frankly, nmy dear, | don't
give a damm."

"W need to get to Taire," Delrael said. He placed his hands on his
hips and tried a deliberate lie. "My brother is dying. You can't stop nme from
seeing himone last tinme."

"I"'mafraid you wouldn't care for Taire anynore. Mich has changed since
Scartaris." The gargoyle turned his grotesque stone face up to the sky. "I
renenmber when Enrod wanted to rebuild the | ands around the city. Such a shane
-- all that work, wasted now. "

"Who are you, gargoyle?" Vailret asked.

"That's a long story. I've lived for many turns of the Gane, first as a
Sorcerer lord and then as one of the Sentinels trying to hel p human
characters. By now the nenories are dim A stone head isn't nade to hold too
many t houghts, you know." He rapped on his forehead with a granite fist. "MW
nane was, _is_ Arken. | wasn't always so weak -- now |I'mrequired to guard
this gate so that no characters may pass."

"Arken?" Vailret said. He blinked his eyes and took two steps forward,

| owering his voice. "_Arken?_ That's incredible! Do you know how nmuch I -- "
"Who is controlling you, gargoyle?" Delrael interrupted, silencing his
cousin. He stared at the gate as if he could will it to vanish.
Vailret frowned at Delrael, still in shock. In all his readings, Arken

had been one of the greatest Sorcerers. Only Arken had spoken out against the
Transition, arguing that the surviving Sorcerers should help rebuild Ganearth
after their endless wars had |aid waste to so nuch of it. Myst of themrefused
to listen, but sone had remmi ned behind as Sentinels to hel p human characters
agai nst the other nonsters.

The stone gargoyle turned his head toward Delrael. "Scartaris controls
me. He grows nore powerful every day. The Qutsiders want himto win, | think."

Vail ret nunbl ed anot her question. "But you're _Arken_ -- we renenber
you as the first Sentinel, the greatest defender of Ganearth. How can you
possibly be in |l eague with Scartaris?" Vailret let his hands fall to his
sides. "Don't you know what he's doing? He's going to end the Gane for all of
us!"

The gargoyl e | eaned over the nmountain face and wal ked down,



perpendi cular to the cliff at an inpossible angle. He righted hinself on the
path and cane to stare at them

The gargoyl e shook his denonic stone head. "I am bound by the Rules.
Scartaris defeated nme, and | have to defend this gate to the best of ny
ability. It doesn't matter if | despise what he is trying to do."

Suddenly Arken's manner seened filled with new excitenment. He focused
his attention at them "You travel ers know who Scartaris is? And you're on a
guest eastward?" He held up a blocky stone hand. "No, don't tell ne anything

-- Scartaris will hear! | can guess for myself. Let ne keep ny hopes up. But |
still can't help you."

"You're talking to us, though," Vailret said. "You re answering our
guestions."

"Certainly. And 1'll do everything | can to get around ny

restrictions.”

"Why can't you just let us pass and not tell Scartaris?" Bryl asked.

The gargoyl e | ooked at him annoyed. "I can't disregard ny task for the
sake of a whim The Rules are the Rules, regardless of nmy feelings." He
hunkered down and put his chin in his blocky stone fist. "Perhaps we can think
of a different way | night help you."

Del rael kicked at a stone on the path. His |ips were pressed together

into a thin, white line. "Is there another pass we could go through?" he said.
"W need to get noving."
"I doubt it," Arken said. "Scartaris will have guardians on all the

guest - pat hs over the Spectre Muntai ns anyway. The ot her gat ekeepers ni ght not
be so understanding."

"How do we know you're telling the truth, not trying to trick us?" Bryl
put his hands on his hips, haughty.

Vail ret thought he |ooked silly. "That's _Arken_, Bryl -- don't be
ridicul ous. "

The gargoyl e seened puzzled by Vailret's comment. "Well, you don't know
whether I'mtelling the truth or not -- although | can promise that if | were
trying to trick you, | would attenpt to be ... alittle nore devious."

"Al'l right, then, here's a straightforward question." Delrael stepped
forward. "_How_can we pass? How can we defeat you?"

The stone gargoyle shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe we can figure out
somet hi ng. "

"Could we play a gane of dice, Arken? It's sinple but effective. High
roll wins?" Vailret withdrew his own set of dice. "If we win, you |let us
pass?"

The gargoyl e placed his stone chin on his fist. "Remenber that | have
nmore than ny share of luck." Arken knelt down to the ground. The cold path and
the bl eak nountains seened to have no effect on him "But if this doesn't
work, we can still try sonething else.”

He raised his head to |l ook at all of them "W'IlIl only be able to use
this chall enge once, though. It wouldn't be fair if you kept rolling until you
beat ne one tine."

"Fair enough." Vailret held his hand out and raised his eyebrows. "Del,
why don't you roll for us?"

The fighter took the dice and | ooked at them "M luck seens to have
turned sour lately."

"Then it's tine to change it. Go ahead and roll."

Del rael rubbed the two twenty-sided dice between his palns and, without
interest, let themfall to the ground. A "10" and a "14."

"Not bad,"” Vailret said.

"Not good," Delrael countered.

Arken brushed the dice into his palm using one flat stone hand because
t he bl ocky fingers were not dexterous enough to grasp the small objects. He
tossed theminto the air. One die landed flat on the quest-path; the other
struck a rock and bounced sideways, comng to rest a few feet away. A "12" and
an "18."



“I"'msorry," Arken said. "I told you |I had too nuch | uck."

Wth a scow on his pinched face, Bryl took out the Air Stone and Fire
Stone. They glinted in the bright nountain sunlight. "I have these. They're
power ful enough. Can | command you with then? WII they work?"

The stone creature straightened and took a step backward in shock. He
reached a crudely forned hand toward the di anond and the ruby, but Bryl
snat ched them away. The gargoyl e rocked back on his clublike stone feet. "Are
those what | think they are?"

Vailret nodded. "If you're really Arken, you nust renenber them"

The gargoyl e drew a deep breath. "You make me feel strange about ny
past. Wien | saw that so few Sorcerers would refuse the Transition and remain
to help their own half-breed children, | begged themto create the Stones. Do
you know where the other two are? It's been so long. As | recall, one was | ost
in the Scouring...."

Vailret glanced at Delrael, then decided to answer anyway. "Yes, we
know where they are, though the Earth Stone is not readily accessible."

Bryl had sensed the twenty-sided enerald Stone somewhere in the
treasure grotto of Tryos the dragon, but they had no tinme to search before
rescui ng Tareah. Vailret wondered how Tareah was faring back at the
St ronghol d. . .

"Never bring all four Stones together unless you are prepared for what
wi || happen,"” Arken said, pointing a stone finger at them "It's |ike magica
synergy. Mrre power resides in the conbined Stones than even the six Spirits
possess. A character gathering all four Stones could unleash a new Transition
for hinself. One character should not have such power."

Arken cocked his grotesque head toward the open sky between the peaks,
and his voice took on a wistful tone. The wi nd whistled around the bars of the
gate. "The Transition was an awesone enough thing to do once in the Gane."

Vailret cleared his throat, hoarse with awe at a conversation with one
of the greatest Sentinels of legend. "I read your description of the
Transition. | found it in Sardun's Ice Palace." Hi s voice trenbl ed.

The bl ocky stone gargoyle turned his head. A long sigh runbled out of
his stone chest. "I remenber witing that, but | was too amazed to describe it
wel | . I magine the Sorcerer race gathered in a shallow valley, waiting. Al the
characters who were going on the Transition, and some who only wanted to
wat ch. "

"W've been to that valley, too." Vailret watched the crude face and
tried to picture what Arken nust have | ooked |ike as a great Sorcerer
spokesman. "It seened haunted."

"l don't doubt it," Arken answered. "Five of our |eaders were inside a
counsel tent. Even Stilvess Peacemaker was there, the one who had ended the
wars. He was so old he could barely nove.

"It was about this tinme of year, the autum equinox. The air was cold,
and the wind kept flapping the white tent. The other characters waited outside
on the plain, ready, in case sonething should happen. None of them knew what
was going on inside. But | did. | was there, their official observer."

"Wel |l ?" Vailret asked. H s eyes sparkled and his breath quickened. "How
did you manage to break the Rules and succeed in the Transition?"

Arken held up one stone hand. "We broke no Rules! It was difficult what
we did, yes -- but we broke no Rules. Actions on Ganearth are determ ned by
the roll of the dice. Nothing is inmpossible if you wait |ong enough and try
enough times."

"So what were they doing inside the tent?" Vailret repeated. Delrael
shuffled his feet; Vailret wondered if he was curious or just inpatient.

"The five of themwere rolling dice. Twenty-sided dice, made from pure
crystal, perfectly balanced, the finest dice ever seen on Ganeart h.

"The five Sorcerers rolled their dice, over and over and over. They did
not stop, day or night. They were weary. | watched their eyes turn red. Al of
t hem | ooked haggard. A d Stilvess seened as if he was about to coll apse.”

"But what were they trying to do?" Vailret asked.



Arken seenmed to ignore Vailret's question. He spread his stone w ngs
with a grinding sound. "At last, all five of themrolled a twenty on the sane
roll. Anearly inpossible roll -- _nearly_ inpossible. A perfect, perfect dice
roll, unheard of on Ganearth.

"And when they rolled five twenties, five of the greatest |iving
Sorcerers on Ganearth, they unleashed enough power to initiate the
Transition."” The stone gargoyle hung his head. "That was when |I ran out of the
tent."

Del rael sighed and sounded angry. He rattled the gate again with his
hand. "That doesn't concern us." He | eaned agai nst one of the cold walls of
rock. "W have to get past here."

Arken hunched his shoul ders and swi velled the crudely forned bl ocki sh
head to | ook at the fighter.

"Can we fight you?" Delrael unsheathed his sword, but it |ooked
i neffective agai nst the bl ocky stone body of the gargoyle.

Arken shook his head fromside to side. "I wouldn't advise it. Your
sword wouldn't harmne, but | could cause plenty of damage to you."

"What if you had a better opponent?" Journeynman said. "Wen the going
gets tough, the tough get going! A gargoyle and a golem-- we should have an
equi val ent strength cl ass."

Journeyman turned to the other travelers. "He can't really damage ne,
any nore than | can damage him W could westle. If | win, the gate opens and

we pass."

Arken cl apped his stone hands with a sharp crack. "It sounds acceptable
to ne. | nust warn you, though, that | ambound to _try_ ny utnost to defeat
you. | can't just let you win. It has to be fair."

Journeyman drew hinmself up, flexing his soft arns. "Go for all the
gusto while you can."

Arken worked his jaw, as if finding words difficult. "If the gol em does
win, I wsh you the best of luck on your quest. | want to see Scartaris
st opped too."

He faced Journeynman. "Don't worry about causing damage to nme. My spirit
isn'"t bound to this stone body. As long as Scartaris holds ne here, he
controls me. But if you ... break ne, then | will be free. For a tine, at
| east."

Journeyman made the features of his face run flat as he fl owed nore
clay into his shoulders and arms, concentrating his strength. "It's not just a
job, it's an adventure."

Delrael, Vailret, and Bryl stood by the | ocked gate and watched Arken
The massive stone creature stepped to the narrow part of the path and faced
Jour neyman.

"Luck, Journeyman," Vailret said.

"Luck," Bryl and Delrael echoed.

Arken planted his stone feet squarely on the quest-path and opened his
arnms, ready to grapple with the golem He surprised themall by w shing
Journeyman | uck as well.

"You can surrender any tine," Journeyman said.

The grotesque gargoyl e straightened his back. "I1'll renmenber that.
Ready?"

"Yes, ready."

Wth a slap of clay on stone, Journeyman and Arken grabbed each ot her
around t he shoul ders. Journeyman's hands fl attened as he pushed agai nst the
stone gargoyle's arns. Arken spread his feet, which seemed to fuse to the rock
of the trail.

Nei t her of the conbatants made a sound. They kept their faces neutral
Since they were not human, they did not grunt with the strain, or pant, or
show any sign of the exertion they made. The breeze di ed down, and the cold
air retained its claustrophobic silence.

"Irresistible force and i movabl e object,” Journeyman said. "Did you
ever hear about that one, Arken? It's a riddle from Cutside."



Arken strained and pushed, but his voice sounded curiously neutral
"What is the solution?"

Journeyman's body seened distorted and stretched with the effort to
mai ntai n hinsel f against the gargoyle. "I don't believe it has a solution. The
Qut siders can be very strange at tines."

The gargoyle lifted one of his blocky stone feet and pivoted, forcing
Journeyman to bend and turn his back to the sheer precipice.

"Come on, Journeyman!" Bryl shouted.

Arken's hunched back bent as he took a small step forward, forcing
Journeyman closer to the edge. But the clay golemdid not nmove his feet,
stretching his legs instead. He slid his arms to get a better grip on Arken's
snoot h shoul ders.

"More powerful than a | oconotive," Journeynan said again, but his voice
was fainter this tine.

Vailret found hinself w ncing and pressing his fingers into his fists,
straining his armmnuscles as if that could assist the golem

Arken's bl ocky hands | eft deep indentations in Journeynman's body. The
stone gargoyl e pushed harder and harder

"Able to leap tall buildings in a single --

Fi nal | y somet hi ng snapped.

" -- bound!" Journeyman |l et out a strange cry like the release of a
too-tight bowstring, and his clay flowed like liquid. He flung hinself
backward, bendi ng over upon hinmself in an inpossible angle, out of the way.

Arken, thrusting forward with all his nmight, suddenly had no purchase
and nothing to push agai nst.

He went plunmeting over Journeyman, off into space.

Vailret and Delrael ran forward as Journeyman strai ghtened hinmsel f up
pul | ed his body back together and rearranged his clay. He stood tall. They al
heard a distant _thock!_as Arken's stone body crashed into the rocks far
bel ow.

Vailret didn't want to go to the path edge and | ook

Journeyman did not appear flustered. His clay mouth twisted in a
beam ng expression. "That was the big difference between us, you know, a gol em
and a gargoyle," he said. "C ay bends, stone doesn't.”

The black iron bars of Arken's gate tinkled into nothingness on the
rock. A chill w nd whistled along the quest-path, notioning the travelers
ahead to where the trail was w de and easy.

The shadows of sunset followed them as they passed through the vani shed
gateway. Just on the other side of the cut waited the black hex-line where
they had to stop for the day. The next hexagon of mpuntain terrain descended
gradual Iy, sloping down out of the Spectres, as if saying that any character
who passed Arken's gate deserved easy traveling.

Ahead, the land of Scartaris waited for them

Chapter 12:
DOWNFALL OF THE STRONGHOLD

"W nust keep the | egends alive, the stories of brave quests, the
menories of past characters who have becone heroes. Though the Qutsiders w sh
only to anuse thenselves turn after turn, this is still our _history_ ."

-- The Sentinel Sardun, part of the "Lost Records"

buri ed under the Ice Pal ace ruins

The villagers gathered in the Stronghold courtyard at sunset to hold a
formal cerenony in nenory of Tarne. Jagged shadows fromthe pointed wall crept
across the courtyard. The veteran's ashes had been gathered up and buried in a

speci al area near the Stronghold wall, an honored place where Vailret's father
Cayon was interred, as well as Delrael's nmother Fielle.

Young Tareah rubbed her el bows and knees in the chill air. Her joints
still ached, but she listened with rapt attention as the villagers did

quest-tellings of Tarne's greatest adventures.
Jorte, the keeper of the gaming hall, spoke of when Tarne had been one



of the conpani ons of Drodanis and Cayon, a great fighter and quester. Ohers
told how Tarne was one of the fighters | ed by Drodanis against the ogres in
revenge for the nmurder of Cayon ... how Tarne was wounded in that fight and
had since seen visions of future turns of the Gane. The young farnmer Romm
described Tarne's warning to the other villagers that Gairoth woul d take over
the Stronghold, and how he | ed a brave defense agai nst the attack; when that
failed, Tarne had led theminto exile in the deep forest terrain until Delrael
returned and vanqui shed Gairoth.

Tareah herself picked up the hexagonal tile bearing the veteran's nane
and placed it on the grave. She renenbered the quiet, bald man who seened to
hold so much inside him A weaver, who wanted no further part in fighting and
battles. She stared at the wall, not at the gathered villagers, as she
descri bed Tarne's brave fight, alone in the mddle of the night to defend t hem
all against the Slave of the Serpent.

Darkness fell, and young Rommlit several torches in the courtyard. The
vill agers stood around, not certain what to do after the cerenony. They seened
| eaderl ess and disoriented without the bald veteran. Tareah did not blanme them
-- she was new, she had no experience with quests or adventuring. Wy should
they trust her to | ead then?

She had spent her entire life isolated in the lIce Palace with her
father, and when the dragon had ki dnaped her, she nmerely waited for sone
adventurer to come rescue her. Regardl ess of her Water Stone or how nuch magic
she coul d use, Tareah still had nuch to learn

Vailret's nother Siya stood beside her, |looking tired and w t hdrawn.
She wore clean but drab clothes highlighted by a flashing emerald brooch. Siya
told Tareah that Cayon had given it to her, stolen froma Slac treasure pit he
once raided. Now Siya's face seemed old, and she tied her hair back in a
severe bun. Since her son and Delrael had gone on their quest to Scartaris,
Siya acted angry and lonely, with nothing nore to hold onto.

The stars cane out. Night birds nmade sounds in the forest. Tareah
| ooked up to see the green smear of Lady Maire's Veil across the sky. That
made her think of how Tarne rmust have seen his own death there -- yet, even
knowi ng that, he still went to face the Slave of the Serpent.

The out buil di ngs stood shadowy and enpty now, with Delrael, Vailret,
and Bryl gone, and Tarne dead. The main hall of the Stronghold echoed wth
silence. They had no students at the Stronghold for battle exercises or
rol e-pl ayi ng ganes. The place was deserted, big and frightening. It remn nded
Tareah of the Ice Palace and the enpty vaults full of relics, now buried under
crunbl ed i ce and snow.

She took her eyes away fromthe sky and saw Mostem t he baker com ng
toward her. Tareah still had difficulty identifying all the villagers in her
m nd, but she renmenbered that Mostem had three daughters. According to Siya
Most em hoped that either Vailret or Delrael would be interested in pairing
with one of them Tareah had never net the daughters, nor had she tried. She
was not sure if she should feel jealous -- she had trouble pinpointing her
feelings, either about Vailret or Delrael

Mostem s eyes noved from Tareah to Siya, then to the ground. Fromthe
way the other villagers watched him Tareah realized that they had al
di scussed this beforehand. She let a slight frown cross her face.

Mostem | ooked as if he didn't know how to begin, and finally he said,
"You're all alone up here now Are you sure the Stronghold is safe? Do you
t hi nk you should stay here?"

He didn't wait |ong enough for her to say anything. "W were talking,
uh, | mean | was thinking that maybe you could conme stay with us? O one of
the other villagers. W're not sure that staying at the Stronghold is a good
i dea anynore."

Tareah was surprised at the suggestion and tried to decide how to react
toit, what Delrael would want her to do. But Siya drew herself up, indignant.
"What, and just abandon the Stronghold? It's been here intact for generations,
and this is _my hone!l | don't take that lightly." She crossed her thin arns



over her chest. "I will stay here."
Mostem t ook a step backward and continued to speak to the ground. "W
just thought it m ght be best if -- "

Tareah cut himoff. "I promsed that | would remain here and do ny best
to defend the Stronghol d." She stood beside Vailret's nmother. "You know the
Rules. | made a vow -- | can't break that. I'mnot one of those characters who

t akes such things lightly."

She and Delrael had gotten into argunents on that point before. But
this time she didn't think he woul d object.

"Besi des, | ook around you." She indicated the double walls topped by
sharp points, the weapons storehouse, the heavy gates and the trench around
the Stronghold, the Steep Hi Il path. "This is the npost defensible place, the
saf est spot for hexagons around! And don't forget | have the Water Stone, too.
If we're not safe here, we certainly won't be safe anywhere in the village."

She raised her voice so the others would hear her clearly. "If you're
concerned for our safety, any of you is welcone to stay here and hel p guard us
agai nst attack."

Mostem cl eared his throat and | ooked to the others to see their
reaction. The death of Tarne and the threat of Scartaris was too cl ose on
their m nds.

But Romm the farner straightened. His blond hair was nussed, and his
skin | ooked dry from spending too many hours outside in all weather. "That's a
good i dea. W should arrange our schedul es so sone of us can be up here. W

were willing to fight against Gairoth, with Tarne -- we shouldn't do any | ess
than that now "
H s words heartened Tareah. She nodded to themall. "Wt do need a

stronger defense, now that Tarne isn't here to assist ne."
"We can discuss this tonorrow," Siya said. Her stiff nmovenments showed

how much Mbstem s suggesti on had upset her. "We'll roll dice to see who stays
up here with us. You _all_ could brush up on your training a little."
Apparently relieved, the villagers left, going down the hill into the

ni ght and back to their hones. Tareah could hear nmuffled voices as the
vill agers went along the path.

Siya and Tareah worked together to swing the heavy gate shut. They
fastened the solid wooden crossbolts in place. The shadowy enpty buil di ngs
i nside the walls | ooked spooky enough that Tareah decided to | eave the torches
burning in the courtyard.

Bef ore going to bed, Siya and Tareah began the ritual of closing up the
Stronghold for the night. Wth the others to help, they always finish quickly
before, but it took themlonger and | onger each night as the evenings grew
colder, now that they were the only two to do everything.

They made sure all the windows were shuttered, the cracks stuffed with
rags to keep the cold out. They stoked the main fireplaces with enough wood to
keep burning all night long, since it was such a tedious task to rebuild the
fires the next day. Tareah saw no point in keeping the entire main building
heat ed and tended, but she didn't countermand Siya's w shes. Siya seened to
attach a far greater inportance on maintaining her routine than on actually
t hi nki ng about it.

Tar eah was exhausted by the tine she reached her own quarters and
heaped wood on the fire. Her joints would ache if she did not keep her room
war m which seenmed odd to her since she had spent so many years in the bright
col dness of the Ice Palace. Over the weeks she felt as if the pain had faded
somewhat, but her body would take a long time to adjust to the dramatic
stretchings and tw stings her accelerated growth put it through

She stripped off the formal dress she had worn for Tarne's cerenony and
pul l ed on a confortable shift, then clinbed under the bl ankets. She |lay back
in the bed and thought of Delrael and Vailret on their quest, all the stories
they were adding to the history of the Gane. She wi shed her father Sardun
could be here to discuss them

Tareah kept the Water Stone with her even in bed. She ran her fingers



over the cool blue facets. They renminded her of the ice in the rainbow halls
and crystal towers. She dozed with that thought.

And woke up sone tine later. The fire still burned bright, so she
couldn't have been asleep too long. It was just past nmidnight, she guessed.
She blinked her eyes in the dancing firelight. Her nose was cold, but she
could snell the aromatic wood.

Tar eah heard scratching, scrabbling sounds. The wood in the fireplace
settled with a slunp and a small shower of sparks. The noi ses stopped for a
nmonent and began again with renewed intensity. The scrabblings sounded |ike
rats in the walls, clawing their way out.

Tar eah rubbed her eyes on the blanket and tried to see in the wavering
orange light. Sharp shadows lay in the corners. Then her eyes came to focus on
the dark and churning wall beside her bed.

The wood was crawing with small figures, each about the size of her
hand. Enmerging fromcracks in the wood, pushing thensel ves out between
splinters and scrabbling over each other, along the walls, along the floor

Tareah sat up, flinging tangled hair out of her eyes, and bit back an
outcry. Her blankets were covered with the little creatures as well, tiny
ratli ke animals, but vaguely human in form They had ear tufts and pointed
faces with sharp fangs. On two hind | egs they wal ked upright, and they bore
two sets of humanlike arms, one sprouting fromtheir shoul ders and anot her set
al ong their abdomen, giving each creature four hands full of sharp cl aws.

She snapped her bl anket, spraying the creatures off her bed and onto
the floor. She grabbed for the Water Stone under her pillow, but some instinct
war ned her not to showit, not to use it just yet.

The ratlike creatures swarnmed over the room as they searched for
somet hing. They scurried down the mantle of the fireplace, disassenbling the
wood splinter by splinter with their sharp claws. Now that Tareah had
awakened, they chittered anong thensel ves, making no effort to keep quiet.

She ki cked her bl ankets away and rolled to the edge of her bed. Her
voi ce hitched as she tried to call out -- but there was no one to hel p her
She woul d have to fight by herself. One of the bedposts groaned and broke free
fromits joint, torn apart by the creatures. The bedfrane cracked and dropped
to the floor with a _thunp_.

More rat-creatures scurried to the storage chests and peel ed the | ocks
and hinges fromthe base wood, splintered the sides, and spilled the treasure
fromDelrael's past adventurings onto the floor. They searched through the
pl under, using four hands to paw and toss away di anonds and gold and sil ver
links as if they were worthl ess.

"Stop!" Tareah shouted. They hesitated, glaring at her with pupilless
red sparks for eyes -- enpty, as if something had erased the m nds behind
them She felt very afraid to | ook at the hundreds and hundreds of tiny,
pointed teeth and sharp claws. Then the creatures fell to ransacki ng again.

The shelves on the wall crunbl ed, and Tareah's possessions crashed to
t he ground, breaking and clinking on the floor. Every splinter of wood spawned
anot her of the small creatures as they pushed out and added to the arny. Above
the chittering, rustling din, she heard noises fromthe other roons.

Tareah junped out of bed, stepping on squirmng furry bodies and trying
to kick themaway fromher. "Wiat do you want ?" she shouted. She drew herself
up to I ook nenacing.

The rat-creatures fixed their blank gazes on her. Many of them cl eared
an enpty spot on the floor, and others noved into formati on with sonme kind of
i ntent. Dozens of themaligned thenselves to formletters with their own
bodi es.

On the floor, they spelled out "FIRE STONE. "

Scartaris knew the Deathspirits had stripped the ruby Stone from Enrod
and delivered it to the Stronghold. He had sent the rat-creatures to tear
everything apart until they found it.

Scartaris knew not hi ng about Delrael's quest to bring the Earthspirits
across the map -- because of Tarne's ruse, Scartaris thought the Slave of the



Serpent had killed Delrael. Perhaps Scartaris knew nothing of her Water Stone
either. She clutched the six-sided sapphire in her hand.

"No!" Tareah stamped her foot on the ground, squashing one of the
rat-creatures and nmaking the others scurry out of the way. "You can't have
it." She waited to feel sharp claws and teeth on her bare |egs.

One section of the wall slumped down in a shower of broken wood. Fl anes
fromthe fireplace caught on the kindling. The creatures ran around,

di smantling the room

A few of the rat-creatures on the floor of the room spelled out "V
WLL FIND IT," form ng and dissolving one word after another

From her own room Siya screaned -- but it was a scream of anger and
di sgust, not pain. The ceiling groaned above Tareah, and she | ooked up to see
t he pl anks buckl i ng.

In her bare feet, trying not to | ook where she stepped, Tareah ran to
the door and struck it with her shoulder to push it open. She ran down the
mai n hall.

Ever ywhere she | ooked, the scranbling creatures emerged fromthe
splintered wall and set about ransacking everything in sight. The structure of
the main building groaned and creaked above the insane chittering.

Tareah ran out the broken doorway into the cold night. Two of the
courtyard torches had burned out, but the other three flickered in the sharp
wi nd. Small, furious sounds cane fromall buildings within the Stronghold
wal | s.

"Siya!" she called

Tareah saw the creatures piled on top of each other in the roof
structure, throwi ng pieces of wood in the air and over the edge in glee,

di ggi ng and searching. Qthers tunnelled in the courtyard, uprooting sword
posts. The weapons storehouse crashed and toppled to the ground. O her walls
in the outbuildings split and col | apsed.

Tareah felt outraged, but didn't know how she could fight against the
i nfestation.

Siya burst out the front door, frantic. She had a broomin her hands,
and she flicked it right and left to knock away the creatures in front of her
"Cet away!" She whacked them off the walls. "Leave that alone! Stop!"

Her gray hair hung down bel ow her shoulders in broad tresses. Severa
of the creatures grabbed on and yanked, clinbing the strands |ike ropes. Siya
tossed her head and flung them off, then chased after themw th a vengeance.

"CGet away fromthe door, Siyal"

Siya ran into the courtyard. Chittering, some of the rat-creatures
foll owed her, but nost swarmed over the door janb, peeling away the wood. Two
of the shutters cracked and fell off their hinges. New rat-creatures burst up
fromthe fresh wood, flexing their forearns and bounci ng down to the ground.

Wth scrabbling hands in a blur of notion, they fell upon the wooden
wal I s and kept tearing it apart in chunks. Dust and snmoke filled the air from
col l apsed mantels and the burning fires in the hearths. The main buil ding was
on fire.

Tareah took out the Water Stone. "l've got to do sonmething." She rolled
it on the ground. The six-sided sapphire landed with a "4" up. She grabbed it
again and cast her spell at the main building.

The wi nd whi pped up. The al ready-cool air dropped bel ow freezing.
Biting snow bl asted down and, with a snap of cold, ice encrusted the
Stronghol d, freezing the wood solid. The cold itself shattered sonme of the
shutters; the support beans groaned inside fromthe weight of snow She heard
a loud pop from sonewhere inside.

When the wave of cold struck the rat-creatures, they withered and
di sappeared. Siya chased others with her broomand left blots of fur and bl ood
on the ground.

The assault seenmed to have stopped for a noment, |eaving a stillness
like a held breath. "Did it work?" Tareah asked.

Wth squeals of angry chittering and a shower of pale splinters, nore



creatures burst out of the logs in the double wall surrounding the Stronghold.
They dropped to the ground, bristling with patches of brown and gray fur
sharp fangs and fiery bl ank eyes.

The creatures ignored Tareah and Siya, but scurried toward the
i ce-encrusted Stronghold to chip their way in. They set upon the main building
once nore.

Bet ween t he upright pointed |ogs of the stockade wall, nore creatures
surged out. The dirt insulation between the double walls crunbled and sifted
out of the holes. Several logs toppled and fell over to | eave gaps in the
peri meter.

The brittle casing of ice over the main building split open. The
rat-creatures surged inside again, tearing holes out of the walls.

Tar eah grabbed the sapphire, angry and ready to roll it. But the
rat-creatures swarned over the ground at her feet, waiting with arms
outstretched. They _knew_ what the Stone was now, they wanted her to roll it
so they could snatch it away the instant it struck the ground.

Tareah cl anmped her teeth down on a frustrated scream She couldn't even
roll the Stone, and none of her minor spells would do anything. She couldn't
fight, and that infuriated her even nore.

Tears streaked down Siya's cheeks. Her face reddened and she panted
fromher effort. A strange noise came fromSiya's throat as she continued to
strike out at the creatures. "What do they want?"

Tareah felt the corners of the Water Stone bite into her palns as she
pushed her fists together. "They're |l ooking for the Fire Stone. Scartaris
wants it back, now that he knows how powerful it is."

Siya blinked and stood with her broomupright. Her face wore an
ast oni shed expression. "But the Fire Stone isn't even here! By now Delrael and
the others should be -- " She waved her hand at the crunbling walls. "By the
nmount ai ns or sonet hi ng. "

Al of the rat-creatures stopped with their ears cocked. In unison the
horde turned to glare at them

Tareah wanted to screamat Siya in anger and frustration. "You idiot!
Scartaris thought Delrael was dead!"

The rat-creatures chittered anong thensel ves -- and then they al
vani shed into the ground, |eaving no trace other than the bl oodi ed bodies Siya
had kil ed.

Tar eah kept her voice level and cold. "You just increased the danger to
Delrael and Vailret. Now Scartaris knows they're com ng, and he can
concentrate everything he has on stopping them"

Siya's eyes widened as big as plates when the realization sank in. She
hung her head. Her shoul der bl ades jerked as she tried to hold the sobs in.

Tareah | ooked around at the ravaged Stronghold -- Delrael had |eft
_her _ behind to defend it. He had counted on _her_abilities and _her _
judgenent. Gimanger filled her mind -- but the collapsing buildings, the

ruined wall brought stinging tears in front of her vision

The fire fromthe broken hearths had spread into the main building, and

snoke poured into the air.
| NTERLUDE: QUTSI DE

Davi d put his hands behind his head and | eaned back against them His
eyes still |ooked red, but he snmled with satisfaction. Melanie was so angry
she wanted to punch his face, or at |east dunp her cold soda in his |ap

"You destroyed ny Stronghold!" she said. Her voice sounded strangl ed,
carrying nore enotion than she wanted to display.

The rat-creatures, the dozens of attack rolls, the walls falling, the
fire starting ... She felt Tareah's hel pl essness, felt Siya's loss. If only
the characters coul d have fought back nore, hel ped _her_ nore.

Davi d kept his eyes closed. "Now | think we can _officially_ say that
Scartaris knows Delrael isn't dead. And he al so knows that the group is coning
to get him™"



"And this time her characters don't _know_ that Scartaris knows. Ha!"
Tyrone added. "That's a switch."

"Thanks, Tyrone." Scott scow ed at him

David grinned. "That neans Scartaris can nowtry to stop them" He
shrugged. "Unless | decide to just have him bl ow up the map, and we can be
finished with all this nonsense."” He truly |looked as if he was enjoying this.
Mel ani e stood up in anger. Her chair tipped back but did not fall over.

"That woul dn't be very sporting, now would it?" Scott asked.

"Let's not let this get personal, guys," Tyrone said, waving Ml anie
back into her chair. "It's just for fun, renenber."

Mel ani e and David both glared at him Tyrone went to get another bag of
chips fromthe top of the refrigerator, shaking his head.

"When Delrael and conpany get through the nountain terrain, that's when
the real fun starts. The city of Taire is my first serious line of defense."
Davi d rubbed his hands together. "W can probably end this tonight."

"What's your hurry, David?" Tyrone asked. "There's nothing on TV Sunday
ni ghts anyway. "

Davi d sl apped both hands on the tabletop, startling themall with his
out burst. "Because | don't want to have any nore ni ghtmares about Ganearth! |
want it done and finished and _out of ny head! "

He swal | owed and blinked, as if anazed at hinself. Melanie felt a
monent of synpathy for him The power of Ganearth was frightening to her, too,
but the characters, the | andscapes, the | egends all gave her wondrous dreans,
not nightmares. She had to save them and the characters had to help in their
own way.

"Mel ani e, when your characters get into Taire they're playing right
into ny hands." He avoi ded her gaze and | ooked down at the painted map. She
saw t hat his hands were shaking.

Mel ani e kept her voice low. "That's exactly where | want themto be.
Shut up and play."

Chapter 13:
PEOPLE OF A DEAD CI TY

"By building this beautiful city in the mdst of desolation, we wll
prove that Ganearth characters can overconme any difficulty so |l ong as we poo
our talents and work toward a common goal. W have our nagic, and we have the
Rul es on our side. Nothing can stop us now. "

-- Enrod, cerenony at the founding of Taire

They descended out of the mountains. The hard, cold ground crunched
under Delrael's boots. He felt stronger now, as if he was finally opening his
eyes again. Tallin was dead, but the Gane went on, turn after turn -- unless
the Qutsider David had his way.

Del rael made his facial nuscles stop frowning. He renmenbered Rul e #1.
He focused on quests, treasure, action, on _getting things done_. He did not
sit around and ponder everything to death. Death.

Maybe t hat changed too many t hings.

Hi s father had sent a message stick with the aid of the Rul ewonan
Mel ani e, charging Delrael and Vailret to find sone way to stop Scartaris, to
keep Ganearth alive and intact. In the cold nountain air, Delrael absently
cl enched his fist.

The next days passed in a blur. Delrael kept his eyes fixed on the
di stant horizon toward the crunbled nountain terrain that marked the lair of
Scartaris. After another hexagon they crossed over grassy hills and then
entered the rocky desolation, scars left fromthe old Sorcerer wars.

The | andscape becane flat and barren, |like gray ash in a bl eak ocean
The ground was strewn with shattered rocks and jutting boul ders |ike broken
teeth. The sun seenmed hotter here, making everything | ook blasted and
devast ated. The desolation rang with silence, leaving only the crunch of their
footsteps. The wind had nothing but bare rock to rustle against. No birds or
i nsects nade any noi se at all



Jour neyman stunped al ong beside them but the dry heat nade hi m nove
nmore stiffly.

"Did Scartaris cause all this?" Bryl asked.

Vailret | ooked around, and his eyes were red. "No, that was just
reopening an old wound. It's easy to destroy something that was al ready
knocked to its knees. The final battles laid waste to a huge section of the
map, right here."

He drew a deep breath. "But the Wars ended here, too. The two factions
of Sorcerers finally made their peace. Did | ever tell you about Stilvess
Peacenaker ?"

Delrael forced hinself to appear interested, to be part of the group
again. "Arken nentioned that nane, didn't he?"

Vailret | ooked pleased. "By the tinme the Wars ended, the Sorcerers were
al nrost worn out. Mst of them had forgotten why they were fighting in the
first place. How could they still be angry about the game of throw ng stones
at Lady Maire's weddi ng cel ebration, so many turns before?

"Then a sel f-appoi nted nedi ator appeared anong the canps. Stilvess. He
wandered fromone army to the other, refusing to reveal which side he cane
from-- but he made it clear that he wanted no nore war. He was an outstandi ng
orator."

Vailret sighed. "He brought the two sides together |ike a crashing
wave, making them one again. He forced the factions to see they were fighting
t henmsel ves into extinction.

"Finally, the son of one of the great generals was killed in a
skirm sh. Instead of allowing that to inflame enotions again, Stilvess used
that to show the Sorcerers how nmuch pain their battles were causing. He nmade
the two | eaders nmeet at the funeral pyre of the general's dead son, and he
urged themto cast their cerenonial swords into the hot flanes."

Vailret |ooked lost in his own menories. "Sardun had one of those
burned swords in the nuseum under his |Ice Palace."

"I think I remenber it," Bryl said

Del rael | ooked around the wastel and and i magi ned the furious battles --
Sl ac regi nents, human armies, characters slaughtered, old Sorcerer |eaders
wi el di ng spells..

The hexagon of desol ation fell away behind the black dividing line into
anot her section of terrain that should have been lush prairie. But all the
grass was brown and dry, scratching together in the breeze |like a vast
ti nderbox. A line of brown grassy-hill terrain blocked their view of further
desol ati on ahead.

"Enrod founded a city out here sonmewhere. Taire," Vailret said. "The
characters spent many turns trying to bring life back to the | and, where they
could be rem nded of the scars left by the battles. That's why | was so
shocked to hear Enrod coming to destroy us with the Fire Stone -- he was
al ways a rebuilder, not a destroyer."

Vailret bent over to snap a brittle grass blade. "Looks like the
Tai rans managed to reclaimthese hexes, for a while. Until Scartaris sucked it
all dry again. Maybe we'll find sone cropland closer to the city walls.”

Del rael kicked the ground, scuffing up a chunk of dead grass.

They followed the quest-path to the hills and canped at the hex-1line
t hat night. Wen they noved on the next day, Delrael stood at the top of a
ri dge | ooki ng down. The hot w nd whi pped his hair, but they had gone far
enough away fromthe desolation's flying dust and grit.

Among the stiff crags of the Spectre Muntains behind them he saw a
m sshapen bl ob of black fog crawling out of the distant nountain terrain,
touching the ground and wending its way down the final slope. He recognized it
as the dark, shimering cloud they had seen fromthe other side of the
nmount ai ns. As the nebul ous mass drove headl ong into the grassy hills, dust
churned up fromits passage. He wondered if the mass was some great force
sumoned by Scartaris to join his armes. O perhaps it was following _them.

He turned and | ed the way down the slope, away fromthe cloud. They had



enough probl ens al ready.

The city of Taire |lay ahead of them |arge enough to cover five
hexagons. It seenmed gl oony, blanketed in shadows, but it was a sign of life
i ke a bul khead in the desol ati on. He wondered why anyone would remain there
after Scartaris drained all life away, killed all their work.

Qutside the city rose great nounds of broken rock. Apparently, the
buil ders of Taire had intended to nake terraced gardens, but they contented
t hensel ves with arrangi ng the shattered boulders in ornate circles. Delrael
was i npressed that sinple characters had done all that work, picked up al
those stones and stacked themthere, cleared the dead hexes to make them
fertile again. In vain.

By noon they reached the black dividing |ine that marked the beginning
of the city. The wall surrounding Taire was made of gray stone, interlocked
bl ocks wi thout nortar, and marked at precise intervals by tall parapets to
provide a better view of the desol ati on beyond.

Carved into the wall were intricate, stylized friezes depicting scenes
fromthe Gane. Vailret squinted his eyes and scanned them w th apparent
ast oni shment. Hi s nmouth opened and cl osed, just as it had when he confronted
Ar ken.

Del rael did not recogni ze many of the scenes, but he could nmake out
Sesteb's disputed stone throw that started the Wars, the creation of the
character races as fighters, the funeral pyre in which Stilvess had the
Sorcerer generals cast their swords, the surviving Sorcerers creating the four
di e-shaped Stones, and finally the six Spirits rising up fromthe Transition

Del rael rubbed the silent silver in his belt and thought of the
Earthspirits, wi shing they would sonehow conmuni cate with him Let him know
they were still alive

The Tairan friezes were crunbling and weat hered, caked w th bl own dust
and never cleaned. The city seened strangely silent, restless and waiting.
Del rael saw wi ndows in the towers, but they renained enpty, revealing no
curious faces to greet the travelers.

"And now for sonething conpletely different,” Journeyman nunbl ed.

Taire shoul d have contained thousands of characters. Delrael heard no
activity, none of the clanking and bustle that had marked Sitnalta froma
di stance. Instead, Taire cowered in a hush, comatose from being too close to
Scartaris.

The city's main gate stood tall and open, an ornate framework of
wr ought iron showi ng | eaves and fl owers growi ng up out of the ground. But the
gat e sagged on rusted hinges. Wnd bl ew through the spidery ironwork, making
it hum No one greeted -- or challenged -- themas they entered Taire.

"Either the Tairans aren't taking care of anything," Bryl said, "O
this place is as dead as the land around it."

"Yoo hoo! Anybody hone?" Journeyman call ed.

The Tairans had made full use of the linmted resources of the
desol ati on. The houses were constructed of broken stone blasted up in the
upheaval s of battle, decorated with frescoes painted into plaster nmade from
crushed |inmestone. The artists had used natural pignments, ochres and reds
found in the rocks, black fromsoot. Pieces of glistening obsidian were inlaid
i n gane-board patterns.

Sone of the flat sides of buildings showed scenes of daily life -- not
epic battles, but pictures of bountiful harvests, lush forest terrain, |arge
gat herings for group ganes. History was depicted on the walls _outside_ of
Taire; inside, they |ooked to the future instead.

The architecture was open, with plenty of space for neetings. Wnd
whi spered through the buil dings, weaving through open wi ndows. Delicate netal
chi mes hung on corners, tinkling at random

As they travelled deeper into the city, the neglect becane nore
apparent. Many of the spectacul ar frescoes were chipped and faded, sneared
with an oily soot floating in the air. Delrael saw enpty troughs under the
wi ndows of sone buil di ngs, apparently intended to hold flowers.



On several larger buildings, crude doors, bars, and gates had recently
been added, | ooking clunmsy and out of place.

The noi se of a dripping fountain sounded |oud in the Tairan silence.

Del rael put out his hand to catch the warm rust-tinted water, but he did not
drink. The scul pture above the fountain was a wought-iron bell, ornate but
silent. The fountain stood at an intersection of two streets with wi de stone
buil dings on either side. He realized that in the mddle of the desolation
someone must have used magi c to sumon up water, but now even the fountain had
ceased.

Jour neyman scooped up sonme of the puddl ed water and spread it on his
dry clay skin to noisten hinmself. He smiled in relief.

Vailret and Bryl sat down, but Delrael paced around the fountain,
shadi ng his eyes and searching for signs of life. The afternoon sunlight was
bright and harsh. "lI'mgetting tired of this,"” he said.

In the shadows of one of the open buildings, he saw a figure standing
bet ween two stone columms. Delrael strode toward the building. "Cone here!" He
didn't know if the Tairan would hide or come to him

To his surprise a thin, haggard woman stepped forward. At first she
appeared anci ent, but he saw that she was not old at all, despite her sunken
and shadowed eyes. Dirt stained her tattered gray clothes -- but she seened
unaware of all that. She took several jerky steps toward him as if sonething
el se moved her arnms and | egs.

"Where is everybody?" Delrael asked her. "Wat's going on here? This is
Taire -- what happened?”

She turned to face Delrael. Her eyes were nilky white; the pupils and
i rises had vani shed, |eaving a soulless blank expression that sent a shiver up
hi s spine. She never blinked.

Her voi ce sounded garbl ed, awkward. Her |[ower jaw noved up and down,
cl acking her teeth together, but not in time with the words she tried to form
Her tongue writhed around in her nouth, making sounds by brute force.

"Delrael. You are Delrael."

The fighter blinked, taken aback. Delrael |ooked behind himat the
ot hers, questioning, before turning back to the wonan. "How do you know ny
name?"

The Tairan worman jerked backward as if her nerves had snapped |ike
br oken bowstrings. "Delrael!" She hissed and gurgled in her throat, but she
stood with her arns straight at her sides. Spasnming nuscle tics rippled across
her face.

"What's happening to you?" Delrael shook the Tairan worman by the
shoul ders, but he might as well have been grabbing an enpty sack

"Somet hing is nmoving." Journeyman jerked his head to indicate the enpty

dwel | i ngs.

Del rael rel eased the woman, and she staggered one step backward, then
remai ned where she stood. He saw other forns inside the buildings, Iining up
at the entrances. Arustle crept into the air, like thousands of furtive

footsteps on the cobbl estones. He snelled a sharp tang that m ght have been
his own fear-sweat. He narrowed his eyes and felt his heart punping.

O her Tairans stepped onto the street in a strange | ockstep. They noved
in unison, stiff, |like nmovable pieces in a conplicated war gane. All their
eyes were bl ank.

They behaved like the ylvans in Tallin's village. Delrael w nced at the
cold nenory.

The Tairans stepped forward fromthe buil dings, coning through
intersecting streets together. They stood close. Their hands | ooked torn and
infected fromhard work. Their faces showed no expression at all

"They're conpletely mndless,” Vailret said.

Journeyman spoke in a gruff voice. "Amndis aterrible thing to
wast e. "

Delrael pulled out his sword. The silence of the city renmai ned, doubly
eerie now. The Tairans nmarched forward, closing in. He felt their synchronous



breathing, their hearts beating together as they took one step, then another

"We can't fight all these characters," Vailret said, but he pulled out
his short sword anyway.

The gol em bent his knees and banged his fists together with a snacking
noi se. "They've bl ocked off every exit. Bummer."

The bl ank faces of the Tairans nmade Delrael's skin crawl. They were
unarmed. This would not be a battle, it would be a slaughter ... but the
Tai rans woul d wi n. They outnunbered the travelers by thousands. He didn't know
what to do.

Bryl took out the Fire Stone. "I can blast our way through. I1t"Il kill
alot of them™

Del rael blinked back stinging water in his eyes. The sword felt heavy
and poi sonous in his hand. He thought of how all these characters had been
war ped by Scartaris. He saw Tallin |lying dead in the cataconbs of the Anteds.
None of this _felt_like a sinple game anynore. He couldn't just slaughter
with inmpunity. He didn't want to. It had to be a fair fight.

"Only as a last resort,” he told Bryl. "W have to think of a better
way. "

Delrael felt sweat dribble between his shoul derbl ades. He could snell
the Tairans, feel them breathing, sense their body heat. The afternoon sun
slanted through the streets. Ripples of warmh rose fromthe heated stone
wal | s.

"I'f you want me to use the Fire Stone it better be now, before they get
too close." Bryl rubbed his palns on the eight-sided ruby.

Then a wonan's | oud voi ce broke the attack. Hooves rang out on the
cobbl est ones; they heard the crack of a whip. "Hyah! Wat are you doi ng? Cet
away fromthere, all you Tairans." The whip cracked again. "Go on!"

Del rael craned his neck but could not see who had nade the noise. He
felt his danp grip around the hilt of his sword. H's throat had gone dry.

A woman pushed her way forward on a gray horse, squeezing between the
Tai rans. The horse noved fromside to side, nervous around the shuffling
peopl e. The worman flicked her whip back and forth, making the Tairans shrug
aside. "CGo on! | know you're not deaf. Get out of here!"

Reluctantly, it seened, the Tairans noved aside. Their sluggish attack
di ssolved as they drifted toward the buildings. They nmoved backward, keeping
their pupilless gaze on Delrael. He glared back at them

Del rael drew deep breaths through his nose and |l et them out between his
lips. He watched the woman approach on her horse. She was wiry, clad in a
bright green tunic; it |ooked as if she had made sone effort to keep herself
clean. At her side hung an unsheathed sword with a rippled edge, like a tongue
of flame.

Her hair was long and dark, tied out of the way in a single braid. She
nmoved quickly, as if with an attitude that her every action counted a great
deal . Her dark eyes flicked rapidly, alert and intense. A fire of anger burned
in her pupils. _Pupils_ -- sonehow this character had escaped Scartaris's
t ouch.

“I'm M ndar," the woman said and di snounted from her horse. She brushed
at her legs and stanped her feet, looking flustered. "Did they harm you?"

Del rael glanced at his conpani ons and answered for them "No, | think
we're all right."

"What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?" Journeyman
asked. The others introduced thensel ves.

"They know who we are," Vailret said, |ooking shaken. He flashed an

angry glare at Delrael. "They _know who we are! "
M ndar | ed her horse ahead of them down the street. "Let's get farther
away fromthis place. | never know what Scartaris is going to do."

She noved ahead with a determ ned step. Delrael had to hurry to keep up
with her. Mndar turned, and Delrael was startled by the viciousness of the
grin she flashed at them "I don't know who you are, but | haven't seen the
peopl e so awake in a long time. Nobody's been able to arouse them since



Scartaris cane."”

She stared at Delrael, letting the question hang in the air. Vailret
shuffled his feet, but Delrael wasted no time pondering. He didn't see the
point in hiding it any longer. "W're on a quest to destroy Scartaris, but
he's found out about us somehow. That makes our task even riskier."

Vail ret nodded. "W understand that Scartaris has the power to end the
Gane whenever he wants, sone kind of metanorphosis. Any tine he's frightened

enough of us, he'll just destroy the map."
M ndar brushed asi de her dark bangs and exposed a | unpy red scar on her
forehead, a burning red welt in the shape of an _S . "Scartaris will play with

you as long as he can. He enjoys that. He does it to ne."

Vailret squinted at her. "Wat happened to you?"

"Scartaris can't control me. | don't know why my mind can resist him
when the other characters can't -- do you think that's a bl essing? Look what
it did for me." She spread her hands. The spring-green tunic |ooked dirty, a
pitiful attenpt at brightness and cheer in the drab city.

Sonehow Tal lin had sone ability to resist Scartaris, too, a random

trait generated by a fluke of a dice roll. O the thousands of characters in
Taire, Delrael was not surprised that _one_ had the sanme inmunity.
"I wasn't any inportant person,” M ndar continued. "I was just another

artist, painting sonme of the frescoes. Two days each week |1'd go outside the
city walls and help tend the fields, rebuild the irrigation channels, plant
trees in the hills."

She glared at them "All of this used to be beautiful, you know. M
husband worked nmore than his share of time out there, so | could have extra
hours for painting. W had one daughter, Cthany."

Tears glistened on Mndar's dark eyes. "The children were the first to

to fade. W& didn't know about Scartaris -- but all of our crops wthered
and died. The grass turned brown, the trees becanme barren. Then our children
were lost to us. Scartaris seeped into their mnds and played themli ke
puppets. We couldn't understand. W didn't know "

M ndar shook her fist in the air, facing toward the east. "Sone
characters were stronger, but they lost in the end. You see how they all are,

m ndl ess husks. Scartaris enjoys role-playing them like the Qutsiders Play
their characters on Ganearth. | was the only one remaining. What could | do,
all by nysel f?"

She | owered her eyes. "At least | had ny anger. One afternoon | | ooked

around ne and saw that | was no |onger part of ny own city, that everything

el se had cut itself off fromme. The soul of Taire was gone. By this tine sone
of us knew about Scartaris -- Enrod had found out, but it was too late for

him too.

"So, in my despair, | shouted into the streets, | cursed Scartaris at
the top of ny lungs." Her fingers rubbed the _S -scar on her forehead. She
munbl ed her words. "So he cursed ne back

"The peopl e gathered and found ne. They grabbed my arns and pi nned them

behind nme, then they carried ne to one of the blacksmths' shops. | couldn't
break free because there were so many. You saw them They held me down by an
anvil in the dark. | was screaming and | could hardly breathe. | hurt nyself

trying to struggle.

"They took a hot iron and branded this on ny forehead. Then they dunked
my head in the water and left me there on the floor." She drew a deep breath
and cl osed her eyes.

"They were people | knew They were --
and ny husband!"

She | eaned agai nst a stone wall on which had been painted an ochre
sunri se shedding light over lush forest terrain and bountiful fields
surrounding the reborn city of Taire. The paint had faded, dusted with an oily
snear .

her voice hitched, "ny brother

"This is supposed to mark ne as the lowiest character in Scartaris's
domain. | amto be taunted, played with, and, worst of all, ignored. He casts



asi de and breaks everything | cared for -- Scartaris nust be | aughing as he
wat ches ne try to pick up the pieces."

M ndar trenbled wi th passion. Her hands clutched at the hilt of her
rippled sword as if she wanted to damage sonethi ng. She fought to bring
control over herself again.

"Scartaris sent a denpn watcher to nmake sure that | see no peace. The
Cailee. It hides in the shadows, watches ny thoughts to learn howit may
inflict the nost pain on ne."

Bryl | ooked at the shadows of the alleys, wi dening his eyes. Delrael
frowned. "What is the Cail ee?"

M ndar strai ghtened and began to wal k down the street, |eading her
horse. Delrael could see nothing but the back of her head as she answered.
"The Cail ee beconmes tangible only at night. It |ooks |ike a shadow,
featurel ess and black, in the formof a human. But on the ends of its hands

are hooked silver claws, sharp enough to rend -- " Her shoul ders bunched and
rippled. "The characters here are all so hel pl ess now, so hel pless.”

M ndar swal | owed. "The Cail ee shadows nme, follows me, waiting until |'m
not watching -- and then it slaughters!™

She whirled with such anger that her horse skittered two steps
si deways. The _S -scar on her forehead seenmed to throb with a light of its
own.

She dropped her voice to a quiet longing tone. "One night the Cailee
slit open my husband. And Cithany. And left themto bleed onto the floor of
our home. For no other reason than that it would hurt nme ."

Delrael felt his heart pounding, thinking again of Tallin and how t he
Anteds had killed him M ndar slashed at the air in her passion

"For that, I'mgoing to destroy Scartaris. No matter what it takes. If
you have a way, then I will join your quest." Her gaze flicked fromDelrael to
the others. Delrael felt the heat behind those eyes.

"W have a way," he answered.

" 1 _ have a way, too," Journeyman said.

"We'll need all the help we can get," Delrael said. He held out his
hand to her. Sonething inside of himfelt uneasy about M ndar, but he could
under stand her anger and her obsession. She struck himlike a true conrade,
soneone who had felt the sane wounds. He felt close to her

She flashed a snile, sharp and dangerous, and grasped Delrael's hand.
"My friends, together we can defeat Scartaris."

M ndar stiffened and turned pale. Her eyes wi dened, flicking back and
forth as if to see sonething fromthe corner of her eyes. "What have | done?
called you my friends_!"

She grabbed the horse and set off down a side street. The nmare's hooves
made | oud noi ses that echoed agai nst the buildings. "You are in grave danger
-- follownme! It's almost sundown. The Cailee will cone soon."

She didn't speak. She didn't have to. Deep shadows sl anted across the
street. The sky turned orange as the sun sank behind the knife-edge of the
Spectre Mountains, dappling the stone walls.

M ndar brought themto a w de, squat buil ding and opened the iron front
gates. She stopped and held the horse's head in her hands. She rubbed the gray
mar e behind the ears.

"There now, you take care of yourself." She rel eased the horse and
cl apped her hands. "Go on!" She turned it around and gave it a light kick with
her boot. The mare trotted away through the streets.

"Wn't the Cailee get your horse in the niddle of the night?" Bryl

asked.

M ndar flashed her hard smile again. "No. A horse is not |like the
peopl e of Taire -- she can defend herself. And she can run. She knows where to
hi de. Besi des, horses are nuch too valuable for hauling supplies to
Scartaris's armes.

"This building here is one of the old storehouses.” She | ed them
i nside. The wi ndows were narrow, and the air smelled nusty and enpty. Dust



filtered into angl ed shafts of |ight across the floor

"Taire couldn't raise all its own crops, of course. Sonetines we bought
food fromthe farnming villages in the nountain foothills. The hal f-breeds used
magi c to replenish our supplies of nmeats and grains. Mstly it's all been used
up by now. "

Their footsteps echoed across the floor in the enpty building. M ndar
| ed them down an open staircase to the basenent, cool and dry beneath the
ground. Several chanbers had been holl owed out. M ndar took themto the door
of one.

"I set this up for nyself a while ago, when | thought someday | m ght
have to make a stand agai nst the people of Taire. It's well defended and well
supplied. "

I nsi de, the room was wi ndow ess. Boxes of provisions and drinking water

in seal ed casks were piled against the wall. Bryl found candles in one of the
boxes and took them out.
"The door is secure. It's heavy wood -- and we don't have nuch wood

here. It should keep us safe against the Cailee."

M ndar stood up straight, as if sonething had tw sted inside her. She
| ooked frightened and sweating, even nore than before. "I forgot to |lock the
upstairs gate! Be ready to let nme in when | cone back down!"

Bef ore they coul d say anything, she squeezed out through the half-shut
door. Delrael heard her boots skipping up the stairs, then quick footfalls
across the floor above. He | ooked at Vailret, who shrugged and shook his head.

And then they heard an outcry from above. "Cailee! Stay away!" They
heard a clang of iron as the gates slamred, and then a | oud crash of torn
metal clattering to the floor. "Get out!"

A sharp sound rang out as metal struck stone. Delrael pictured M ndar
swinging with her rippled swrd, and then he heard frantic steps chargi ng down
the stairs.

"Cet ready!" Delrael said. Vailret stood with himby the door, waiting
to push it shut.

M ndar ran for them holding the sword in one hand, her whip coil ed at
her hip. She | eaped down the |last three stairs. Her boots skittered on the
floor, and her dark braid flipped back and forth.

"Cl ose the door behind ne! Close the door!"

As she ducked inside, Delrael saw an oily black silhouette creep down
the stairs. noving dark and humanli ke, but conpletely without features. A
solid black mass that | ooked like a hole, a cut-out in the shape of a human
character, gliding down the stairs, snooth and fast.

On the ends of each finger were gleam ng, knifelike claws.

"Cl ose the door!"™ M ndar cried.

Del rael shoved his shoul der against the door, and it thunped agai nst
the janb. M ndar scrabbled with her hands and pulled the solid wooden
crossbeam over the supports.

An instant |ater they heard a how as sonething massive struck the
other side of the door. Delrael still had his shoulder against it and felt the
wood Vi brate.

Wth another roar, the Cailee struck the door again. Then Delrael heard
sharp, splintering sounds of silver claws ripping open the wood.

Chapter 14:
THE WOMAN CURSED BY SCARTARI S

"The Qutsiders put their characters through a crucible, forging us with
their games, tenpering us with agoni es or pleasures. Sonme characters are
destroyed by this testing. Ohers cone through it gal vani zed and stronger than
before. "

-- Stilvess Peacemaker

The Cail ee attacked agai n.

The door thudded as the nonster slammed agai nst the wood, then
screeching claws skittered up and down the janb.



Bryl whi npered.

"That's nmore than just a _shadow_ ," Delrael said.

"Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men?" Journeyman said.

M ndar | ooked at them The flickering candlelight washed over her face,
shining with the sweat of her effort, her fear. The air felt hot and cl ose
around them Delrael took a drink fromone of the water skins, but the liquid
tasted warmand fl at.

M ndar turned away to stare at the door. She ran the braided end of the
whi p t hrough her call oused hands.

The Cail ee struck the door again.

"I"'ve tried to hunt it down in the streets,"” she whispered. "I went out
at night with ny sword, but the Cail ee always eluded ne. It can vanish into
any pool of darkness, hide in any corner where the |light doesn't fall.
chal l enged the Cailee, but it chose to strike behind ny back."

Her fingers clutched at the whip, as if to use it as a garrote. "l ran
t hrough the streets. Everything was dark, since no one lit lanps in their
hones anynore. | found that the Cailee had torn down the door to my own hone.

"I didn't try to be cautious. It wouldn't have done any good. Wen
pushed the torch into the shadows of ny house, | could sense the Cailee. |
also snelled fresh blood. Wien | cane into the main room | found -- " M ndar
choked on her words.

Delrael stiffened and wanted to go to her, confort her. But he felt
that she did not want any confort. She might be afraid it woul d weaken her

"I found ny husband and my daughter. Even nindless, they still knew
where hone was. They lived there. They were both slaughtered by the Cailee. It
had thrown their blood in all directions, like it was playing.

"They hadn't put up any struggle, of course. Scartaris killed their
m nds | ong ago. | suppose they didn't even feel any pain."

"M ndar..." Delrael said.

"I ran outside and found the Cailee. | slashed at it with ny sword and
scored a blow -- then the Cailee tore at ne with its silver claws, |aying open
my side. | fell to the street with a nortal wound, bleeding for hours. But |

couldn't die.

"When | woke up at dawn, | had healed completely. And | found that the
Cail ee had al so slain nmy brother. The one who had hel ped brand ny forehead."

On the other side of the door, the Cailee ran one claw down the wood in
a long, slow scratching noise that made the skin crawl on Delrael's back. The
Cai |l ee seened to be nocking them

Bryl's face | ooked the color of sour mlk in the dimcandlelight. He
kneaded his fingers around the ruby Fire Stone. "If the Cailee gets in here,
I"mgoing to blast it."

M ndar | ooked at the eight-sided stone with an expression of scorn on
her face. Her eyes had a dull despair to them but suddenly her gaze focused.
"How did you get that?" Her voice carried a sharp conmmand, and she sprang to
her feet. "Were did you get Enrod's Fire Stone?"

Del rael stood up beside Bryl. Everything fell into place for himas he
remenbered. Vailret cleared his throat, but seemed reluctant to start
expl ai ni ng.

"Delrael..." Mndar said, rolling the name around her mouth. "You're
t he ones who nmade the Barrier River! Enrod said you cut us off!"

Vail ret coughed and turned away, as if avoiding her. "Enrod wasn't
hinself, | don't think. He tried to destroy all the hexagons west of the
Barrier River. But the Deathspirits stopped himand cursed himto stay on the
River until the end of the Game. They took the Fire Stone away from hi m and
gave it to us."

He | owered his eyes. "Scartaris nust have been mani pul ati ng Enrod, but
the Deathspirits didn't care about any reasons, only what he was trying to
do."

M ndar sat back down with slunped shoul ders. She undid the braid in her
hai r and shook her head to | oosen the strands. She cl osed her dark eyes.



"That doesn't surprise ne. | know how upset Enrod was about your River.
He had found out about Scartaris and how we'd all have to escape soon. _You_
made our escape inpossible. You trapped us on the same side of the map with
Scartaris." She shrugged and ran her fingers through hair that hung | ong and
dark, kinky fromthe tight braid.

"Enrod was strong, very strong. He resisted |onger than nost of the

Tai rans. But he becane obsessed about the Barrier River. | watched him |
think Scartaris used that as a hook to trap him to tw st open a weak spot in
his mind and drive in the puppet strings." She sighed. "Still, his fate
doesn't seemfair."

Vailret pursed his lips. "I don't suppose the Deathspirits were nmuch
willing to conprom se."

The Cailee hit the door, but its efforts seened to be |osing
ent husi asm

"In a way, I'mglad Enrod isn't here to see what's happened to his
city. He loved it so nuch."

She took the water skin fromDelrael's hands and drank a deep gul p.
"Scartaris is using the characters here to nmake weapons, swords and shiel ds
for his great battle." Mndar shuddered and | ooked at them but seened
di sappointed with their reaction. She scow ed.

"You woul dn't understand how great _that_ defeat is. Renmenber that
Taire is built on the worst scars of the ancient wars. The mechani cs of gane
battl es and personal conbat are abhorrent to us. Wen Enrod founded this city,
it was to be progressive and forward-|ooking. He knew the future of Ganmearth
lay in the hands of human characters -- he wanted to nake sure we succeeded
wi t hout repeating the m stakes of the Sorcerers."

Vailret lit another candle to replace one of those that burned | ow. He
spoke up. "That's where Enrod and Sardun had their differences, | think
Sardun wanted to enshrine the menmory of the Sorcerers. Enrod wanted to work at
keepi ng human characters alive and safe. |Is that right?"

M ndar nodded. She kept her eyes |lowered. "By using Taire to forge

swords, Scartaris struck another psychol ogical blow -- it makes his victory
nmore fun to him | magine, Tairans maki ng weapons!
She sat brooding, thinking. They fell into silence, waiting for the

night to pass. The Cailee took to scratching along the stone walls outside
their room then howing in the echoi ng basenent.

"How many nore years are we going to have to stay here like this?" Bryl
asked.

"Time flies when you're having fun,'
* * * %

Jour neyman answer ed.

They wai t ed.

They sat in silence, listening to the ticking, random noises of the
room Qutside, they heard quiet shuffling, the unknown nmovenents of the Cail ee
that were even nore frightening in their stealth than the occasi onal viol ent
crashes agai nst the door.

They sat for hours with no way of knowi ng how rmuch time passed. They
heard nothing fromthe Cailee. Bryl huddled in the blue robe, running his
gnarled fingers through his gray beard. Journeyman appeared dormant.

Del rael |ooked at Vailret and Mndar. "Do you think it's norning yet?"

M ndar stood up. "We can see if the Cailee is gone. |I'Il go out. You
wat ch the door."

Del rael began to protest, but she cut himoff. "No. If | find the
Cailee, then I'lIl have what | want." She lifted her sword. "If | don't find
it, then we can go to our work."

Delrael and Vailret stood close to each other by the door with their
own swords drawn. He imagi ned the edge of the old Sorcerer blade cl anging
agai nst the slash of silver claws.

M ndar popped up the sturdy crossbar, and Delrael yanked the door open
M ndar slipped through the crack and vani shed into the basenent. He caught a
glinpse of grayish norning |light before he and Vailret threw their weight



agai nst the door to close it.

They listened, but heard no i medi ate sounds until M ndar's quiet steps
went up the stairs.

"Caileel" she cried.

Del rael tensed, ready to yank open the door and run to fight with her
but they heard no scuffle, nothing else.

She canme back down the stairs and stopped by the door. "It's all right.
The Cailee is gone."

They opened t he door again. M ndar put her shoul ders through. The anger
in her eyes was rekindl ed.

"I saw the Cailee standing in the shadows. It was fading with the dawn
light. | ran with ny sword, but it was too insubstantial. Now I'l|l have to
wait for another night."

She pushed open the door. Delrael breathed the cooler air of the
basement, saw the nurky light that filtered down fromthe narrow w ndows
above, bright and clean after their night in the storeroom They |ooked at the
sturdy wooden door and stopped.

The door had been shredded. Great gouges and splinters were peel ed
away, torn out by hooked silver claws. The iron pins of the hinges hung | oose
fromthe wall, nearly pulled fromthe stone.

"That's not going to | ast another night," Delrael said. Bryl swayed on
his feet, but managed not to faint.

When they got to the open air and bright sunlight, Delrael stood
bl i nki ng and breathing deeply. He liked to be out where he could _do_

somet hi ng, where he could fight -- not trapped like a victimin a cell

M ndar | ooked changed -- strengthened. She had a bounce to her step
and her deneanor did not seem so hopeless. "Conme. | want to show you
somet hi ng. "

She took Delrael's el bow and | ed them through the streets. Nothing
stirred. The Tairans seenmed to be hiding.

"I painted this back when | was happy and idealistic." She pointed to
one of the frescoes on a building. "It was easy to think up nice things to
pai nt then, of our bright future and how the Ganme woul d continue forever. W
were going to nmake ourselves strong and self-sufficient. That's what we
t hought the Qutsiders wanted! To nake |ives of our own so we wouldn't be
dependent on them"

She led themto the side of an old building with a flat expanse of
hexagonal stone bl ocks. "This one | did later."

A hal f-finished fresco had been sketched on the bl ocks, but in the
center of the wall the soot-grined plaster had been scrubbed away and overlaid
with a fresh coating. M ndar had drawn a new picture showi ng the nmountains to
the east. A great featureless human figure towered over the | andscape, hol di ng
his arms up in a gesture of victory. But the fresco was finished, not just a
sketch. She had drawn the figure without features, but it had a nystique, a
_power _to it.

"I't's the Stranger Unl ooked-For," she said.

Vailret | ooked at her, frowning as if trying to recall sonething he had
heard. "Who was that?"

"Nobody knows. But he saved Ganearth." M ndar put her hands on her hips
and wal ked over to the wall, inspecting her artwork. "It was just after the
Transition, before Enrod established Taire, when the rest of the Ganearth
characters were fighting each other over who would rule the map."

"The Scouring," Vailret said. Mndar ignored him

“In the mddl e of the desol ation grew sonething that woul d have
destroyed us all, sonething a lot |ike Scartaris."

M ndar stared up into the sky. "The CQutsider David nust have tried to
end the Gane once before, and failed. He fail ed because the Stranger
Unl ooked- For cane and destroyed his nonster. The Stranger used sone kind of
weapon nore powerful than anything ever used in the old Sorcerer wars. Nobody
knows who the Stranger was. Nobody knows how he succeeded in killing David's



first nonster. But we should all renenber himas a hero."

She took out her rippled sword and rested its tip on the flagstones of
the street. "I know one thing, though. We can't count on the Stranger to
return. We've got nobody but ourselves to fight Scartaris."

Shuffling away fromthe painting, Mndar kept her eyes averted. "Before
we go, there's one thing | want to do. 1I'll need your help. | hope you'll join
ne."

Bryl shifted his feet uneasily.

"The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step,” Journeyman

sai d.

M ndar took a deep breath. "Scartaris has one large smthy to fashion
swords, and the tannery to make shields. | want to destroy them before we go.
Strike a psychol ogi cal bl ow back at Scartaris. That'll teach himnot to use

Taire to nake his weapons."

Del rael | ooked at the deserted streets and saw in his nmind the dream
that Enrod had, to raise the city out of the desolation, to turn it toward the
future. And he saw how Scartaris had tw sted that idea

Yes, he liked the thought of striking a real blow, now that Scartaris
knew who they were anyway. They no | onger needed to keep their quest secret.

It was time to stop hiding -- tine to start showi ng that they neant business.
"Yes." Delrael net Mndar's eyes. "Let's do it."
M ndar sniled, and Delrael felt a thrill, perhaps of fear, run down his

spi ne. She | ooked beautiful and determ ned, and nore deadly than any weapon he
had ever seen. The angry red _S -scar marred her forehead.

"Let me find my mare. If we get horses for you too, we can increase our
travel allotnent, get to Scartaris sooner."

M ndar | ed themthrough the winding streets. Delrael noticed a few
Tai rans shuffling al ong doi ng i ndeci pherabl e tasks. They took no notice of the
travel ers. M ndar pointedly did not |ook at them

When they reached the stables, Mndar's gray mare waited for them
M ndar patted the mare on the neck, and Delrael could see a genuine attachment
between them She |left the horse outside as she notioned the others in. Only
two horses renmined in the stable.

"They' ve taken three nore." M ndar shook her head in disgust.
"Sonetines Scartaris sends his nonsters here to get weapons. Gther tines he
has the Tairans use horses to haul cartloads off to his arny. The horses never
cone back."

"There aren't enough horses for us," Bryl said, although fromthe tone
in his voice, Delrael thought he sounded relieved. Bryl had never ridden a
horse, and probably wasn't thrilled at the idea.

"I don't need one," Journeyman said. "l can keep up with any pace you
set."

"Bryl's light enough." Vailret stood beside the half-Sorcerer. "He can
ride with ne. We'll take one horse. Del, you take the other. M ndar has her
own. "

M ndar nodded and turned to the door. "Let's get going."

Del rael approached one of the horses skeptically, a nottled brown
gel ding that appeared cal m enough. He ran his pal malong the horse's shoul ders
and then, trying not to | ook inexperienced, he scranbled on the gelding' s
back. Delrael held onto the mane and swayed, finding his bal ance. The horse
felt warm and vi brant under him strong and alive.

"Don't worry," Mndar said, "You're a fighter character. You'll ride
easily. It's natural for you. Part of your characteristics."”

Vail ret watched his cousin, then worked his way onto the other horse.
Bryl frowned, then Journeyman picked himup bodily and set himin front of
Vailret. The horses seened anxious to | eave the stables. Qutside in the street
agai n, M ndar mounted her own nare.

She stopped in the square in front of the stables to where an iron
bell, enbossed with flower patterns, hung over a stone foundation. Four
Tai rans shuffled fromone building to another, keeping their heads down and



sl ouching. Their gray clothes and sunken expressions made it inpossible for

Delrael to tell if they were even nmale or femal e characters.
M ndar renoved the whip from around her wai st and, holding onto the
gray mare's mane with one hand, she | ashed out and struck the bell. A _gong_

echoed through the streets.

The Tairans | ooked up, gawked at her for a nmoment, then noved back
i nside. Mndar struck the bell again with the whip and waited. Nothing stirred
in the buildings. Her expression turned dark and storny. Tears glistened in
her dark eyes. She rang the bell twi ce nore, then hung her head.

"Taire has died," she said. "That bell should have brought al
characters in the city flocking to see what the danger was." She fastened her
whi p, then urged the mare forward.

"We'll give them some danger."

* * * %

The smithy stood by itself, surrounded by snmoke and noise. On three
sides, the alleys were broader than usual. One wall of a nearby building had
been knocked down to give greater access for raw material to be shipped in,
for weapons to be carried away. The rubble lay where it had fallen; white
chi ps and broken brick showed that the wall had been intact not |ong before.

Smoke curled into the bright, hot sky; feathery black stains sneared
the smthy walls. A nmound of pig iron lay piled near the door. Fromthe inside
cane gusts of heat and bangi ng sounds as Tairans worked on swords and shield
franes.

"What are we going to do?" Vailret said, squinting his eyes as if deep
in thought. "We can't burn it."

"I can still cause a |ot of damage." Journeyman smacked his fists
t oget her.

"W don't need to destroy the buildings," Mndar said. "This is stil
my city. It won't do any good to save Taire if we ruin it in the nmeantine.

W' ||l destroy the forge and the hearth -- that will ruin things so they can't
be used to make swords." She stared at the smithy wall with a gaze that seened
to bore through stone. "That'll be enough for now "

Del rael clinbed down off his horse and steadi ed hinmsel f against the
gelding's back. "Vailret, you and Bryl stay out here and watch the horses. The
three of us can handle this."

"You bet your life!" Journeynman said.

"Funny you should put it that way," M ndar said.

Inside, the smthy was dark, lit only by orange, smoky fires. Delrael
choked on the stench of sulfur and hot iron. The clang of hamrers on anvils
rang out in the air.

Five Tairan nmen worked at the anvils, three wonmen tended hot ingots in
the forge. Another hauled pig iron fromthe pile outside. Their tunics had
ei ther burned away or torn off. Red welts and black scars on their skin showed
where they had been seared by sparks; the untended wounds festered.

M ndar held her sword in front of her. "Stop what you're doing!" she
shouted into the noise.

The Tairans turned to |l ook in unison with blank-eyed stares, then they
continued their work, banging against the anvil. She had to yell. "Stop that,
| said!"

Del rael strode forward and wenched the nmallet fromone of the Tairan's
hands. "Drop your hanmers!"

Journeyman cane forward and yanked mallets out of the other hands. The
m ndl ess men continued to raise and |ower their arms for a few nmonents, then
they stood with hands | oose at their sides.

"Better move fast, before they figure out what's going on," M ndar
sai d.

Delrael started hacking at the bellows with his sword, severing the
pul l ey ropes. M ndar bent to her knees and used the strength in her back and
arms to tip over an anvil

Journeyman, with a huge grin of glee on his face, picked up an anvil



and threw it into the stone-rimed forge. The heavy iron snmashed into the

chi mey bricks and punched a hol e through. Wth another broad clay hand, he
grabbed one of the stone support pillars in the center of the roomand jerked
it free, toppling a portion of the ceiling. The gol em sputtered and brushed
dust off his armns.

The Tairans stood blinking at themw th nmurky expressions. M ndar
swatted one of the workers with the flat of her blade. "Go on, get out of
here! You can't do anything nore."

The three of them herded the Tairans into the street. As a parting
effort, Journeyman knocked down the columms in the front of the building,
maki ng the facade coll apse and closing off the front of the smthy.

Several other Tairans stunbl ed out of buildings, watching with their
unbl i nki ng gaze.

"Well, that was exhilarating!" Journeyman said.
M ndar mounted her gray nmare. "W have to keep noving before they
second-guess us. Scartaris enjoys watching me fail -- he won't put up with

this for long."

She turned the nmare around and set off at a trot down the angl ed
street. Delrael tried to figure out how to guide his gelding, but the horse
followed M ndar on its own.

Taire waited in dead silence. Delrael could sense other characters
wat chi ng through the blind wi ndows, |ooking at themw th the pupilless eyes of
Scartaris....

A chemical, rotting stench told himthey had reached the tannery. On an
adj acent wall Delrael saw a fresco of a dark-haired man he recogni zed, flow ng
bl ack beard and fiery eyes -- Enrod the Sentinel, wielding the Fire Stone to
shine light on the desolation. The optinmismin the artist's conception seened
to nmock them all

Delrael imagined a tine when the streets had not been silent:
horsecarts taking characters to the recl ai ned hexagons for work in the fields.
He t hought of Tairans tal king, doing business, even squabbling with one
another. Scartaris had taken all that away.

The tannery was one of the larger buildings in the city, now nodified
by addi ng shutters to close off the wi ndows. A gate stood ajar on crude hinges
in front of a stained |leather curtain that hung over the entrance. Snoke from
fires used to cure and dry the stretched | eather drifted out of the w ndow
openings like fat snakes. Qutside the building |ay stacked rows of finished
shi el ds, varnished | eather coverings over a sturdy iron frame. The bad snell
forced Delrael to take short, hitching breaths.

"I don't see why we have to do this,"” Bryl said, munbling his words. He
covered his nose with the blue cloak. "If we've got the | ast horses, there's
no nmore | eather for shields _anyway ."

M ndar glanced at himwith a strange | ook on her face. Her smile m ght
have been wy if the expression hadn't been so bl eak. "Horses are much too
val uable to Scartaris. He would never use themjust for |eather."

She blinked her eyes at the piled shields, the pale, discolored |eather
glinting off the iron frames. Disgust distorted her face.

"But if it's not horsehide, then -- " Bryl began

"Shut up, Bryl!" Vailret snapped. H's face turned greenish.

"W nust destroy this place," M ndar whispered.

She di snounted and drew her sword. "Conme on, Delrael. We'll get the
peopl e out, then Bryl can destroy it with the Fire Stone. Enrod woul d want
that, burn it clean.”

Wthout waiting for him Mndar strode to the front of the tannery.

Del rael took three running steps to catch up to her. She pulled open the iron
gate, letting it clang against the far stone wall. She used the tip of her
sword to slash across the sewn leather curtain and let it fall to pieces. Her
boots stonped it flat as she entered the buil ding.

Delrael followed her into the firelit di nmess. The stench hung in the
air like foul liquid pressing into his lungs. Irritated tears formed in his



eyes, but he blinked them away.

"W won't fail this time, Scartaris,” Mndar said at the shadows around
her .

Del rael's knuckl es whitened around the hilt of his sword. O her Tairans
nmoved in the | arge, but sonehow cl austrophobic, room As his eyes adjusted to
the gloom he staggered fromthe grisly sight around him

Four Tairans grappled with a wooden frame, stretching a skin on a rack
Anot her worman took a flat knife and began scraping the back of the skin.
Entrails, bones, and waste leather lay piled in deep stone vats, dripping in
pool s of clotting bl ood.

Against the walls sat basins filled with brine solutions, linme, and
tanni ng chem cals, each stuffed with ragged skins. A covering of ash was
scattered on the floor to soak up the blood. Brownish-red footprints left
aimess trails in the gray ash

Racks of drying, treated skins hung fromthe stone arches, show ng
vague, distorted shapes of what had once been arnms and | egs. Piles of finished
| eather lay stacked in the dimcorners, waiting to be mounted on shield
franes.

The orange light fromtorches and braziers flickered with the air
comng in now that the | eather curtain had been torn down. Mndar let out a
strangled cry at the scene, and Delrael closed his eyes with a wince, then
forced hinself to open themagain. He was a fighter, after all. He should have
been i mmune to the sight of gore and carnage.

A mound of human heads, useless for their leather, were piled high in
the corner. Their soft jelly eyes stood open in a blank expression of terror
Sone of the nouths hung open, dry and bl ack inside.

Then Del rael noticed sonething that nade the nausea surge up inside
him These eyes weren't the pupilless white of the other enpty Tairans -- they
were normal, terror-stricken, brown irises and blue. Scartaris had given them
back their mnds an instant before death, letting them know what they had done
and what was going to happen to them

"You bastard!"

Del rael bent over, feeling his chest and stomach muscl es spasm This

was foul and unfair. Scartaris did not play the same Game -- no glorious
conbat with heroic deeds. Just slaughter, no honor or challenge or excitenent.
How could Scartaris enjoy this? _Always have fun ... _ Such a warped

character, even a nonster, had to be destroyed.

The dead Tairan eyes stared up fromthe nmound of heads. The pupils
seened dilated in the dimfirelight.

He squeezed his eyelids shut and was sick on the ash-covered fl oor of
the tannery. He wheezed and coughed.

The ot her Tairan workers stopped what they were doing and stood facing
them They all wore identical, broad grins.

Del rael lurched back to his feet, closing his hand around the sword
hilt. Stinging tears cane to his eyes. Mndar gripped himby the shoulder to
be sure he was all right, but he shrugged her off and |lunged forward to sl ash
at the drying skins on the racks overhead.

"Let's get the people out of here so we can bring this place down," he
sai d. He grabbed one of the notionless Tairan workers and jerked himtoward
t he door. The man stunbl ed, w thout cooperating or resisting. Delrael pushed
hi m out the door. He wasted less tine shoving the next person out.

M ndar went to the three other workers, but they suddenly noved and
grabbed her around the shoul ders. Taken by surprise, she | ashed out and
struggl ed, but they held onto her arns. The third Tairan went to the cluster
of hangi ng skins, |oosened a dangling rope and let two intact bodies fall to
the floor, one large and one snmall. Wth a thunp, they sprawled on their
heads, stiff arns and | egs cracking into awkward positions. They lay in the
bl ood and ash.

Delrael ran to help Mndar -- but the Tairans were not trying to hurt
her. One of them grabbed her head and turned it so that she had to | ook, had



to _see_.
The two bodi es were naked, but preserved by the tannery's processes --
a man and a small child, a daughter. Dried blood and claw nmarks scored their
flesh. Both faces held a fixed | ook of terror and eyes that were _not _

m | ky-bl ank, but contained a pupil and dark iris, a mnd, a soul

"No!" Wth a scream M ndar threw herself away fromthe Tairan workers
and went wild with her sword, striking down both Tairans who held her. Her
ri ppl ed bl ade sl ashed across the face of the third Tairan, obliterating the
enpty white eyes. Delrael drew his sword, but M ndar needed no hel p.

"No, Scartaris..." She hunched over the torn bodies of her husband and
daughter. Her voice trenbled in the silence of the tannery. She reached out to
touch G thany's stiff shoul der

Del rael stood behind her. "W have to go." He placed his hand on her
back. "Let's destroy this place."

M ndar slid shut the brittle eyelids of her daughter, brushed her
fingers over the face of her husband and then closed his eyes as well. "Now
you can't see any nore of what Scartaris is doing to our city."

Del rael took her armto guide her. Mndar |urched out of the tannery
and stunbl ed on the slippery flagstones. She fell to her knees, retching, then
scranbl ed back to her feet. She held her sword in both hands and | ashed back
and forth at imaginary demons. Her eyes were clouded and gushing tears. Her
lips drew away fromher teeth in an angry snarl

The ot hers stepped back. She screanmed and seenmed unable to catch her
breath. "Scartaris!" Mndar turned around in circles with the sword and then
stopped as if grabbed by a giant hand. "You will pay for this."

She staggered toward Bryl. "Use the Fire Stone. Burn that place! Bring
it down!"

"I's there anyone | eft inside?" Bryl asked.

"Burn it!" M ndar screaned. She reached out and grabbed his blue cloak
pushi ng hi m back toward the stone wall of another building. Bryl lost his
footing and slipped, but she held onto his cloak and propped himup. "Burn it,
| said!l"

Her snol dering eyes seemed to cut through him Delrael took a step
forward, then hesitated, afraid to touch her, afraid that M ndar nmi ght expl ode
or lash back at himw th her rippled sword. He didn't want to hurt her, and he
didn't think she wanted to hurt him either

She wanted to hurt Scartaris. That was all for now

"Do it, Bryl," he said.

Hands shaki ng, the hal f-Sorcerer took out the eight-sided ruby. "Mve
your feet. Gve nme some room"

Bryl stood, brushed hinmself off, then rolled the ruby. The Fire Stone
cl acked on the flagstones, showed a "6."

M ndar whirled to point at the tannery. Bryl grabbed the Fire Stone and
| aunched fireballs with all the strength of his high roll

Stone splinters fromthe tannery expl oded outward as Bryl hurled
crackling spheres of flame. Inside, the doors buckl ed. Roof shards erupted
into the air; snoke bel ched through the wi ndow slits, reeking of burned skin,
oily wood, and vats of preserving chem cals.

The tannery collapsed with a long, low runble. The wide walls of two
near by buil di ngs cracked with the concussion. Smoke curled around the w eckage
up into the air again.

The red _S -scar on Mndar's forehead glowed a flaning red with
unnatural light. She worked her jaw convulsively and stared to the east. "I
curse you, Scartaris. | will use every resource to destroy you."

Then the Tairans arrived.

Gray-clad, mindless people surged out of the buil dings and noved down
the streets toward them shoulder to shoulder, a massed wall of flesh like a
['iving, unthinking vise.

"W've got to get out of here!" Delrael cried. He grabbed his horse.

M ndar stood unable to nmove. Her eyes | ooked devast at ed.



"Show us the way out of here!" Delrael grabbed her by the shoul ders,
and she seermed to snap out of her confusion. She saw the Tairans com ng

M ndar hustled them down a narrow alley, |eading the horses and
shoul dering aside three Tairans who bl ocked their way. At the end of the
al l ey, another group of characters noved into place to block off their escape.
M ndar stopped and | ooked at a large pavilion to their left.

"This way. We can cut through here." G abbing her mare's reins, M ndar
ran up the steps to the pavilion and into the wide interior. Delrael and the
ot hers foll owed.

The stone roof overhead echoed the sounds of the horses. They passed
under lattices strung with decorated clay pots fromwhi ch hung curtains of
dead vines. The vines nust have once been |lush and cool, but now the brittle
strands were like dangling claws trying to scratch down.

"Quick, we can go out the other sidel"

They reached the side door where polished steps spilled down onto
anot her street. An obsidian trough that had once served as a reflection poo
sat enpty, caked with a ring of lime fromthe evaporated water

The street in front of them | ooked deserted. But as they charged down
the steps, Tairans nmoved into the area, crowding at the intersections.

"We've got to hurry,” Mndar said. They turned right and ran down the

only street still open to them

"I wish I'd had a chance to study the map of Taire," Delrael said,
breathing hard. "I don't know where we're going. | don't know how to get out
of this."

"I don't know _either_," Mndar said, "But we're going to find a way."

The haunted buil dings around them stood tall, disorienting. The sun
hung straight up in the sky, giving no indication of direction. Delrael
followed M ndar, feeling that he could trust her instincts. She fought |ike he
di d.

They | ed the horses, running around one corner, and came abruptly to
the tall, snooth stone barrier of the Taire city walls, blocking themoff from
the desol ation terrain.

"Now what do we do?" Bryl said.

Vailret noved to the wall and put his fingers against the cracks of the
hexagonal stone bl ocks. He | ooked up, frowning. "W can't clinb this. W can't
get over."

A wave of Tairans closed in fromall sides, nmobving in a bizarre
| ock-step, rippling as they pushed forward. Their eyes were all enpty, cold
and pupil |l ess.

Delrael pulled out his sword. M ndar crouched with her back to the
wal I, holding the rippled blade in front of her. Delrael could feel her
tension, flicking her dark gaze fromside to side. They would fight together
here, to avenge the ghosts in their pasts.

Wt hout warning, Mndar let out a cry and lunged into the approaching
crowmd, sw nging her sword. Sonme of the unresisting Tairans staggered from
t heir wounds, but the others continued forward without heeding their injuries.
They took no notice of Mndar's attack. They fol ded around her and kept
pushing toward Del rael and the others.

She took out the whip instead, |ashing out. The Tairans noved away from
her, but did not stop. M ndar whipped a Tairan woman in the head, |eaving a
bri ght streak of bl ood across her tenple.

"Scartaris! | will rmake you notice ne!"

The horses backed and reared, closed in by the stone wall behind them

"M ndar!" Delrael called.

The Tairans noved slower, as if Scartaris wanted to relish the victory.
M ndar fought her way back to the wall. Delrael used the flat of his blade to
drive the people away from her. He grabbed M ndar's arm and yanked her to him

The Tairans forned a senmicircle around them

Journeyman turned to face the wall, spreading his clay hands out
against the stone. His flexible face bore an exaggerated, perplexed frown. "If



we can't go over the wall -- He drew his arm back. The clay flowed, making a
gi ant bull dozer fist. "Way can't we just go ... through it?"

Wth the force of a thunderclap, he smashed his arminto the wall
bl ocks. Dust trickled down. He slamred again, and the bl ocks, not held
toget her by any nortar, junbled | oose.

The Tairans | et out a unani mous hiss of anger and pushed forward.

Journeyman struck one nore time and, with a runble, the bl ocks toppled
outward. "Look out!" he said and reached out to deflect a stone bl ock that
woul d have struck Bryl's head.

The horses reared.

The Tairans grasped at them Their fingers bore dirty, broken nails.
Many of them gushed bl ood from wounds nade by M ndar's sword.

The dust fromthe rupture in the wall stung Delrael's eyes. He coughed.
"Let's get out of here!" He | eaped on the back of his horse. "Come on
M ndar!"

Vail ret grabbed Bryl and they both scramnmbled onto their horse.

Jour neyman, |ooking i mensely pleased with hinself, pushed around the rubble
and let out a strange, printive yell -- "Yabba dabba doo!" -- and crashed
into the Tairans, knocking many over, cracking some ribs. He picked up bodies
to fling them agai nst each ot her.

"If you can't beat 'em join 'em" he said.

Del rael and M ndar rode side by side through the opening in the wall.
Vailret led his horse over the rubble.

They gal l oped out into the desolation. After a nonent, Journeyman
| eaped after them bounding with great resilient strides and follow ng them
into the desert. "Thank you, come again!" he called back at the city.

The air was hot, and reflected sunlight rippled up fromthe broken
stone and caked dust. The sun had just begun to dip into afternoon

"W have to ride -- get as far away fromhere as we can." Mndar's
voi ce cane in gasping, clipped phrases.

Del rael | ooked at her and saw how torn she was inside. But a great fear
seened to underlie her anger. "I think we'll be safe now," he said, trying to
be reassuring.

M ndar shook her head. "Until tonight." The dust in her hair stiffened
t he kinks fromwhere she had braided it. "Qut here we'll have no protection at
all fromthe Cailee."

Chapter 15:
THE SI TNALTAN WEAPON

"Qur greatest treasure is our ideas. All of the inventors in Sitnalta
share themfreely, and we reward any visionary with a patent of his or her
own. The greatest inventors are elevated to the exalted status of Professors.
The free exchange of information has made our city great -- not one of us
woul d consi der changing this."

-- Dirac, _Charter of the Sitnaltan Council of _

_Patent Gvers_

The cot creaked beneath him as Professor Verne sat up sharply in the
m ddl e of the night. The nusty snell of the roomand his fol ded overcoat used
as a pillowsignalled that he was not in his own quarters back in Sitnalta. He
bl i nked his eyes, astonished. He felt disoriented in the darkness -- too many
fascinating ideas charged through his brain, clanoring to be put down on paper
bef ore he forgot them

Hi s heart pounded fromthe dream The Qutsider Scott had sent him
anot her nessage.

The roomwas dimand cold. He noticed that the electrical heater had
st opped functioning again. Qutside, the wind rushed around the walls of the
Slac fortress, stirring up drafts. Verne's eyes grew adjusted to the shadows,
and he could see Frankenstein on the other side of the roomalso sitting on
his cot, pulling socks on his feet. Frankenstein flung aside his blankets and
began paci ng the room



Verne got up fromhis cot and w apped the bl ankets around his
shoul ders. On bare feet, he hurried to the corner and flicked the electrica
heater on and off, but it was no use. The device had failed again. He w shed
he had brought slippers al ong.

A sul fur match flared, and Frankenstein |it a candle. He waved the
matchstick in the air until the flame went out, then he set it beside the
par aphernalia on his nakeshift worktable. Orange candlelight flickered in the
room disturbed by transient drafts.

"Did you dreamit, too?" Verne said. Looking at the w de-eyed
expression on the other inventor's face, he didn't really need to ask.

"What are we going to do about it?" Frankenstein ran his fingers
t hrough his dark hair. "How are we going to inplenent the construction? It's
so conplicated."

"First we nust decide even if we _should_ inplenment it," Verne said,
pondering. He pursed his lips. He picked up the matchstick and relit its end
fromthe candle flanme, sucking the flane down into the bow of his pipe. He

puffed absently and kept his voice quiet. "The idea is so awesone. | sensed it
m ght be an inconparabl e weapon ... but | never imagi ned anything so
terrible.”

Frankenstein snorted and ruffled through sone papers on the table. He
flattened a piece of parchment and picked up a scribing pencil. "Can you

i magi ne what a buffoon like Dirac would do with such an idea?"

Verne swal |l oned. He had not thought of that aspect.

Frankenstein's voi ce became grave. "W want to do this one oursel ves,
Jules. And | don't think we should | eave any bl ueprints behind. W won't even
apply for a patent on this. Let's just build the weapon, make it do its task,
and hope we never need to construct another one."

Ver ne began pacing. "This weapon is so powerful it m ght be worse than
letting Ganearth surrender to its own fate. What if it cracks the map open
destroys us all, and backl ashes to the Cutside?"

"Then it serves the Qutsiders right. Nothing is ever inpossible, Jules.
You, of all characters, should know that. But when the power is so trenendous,
I don't want to | eave hints around so others can try."

Verne wal ked fromhis cot to the table. Hs feet were nunb on the cold
stone floor. "You are suggesting that we know ngly withhold scientific
information fromthe people of Sitnalta."

Frankenstein tapped his teeth with the scribing pencil. "I am
suggesting that we build this weapon ourselves, with the tools we have on hand
here. Once it has destroyed Scartaris, we will never need to concern oursel ves
about such a weapon again. It will be an obsolete, useless invention that

woul d serve no further purpose anyway."

Verne remai ned wit hdrawn. Frankenstein pointed to the parchment,

i npatient. "Come, | need your help. Is this the way you renenber it fromthe
dr ean?"

Wthin a few nonments, Verne had become so caught up in the problemthat
he forgot about everything el se.

* * * %

They crept outside, careful not to wake the technicians asleep by the
big fire pit in the Slac dining hall. Sone of the workers had conmmandeered
their own quarters in enpty chanbers, but they left the doors ajar.

The fortress was silent as Verne and Frankenstein slipped into the
courtyard. Frost sparkled on the rocks, and snoboth ice patches dotted the
ground where standi ng puddl es had frozen

The ruined CQutsider ship stood black and skel etal under the starlight.
Verne had stuffed candles in his pockets and several sulfur natches.

Frankenstein carried two electric illum nators powered by gal vanic batteries.
He switched them on before the two of thementered the ship's main hatch
The illumnators shone circles of yellow light, reflecting fromthe

pol i shed sections of the alien alloys. They wal ked down the sloping centra
passage, under the black girders. Wnd whistled through holes and cracks in



the hull.

Verne saw strange light shining frombehind one of the seal ed
porthol es. After a quick inspection, he unfastened a knob hol ding the netal
covering in place, but before he could lift the shade to | ook through the
gl ass, Frankenstein grabbed his wist.

"I wouldn't do that, Jules." He paused while the metal sections creaked
around them Frosty breath cane out of his mouth when he spoke. "W have no
i dea what those wi ndows | ook out upon. Renmenber what we're dealing with here.”

Verne froze and backed away, apol ogizing for his own curiosity, his
| ack of control. Frankenstein was perfectly correct, of course -- one glinpse
of _reality_ would be enough to blast themall into nonexistence.

It was conceivable that he could sinply push a button, energize the
notive apparatus, and propel them Qutside -- sone of the knobs and dials in
the control roommnight still be functional. Verne wondered if perhaps he could
devel op sone sort of protective goggles that would let them| ook upon
_reality_ and survive...

Unfortunately, they had other plans for the energy source trapped in
its fragile contai nnent bel ow.

Wen they entered the excavated corridor of the ship and descended the
groaning netal staircase to the control room their electric illumnators both
flickered and went out. Frankenstein tapped the lens and tried the switch
several times before he set his device on the floor in disgust.

"I hate working on the technol ogi cal fringe. Nothing functions the way
it's supposed to."

Verne struck one of his matches against a corroded section of the hull.
He it a candle and passed it to Frankenstein before lighting one of his own.
"I never imagi ned we woul d assenbl e a doonsday weapon by candl elight."

The control panels with their rows of dark indicator lights and
col or-coded buttons | ooked |ike the unblinking eyes of dead nen. The air
snel l ed dusty and nmetallic. Rags spotted with oils and solvents filled a
contai ner by the exterior hatch

Qutside, the girders creaked and shifted as wi nd whistled around the
nmount ai ns. Verne knew they were alone, but he felt things watching them from
t he shadows. He recognized it as an irrational fear and tried to ignore it --
but then he remenbered the Qutsiders probably were_ watching them

"Come, Jules. W have to get started. Mdst of the tools we need are
al ready here fromthe excavation and anal ysis work."

Verne blew cold air out of his nose, pondering howto put the pieces
together. It all seened so clear in his mnd. "W should be able to lift
enough other instrunmentation fromour devices at hand, especially sone of the
st eam punps and generator coils."

Frankenstein bent to the control -panel bul khead. "Help nme lift this
cover plate off."

Worki ng feverishly, Qutsider-inspired, Professors Verne and
Frankenstei n hammered away at their contraption, using pieces of netal taken
fromthe ship's hull, adapting equi pnent dismantled fromother Sitnaltan
appar at us.

They rarely spoke, but worked together, knowi ng what needed to be done.
Verne bl ew on his nunb fingers and searched for another instrument. Al the
tools felt icy in the still air of the chanmber. The candl es nade exagger at ed
shadows of their novements agai nst the curved walls.

The delicate part was encapsul ating the power source in a nmakeshift
cont ai nnent vessel. Verne hoped the new rivets would hold and that their
seal ant goop woul d keep the val ves and control switches in place. Verne found
he was trenbling, not just fromthe chill air but fromthe fear of working
wi th such a dangerous thing.

The candl es burned down, one after another, and finally as dawn broke
across the sky, Frankenstein rubbed his el bow against a bronze plate at the
front of the weapon. He cracked his knuckles and sighed. Wen Verne | ooked at
him the other professor's eyes were bl oodshot and weary. Verne knew he nust



| ook as haggard hinsel f.

Frankenstein sighed. "Wth a device so inportant, | think we should
make this official, even if only between ourselves." He wi thdrew a bl ack
grease pencil and bent over the smooth cylindrical body of the weapon.
Pondering a nmonment with the pencil against his lips, Frankenstein scrawled a
nunber on the silvery-white nmetal. "17/2."

"I think this counts as a patentable invention, don't you, Jules?" He
strai ghtened. "Even though we dare not ever tell how we created it."

Verne forced a smle, trying to lighten the nmood. "I will never know
how you keep track of all the nunbers.”

"A sinmple matter of concentration. Last nmonth we ran out of certificate
nunbers fromthe Council of Patent Gvers. W forced themto create a second
series, all our own. This weapon is our seventeenth invention in the second
series. Such a weapon," Frankenstein said, letting his voice trail off.

He | ooked up at Verne with a hard light in his eyes. "It is the nost
powerful thing ever to cone of Sitnaltan technol ogy. But now we have to take
it to Scartaris -- and detonate it."

Frankenstein | ooked at Verne. Their eyes met in the uncertain
candl el i ght, but neither spoke until Verne finally | owered his gaze.

"One of us will have to do it, of course.”

"Yes. W nust roll for it."

Verne reached deep into the folds of his woolen coat and withdrew a
hand- hel d device. In his other hand he found two red dice with painted white
nunbers. "We'll use the random generator."

He placed it on a |level surface of the gutted control panel, brushing
dust aside. "High roll nakes the journey?" He raised his eyebrows.
Frankenst ei n nodded.

Verne inserted the two dice into the opening at the top of the device.
"You roll first."

Frankenst ei n pushed down the spring-loaded | ever on the side. The dice
fell, scranmbled and bouncing around inside the machi ne, and then tunbl ed out
the opening in the bottom A "5" and a "4."

Verne picked up the dice and tossed theminto the top. He reset the
| ever, then pushed it down. He heard the dice clattering, but he felt a cold
hand in his stomach. He knew_ before the dice rolled out.

Boxcars -- two sixes.

Frankenstei n put his hands behi nd his back, blinking. Verne couldn't
tell if he was relieved or disappointed.

“I will help you |l oad the weapon into one of our steamengine cars. It
will take the two of us to carry it."

Prof essor Verne nodded. Frankenstein hesitated a nonment and then turned
to extend his hand.
"Luck, Jules. Qur future rides on this."
Chapter 16:
NI GHT OF THE CAl LEE
"We cannot hide from anything the Qutsiders send agai nst us. They know
our fears better than we know ourselves. If we are to win this Gane, we nust
face our greatest enem es and hope the dice roll in our favor."
-- Enrod of Taire
Gairoth did not like the Taire city walls around him He sniffed the
air, flaring the nostrils in his potato-sized nose. He did not like the tal
buil dings, he did not like the feel of flagstones under his big bare feet. The
bui | di ngs were too close, the alleys too narrow as he |unbered dowmn them The
sharp spi kes of his club clinked against the street. The smell of the air was
dry and bland, too _human_ for him
Pictures covered the walls. He stared at them but did not understand
the ritual s depicted, the ganes, the gatherings of characters all standing
side by side
Gairoth squinted his one eye, baffled at the thought. It was repellent



for ogres to work together. When he had been in Delroth's Stronghold and used
the shiny rock to make illusion ogres, he could tolerate themonly because he
knew they weren't real. But these pictures showed human characters stayi ng by
each ot her because they wanted_ to.

One of the crudely drawn figures rem nded himof the man Delroth. The
ogre made a snarling noise and smacked the end of his club against the
pl aster. Great chunks of the fresco broke off and pattered onto the
fl agst ones, exposing a jagged blot of fresh white plaster, like a wound.

"Haw " Gairoth stonped down the zig-zagging streets, satisfied. He had
forgotten why he was chasing Delroth, but that didn't matter

Everythi ng was so qui et around him He banged his club against the wall
just to keep hinself conpany. He wi shed Rognoth were there. The stupid little
dragon had been a conveni ent conpani on, and now he was gone. Another dragon, a
bi g dragon, chased himfar away. Gairoth knew Delroth had something to do with
that, too.

VWhen he heard the expl osion and saw gouts of snbke gush into the sky
fromthe burning tannery, he had to see what was going on. Delroth m ght be
there.

Puffing through his dry, flabby |lips, he heaved hinmself into notion. He
got lost in several dead-ends, but with the curling snmoke showi ng the way he
could always find his way back to the right path.

Gai roth stunbl ed upon the weckage of the tannery. The foul -snelling
debris rem nded himof his |long-1ost cesspools, now drowned under the Barrier
River. He drew in a deep breath. MIIling Tairans stood sluggi shly around the
burni ng buil ding, then they noved and drifted away, funnelling down a side
street. They didn't even react to Gairoth.

Bei ng i gnored annoyed him and he stonped after them The Tairans did
not seem uneasy from each others' presence, fromthe cl oseness of their packed
bodi es. They did not get lost in the winding streets. They led Gairoth to a
| arger crowd, sluggish |ike a swarm of snoke-stunned bees. Many Tairans bl ed
fromwounds, but they didn't take care of thenselves.

Gairoth el bowed the characters aside, shoving them away as he storned
forward to see the focus of their attention

A ragged hol e had been smashed in the tall Tairan wall. The ogre saw
the Tairans | ooking out at the desolate terrain, but none of themsaid a word.
Gairoth grabbed a man by the front of his tunic. The brownish-gray cloth
ripped in the ogre's fingers, but he lifted the man high enough to stare into
his eyes. The man's feet dangled in the air; his arnms went linp. He didn't
struggle. Gairoth shook hima bit, just to make hi m squirm

The Tairan blinked and gurgled. H s eyes were mlky white, wthout
pupil s.

"Where is Delroth?" Gairoth demanded.

The Tairan turned his head toward the hole in the wall and the
spraw i ng desert. Gairoth saw fresh tracks, hoofprints plowed up in the dust.
H s heart |eaped. Delroth had been here! He was cl ose!

Gairoth released the Tairan and let himfall. The nan's arns and | egs
did not react quickly enough, and his knees buckl ed sideways. He | anded on his
hip on the flagstones.

The ogre bounded through the opening, bunping his head on one of the
stone bl ocks. He ignored the pain and charged across the flat ground.

* * * %

The blasted terrain flowed |ike magi c under the horses' hooves. Vailret
was amazed at how fast they approached the next hexagon of forested hills. He
rode, gripping the mane in front of him because it seemed |like the thing to
do. He had never traveled so swiftly over |and before, except in Professor
Verne's balloon. At any nmonment he felt as if he was going to fall off and
crash on the dusty ground.

The sudden rel ease of tension fromtheir near death at the hands of the
Tai rans made him feel exhausted. Vailret's lips were dry and cracked from
breathing the dusty air. Wien he held Bryl's frail formin front of him he



could feel the old half-Sorcerer's ribs through his blue cloak. Bryl seenmed so
frightened he couldn't say anything.

At the hex-line the forested hills rose in front of them They had |eft
t he quest-path behind for fear of what might be on the road fromTaire to
Scartaris. Now the horses picked their way anong the haunted-I| ooki ng sl opes.

The thick trees stood black and gnarled in death. They were al
relatively young, planted in neat rows in the turns that had passed since
Enrod began to rebuild the land. But here the Tairans' work had conme to an
end.

The horses stunbled upon a path nmade by the tree-planters and foll owed
that up the slope. The dead trees scrabbled Iike arthritic fingers in front of
their eyes. The close branches snapped and | eft black stains on the clothes
t hey touched. The snell of sharp, dry death hung in the air, depressing and
stifling.

M ndar rode in the | ead, scowing. Her face | ooked full of anger and
determ nation. The sight of each dead tree seenmed like a slap in the face to
her .

Vail ret thought of the Tairans and their dream of rebuilding the
| andscape. The hal f-breeds had magic to renew the terrain, and the human
characters used straightforward farm ng techniques to plant sturdy grass and
stands of trees such as these. Then Scartaris cane and destroyed everything
again -- and this tine the ancient Tairan hero, the Stranger Unl ooked-For, had
not reappeared to save them

The trees thinned as they rose in the hills, letting theml ook back at
Taire and the surroundi ng devastation. Squinting, Vailret could still see
fading smoke in the air fromthe destroyed tannery.

M ndar's face bore a stunned expression. "Delrael, what did you bring
upon us?"

"It's still there!™ Bryl cried, pointing.

Vailret couldn't make out details with his poor eyesight, but he could
di scern the boiling black nass that crept along the ground, the dark swarm
they had seen following themfromwhen they fled the Anteds. The unfocused,
mlling mass seened to be skirting Taire to the south.

Del rael scow ed. "We don't know what it is."

Vailret felt his stomach tighten. He couldn't think of anything like
this in the | egends he had read, the accounts of wandering nonsters and
nmet hods for dealing with them

"I't's making good tinme," Delrael said. Hs face was firm and
enotionless. "It's either following us or it's going to join Scartaris. But
we'll get there before it does.”

He pushed his gel ding past M ndar and rode ahead. Feeling an oppressive
need to hurry, the others followed at a faster pace. Delrael spoke back to
them wi t hout turning his head. "W should be to Scartaris in two days, if |
renenber the map right." They knew where Scartaris made his lair. Vailret saw
Del rael absently brush the silver belt at his waist.

Vailret wondered if Delrael still had his conplete faith in the
Earthspirits. They had heard no comunication to assure themthat the Spirits
still lived, still intended to destroy Scartaris. Vailret imagi ned what it

woul d be like if they fought their way to the threshold of Scartaris, only to
find they had no weapon after all....

Ganearth was fighting against the Qutsiders by using the Earthspirits.
But the Rul ewoman Mel ani e had sent Journeyman. Maybe _that_ woul d be enough

Though Scartaris knew they were comi ng, he did not know what they
i ntended to do, how they intended to fight. Since Scartaris could end the Gane
at any tine with his deadly netanorphosis, Vailret hoped they could keep him
curious until it was too late.

M ndar urged her gray mare as cl ose beside Delrael as the trees would
all ow. She seenmed to enjoy being by him and Vailret smled a little. Her
spring-green tunic was marked with black and brown snears fromthe dead trees.

"Scartaris still has all his armes massed in front of him ready to



march out and destroy Ganearth. And before you can even get that far, he has a
denon guardian waiting to stop anything that mght be a threat -- the Sl ave of
the Serpent. That will be a great challenge for us."

Delrael's shoul ders rippled as he gripped the horse's nmane. "I'l|
defeat him" Then he paused and turned to | ook at M ndar. Their eyes net, and
hi s expression turned nmore apologetic. "_We'll_ defeat him"

M ndar smil ed.

When they reached the crest of the hills and started down the other
si de, Journeyman took the |ead, knocking sharp branches out of the way. The
trees were thinner on the eastern slope, farther from T Taire and closer to
Scartaris. The desolation terrain sprawed out in front of them the sharp
mount ai ns of Scartaris thrust up five hexagons away.

A worn white line marked the main quest-path stretching across the
wast el and, the road from Taire to the canps of Scartaris's armes. Delrael
cupped a hand over his eyes and stared. "Something' s noving down the road."

Vailret couldn't make out anything so small, but M ndar agreed. "It's a
troop of Slac. They're heading to Taire, probably to take Tairan supplies to

Scartaris." She frowned. "They'|ll start hunting us once they find out what
we' ve done. We'll have to be careful ."”
Delrael's face remmi ned expressionless. "W're always careful. It's how

the Gane is played."

The sun approached the Spectre Muntai ns behind them casting |ong
shadows across the dead forested hills. As they rode toward nightfall, the
skel etal silence worked on Vailret's nerves. He wi shed he coul d hear birds,
i nsects, any kind of life in the trees.

The tension kept themall fromtal king. Even Journeynman pushed ahead,
snappi hg branches out of the way. "Lions and tigers and bears, oh nmy!" he
said, seened to wait for the others to pick up the chant, then gave up

"I don't want to confront the Cailee in this place,” Mndar said.

"I don't want to confront it anywhere!" Bryl nunbl ed.

Del rael pondered a nonent. "I think we should get as nuch firewod as
we can possibly haul, strap it onto the horses. Journeyman, you can carry a
lot. Then we'll go as far out into the desolation as we can. W'll build a big

fire -- that might keep the Cail ee back."
M ndar nodded. "Yes, at least it can't sneak up on us in the
flatl ands."
"Um Del, won't Scartaris's armes be able to see the fire?" Vailret

asked.

"Scartaris plays only one gane at a tinme," Mndar said. "He'll send the
Cailee after us tonight. |I can feel it. He enjoys manipulating the fears of
ot her characters. The Cailee will be nore fun_to him Even Scartaris has to

follow Rule #1."
They gat hered firewood.
* * * %

The night was black Iike a clenched fist around them driven back by
t he orange shell of firelight. Vailret didn't know how | ong the wood woul d
last, but the bright flanmes and the crackling sound pushed away the feeling of
i mpendi ng doom leaving themin an island at the center of a black universe.

They had ridden hard, crossing another hexagon of desolation into the
thick dusk until the jagged ground became too treacherous to cross in the
dar k.

Del rael found a spot that was clear in all directions, where they could
huddl e together by their fire and nake a stand against the Cailee. If they had
to.

They ate, speaking little. Journeyman strode around the perineter of
firelight, thrusting out his chest and swinging his fists. The horses stayed
toget her as a group, but M ndar found nothing to tie themto, nothing to
hobbl e themwi th. She w ped her nouth on her dirty green tunic, then |ooked
out into the darkness.

"Enrod really thought his dreamfor Taire would work." M ndar seened to



be talking to herself. "After the Transition he got nost of the half-breeds to
settle with himthere. Enrod was brash and willing to try anything that m ght
wor k. He poured hinself into the effort and forced the others to do the sane."

She picked up a handful of crunbly dirt and let it streamthrough her
fingers. She cast the rest of it at the fire.

"It was a bitter and difficult life, but the half-breeds turned their
magi c to practical ends. They used all the spells they could to nake crops
grow in the desert hexagons. They summoned water up fromthe ground. They
quel l ed the dust stornms -- | painted a picture of that once, all the
hal f - Sorcerers standing in line, rolling dice and casting spells to drive back
the winds and protect the crops. They used their powers to sumon rains and
dig canals.”

M ndar forced a bleak smle. "How could it fail? W were united. W put
our entire effort into this. But just when things were starting recover, just
when the | ands around Taire began to stir -- the trees died again. The crops
fail ed. The desol ation returned, and nothing any of us could do would stop
it."

She stood up and stared into the fire. "To make things worse, the
people didn't even care. They were all sleep-wal king, getting worse every day.
Scartaris was taking their mnds, playing themlike puppets. | watched ot her
characters succunb, and only | could resist. I wish | knew how "

Then M ndar paused and | ooked at Delrael, nmeeting his eyes. Her brow
furrowed with puzzlenment. "Why are _you_ protected? Do you have the sane
imunity that |1've got?" She turned to stare at themall with a nixture of
hope and chal | enge on her face.

Jour neyman stepped back into the firelight. " |I_don't need it. The
Rul ewoman Mel anie sent nme." He returned to his guard duties.

Vailret wi dened his eyes. He hadn't considered the question before, but
now a grin stretched across his face. He tried to comunicate with Delrae
t hrough his expression. The fighter pondered, touched his belt lightly.
Vai l ret nodded, then Delrael snmiled as well.

They couldn't all have the sanme resistance to Scartaris that M ndar and
Tallin had. The Rules of Probability nmade that highly unlikely. But if the
Earthspirits were sonmehow protecting them shielding them-- that neant the
Spirits must still be alive! The screeching sound they'd heard back in the
forest had _not_ been a death cry.

But they could say nothing of this to Mndar, especially if Scartaris
wat ched her so closely. Vailret could think of no safe way to answer her
guesti on.

But suddenly a sheen of sweat broke out on M ndar's forehead and around
her eyes, nmaking her face look oiled in the firelight. The horses snorted and
st anped, nmking strange, uneasy noises. Vailret didn't know what that neant --
he wasn't used to horses.

"The Cailee is here," M ndar whispered. "It's close, and it's com ng."

The horses mlled about in greater alarm

Del rael stood up. "How can we hold thenP"

Journeyman hurried over. The horses reared up, blow ng and snorting.
And then they bolted, all three of them

"Wait! Wait!" Mndar cried.

"They're gone!" Bryl said.

Above the crackle of the fire, they heard the horses poundi ng off
across the desert.

M ndar stood up and yanked her rippled sword away fromher hip. "I'm
going after them You stay here.”
"No!" Delrael said. "I'mgoing to help you if the Cailee's out there."

She whirled. Her jaw was rigid, and her eyes blazed with anger. "No!
You have to stay here! The Cailee wants us all to be separated, away fromthe
fire, where it can get you one by one! The Cailee won't harmnme -- it wants
you. _You_ stay here. Together. By the fire."

Wt hout another word, she ran off into the darkness. They heard her



panting, calling for the horses, grow ng nore distant.

Vailret waited, sitting up straight and listening to the fire burn. He
| ooked at the stars overhead, w shing he could hear the sounds of the
Stronghol d village, the forest, anything. Wshing he could be by Tareah
di scussing old | egends. He wondered what she was doi ng.

Far off in the distance they heard M ndar shout "Cailee!" Then not hing

nor e.
"What should we do?" Bryl asked.
Del rael held his own sword, |ooking off into the muffling darkness. His
eyes were wide and shining with worry. "We'll wait here, as Mndar said. She's
right. I"'mnot going to let the Cailee win because it's smarter than we are."

"I'"d rather have stuffing instead of potatoes,
fidgeted and noved to where the horses had been

M ndar stepped back into the firelight with such suddenness that they
all whirled, startled. She |ooked drained, as if sonething had been yanked out
of her. She took a drink fromone of the water skins and sat down next to the
warmfire.

"The horses have run off. The Cailee went after them" She took another
drink and said nothing el se.

Far off they heard the oddly human screans of horses in the darkness.
Vailret felt fear slice down his spine.

M ndar pulled the | ength of her whip between her fingers, feeling the
rough braid. Her eyes were dark pools reflecting the dancing fl anes.

"The Cailee is therel"™ She lunged to her feet and pointed at the other
side of the fire

Delrael and the others turned, trying to react. Vailret saw the Cail ee
sil houetted, a black human shape so dark that it nade the night look dim It
nmoved, flowing and oily, and let out a snarl froman unseen nouth. Silver
claws glinted in the firelight. Yellow pupilless pools gl owed where the eyes
shoul d have been

The Cail ee danced into the light just |ong enough to throw sonething
heavy and dripping into the bonfire, then it vani shed agai n.

The head of M ndar's gray mare tunbl ed t hrough the burning wood,
slunping into the coals. The head snoked, and drops of bl ood sizzled on the
enbers. The mare's eyes were rolled up like tiny white plates; the tongue hung
partway out of the mouth. The severed end of her neck had been torn by silver
claws, the spine snapped in two and twi sted of f.

The fire cracked and hissed. Sparks swirled up toward the stars.

M ndar stunbl ed backward, gaping w thout words. She tripped and fel
gracelessly to the dirt, never taking her eyes fromthe mare's snol dering
head.

Jour neyman sai d. He

"I didn't even hear the Cailee conme!" Journeyman said. He strode out to
the edge of the light and cane back again. The gol em s gray-brown body
absorbed the firelight and shadows. Vailret thought he | ooked astoni shed at
his | apse, disappointed in hinself.

Bryl held onto the Fire Stone with trenbling hands. Hi s |lips were
white, and his eyes glistened with fear.

M ndar's head snapped up fromher grief to scan the perineter of
dar kness. "Prepare yourselves!"

Vail ret caught a nmoverment out of the corner of his eye and, by sone
instinct driven into himfromall the battle training Drodanis had forced him
to endure, he knew to drop and roll. He felt the wind of sonething noving very
fast, the sigh of silver claws whistling past his ear and grazing the back of
hi s neck.

Journeyman | eaped in to block the Cailee with a solid clay arm The
cl aws gouged great troughs in the golem s skin, but Journeyman sl anmed
sideways with his other arm He struck the shadowthing with a soft, wet
sound.

Vailret rolled onto his back and kicked his feet against the |oose
ground to push hinself away. It was all happening so fast. M ndar and Del rael



were shouting, running with their swords drawn.

An explosion of fire erupted around the perineter to separate the golem
and the Cail ee. Journeynman made no sound, though the fire blackened his clay
skin. The Cailee shrieked and flung itself back into the darkness.

Bryl sat with the Fire Stone cradled in his hands, biting his lip. He
struck out again with the flame spell, though he saw no target. Wen the fire
faded away, Vailret snelled snoke in the air. He heard nothing else, no
i nsects, no footsteps, only his own heavy breat hing.

Del rael scowl ed and used a stick to push the mare's head out of the
fire. The bl ackened hide smoked with the snmell of roasting neat.

Jour neyman paced around and remained alert. "A blast of fire and it
goes away?" He used his other hand to snooth the gouges and push his clay skin
back into pl ace.

"The other Tairans never resisted it before,” Vailret said. He picked
hi nsel f up and brushed at his skinned el bow.

M ndar shook her head. "The Cailee is still out there. Scartaris isn't
finished with us yet."

Roaring i nhuman rage, the Cail ee burst back into the canp, opposite
fromDelrael. Wthout an instant of hesitation, Journeyman charged at it,
balling both fists.

But the Cail ee knew exactly what it wanted. The shadowthi ng streaked
inthe flickering light and reached out its silver talons for Bryl.

M ndar's whip cracked |like the sound of a breaking spine. She crouched
and pl aced herself in front of Bryl. Her gaze | ocked on the Cailee's pupilless
yel l ow eyes. The nmonent seened to hold for hours. Vailret could see violent
enoti ons surging through Mndar's m nd

The Cail ee |laughed silently and tried to dodge si deways to reach Bryl.
Bryl scurried backward, bunping into Journeyman. He cried out, but the golem
held himfirm

M ndar struck out with the whip again, tearing into the lightless
flesh.

A fistful of silver claws exploded forward, hooking into the |eather
whi p, and jerked backward swift as a shadow. The claws shredded the whip into
a snowf |l ake of leather tatters, throwing Mndar's shoul der out of joint.

Though crying out in pain, Mndar was already reaching for her rippled
sword with her left hand. She swung clunsily, trying to protect herself, and
sank the blade into the dark void of the Cailee's body. Droplets of night
sprayed onto the sand, vanishing into the shadows.

Delrael ran forward with his own sword. Bryl rolled the Fire Stone,
scranbl i ng out of the way.

Wth a roar of pain, the Cailee lunged at Mndar, striking in an arc of
silver claws as it tore open her side, breaking through ribs to her heart.

She fell, spewing a red rain of torn flesh and spattering bl ood

"M ndar!" Del rael screaned.

Bryl touched the Fire Stone again. A wall of flane erupted between the
shadowt hing and M ndar, burning both. The Cail ee how ed, blinded by the
bl aze, scratching at the air with silver claws.

Del rael stabbed through the flames, probably burning his own hands,
blistering his skin. Singed hair curled back away fromhis forehead. But the
old Sorcerer sword struck sonething solid where the Cail ee's chest should have
been.

Bryl let the flanes die away. Delrael staggered back, nearly tripping
over M ndar on the ground. Vailret went to help him

The Cail ee made a hi gh-pitched noan, then faded as they wat ched,

di ssol ving away into the night.

Delrael stood trenmbling in the wake of his attack. He stared at the
bl ade of his sword as if to see how the Cailee had stained the steel, but it
seenmed unt ai nt ed

Bryl whinpered in the firelight. Vailret crawed forward to join him

M ndar made a choki ng sound on the ground. Delrael knelt beside her



pushi ng aside a sharp rock. Her spring-green tunic had been crisped brown by
the fire. She shuddered, curling herself into a fetal position

Toget her, Delrael and Vailret rolled M ndar on her back. Fresh, dark
bl ood poured out of her torn side. Her face had a wet, gray appearance. Her
nmout h made a choki ng, sucking sound as she tried to breathe.

Del rael touched his fingers to her forehead. "It's gone. We killed it."

Vailret stared at his cousin, but Delrael would not |ook up. M ndar had
no chance. Vailret was amazed she still could think or speak. He doubted even
t he khel ebar heal er Thilane, who had created a new _kennok_ |eg for Delrael
coul d have saved her.

Bryl hunkered down, w de-eyed in his fear. Journeyman appeared
di sappoi nted that he had not been able to fight again. Of in the east, behind
the lair of Scartaris, dawn |ight seeped into the sky.

Del rael propped M ndar's head up and placed it on his knee. He brushed
her singed dark hair away fromthe lunpy _S -scar. It renmi nded Vailret of how
Tallin had died in a pool of blood while Delrael held him Delrael stiffened
and seened to realize the sanme thing.

"We' || destroy Scartaris, Mndar." For a monment his face carried enough
anger to rival her own. "And | will have _fun_ doing it."

The flow of blood from her wound sl owed, |acking the force of a
heartbeat. The |ast breath out of her nmouth seenmed to form one word.

"Luck. "

But she did not die.

M ndar jerked in a convul sion that ripped through her body. She sucked
a long hiss of breath through her teeth. Vailret's eyes were drawn to the
livid _S -scar on her forehead. The scar throbbed with a red light, like a
twi sted channel of |ava.

M ndar's skin grew red, also gl owing. Heat poured from her body, and
Vailret had to step back. Delrael stared down. H's jaw hung open in surprise;
his face was ashen.

The pools of wet blood on M ndar's skin snoked, bubbled, and burned
away from her form fading even fromher stained clothes. The open gash and
splintered ribs clenched thenselves in a staccato spasm |ike a mouth smacki ng
its lips, until the wound congeal ed, bound together and sealing the skin
wi t hout | eaving a scar.

Her eyelids jamred shut, and she wheezed a great breath into her |ungs.
Her chest rose and fell. She jerked.

"She said Scartaris wouldn't let her die," Vailret said. He felt as if
a great weight hung on his shoul ders.

Del rael grabbed M ndar's shoul der, but she was still too hot and he
shat ched his hand away.

M ndar tw tched her rnuscles, then rolled over, stunbling to her knees.
Tears streaned from between her closed eyelids. The _S -scar continued to gl ow
red. She struggled to her feet, then turned to face them

M ndar stood strai ght and opened her eyes. She did not nove. She made
no reaction at all

Her eyes were blank white, and pupilless. Scartaris's eyes.

| NTERLUDE: QUTSI DE

Tyrone shook his head with an expressi on of naive astoni shnent.

“"Man, this is getting pretty intense. How about we just, uh, take a
break for a while? Watch sonme TV. |'ve got all the _Star Trek_ novies on
tape." He stood up and | ooked toward the living roomwhere the tel evision sat
switched off like a dull gray-green eye.

"Shut up and sit down!" David's voice had a hollow power to it, an
alien sound that caused Mel anie to junp.

She frowned and brought her own anger to the surface. David was doing
this just to sicken her, just to flaunt his disregard for the people of
Ganearth. "How can you you do that to one of your own characters, David?
Didn't you put M ndar through enough already?"



"She's ny character. | can do what | want with her. It's _fun_." In the
gl obe light over the dining roomtable, his snile | ooked bright and jagged.
"We're playing this ganme for _fun_, remenber?"

Mel ani e stared across the table at him She felt stronger now, keyed
up. It didn't matter what David did. She had her characters. They were
fighting together, she and them She had given them Journeyman and the secret
weapon she had painted into the map; Ganearth had brought back the
Earthspirits on its own.

"You' re changi ng, David. What's happening to you? Are you pl aying

Scartaris ... or is he playing _you_ ?"

David scow ed at her, but didn't seemto know how to answer. Scott
cleared his throat. "It's getting kind of strange even with you, Melanie. Do
you know that when you play different characters your voice changes? You're
even worse than David. Your eyes get sort of ... funny."

"Yeah," Tyrone said, not noticing the thin smear of dip on his chin,
"it's like sonmething out of _The Exorcist_."

"When you're playing your characters, it's like you're swallowed up in
them Like you don't even know what you're saying." Scott pursed his |ips.

Mel anie felt sweat prickle at the back of her neck. She covered it by
reaching for sone chips and stuffing a handful in her mouth. "That's crazy. |

know exactly what was going on. | renmenber everything we did, like | was -- "
She paused and choked a little on her chips. She took a drink from her gl ass
and swal | owed before she finished her sentence. "It's like | was there

nmysel f...."

"Do you see?" David said. "Do you _see?_ If we don't end this tonight,
we might never be able to escape fromthe ganme! It's coming out, it's taking
over. W've put too nuch magic in it, and now Ganearth doesn't need us to play
anynore!"

"Maybe it's fighting back against you -- but I'mtrying to save

Ganearth. | don't have nightnmares. | have _nice_ dreanms about the world. I'm
not afraid of it. You are. 1'mgoing to fight you to the end in this battle.
And 1'mgoing to win. I'"mgoing to save their world, and ours."

David's face | ooked pal e and waxen. "What if you' re wong?"

Mel ani e shrugged. She saw the deep fear behind David' s fal se arrogance.
"If you're afraid to | ose, you should never have started playing in the first
pl ace."

"I"1l stop you with the Slave of the Serpent." He cracked his knuckl es
and | ooked at the wi de black line on the painted map where he had marked the
denon's lair. The map seened to be cracked there, exactly along the hex-1ine.
Puzzl ed, Mel anie bent over to ook at it, but Scott interrupted her

"She's not the only one with plans.” He drummed his fingertips on the
table, then w ped his glasses on the untucked ends of his shirt. "Hurry up and
finish your turn. We don't have all night."

Chapter 17:
FI GHTERS
"W nust learn howto use the Rules to our advantage in _any_
situation. That means we need to train ourselves with every weapon listed in
_The Book of Rules_. W nust study rol e-playing ganes to enhance our
experi ence and deci si on-maki ng capabilities. Gam ng doesn't conme easy -- it is
a lot of work to have fun!"
-- Drodanis, speech to trainees at the Stronghold
Tareah held the sapphire Water Stone so that it glinted in the noon
light. Her eyes were tired; her body felt exhausted. But the anger and shock
had given way to a clarity of thought that nmade her absolutely sure of what
she had to do. She felt brave now

On top of Steep Hill, in the burned and splintered ruins of the
Stronghol d, she turned the six-sided gemto show each of its facets to the
gathered villagers. The snell of snmoke still hung in the air, and the ground

at her feet was muddy fromthe rain she had sumoned to quench the fl ames.



"My father Sardun gave ne this Stone." To her own ears, her voice
sounded gruff and old. The villagers listened to her now "He used it to build
and maintain his vast Ice Palace. He used it to control the weather, and to
fight against the dragon Tryos."

She narrowed her eyes and | ooked at the other characters, nmaking sure
she held their attention. Tareah had studied the rhetorical techniques used
when the ancient Sentinel Arken tried to convince other Sorcerers to renounce
the Transition.

"I amthe last full-blooded Sorcerer wonan on Ganearth. That's why
Tryos found ne so val uable and ki dnapped ne. You all know that story. Maybe
haven't been trained enough in fighting -- " She drew herself tall, w dening
her eyes. "But | have powers, too. Geat powers. | will have to train myself
how to use them"

She sensed a _difference_ within her as she stood before the vill agers.
Tareah coul d i magi ne herself as an old Sorcerer queen, maybe even Lady Miire
herself. Her joints no | onger ached, and she didn't feel out of place with the
other characters. The destruction of the Stronghol d had shaken her, hammered
home the new turn the Ganme had taken

Tareah was responsi ble for her actions. Her powers and her abilities
woul d not permit her to remain passive in the comng battles.

She paced around the fallen wall where dirt trickled between toppled
| ogs that had been sharpened on top. The Stronghol d buil di ngs were al
col | apsed, the sword posts knocked over, the gate and the bridge across the
trench both crumbled. A crude wal kway all owed the other characters to | ook at
the result of Scartaris's attack

Tareah ran both hands through her light brown hair. Her eyes had a
di stant | ook as she began to speak. The villagers still did not interrupt her
-- the destruction of the Stronghold awed them too mnuch.

"Many turns ago, at the beginning of the Scouring, the great human
general Doril founded this Stronghold. He had just lost all of his fighters as
well as the Sentinel ddahn, his friend, in a Slac fortress. Doril wanted to
escape the battles of the Scouring, to live in peace away fromthe Gane.

"He found the characters here innocent and conpletely unprepared to
defend thensel ves. Wen he arrived, Doril strode out of the forest terrain to
the fields where farners were working. He told them of the marauding Sl ac
armes in the nearby hexagons, and of the bloodshed in the Scouring. 'Do you
confort yourselves by thinking the Qutsiders would never bring the battles
here?' he asked. 'Or do you fancy you could defeat a brutal Slac reginent with
your rakes and sticks?'"

As she told the story, Tareah put her hands on her hips, imtating the
stance she imagined Doril had taken. "So Doril build this Stronghold. It has
wi t hstood many attacks and protected the characters in this village for al
that tine.

"But Scartaris sent the Slave of the Serpent here to slay Tarne. He
brought the rat-creatures to destroy the Stronghold itself. Scartaris has
brought the battle _here_. Like those first farmers confronted by Doril, we
can no longer live our lives and ignore the rest of the Gane. W nust be
prepared to defend ourselves in any way we know how. "

She stood there watching. The forest terrain around Steep Hill seened
tranquil, filled with quiet sounds of rustling | eaves, birdsong and insects.
The stream gushing along the hex-line rattled over rocks. The deceptive
peacef ul ness bot hered her.

The villagers fidgeted, uneasy. "Wen is Delrael com ng back?" Derow
t he bl acksmith asked, nunmbling the words into his full dark beard.

"Yes," Mstemthe baker said, grinning. "Once Delrael destroys
Scartaris, we won't have to worry anynore."

Tareah felt anger rising within her. "Delrael left _ne_ here! He
trusted me to watch over the village and the Stronghold. Even if Delrael does
destroy Scartaris, howis he going to stop a gigantic army that's waiting to
charge across the map? Think about it! Scartaris has gathered ten tines as



many fighting nmonsters as ever engaged in the old Sorcerer wars. Are they just
going to sit still even if Scartaris is destroyed? W have to be prepared.”

Siya stood by Tareah. She appeared frightened and confused, with
red-ri med eyes that showed how tired she was. But nobst of all she | ooked
angry. "The Qutsiders won't |eave us alone to live our lives. |If they want us
to fight, then we should fight _them."

Tareah went forward to the villagers. She wal ked anong t hem | ooki ng
each in the eye as she tal ked. "None of us is trained. But we'll have to learn
how. W nust train ourselves."

The sun shown down on them and Tareah felt exposed on top of Steep
HI1l, as if giant Qutside eyes were staring down at her. She pushed the
t hought out of her head and turned her mnd to the job before her

She directed the villagers to sift through the weckage of the
storehouse, to pick out all the old weapons that could be used or repaired.
Tareah hel ped them though she grew gl oom er as she waded through the
splinters and broken walls. Marks fromtiny teeth and cl aws scored every scrap
of wood.

Drodani s had conducted all his private role-playing training in the
dar kness here, surrounded by old weapons. Vailret told her of his imaginary
adventure, how real the training had been for him Now the storehouse |ay
col | apsed. The Stronghold was ruined. It had been her responsibility.

They separated the swords, bows, naces, spears, shields, armor all into
separate piles. Tareah found herself wasting too nuch time staring at the
inlaid designs of relics that had been gathered from various treasure hoards.
Apparently, Drodanis had been as avid a collector as her father

Tareah held one of the sinple blades, a short sword, up for the
bl acksmith to see. "From now on, Derow, concentrate on maki ng swords. W'l
need a greater supply if we're going to gather an army. W'll send out
couriers to gather all the other characters fromsettlenents far and w de."

Derow shuffled his feet and | ooked at the sanple bl ade she held up. "M
craftsmanshi p can never match anything like this." H's face turned red with

shane. "The old Sorcerer swordsnmiths were masters. Look at the skill in even
their sinplest pieces! | can't beginto -- "

"You'll do fine, Derow. " Tareah held up her hand. "A sword needs to
_cut_. It doesn't need to be beautiful."

The blacksmith still |ooked at her skeptically, but he set to work

gat hering and studyi ng the renmai ni ng swords.

Tar eah cl apped her hands and wal ked anong the other vill agers,
directing sone to nount the archery targets, others to erect the sword posts,
using logs fromthe fallen wall if necessary. Ot hers went out into the forest
to find straight twigs for arrows, saplings for bows. The children nmade bird
traps to furnish feathers for fletching the arrows.

Si ya wandered around, acting busy. Tareah kept too occupied to notice
what Siya was doing until the old woman picked up a sword for herself and went
over to the section of the wall where they had recently buried Tarne. Siya's
husband Cayon al so |l ay there.

She stood with the sword propped in front of her, its tip stuck in the
soft ground. The sun glinted off gems in the hilt. Tareah noticed a strange
gleamin her eyes.

"W will train. W will be ready," Siya said. She took a step forward
to stand by Tareah. The other villagers paused to | ook up at her

"W will be _fighters! "

Chapter 18:
DELRAEL' S SECOND CHANCE
"RULE #10. Conbat on Ganearth follows rigid guidelines. The
acconpanyi ng tabl es give details on how fighting is commenced according to
experi ence, arnor, avail able weapons, and many other factors. Combat can comne
in different forms, such as surprise attack, team attack, or single conbat."
-- _The Book of Rules_



M ndar's bl ank white eyes stared at them She did not blink. Her skin
was pale and cold. Delrael couldn't see her breathing, but he knew she
remai ned alive Scartaris had healed her -- he wasn't finished playing with her
yet.

Del rael shook her by the shoul ders. "M ndar!"

Her head swayed fromside to side, then righted itself and stared
strai ght ahead. Delrael gritted his teeth and turned to glare toward the
nountains in the east.

"Del -- " He junped when Vailret touched himon the arm "Wth the
horses gone now, we'll already be slowed down. WIIl we take her with us?"

"What if Scartaris is watching us through her eyes?" Bryl asked.

Delrael let go of Mndar. He hunkered down and stared into the enbers
of the bonfire, trying to decide. Conflicting thoughts churned through his
head. He could find no clearcut solution, and he didn't like it.

The fire burned | ow and crackl ed. The tainted wood snelled bitter and
unpl easant, but the predawn air seemed clear, enpty of the Cail ee. They had
wat ched the creature vani sh

He drew a deep breath. "W won't | eave her behind, no nmatter what
Scartaris wants us to do. She has as much at stake as we do. Maybe nore. Look
what he's done to her."

"Maybe she'll snap out of it," Vailret said, but his voice sounded
weak. Delrael nade no other comment.

He stood up and sheathed his sword. He picked up Mndar's tattered whip
lying in the dust and dropped it into the fire where it curled and turned
bl ack. M ndar stood stiff and unresponsive when he fastened the rippled sword
at her wai st.

"There, now you're ready. \Wenever you want to fight, we need your
hel p." Delrael's voice was soothing and quiet. "Journeyman can you carry her?"

"Aye aye, Cap'n!"

He frowned. "Does that mean yes?"

"Yes."

The gol em scooped up Mndar in his broad arms. Her linbs to flopped and
hung down. She didn't rearrange herself into a nore confortable position

Delrael stared at her mlky blank eyes and felt sick to his stomach.
"Let's get noving."

* * * %

By noon they had crossed an entire hexagon. The air was cool and
parched, but heated up when the sun rose overhead. They spoke little as they
noved. The mountains of Scartaris lay only a few hexagons distant.

But when they reached the hex-line, they stopped short. The black |ine
separ ated one section of desolate terrain fromthe next, but instead of the
narrow bl ack boundary where hexagons butted agai nst each other, the black l|ine
yawned five man-lengths wide. It | ooked to Delrael as if the Qutsiders had
snapped the map apart, dividing the sections with a canyon that stretched down
t hrough the thickness of the map and out the bottom of the universe itself.

Delrael stared into the deep crevasse. Warmair drifted upward,
bringing odd, alien snells. In the blackness bel ow were strange swirling
i mges, maddeni ng shadows of things he did not want to see. He turned away
i mediately, afraid he mght see a deadly glinpse of _reality_.

"W can't get across." Delrael put his hands on his hips, frowning. He
felt anger building. He didn't Iike to be delayed fromhis quest.

He held the silver belt at his waist, and the nmetal seenmed to ripple
beneath his fingers. He _knew_ the Earthspirits were there, but they couldn't
destroy Scartaris unless he took themthere.

"There'll be a way, Del," Vailret said, analyzing. "If this is part of
the Gane, the Qutsiders have to give us sonme way through. They can't violate
their own Rules."

But as far as they could see in both directions, the chasm seened
unbroken. The wi de bl ack |ine extended for hexagon after hexagon, a broad
crack in the map



"We'| | have to follow it until we find somepl ace where Scartaris
_wants_ us to cross."”

Del rael | ooked up. Weeling batlike creatures flew hi gh above. They
seened to be staring down at the travelers, but did not come cl oser

"Scartaris is watching us," Bryl said.

"Let himwatch." Journeyman pushed his clay lips in a snarl. "Alittle
bottom ess chasmisn't going to stop us."

They noved al ong the edge, hot and exhausted. Because of the flat
terrain, Delrael could see the white line of the main quest-path |ong before
they neared it. The road to Scartaris's lair approached the zig-zaggi ng chasm
and when Delrael shaded his eyes he could see a bridge, sone kind of tunne
spanni ng the crack in the map.

This would be the perfect spot for Scartaris to anbush travelers, a
pl ace for a mal evol ent guardian to stop any enem es. He pondered and | ooked at
M ndar's |inp, blank-eyed formcradled in Journeyman's arns.

M ndar had said sonethi ng about a denon guardi an, the Slave of the
Ser pent .

Del rael took a deep breath of the dry air and blinked his eyes. H's
skin felt warm and sunburned, flushed. M ndar |lay notionless. He had a score
to settle with Scartaris. Now nore than ever. He set off at a faster pace. His
boots | eft deep, sharp prints in the dusty ground.

When they reached the wi de quest-path, Delrael |ooked at the bridge
across the chasm A dry, unpleasant smell hung at the back of his nouth, like
the taste of rusty netal

The bridge was not just a tunnel, but the gigantic spinal colum of
some | ong-dead beast, hanging by itself. Dried strips of sinew held the
vertebrae together, |leaving wide gaps for the air to blow through with an
eerie whistling hum Tree-sized bones fromthe creature's linbs |lay spraw ed
across the dust, a claw here, a bowed rib that had | ong since been cracked by
smal l er things that chewed away the marrow and | eft a hollow shell. A
dust-covered mound lay off to the side of the quest-path, near where the
anci ent nmonster's skull should have been. The rest of the bones were not in
sight -- they had probably fallen down into the chasm

They woul d have to wal k through the bowed, cavelike bridge of vertebrae
draped across the hex-line gap. Snells drifted out of the bridge opening, and
a jungle of black shadows flickered as light flitted in and out of the gaps.

Two gi ant boul ders stood propped agai nst the opening. O her bones and
dead things lay piled outside, though they could easily have been discarded in
t he bl ack gul f.

M ndar stared up at the sky. The red _S -scar on her forehead throbbed
with the beat of her heart. She could not offer any help to them now, coul dn't
gi ve them any warni ng about the Slave of the Serpent.

The gol em set her down, straightened her |egs, and nmade sure she had
gai ned her bal ance before letting go. Mndar stood by herself, but did nothing
el se.

"Now what do we do?" Vailret asked. "Do we just wal k through?”

An ear-splitting roar burst out of the shadows of the saggi ng tunnel
acconpani ed by a sandy, grating hiss. The sound echoed in the holl ow
vertebrae. Sonething nmoved in the dimlight of the tunnel

"And now for a really _big_ show" Journeynman said.

A sil houette appeared, and then the Slave of the Serpent stepped into
view. The nonster drew in a deep breath and stood reeling, unaccustoned to the
bri ght sunlight.

Delrael flinched. The denbn was huge, nore massive even than Gairoth
the ogre. It was hairy and apelike, but had reptilian features, a chest plate
and a flat angular head set |ow upon its shoul ders. The deep-set eyes | ooked
pitiful and filled with i mense sorrow shining out fromslitted pupils.

Coiled around its body was a huge, oily green snake that raised its
head hi gh above the Slave's shoul ders. The Serpent hissed at the travelers
with a sound like rain pelting a fire.



The Sl ave took two |unbering steps forward then stopped, planting its
feet to guard the opening of the tunnel bridge. The Serpent spoke.

"So _you_ are Delrael! W went to the Stronghold. W killed a human
character who clainmed to be Delrael. But he was old and weak. W |left him
snoki ng on the ground. "

Delrael felt his heart freeze, wondering if it could be a trick. Dd
they mean Tarne? If the Serpent clainmed to be | ooking for Delrael, Tarne would
have tried to trick them

The Serpent cocked its head at him "W cane to get the Fire Stone and
give it back to Scartaris. Now you have brought the Stone to us -- " The
Serpent hissed at Bryl. The hal f-Sorcerer cringed.

Del rael | ooked back at the others. Vailret appeared weak and frightened
with only his short sword; Bryl had the Fire Stone; the golem | ooked ready to
fight.

The Sl ave stepped forward, and the Serpent spoke again with a note of
glee inits voice. "I bind you to the protocol of single conbat in Rule #10!
Delrael -- | challenge _you_. You nust fight nme alone.”

Bryl let out a cry of dismay. Journeyman said, "Awmv, shucks!™”

Del rael stood up in shock, feeling cheated. Though the Serpent had used
a |l oophole, the Rules still constrained all characters. The Slave of the
Serpent greatly outcl assed Delrael alone, but now the others could not help
him They could not break the Rules. It was unfair. Vailret, Bryl, and
Jour neyman appear ed hel pl ess.

M ndar stood without moving, unaware.
Delrael curled his Iip and snarled at the denon. "Don't underestimate
ne."

The Sl ave made a grunbling bestial noise and tried to turn his head to
glare at the Serpent. But the pupilless red eyes of the snake ignored him The
coils squeezed the Slave's chest, and he lunbered forward to neet his
opponent .

"May the Force be with you," Journeyman call ed.

Del rael breathed in and out. He felt his heart punping, the adrenaline
flowi ng. He had fought a thousand nmock battles, and sone real ones. He had
been through his father's training. He was ready. He had no choi ce.

Wt hout giving any warni ng, he surged forward as fast as he could. He
held the sword in front of him howing at the top of his lungs, and swung.

The Sl ave stunbled back in surprise, |eaving deep footprints on the
ground. Delrael drove in, pushing his advantage of surprise for a few nore
nmonents. He swung, and m ssed, and struck again with the bl ade.

The Sl ave grunted and roared, batting at himw th a bearlike paw
Del rael turned his sword sideways and sl ashed the Slave's arm The edge bit
into the nonster's fur, but made only a m nor wound.

The Serpent's fangs flashed like glistening swords. Delrael saw the
snake strike an instant before it was too |late. He dove for the ground,
tucki ng the sword against himto protect it, and rolled.

The Sl ave bent over to give the Serpent nore reach, but the fangs dug
into the sand. The Serpent pulled up, hissing and spitting dust out of its
nmout h. Bl ack pool s of snoking slag marked where venom had squirted into the
dirt.

Del rael worked his feet under himand stunbl ed back to a standing
position. The Sl ave could have attacked, but it hesitated, giving Delrael tinme
to conpose hinsel f. He wondered what was goi ng on

He heard Vailret and Journeyman shouting at him urging himon. Delrael
bl anked that out for the nonment. He needed to concentrate on the fight.

The Sl ave's sad eyes struck his heart. This nonster didn't want to hurt
him didn't want to do what he did. The Serpent forced the Slave to do its
will. He wanted no part of this. Delrael stared at the eyes. It was a trick.
It had to be.

But the Slave's eyes were _not_ pupilless.

Then the Serpent struck again.



This time, inexplicably, the Sl ave stepped sideways, deliberately
throwi ng off the snake's aim

In anger, the Serpent viciously nipped the bare patch at the back of
the Sl ave's neck. The nonster roared in pain and swatted with its great paws,
but the snake bobbed back and forth, weaving away fromthe clunmsy grasp. It
ducked in and nipped the Sl ave again.

"Kill Delrael!" it said

Wet mucus dripped fromthe Slave's eyes, either in pain or sorrow. Wth
a roar, the Slave reached out his huge paws.

Del rael held his ground and lunged, trying to duck under the grasping
arms. But the Slave cuffed himon the side of the head. Delrael spraw ed on
the ground. His vision fuzzed, and his ears rang. He heard Vailret and
Journeyman shouting again. It didn't make sense. He didn't want to listen to
them but he knew he couldn't lay there.

He felt vibrations in the sand as the Sl ave stonped forward. Delrael
hal f-cl osed his eyes, pretending to be unconsci ous. Wen he saw the Sl ave near
him he snapped open his eyes and grabbed the sword with both hands. He
scranbled to his knees and put his chest, his shoulders, all of the nmuscles in
his arms and back into one swing. He aimed for the Slave's thigh and felt the
bl ade sink in, cutting into the neat of the nonster's leg all the way to the
bone.

Vi scous yel |l ow bl ood oozed out, gushing in heavy gl obs. The nonster
how ed in agony.

Delrael rolled out of the way, but the nonster kept staggering forward,
propelled by its own nonmentum and forgetting its pain. Blood spattered to the
ground with every step the Slave took. Delrael held the sword agai nst him
snearing the yell ow bl ood across his leather arnor. He tried to clinb to his
feet, but was not fast enough

The Sl ave of the Serpent knocked hi mback to the ground, then w apped
bot h huge paws around Delrael's chest and jerked himinto the air. The nonster
shook hi m and squeezed.

Delrael felt the roar in his head grow | ouder. He couldn't breathe. He
couldn't think. Loud sounds and darkness echoed at the corner of his eyes. Hs
armwent nunb. He couldn't control his fingers -- they went linp, and the
sword fell, enbedding its point in the sand. The wei ght of the pomel tipped
it over, spraying dirt in the air.

For a monent he thought the Sl ave would cast himinto the yawni ng bl ack
chasm where he might fall through the map and be incinerated by his first
glinpse of _reality_. Then he saw the Serpent rear back. Its blank red eyes
bl azed fire as if Scartaris hinmself were |ooking through the reptilian skull

The Serpent opened its mouth. The fangs oozed venom i ke mniature
di anonds.

* * * %

M ndar blinked. Her vision snapped back into focus. She stunbled,
suddenl y regai ning her body.

In the back of her m nd she heard a nocking voice, Scartaris |aughing
at her, telling her to watch. Watch himdie. You will lose. You will always
| ose.

She didn't know where she was, how she had gotten there or what was
goi ng on. She remenbered not hing beyond the Cailee and the circle of
firelight. And the pain, nenories sparkling with pain.

Then she saw Delrael in the grip of the Slave of the Serpent. _Watch
himdie. Scartaris had toyed with her, showed his power. Now he woul d have
fun by letting her witness Delrael's death.

* * * %

The Serpent drew back to strike, and Delrael closed his eyes.

The snake's head fl ashed downward as Delrael heard racing footsteps, a
_swish_. It all happened too fast. He opened his eyes and saw the Serpent
still descending toward himwith its nmouth open and fangs bared, but sonehow
t he head had becone severed fromthe body. Squirting bl ood, the snake's head



continued its arc, struck Delrael in the shoul der and bounced off. It fell on
the sand, staring up with dead red eyes.

M ndar regai ned her bal ance and swung the rippl ed sword back through
enpty air, flinging droplets of the Serpent's dark blood into the air.

Apparently stunned, the Slave released his grip and let Delrael fall to
the ground. His right armwas still nunb, but he managed to snatch up his
sword as he scranbled out of the way. He heaved in great gasps of air. H's
ri bs ached. Sand crusted the gl obs of yellow bl ood sticking to his |eather
ar nor .

M ndar stood poi sed and ready to fight the Slave, wearing a snarl on
her lips. Her red _S -scar glowed. She had returned. Delrael wanted to go to
her .

The Sl ave pivoted around. Yell ow bl ood drool ed down the matted fur of
his leg. He seened to ignore the pain of the wound. He stared at Delrael wth
his |iquid, anguished eyes. Then he gawked in awe at the ragged dripping stunp
of the Serpent. Hs face wore an inpossible, stupefied expression. Wen he
lifted up the dead Serpent, dark blood ran down his fingers, but the poison
did not harm him

Then he raised his huge paws into the air in a gesture of triunph.
_Sadic is free! " The nmonster's words were clunmsy, as if the flat, plated
mout h was not suited for speech. The Slave unw apped the entw ned body of the
Serpent as if he were casting off a heavy chain.

Del rael continued to breathe hard. He didn't know what to think. He saw
M ndar raise her eyebrows.

Movi ng with obvi ous disgust, the Sl ave held the snake's body away from
him Black blood drizzled fromthe decapitated end, |eaving foul pools snoking
on the ground. The Sl ave's fur had been worn off in pink, rawl ooking patches
by the Serpent's scal es rubbi ng agai nst his hide.

"Ring around the collar,"” Journeyman nmunbl ed out of the side of his

nout h.

The Sl ave of the Serpent stalked to the edge of the deep crevasse. He
rai sed the Serpent's body over his head and, with a roar of exhilaration, cast
it down into the void. Then he turned back to Delrael and M ndar, dragging his
wounded | eg behind himalong a trail of thick yellow bl ood.

Del rael grabbed his sword, ready to fight again, though his aching ribs
and numb arm protested. M ndar stood glaring at the denon. Journeynan,

Vailret, and Bryl all joined them

The Sl ave of the Serpent stopped and stared at them pleading. He
spread out his massive flat paws. "Sadic will not hurt you. You freed Sadic.
You killed Serpent."

"Just stay away, big fella," Journeynman said.

The Sl ave kept his distance, trying to | ook harm ess. He nade no sudden
noves. "Sadic will do no nore harm™

Then M ndar turned pale and sick-l1ooking. Her rippled sword fell to the
ground. She staggered and dropped to her knees, making strange noi ses. She
covered her face. Delrael heard her sobbing.

He put a hand on her shoul der, hesitant. She didn't flinch. Then he put
both arnms around her in a hug. He felt her trenmbling, the spasnms as she tried
to control herself.

M ndar choked out words. "I don't know what happened. Al | remenber is
fighting the Cailee, and then the pain, and bl ackness..."

"The Cailee alnost killed you," Delrael said quietly, soothing. "But

Scartaris didn't let you die. He ... he controlled you. You were like the
other Tairans. Your eyes..." He let the words trail off.

"Scartaris released ne only so | could watch you die. For _fun._" She
| ooked up, and her dark eyes were filled with a conplex m x of enotions.

"I saw ny daughter, | think. She was like a dreamin the darkness, and

it's fading. The nore | try to hold onto the nenory, the faster it slips
away." M ndar drew a hitching breath and pulled herself to her feet, brushing
her singed green tunic. Feeling awkward, Delrael took a step away.



"The first thing | saw was you fighting. And the others were just
standi ng there, not hel ping you. I knew what | had to do."

Del rael saw Vailret flinch and shifted his short sword fromone hand to
the other. "The Serpent bound us with single conbat protocol. W _couldn't_
hel p."

M ndar let that sink in for a monment, and then a slow smile crossed her
face. "Scartaris wanted to bind you with a strict interpretation of the Rules
-- and we turned the tables on him hah! W can find | oophol es, too. Since
Scartaris kept ne unaware of anything that was going on, | didn't hear the
chal | enge." Her grin broadened. "I beat Scartaris with his own trick!"

Then her expression fell again and she becane serious. "I |earned one
other thing, though -- we're already too |late.

"Scartaris has inforned his arny that they will march tonorrow night.
They will charge across the map, pillaging and | aying waste to every hexagon
Even i f you destroy Scartaris, there's no way you can stop the whole army."

Delrael felt betrayed. He wondered if the Earthspirits knew what M ndar
had said, if they knew anything beyond Scartaris. In his belt, the
Earthspirits gave no sign, no conmmunication. If Mndar was right, then the
quest, Tallin's death, the first plea in the nmessage stick from Drodanis --
everyt hing they had done was for nothing!

"One problemat a tine," Delrael said. At |east they were questing and
_trying_ to do sonething. No one had thought of a better way to confront
Scartaris.

The Sl ave made a grunting noise to attract their attention, but
remai ned standi ng where he was. "Sadic will help."

Delrael scow ed at the hairy, reptilian nonster, feeling his aching
ribs. The Sl ave plastered his paw against the deep sword cut in his thigh to
sl ow t he bl eedi ng.

"Serpent made Sadic do bad things. Scartaris controlled Serpent. You
freed Sadic. Sadic will help. Sadic knows you want to destroy Scartaris."

Bryl nuttered, "Seens just about everyone knows that by now. "

"Remenber Rul e #3, about taking new conpanions,” Vailret said. "W
could use all the help we can get, especially powerful help like that."

"The pl ot thickens," Journeynan said.

Delrael turned, still feeling weak fromthe conbat. The wi de white
guest-path stretched across the desol ation

He saw the towering black cloud charging toward them little nore than
a hexagon away. He heard an eerie buzzing sound, a cacophony of many noi ses,
like a stormof voices, tornented souls. The cloud itself |ooked fuzzy and
indistinct, rolling along the ground in thousands of frenzied pieces, |arge
and small, |ooking for something to attack. Huge clouds of dust fromits
passage bubbled into the air.

"I want to see Scartaris destroyed,"” M ndar said.

"Cross tunnel," the Slave said. "Do not trust Sadic. He will cross by
hi msel f."

M ndar nodded at Delrael. "Three of us should cross, then Sadic, then
the last two. Ot herwi se he mght push the tunnel bridge over the edge when
we're all inside it."

"He | ooks strong enough to do it," Delrael agreed.

Sadi ¢ hunched his hairy shoul ders. "Yes. Go."

They cast dice in the dust to see who would go first. Delrael, Vailret
and Bryl won the rolls and stood at the edge of the foul -snelling opening.
They entered the rotting and ancient bridge of vertebrae.

W nd whistled around and t hrough the cracks. The dried sinews stretched
taut, and the giant vertebrae swayed and rattled over the gulf. Delrael took
the I ead and put his boot on the rough, curved surface of the inner bone wall,
checki ng his footing.

The passage was wide and tall. Delrael strode forward. He didn't want
to think about traps, didn't want to worry. Gaps and hol es between the
segnents of vertebrae showed too plainly the depths of swirling blackness far



bel ow, the shadows of things he didn't want to see.

The sinews were dry and | eathery, holding the vertebrae together
Del rael kept telling hinself that arm es had funnelled through this, that
heavy cartl oads of supplies and pounding Sl ac regi nents had gone through. The
bri dge woul d hol d.

They pushed ahead and saw the other side not far away. He listened to
Bryl whinper behind him Then they hurried out of the |ast segnent, anxious to
be on solid ground again. Gasping and trenbling, they enmerged, each trying to
cover the | ook of fear he wore.

Sadi ¢ came next. Delrael kept his sword drawn, uneasy. He could see the
vertebrae in the tunnel sway as the massive Sl ave |unbered through and then
enmer ged beside them

"Sadic will not hurt you,'
reassuri ng.

M ndar and Journeyman rapidly foll owed. The shadows grew | onger around
themw th | ate afternoon.

"We should hurry,” Mndar said. "Wthin another day we'll be near
Scartaris. W have to be ready."

Delrael swallowed in a dry throat. "W will be."

They set off across the packed white quest-path.

* * * %

he said in a low voice, trying to be

The Serpent's head lay on the sand. Its eyes renai ned dead and
pupilless, stormcolored jelly. Then the eyes lit up, glow ng red again.

Scartaris | ooked through them at the questers as they set off toward
his nountain lair.

Chapter 19:
PROFESSOR VERNE' S EXTRAORDI NARY JOURNEY
"I never realized the map was so huge. | never fully conceived of the

paranmeters of Ganearth from one edge to the other. If the Qutsiders can create
such a world as a _Gane_, then they nust be powerful indeed."
-- Professor Verne, _Les Voyages Extraordinaires_

(unpubl i shed journal)

The steam engi ne car chugged al ong, hissing and sputtering. Professor
Verne's ears ring with the racket. The steel -shod wheels rattled al ong over
t he uneven and rocky terrain. Harsh sunlight nmade hi m sweat and scratch at his
gray beard. H s forehead and nose stung with sunburn -- he didn't usually sit
unprotected in the open air for so long. H s |l egs ached, and his buttocks felt
sore fromthe bouncing ride hour upon hour, day upon day.

Git and dust puffed into the air behind him stirred up by the rolling
car. Verne's warm wool l en coat |ay wadded in the seat beside him but he would
not put it on until the sun fell toward the horizon and the air grew coo
agai n.

The Sitnaltan weapon was secured in the seat behind him One nonitoring
gauge stuck out on an el bow of pipe. Polished bronze rivets refl ected agai nst
the old metal around the chanber that contained the deadly CQutside power
source. The controls of the weapon consisted only of a tiner knob and a
detonation button. Angled red fins protruded fromthe sides for no reason
other than that Verne had dreanmed it that way.

The vehicle rolled al ong. The desert sprawl ed out gray-brown and
lifeless in front of him For a while the sweeping enpti ness of hexagon upon
hexagon filled Verne with an awe at the sheer size of the Ganmearth map. Then
it all grew boring until he spent his tine daydream ng and wor ki ng out
difficult ideas in his head.

In the pockets of his overcoat Verne had tucked neatly fol ded sheets of
paper on whi ch he scribbled concepts and designs for other inventions. Verne's
handwiting was difficult to read, and the diagranms were shaky -- the vehicle
jostled himtoo nmuch as it bounced al ong. But neatness didn't count. The ideas
di d.

The professor also kept track of his progress so he could



mat hematical |y deduce the variation in travel allotnents while journeying |ong
di stances with the steamengine vehicle. Rule #5 specifically listed wal ki ng
rates, but the supplenentary tables in _The Book of Rules_ nmade no nention of
the Sitnaltan car. Verne cane to the conclusion that with the vehicle he could
proceed at about three times the pace he could go on foot.

But even as he made the cal culation in his head, sonething nmade an odd
_clunking_ noise inside the boiler of the steam engine. The clean white
exhaust bel ching up fromthe stack hiccoughed, curled black for a nonent, then
di ssipated entirely. The machi ne hissed. The vehicle clattered, then sl owed,
coming to a stop all alone on the dusty rocks. The boiler groaned again, and
t he pistons | ocked.

Verne pursed his lips. "Hmmm" he said, tugging at his beard. He
clinmbed out and went around to the engine. He renmpbved a toolkit fromthe
si debox and began to tinker, making sure nothing nechanical had gone w ong.

But he had expected this to happen at any tine...

At dawn, three days before, Professor Frankenstein had hel ped himcarry
the Sitnaltan weapon to the back of the vehicle. Before the Sitnaltan
techni ci ans were awake, shivering but ready for another day' s work excavating
the Qutsider's ship, Verne and Frankenstein had filled the car's main boiler
and the reserve water tank fromthe stagnant cistern in the Slac citadel

The boilers heated the water, raising the tenperature and buil ding up
steam Verne and Frankenstein waited, chatting, killing time and naking pl ans.
A few of the others stirred and came out into the frost-covered courtyard
before the pressure-rel ease valve in the boiler hissed, spitting out its
announcemnent that the car was ready to travel

Verne clinbed aboard and nmade sure the weapon was safely secured. He
waved to all of their puzzled expressions as the vehicle chugged forward,
gai ni ng monentum and traveling away fromthe citadel, out of the nountains.

Al that day Verne rolled on without stopping, despite difficult tines
on the harrowi ng sw tchbacks of the forested-hill terrain, and then going
t hrough the easier forests or, better still, the hexagons of flat grassland.

Bl ack Iines marking the sections of terrain passed beneath his wheels.

Verne consulted his own map of Ganearth to nake sure he was indeed
taking the shortest and nost efficient route. He cal cul ated the speeds and
estimated travel allowances for the best types of terrain.

He made sure to keep well away fromthe city of Sitnalta, just in case
t he weapon detonated prematurely.

The first evening he had pulled up the vehicle and let the boiler fires
run low. He found a stream and, handful by handful, he refilled the water
tanks for the boiler. "Victor, why didn't you remind me to bring along a

si mpl e bucket?" He sighed. "I hate poor planning."

Verne lay down in the grass to sleep, but woke up in the niddle of the
night, cold. He curled up next to the nmetal of the still-warmboiler and sl ept
agai n.

The second day he headed due east around sl oping grassy hills, around a
spur of the Spectre Muntains. Wen the nmountains ended, he turned straight
north across grassy hexes. At the end of the day, he entered the first section
of desol ation. Verne stared at the grow ng boundary where Scartaris's
i nfluence had drained all life dry. The long-range detectors in Sitnalta had
suggested this would occur.

Verne had spent the entire day nmoving across barren terrain, chew ng up
dust and sand and rocks. He felt thirsty, but he kept nost of the water in
reserve for the engine. H's lips were cracked, and he felt grit between his
teeth. He had covered five hexagons in one day.

But now, far fromthe Sitnaltan technol ogical fringe, the steam engine
had died. He couldn't conplain -- the Rules of Probability stated that
t echnol ogi cal devices would have a smaller and smaller chance of functioning
as they moved farther fromthe city of Sitnalta.

Verne tapped at one of the gl eam ng bronze piston shafts with a wench,
but it was no use. Unless he got the steam engi ne noving again, he could not



destroy Scartaris, and Verne would be stranded out in the nmiddle of the
wast el and with a doonmsday weapon powerful enough to blow a hole right through
t he bottom of the nmap

Ver ne checked and rechecked the steamengine. He didn't know what el se
to do. He could never carry the heavy Sitnaltan weapon by hinself. Nothing
_mechani cal _ was wong -- that nmuch was obvious. Nor was it any surprise. He
muttered to hinmself about the vagaries of Ganearth, and the rigid Rules that
di ctated everything. He hoped the Qutsiders enjoyed nmaking things difficult
for him

After the long day, he decided to reward hinself with a precious cup of
tea while waiting for the car to function again. He poured a little of the
water out of his canteen into a tin cup fromthe car's supply case, then used
his fingertips to hold the cup over the flames by the boiler. He shifted his
grip fromone hand to the other as the handl e grew hot, but the water began to
boil at last. He sprinkled tea leaves into it. They swirled with the heat
currents in the water, and sank to the bottomas they |let brown col oring seep
into the cup. Steamrose fromthe hot tea.

Then Verne stood up so quickly he sloshed sone of the tea onto his
pants. "Incredible!™ he cried as the idea struck him This was one of his own
i deas, something clearly his own, not inspired by the Qutsider Scott at all.

Here, far beyond the Sitnaltan technol ogical fringe, water stil
boiled, did it not? Steamstill rose, did it not?

He set his cup in a depression on the ground and went to the engi ne of
the car. Wth both hands, he grabbed the pistons and pulled them out, pushed
them back in. Yes, the pistons still noved, one cylinder inside the other

The steam engi ne was a sinple nmachine. He knew how it worked. Not a
thing could go w ong.

It nade no sense. Nothing got Verne nore frustrated than things that
_made no sense_. He knitted his eyebrows and pursed his lips, pacing around
and around the steamengine car. He grew angry. _There was no reason for it!_
H s face grewred with enotion, and he pounded his fist against the side of
the boiler.

The Rul es he had nade a part of his life were conpletely arbitrary!
Yes, he had al ways accepted that Sitnaltan technol ogy woul d not function
beyond the fringe -- but when inspected closely, _all_ technol ogy was based
upon fundanental |aws of nature. Sinple principles.

"It's not fair!" he shouted up, as if the Qutsiders were listening. He
hoped they were. He would throw their own arbitrariness back into their faces.

"I am beyond the technol ogical fringe, yes -- but what is the reason
for this vehicle not working? Water still boils. Steamstill rises. A piston
will still nove up and down. Wheels still turn

"Everything in this vehicle _nmust_ work, even on the other side of the
fringe! | have used nothing out of the ordinary here. Just boiling water,

ri sing steam and turning wheels."

The sky remained silent and enpty.

"You had better rethink your rules and restrictions."

Ver ne coughed because his throat was dry and caked with dust. In
annoyance he kicked the iron-shod wheel of the car with his heel

The steam engi ne sputtered and gasped, surging back to life. Startled
by the noise, Verne junped out of the way. The vehicle |urched ahead, runbling
al ong the quest-path by itself.

Verne blinked and smled. H s tea sat ready on the ground, but he had
no tine to go get it. The vehicle noved farther away, picking up speed. He ran
to catch up with it.

* * * %

By noon the next day the steamengine car |abored up a slope. The rock
out croppi ngs had gotten | arger and nore jagged. Verne had to devote nore
attention to steering around sharp boul ders and other debris that could cause
serious damage to the vehicle.

He began to grow concerned. The water |evel was going down in the main



boil er, and he had already used the auxiliary tank. But according to his
cal cul ati ons, based on data he'd taken fromthe Sitnaltan detectors, he should
be nearing Scartaris. And the doonmsday weapon was still intact.

When the steam engine car came to the crest of the hill, Verne | ooked
down over a vast basin. A hooked line of jagged mountai ns bordered hexagon
upon hexagon of desol ation. Ah, he thought, those cliffs would be where
Scartaris dwell ed.

But in front of him spread out in encanpnments, was the greatest horde
of nonsters he had ever imagined. They seened unreal to him all those
creatures the Sitnaltans had ignored for turn after turn.

Verne pulled the car to a stop and then coaxed it into the shelter of a
br oken rock outcropping. The professor dismunted fromthe car, renoved an
optick tube fromthe sidebox, and peered down at the armes.

He saw marchi ng angul ar-faced Sl ac covered with scales. He turned the
field of viewto observe nonsters of all kinds, stone gargoyles, hairy brutes,
a few ogres, worm nen sloughing through the broken sand i n churned paths,
green-ski nned and pointy-eared goblins in their breeder groups.

On his scraps of paper, Verne noted the main features of each nonster
he saw, docunenting themfor future reference. Wth his interest in biologica
matters, Victor Frankenstein would probably delight in such first-hand
observati ons.

Then Verne realized that each of these nonster soldiers would stand in
_his_ way, block his passage to Scartaris. They would want to attack him
capture him perhaps kill him He suddenly consi dered what m ght happen if
t hese unpl easant creatures managed to possess the powerful Sitnaltan weapon.
He and Victor had not thought of that.

"This could cause a problem" he nmuttered to hinsel f.

A direct road led to the nountains. He saw a wi de but steep path
heading directly to a great opening in the flat cliff like a |lipless nouth of
rock. Strange and oily colors flashed frominside the broad cavern

As he expected, the Qutsiders would nmake the lair of Scartaris
wonder ful Iy obvious. Reaching it, though, would be the primary problem

He shut off the boilers in the steam engine, remenbering that he had to
remai n hi dden. The car woul d nake plenty of noise when he restarted it. Wen
he deci ded to nove, he would have to nake all possible speed to his goal and
hope he coul d cover enough terrain, to get to a place where he could detonate
the weapon ... before the nonsters got him

Verne sat with his back against the shaded rock and took out his |ast
cl ean piece of paper. He jotted down notes to hinmself, waiting for dark

Chapter 20:
SHADOW BATTLE

"The Qutsiders love to play at warfare with us. They can sl aughter
characters by the thousands without risking harmto thenselves. But this is
_our_ Gane too, and we rnust fight back."

-- Ceneral Doril, nmenoirs fromthe Scouring

Cl ouds gathered over Scartaris's mountain, making the sky look like a
cooling pool of nolten | ead. Overhead wheel ed several batlike reptilian
creatures. Delrael found the air thick and hard to breathe.

The Cail ee had not come the night before. M ndar shook her head.
"Scartaris wouldn't resurrect me without bringing back the Cailee," she said.
"He's just having his fun."

"I"'mnot sure who our true eneny is anynore -- " Vailret said,
"Scartaris, or the Cutsider David."

The Sl ave of the Serpent |inmped and dragged his | eg beside them The
wound fromDelrael's sword still bled slow and thick, but Sadic did not
conpl ai n.

At dusk they reached another hex-line. Only one nore section of terrain
separated themfromthe end of their quest. The ground grew nore broken and
jagged, as if Scartaris had tossed chunks of his nmountain like giant dice in



every direction.

Behi nd them the nonstrous bl ack cl oud rose up fromthe ground, near
enough to hear clearly now -- a constant buzzing, squawking turnoil. The cloud
pushed ahead |ike a clawed hand scooping themtoward Scartaris.

At the top of a rise, Delrael stopped, sheltered by a rock outcropping.
The arny of Scartaris gathered before themon the great plain. "No wonder
Scartaris wasn't worried about us." He swallowed in a dry throat.

By the light of dimfires in the canps, hideous denons and reptilian
t hi ngs nmoved in organi zed ranks. Tall Slac generals nmarched about shouting

orders. Delrael saw an occasi onal hul king stone gargoyle, |ike Arken. Swarns
of small goblins, green-skinned and hairless, clustered together in their
breeder groups. Quttural grunts and hisses carried out into the still air.

The massive eneny was preparing to march upon Ganmearth. Scartaris had
grown tired of waiting. The Qutsider David wanted to ruin the map wi t hout
further del ay.

One gigantic creature strode through the army, obviously in comand. He
had a powerful lion's body, a w cked-|ooking scorpion-tail that flickered with
bl ue i ghtning, and a horned head showi ng distorted human features. Delrael
t hought he had heard of such a creature in the worst old Sorcerer battles, a
nonst er devel oped by ganers to be powerful enough to oppose even the great
dr agons.

"It's a manticore," Vailret said. H's voice sounded thin with fear

"Toto, | don't think we're in Kansas anynore," Journeyman sai d.

Overhead, Lady Maire's Veil rem nded Delrael of green blood spilled
across the sky. The nountains of Scartaris |ooked |ike a strange, warped
creature made of stone, rearing its mghty head. Two synmetrical peaks curved
upward fromthe main nountain, broken and pitted, simlar to the horns of a

giant bull. On the central rock face was a yawning grotto, a cavelike overhang
that stared out of the nmountain like a cycl opean eye-socket, black and
pupil | ess.

Delrael had to take the Earthspirits into _that_ cavern. It was
obvi ous. He had gone on enough quests to identify the goal when he saw it. But
the entire arny of Scartaris stood ready to stop him He felt his vision go
dark and fuzzy; his breathing cane short.

"The gane ain't over until the fat |ady sings,
bl i nked his clay eyelids.

"Sadic will protect you,
Delrael. "You freed Sadic."

Delrael felt the silver belt at his waist. Al of those nonsters, each
one intent on destroying Ganearth, on stopping _him_ -- how could he ever take
the Spirits the final distance? "W'd need an arnmy of our own to get past
them™

Journeyman sai d. He

the burly Sl ave said and stood beside

"And any tinme it looks as if we mght succeed, Scartaris can go through
hi s met anor phosis and end the Gane anyway," M ndar sighed. "lIsn't this fun?"

Bryl shuffled his feet and kept his head down. "I have an idea." He
flinched when everyone | ooked at himat once. He ran his gnarled hands through
the folds of his cloak and withdrew the Fire Stone and the Air Stone.

"Scartaris knows we have the Fire Stone, since it was Enrod's," he
said, then thrust the eight-sided ruby back into his hidden pockets. "But |
haven't used the Air Stone yet on this quest. Renenber how Gairoth had his
arnmy of illusion ogres at the Stronghol d? Gairoth has even |less training than
| do, and his Sorcerer blood is tainted."

He took a deep breath. "My father Qonnar was a full-bl ooded Sorcerer
nmy mot her Tristane was a half-breed. |'ve had sone training. If |I use up all
nmy spells, | can create an arny for you. A good one."

Del rael pondered a nobnent as possibilities cane into his head, then he
grinned and cl apped a hand on Bryl's shoul der

"Whatever it takes," Journeyman said, "The Rul eworman Mel anie is
counting on me."

Bryl seened snall and terrified. "Just remenber what |'mgoing to do



though. It's easy to think of one or two figures and nove them around with ny
i mgi nation -- but 1'll be keeping track of a thousand different faces,
different characters, all at the sanme time. Each one fighting, each one noving
around |ike a real character would."

He blinked his eyes, looking giddy. "It'll be like role-playing on a
gigantic scale! It nmust be what the Qutsiders do all the tine."

M ndar held her rippled sword and stared at the arny bel ow. The
expression on her face seened explosive. "If you make it |l ook like the
nonsters are being slaughtered, that'll certainly ruin their norale."

Del rael saw concern grown on Bryl's face. "Just remenber, mny illusions
won't cause any actual damage, though the nonsters will _think_ they're
striking sonething solid. At least it'll keep them busy while you slip past to
Scartaris."”

Bryl huddl ed between broken boulders in the shelter of an outcropping.
"I"ll need a place where | can hide and not be disturbed.” He wi ggled snal
rocks fromunder him brushed his hands together, then w thdrew the four-sided
dianmond. It glistened even in the falling darkness.

“I"1l cover nyself with an illusion too. But you'd better hurry. Wth
two Stones in ny possession, | can use five spells now and another five after
m dni ght -- but | don't know how long that'll last. It depends on how !l roll."

M ndar's expression hardened. "W all have to fight to our limts." She
turned to Delrael; her eyes held the burning obsession he had seen there so
many times before.

"But it's tine for truth between us, Delrael. If we're going to fight
t oget her against Scartaris, | need to know what weapon you've got." She
fidgeted, then | ooked up. "I want to be sure I'mganbling nmy life on a good

chance. "

Del rael frowned down at the ground. He gazed back at M ndar, her high
cheekbones, her deep eyes, the tangled hair that had once been braided behind
her head.

"You're right, Mndar." He turned away, for some reason not wanting to
wat ch her face as he told his secret. "The Earthspirits want to destroy

Scartaris, too. I'mcarrying themwith ne, in nmy belt. | have to take them
there." He pointed to the jagged nountains. "They can defeat him"
Journeyman frowned. "It's not the only weapon we have."

"Are we going to end this or not?" Bryl said fromhis hiding place. He
stroked the dianmond, staring into its facets. "Let me know when you're ready
to go."

Del rael nodded. "Luck."

"Luck," the others echoed.

The Sl ave stood beside themw th shoul ders squared, ready for battle.
Journeyman went to Bryl and extended a clay hand in a formal gesture. "Live
| ong and prosper."

Delrael cleared his throat. "W're ready."

Bryl took a deep breath and rolled the Air Stone.

The air shimered with the massive illusion gelling around them Forns
appeared, snapping into sharp clarity.

On the sl ope overl ooking Scartaris's horde, another arny now stood: al
human characters, clad in perfect arnor, strong and proud, carrying a variety
of weapons. Wth a start, Delrael recognized nost of the faces -- they were
his own or Vailret's. Sone bore noustaches and beards or dark hair, but Bryl
had plainly used his own nmenmory. Other soldiers |ooked like characters from
the Stronghold vill age.

The fighters carried bright shields with the colors of villages
hexagons di stant fromthe Stronghold. Their boots showed scuff marks as if
t hey had narched across the nmap.

"Excellent!" Del rael whispered.

"That woul d i npress even the old Sorcerer warlords,” Vailret said.

"Now is the time for all good nmen to cone to the aid of their country,"”
Jour neynman added.



Then a |l oud voice, clear as the tone froma crystal bell, rang out from
Delrael's silver belt. "The Earthspirits are prepared for our final battle. W
wi sh you | uck!"

Del rael stood stunned and delighted. The others gawked at him anazed.
He didn't want to waste time thinking about it -- they had to fight. Al ways
have fun. He felt filled with confidence.

M ndar held up her rippled sword. "Let's go, before we |ose our
advant age of surprise." Then she ran forward with a suicidal deternination on
her face. Vailret and Journeynman noved side by side, and Sadic foll owed
Del r ael

Weapons drawn, arnor adjusted, the illusion arny surged into notion
with a muffled cl anki ng. They kept ranks as they charged down the |ong sl ope
toward the nonster horde, yelling personal battle cries. They left no
footprints on the sand.

Delrael let himself be hidden anmong the illusion soldiers. In true Gane
spirit he felt he should be at the head of his fighters, |eading the point of
the charge like a great general in the Sorcerer wars. But calling attention to
hi nsel f woul d defeat the entire purpose of creating the illusion arny. He
cl osed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Scartaris's army how ed in confused surprise at the sudden appearance
of this new force. They dropped all preparations for their charge across

Ganearth. The nonsters still outnunbered the illusion army -- Bryl could only
i magi ne and direct so many soldiers -- but it was enough to throw the eneny
ranks into turmoil. The two arm es net.

Tall Slac troops stormed together, pushing their way through the other
nmonster warriors to the front of the fighting line. Each Slac carried an iron
sword and tough shield of Tairan manufacture.

Del rael watched other illusion soldiers struck down and tranpled on the
battlefield. So many of them | ooked like _him. It nmade himfeel sick inside.

A tall Slac general stood in his path, cloaked in a slick black garnent
that hung around him giving the reptilian arnms freedomto maneuver. Pl atelike
scal es covered the Slac's head. Its eyes were enerald green, glow ng and
pupill ess. But one of the illusion soldiers engaged the Slac, and Del rael
sl i pped past.

The snell of snoke and bl ood and churned-up dust bit into his nostrils,
maski ng the lingering stench of the cl ose-pressed nonster arnmny.

He wat ched M ndar dash about, slashing with her rippled sword. Her face
was drawn back in a furious expression, savoring her revenge on Scartaris. She
struck one pi g-snouted nmonster down and turned to thrash at a swarm of
green-ski nned goblins. The _S -scar on her forehead gl owed. The Sl ac ignored
her and concentrated on the advanci ng arny.

Jour neyman waded in, swinging his clay fists fromside to side and
bowl i ng over goblins. Swords bit into his skin, but he repaired the damage by
shovi ng his clay back into place.

Vailret swung his short sword, but didn't seemto know what to do. He
kept hinself sheltered and tried to remain by the golem Since so many of the
fighters | ooked alike, Delrael had to | ook twice to nake sure he had really

seen Vailret and not an illusion counterpart.
Near Delrael an illusion fighter -- hinmself, but with black hair and a
beard -- struck at a hunchbacked demon. The denon grunted wi thout words and

swung a jagged pike up into the human fighter's stomach. Though it was only an
illusion, Delrael snarled as the fighter choked, bleeding fromhis nouth, and
fell still grasping the weapon stuck through him

Del rael junped in and chopped down on the hunchbacked monster's neck
The sword bit through the knobbed, |eathery skin. The nonster tried to turn
but it still _thought_its pike was stuck in the dead illusion fighter and
couldn't pull it away. Delrael swing again, severing the cords in the
nmonster's neck and watching the head fall.

Battl efield sounds roared around him His ears were nunb fromthe
screans of nonsters and human fighters, the clang of weapons, the garbled



shouting of orders from Slac generals, cries of anger and confusion. He heard
t he booni ng of druns.

A mass of goblins charged into the fray, scrabbling with sharp fingers.
They picked up fallen weapons and broken sticks; two carried burning brands
from abandoned canpfires. They made a thin jabbering as they piled on their
victinms, bringing themdown with the force of nunbers.

Del rael heard a haunting, buzzing sound with grows and cries and
squawks that grew | ouder in an approaching stormof noise. He held his sword
out to defend hinself and | ooked behind him up into the sky --

Poi sed |i ke an axe over a chopping bl ock, the black cloud began to fal
down on the battlefield.

It dissolved before his eyes, breaking into nebul ous pieces drifting
down as the bottom portion, filled with di mshapes, set upon the confusion of
the battl eground. He could see that the cloud was not really black at all, but
a garbl ed mass of col ors bl ended together. Thousands of unrel ated noi ses
snot hered the battlefield din.

Then a bird flashed in front of Delrael's eyes, darting forward at a
hai ry nonster.

Dozens of biting flies flew ahead of it; beetles hunmed by. A cloud of
butterflies spattered thensel ves across the face of a denon. Tiny creatures
filled the air. On the ground, larger aninals attacked, noving and worKking
t oget her.

The clear, ringing voice of the Earthspirits spoke out fromhis silver
belt. "Qur reinforcements have arrived." The words vibrated through to his
bones. "W sent out our own summons to living creatures across the map, but
you did not recognize it as such. They will help as best they can."

Delrael ran forward in delight, remenbering the disturbing screech his
belt had made in the forest by the Barrier River. "You could have | et us know
ahead of tinme."

The Earthspirits nmade no reply.

A cloud of wasps and flies fell upon one of the breeder groups of
goblins, stinging again and again. A gray wolf and a sharp-antlered stag
charged anong ot her denons. Beetles and spiders covered their fur, but the
little creatures junped off and set upon the nonsters.

A bl ack bear roared and threw herself on a thin, oily-skinned denon.
The bear nauled at the nmonster with spread claws while the denon defended
itself with its own iron sword. The bear ripped the denobn's oily flesh to
spill entrails that snmoked in the cool air.

Del rael continued forward, setting his jaw. He slashed at severa
confused goblins, but he concentrated on noving toward Scartaris. The nountain
lair rose up across the battlefield, on the other side of a hex-Iline.

Beside him a yellow bird took on a towering Slac, darting in and
flapping at the nonster's face. The Slac lunged clunmsily at it, smashing the
air with balled, horny fists. But the bird fluttered away, then flew in again
to peck the emeral d eyes.

Hundreds of tiny insects swarned over a spine-covered creature,
stinging its eyes, clogging its ears and nostrils and mouth with their dead
bodies. A frenzied Slac charged in front of Delrael; its face was a bl ack nass
of crawing, biting beetles. It waved its sword wildly in the air, stunbling,
until a gray wolf knocked the Slac to the ground and tore out its throat.

Expl osions ripped the air, throwing up dirt and flames and chunks of
clay. Delrael wondered if Scartaris's nonsters used the sane kind of
firepowder that Tareah wanted for her Transition Day festivities. Teams of
nmonsters used groaning catapults to lob clay pots of firepowder. The
expl osions only did nore damage to Scartaris's horde.

Del rael stopped and realized that he had |l ost track of Vailret and the
others. In the chaos around him all the soldiers |ooked alike. The ani mals
and the denons fought on every side of him He couldn't shout into the din.

For an instant he allowed hinself to feel alone and frightened, then he
swal | owed his fear and worked his way forward. He had to get the Earthspirits



to Scartaris. Characters always had to finish their quests, or die trying. It

said so in _The Book of Rules_.
* * * %

Vailret struggled to stay next to Journeynman. The gol em charged ahead,

smashi ng nonstrous soldiers and intent on his own goal. The illusion fighters
nmoved about, clashing, striking. Many wore an eerie reflection of Vailret's
features. He watched themfall, finding it very disturbing to watch hinsel f
di e.

He held his sword, but illusion soldiers engaged all nonsters that cane

near him He felt his mnd overloading with the terror of the battle. Sharp
swords, knives, clawed hands, spiked arnor, terrible weapons --

Vailret | ooked around, frantic, but he had lost track of the _true_

Del rael. He hoped that one of those slaughtered victims wasn't his cousin.
"Journeyman! | can't find Del!"

The gol em paused and turned. "I'mlate, I'mlate, for a very inportant
date.™

Jour neyman knocked a Sl ac general out of the way, punching the
reptilian creature in the stonach, then seizing the stout neck and snapping it
si deways. The dead Slac stared at Journeynman with an expression of
ast oni shnent .

Vailret hurried after the golem The nmountain lair of Scartaris stood
stark and clear; he could only hope Delrael would nmeet hi mand Journeyman
there.

To the left, nonsters | obbed pots of firepowder in bright expl osions.
The animal s and insects massed around Vailret, swarmng, but they attacked
only the nonsters. Animal snells mxed with the stench of the demon arny's
| ong encanpnent .

Ahead, the nmanticore stood tall over all the other nonsters. Wth great
| eaps he charged to the focus of the fighting. Indiscimnately, the manticore
sl ashed his own soldiers out of the way. H s giant paws maul ed hal f a dozen
goblins as he pushed toward the illusion human fighters. The nanticore's
scorpion tail flicked back and forth, striking each tine with a blue flash and
an expl osi on.

Vail ret knew stories about the manticores -- it was said they were so
powerful that even their old Sorcerers creators could barely control them And
several Sorcerers had died trying.

Vail ret caught up with Journeyman just as a stone gargoyle |eaped in
front of them The ground thudded as the heavy stone creature | anded and
spread its feet and jagged wi ngs, holding both cunbersone granite arns up to
bl ock their way. Denonic horns curled up fromthe center of its forehead, but
Arken's crudely forned expression did not change. He had formed the sane stone
body for hinself again.

"CGo away, boy, you bother ne." Journeyman tried to pass by.

"Shall we have a rematch, ny friends?" Arken said. "Two out of three?"

Jour neyman stopped and grinned broadly. "Didn't you | earn your |esson
the first tine?"

The gargoyl e heaved a runbling sigh. "_|I_learned ny | esson, but
apparently Scartaris has not. Once again he has brought me back with explicit

orders to stop you. Scartaris is angry -- he thinks | tricked him"

Arken seenmed to smile with his craggy stone face. "And of course we
did. But this time he has given me no freedomto decide for nyself. | nust
stop you. | can't bargain."

Jour neyman stepped forward. "We'll see about that."

Vailret remenbered how |l ong and difficult their previous duel had been.
He knew he couldn't defend hinmself for that |Iong as the howing battle swirled
around hi m

Then he felt the seed of an idea in his mnd and grabbed at it. He
stood between Journeyman and Arken. "Wait, Arken! Scartaris gave you explicit,
cl ear orders, correct?"

"Yes."



"Al'l right then. W'll nake it easy for you. Journeyman -- stand
still."” Vailret stood beside him notionless. "There, you' ve stopped us. You
have fulfilled your obligation to Scartaris."

Arken stood up straight, nodding his horned head in delight. "Wy
didn't | think of that? He told me to follow his orders exactly. Ch, this is
delightful! Scartaris will be even nore upset!"

"Now do what you can to help," Vailret said. "W have to get to
Scartaris."”

Jour neyman squared his shoul ders. "The Rul eworman Mel anie is counting on
ne."

Wth another great bound, the huge manticore storned toward them
striking with his explosive scorpion tail. He used his claws to tear apart
illusion human soldiers four and five at a tine, stonping over themwthout a
pause. The manticore let out a howing roar, human and bestial at the sane
tinme fromhis distorted nmanlike face.

Arken turned and flashed his cavernous stone eyes at Vailret. "Here's a
good opportunity. You nove on, get to Scartaris. Luck!"

Turni ng, the gargoyle waded through the other fighting and approached
the manticore fromthe side. Arken slamed a jagged stone fist into the w de
ri bs of the |eonine body before the manticore had even noticed him

Wth a roar and an outraged "Qoof!" of pain, the manticore turned on
him favoring cracked ribs. The great nmonster reared up and scored its cl aws
agai nst the gargoyle, |eaving clean white gouges across the granite chest and
raki ng up sparKks.

The stone-w nged gargoyle scranbled to his feet again and | eaped up to
grab the hooked bulb at the end of the scorpion tail, trying to break off the
stinger. But the manticore whirled and brought the tail up. He lifted Arken
of f the ground and flung himforward. Wth another |ash, the scorpion tai
sparked blue lighting. It struck down with an expl osive electric roar that
shattered the gargoyle into lifel ess stone pieces.

Wth a |l ong backward gl ance, Vailret followed Journeyman, who pushed
toward the lair of Scartaris with single-mnded intent.

* * * %

Del rael closed his mnd to anything but noving forward. He coul d not
find the others, but if he failed to reach Scartaris that wouldn't matter
anyway. He had the Earthspirits. _He could end the Qutsiders' threat.

Del rael | ooked ahead, paying only enough attention to keep noving. H's
sword arm was exhausted; he found breathing difficult -- but he had reached a
fever pitch of fighting, and nothing el se seemed real to him

Until one |oud bell ow broke through the din of the battle.

"Delroth!"

He froze and turned with stunned amazenment as the one-eyed ogre pl owed
t hrough the other soldiers. Wth a slash of his spiked club, Gairoth bow ed
over a nob of goblins and pl odded toward Del rael

"Haw Now I kill you!"

Delrael couldn't believe the ogre had foll owed themfrom where they had
rescued Tallin, through the Spectre Muntains where he had been swept off the
| edge by the aval anche, all the way across the map to here. Somehow the ogre
knew whi ch one was the true Delrael, and which ones were just Bryl's
i Il usions.

Delrael held his sword ready. "You're starting to bother me, Gairoth."
But despite his show of false bravery, he saw how the huge ogre knocked asi de
ot her form dable denmon fighters to reach him

"Cone on, then," Delrael said. He swallowed and felt his throat
tighten. He got ready.

Gairoth grow ed and strode forward, holding his club |ike a basebal
bat .

Then anot her expl osive roar distracted both of them GCoblins and denons
were tossed aside |ike dead | eaves in the w nd.

The Sl ave of the Serpent burst into view H's hairy paws dripped with



bl ood of different colors. He grabbed two goblins, smashed their heads
together into a pul py nmass. Then he tossed them asi de as he strode toward
Del r ael

"Sadic will protect you."

Del rael stepped back, feeling relieved. The Sl ave stepped beside him
like a gigantic bodyguard. "You freed Sadic from Serpent."

Gairoth bellowed in annoyance as the towering Sl ave stepped between him
and Delrael. Sadic stood a full tw feet taller than the ogre and nuch broader
across the shoulders. dobs of blood matted the Slave's fur fromthe nonsters
he had slain. The deep wound in his thigh had reopened and oozed thick yell ow
bl ood, making himlinp and nove stiffly.

But he stood against Gairoth. "You go," Sadic said to Delrael. "Kil
Scartaris."”

A V-formation of hawks swooped down and ski mred past him They sl ashed
out the eyes of a spine-covered nmonster, then struck in to tear out its throat
with their long claws. Together, they flew off again.

Gairoth snorted and |lunged toward Delrael, trying to duck to the side
of the Slave. Sadic reached out a giant paw and caught the ogre across the
tattered furs on his chest, deflecting Gairoth's charge and knocking himto
the dirt.

Gairoth | anded on his backsi de and howl ed. He used the club to pry
hinself to his feet then turned his anger toward Sadic. He swung the club with
all his might, and the w cked spi kes raked across where the Sl ave had been
Sadi ¢ | eaped back but stunmbled on his wounded | eg, w ncing in pain.

Gairoth junped at the Slave of the Serpent; Sadic net him grabbing the
ogre around the chest. The two grappled with each other, pounding with nassive
fists, trying to squeeze and crack ribs. Sadic raked his long claws up the
peeling skin of Gairoth's back. The ogre shifted his grip higher on the spiked
club to bash at the denon's fur-covered shoul der until yellow bl ood oozed out.
Wth | oud bestial sounds, both opponents flung thensel ves away and stood
panting and bl eedi ng.

Once nore Gairoth tried to scranble around the Sl ave. Sadic bl ocked him
again, but this tinme the ogre leered a strange grin as if he had gotten an
i dea. He | ashed out with one of his wi de bare feet and kicked as hard as he
coul d, smacking into the deep open wound on the Slave's |eg.

I n agony, Sadic buckl ed over, grabbing his thigh. He staggered.

Gairoth swung the spiked club up and then down, leaping into the air to
put all of his weight into the swing. The club crashed down onto the denon's
head, smashing through it like a soft-boiled egg.

Sadi ¢ grunted once, then collapsed to the ground.

The shock struck Delrael like a cold knife in his stomach. He had
wounded the Slave with his sword, giving Gairoth his chance to play dirty. He
felt responsible. Then Delrael realized how foolish he had been for not
runni ng when Sadi ¢ gave hi mthe chance.

Now Gairoth, panting but angrier than ever, picked up his dripping club
and stepped over the Slave's prone body. He advanced toward Del rael

Sadi ¢ grabbed the ogre's ankle, driving claws deep into the thick |eg
and tripping him Gairoth spraw ed out on his face. Wth a fury greater than a
sudden thunderstorm the ogre junped back to his feet and pounded the fallen
Sl ave over and over with the club, sending a thick rain of yellow blood into
the air.

Bl eeding fromhis ankle now, Gairoth returned all his attention to
Delrael. "Haw Now you die, Delroth!"

Delrael held his sword in front of him "You ve said that before,
Gairoth. But you keep botching it!" He felt no force behind his words. Hope
drained out of himw th sick dismay at seeing the death of Sadic.

Gairoth ran forward. Delrael held his ground.

Nei t her of them saw the shadowy, batlike fornms as the reptilian flying
creatures swooped down to the battlefield.

Gai rot h swung.



Delrael held up his sword to bl ock the blow, though he knew it would do
not hi ng agai nst the ogre's nomentum

He felt sharp pain in both of his shoulders as if two handful s of
kni ves had stabbed into him H's neck jerked as somethi ng snapped his body
into the air. The battlefield dropped away under him and he heard sounds |ike
great sails rippling over his head.

The bat-creature shrieked froma pointed, fanged nouth and flew up into
t he sky.

Gai roth spun around when his club struck only air, and dropped to his
knees, dizzy. He stared at where Delrael had been, but saw nothing. Only
footprints that vani shed. A single drop of scarlet blood marked the ground.

"Whi ch way did he go? Awww "

Up in the sky, he saw the shadow of a flying creature carrying a man,
wi nging toward the grotto of Scartaris.

* * * %

Prof essor Verne stoked the steam engi ne car and checked its water
level. It would function for barely another hour. He took a last drink of
wat er and poured the rest of his flask into the boiler. Every little bit would
hel p. Verne ran the back of his hand across his |ips and sighed. Then he
seal ed the chanber to |l et the steam pressure build.

The Sitnaltan weapon lay cradled in the car's seat. It was primed and
waiting. Mnitor lights blinked on and off.

He had pondered all day about how to get around the nonster arny.
Though the weapon woul d cause i mrense havoc when it detonated, he still wanted
to get it as close to Scartaris as possible. No sense taking chances,
especially far fromSitnalta where the world worked so differently.

Verne jotted down his last thoughts in his journal and tucked the book
i nside his woollen jacket. He didn't know if he would ever return to Sitnalta,
or if his nmenoirs would ever be published, but he felt an obligation to to
record his thoughts and observations.

He tugged at his full beard and straightened it. He wi shed he had
brought his pipe along -- he could use a relaxi ng snoke right now He blew
through his lips instead. He felt queasy inside. "G eat Maxwell, what have
gotten nyself into?"

St eam pressure gauges on the car's boiler rose. The vehicle was al npst
ready to nove. Darkness had fallen

VWen a great roar went up fromthe nonster horde, Verne junped,
startled, and | ooked to see an arny of hunman characters advanci ng down the
sl ope a partial hexagon away. Verne blinked his eyes in amazenent. He had seen
no indi cations of an approaching arny. How could all those fighters appear
with no warning at all? No doubt they were that type of Ganmearth character who
thrived on mlitary canpaigns, went on quests. He hoped they wouldn't be too
near the blast when his weapon went off.

He clinbed aboard the steam engine car and sat back in his seat. He
could investigate the identity of the army later. For now he woul d take
advant age of the diversion. He nade sure the doonmsday weapon was firmy
strapped in the back seat, safe fromany jostling; the tiner was ready to be
set.

Prof essor Verne took a deep breath. He straightened his jacket one | ast
time, out of habit, then rel eased the | ocks on the gears. He held onto the
steering | evers.

The steamengine car rattled down the slope toward the nountains of
Scartaris.

* * * %

M ndar sl ashed the air with her rippled sword. Dark bl ood dripped off
its serrated edges. Her hair was tangl ed. She swept it back away from her
eyes, then shouted her outrage at the nmonster army. "Wy won't you fight ne!"

She turned back and forth, but Scartaris's nonsters ignored her. They
woul d not neet her eyes. M ndar charged into a mass of goblins, but they
swirled around her and noved on. They did not strike back



"Fight me!"

Scartaris was doing this to taunt her, to have _fun_. He knew that the
great est damage he could do to M ndar was to ignore her, to refuse to
acknow edge her efforts against him

She ran at one of the towering Slac fighters and swng her sword, but
the Slac lifted a Tairan-made shield and defl ected her blow. Then the nonster
punched her with a balled scaly fist, knocking her out of the way.

She wheezed, felt the pain fromher bruised ribs, and stood up. Bryl's
illusion soldiers fought all around her

M ndar stood up and glared at the jagged lair of Scartaris on the far
edge of the battlefield. That was where she could strike her blow She had
| ost Delrael and the others, but they were fighting, noving toward Scartaris.
She bel onged there too.

M ndar strode through the battle, wading into blood and fallen bodies.
The other fighters did not turn to face her

* * * %

The flying creature beat its taut wings with a sound |like a man gasping
for breath. Delrael felt as though its claws were ripping his shoulders off.

The bat-creature rose higher. Delrael grabbed the sword in his hand,

t hough his fingers grew cold and nunb. He still ached fromhis battle with the
Sl ave of the Serpent two days before, exhausted now fromfighting through
Scartaris's arny.

Veins | aced the wings of the bat-creature, visible through skin as thin
as fine fabric, pulsing and rippling in the breeze. The flying thing had deep
pits for eyes, blank and pupilless, and a | ong jagged snout in an arrow shaped
head. Its cry was so high-pitched that Delrael's ears felt ready to burst.

Hi s feet dangled below him He felt nothing, only air beneath his
boots. The battlefield lay fifty feet below Distinct sounds drifted up. He
saw the swirling fighters, the nmovenments of the ranks, flashes of expl oding
pots of firepowder. The giant manticore dom nated the battle scene.

Delrael squirned in the grip of the bat-creature. H s own bl ood poured
fromgashes in his |eather arnmor where the claws sank into him The pain sent
fire through his chest.

Scartaris's grotto lay closer than ever now. The hex-line broke the
| ast section of desolation fromthe rocky, nountain terrain.

He didn't know what was happeni ng, where the creature was taking him
But when it drifted over the sharp air currents when the terrain changed from
flatland to nmountains, he saw the rocks bel ow |i ke spears pointed up at him

He felt the bat-creature tighten its knobby claws just for a nonment --
and then Delrael knew what it intended. The creature had taken him high al oft

now it was going to drop him

Del rael ignored the daggers of pain in his shoul der. He wi nced, but
knew what he had to do. He lunged upward with his free hand, grabbing onto the
bat-creature's leg just as it released its claws. He gripped hard, digging his
fingernails into the rough hide. The sharp rocks seened a | ong, |ong drop
bel ow.

The bat-creature flapped its wings in surprise and screaned a
hi gh-pi tched noise. Its claws extended and retracted as it tried to grab onto
something to fight back. Delrael would not |let go. The bat-creature hissed and
bobbed its sharp head down, but the fighter was out of its reach

Feeling as if he were lifting a gigantic weight, Delrael heaved his
sword up with one hand and thrust it through the thin nenbrane of a w ng,
ripping a gash. He had to get down. Air whistled through the cut, and the
bat-creature flailed but it could not get away.

The flying creature dropped |ower. Delrael poked with the sword again.
As the creature beat its i mense wings, the wind and the air ripped the gash
wi der .

The ground rushed up at them He had caused too rmuch damage. They woul d
crash and both be kill ed.

But then the bat-creature punped its wings with renewed strength. It



spun in a tight circle as one wing drove harder than the other, but stil
ascended.

Del rael grew di zzy. The ground bel ow hi mspun with the crazy spiral
flight. Hot tears of pain streamed down Delrael's cheeks. The strain of
hol di ng on with one hand, holding his entire weight against the |ong drop
drove nails into the wounds in his shoul ders.

He had to get down. He wanted to scream

Del rael reached up with the sword one nore tinme and chopped at the
other wing. The creature dropped again, hissing, but Delrael would not |et go.
The ground rushed up.

He tried to swing the bat-creature's body around, to direct it toward a
clear spot in the foothills of the mountain terrain, but he didn't know how.
The creature's fangs glistened in the starlight, and it bore a vicious
expression behind the pupilless eyes. Once they struck the ground, it would
attack him

The rocks cane closer -- Delrael could survive now, though the fal
m ght hurt him He swung the sword up awkwardly. He hit the main strut of the
creature's wi ng, chopping at its shoul der

The rocks cane up. He stabbed the creature in the abdonen and then |et
go, dropping the last ten feet to the ground.

The bat-creature crashed next to him Delrael heard the dry-wood _snap_
of the bones in its wings as it fell. The creature lay on the rocks, flapping
and hissing, trying to get at him It el bowed forward on the jagged splinters
of its wings, but Delrael slipped in past the hissing nmouth. He struck the
arrow shaped head with his sword. The creature's wings fl opped and tw tched,
then lay still.

Bl ood streamed down Delrael's shoulders -- his own blood -- and he took
ten steps away fromthe dead creature, up the path toward the grotto of
Scartaris.

Del rael slunped down to rest on a boul der. Everything grew fuzzy. His
pai n, exhaustion, and hopel essness welled up. He could not find the strength
to stand.

The bat-creature had carried himover nost of the arny. The nonster
hordes |l ay below him fighting against Bryl's illusion soldiers. Ahead and to
the right, a curved spike of rock swept up fromthe main nountai nous nmass, one
of the horns bracketing Scartaris's grotto.

Del rael breathed the cool night air and saw mi st rising inside the
gi ant rmout hli ke opening in the nountain. Strange lights flashed, many
different colors. It seened close to him but now he felt all alone. He didn't
know where M ndar was, or Vailret or Journeyman. He had cone this far

But he couldn't nake the last effort.

"You must nove on," the voice of the Earthspirits said fromhis belt.
He felt a throb of energy creep up his spine, a warnth filling his veins |ike
nmol t en sunshine. The pain in his shoul ders | essened.

Del rael stood up, feeling vibrant. He could function now. Then an
om nous thought crossed his mnd. "I hope you'll still have enough energy now
to defeat Scartaris.”

The | ong pause made himfeel unconfortable even before the Earthspirits
answered. "W have _never_ had enough energy to defeat Scartaris."

He stunbl ed backward. His ears burned, and he stared at the turnoil of

battle below him Al they had done, the characters who had died ... Sadic,
Tallin, the entire city of Taire -- "Wat do you nean?"

"Scartaris is too powerful. That is one of the other reasons we had you
carry us across the map. Physical travel is ... _difficult_ for us, now that

we are only marginally connected with the map of Ganearth. W can nove _you_,
like a player noving a piece on a ganeboard. But the hex-lines are great
stunbling blocks for us. W are outside the Rules, and yet trapped by them"
The silver belt felt cold and tingling at his waist. Delrael didn't
want to touch it. The Spirits continued.
"But still, according to those same Rul es, when an evil adversary



t hreatens, good characters nmust do their best to fight. Regardl ess of their
chances. Therefore, we will fight. Though Scartaris is nuch nore powerful,
nothing is absolute on Ganmearth. We nust hold on to that chance.”

"You mean, you hope that M ndar's Stranger Unl ooked-For shows up?"
Delrael tried to keep the scorn out of his voice.

"We know not hing of that. W nust fight and do our best -- as _you_
nmust, Delrael. And your sworn quest is to take us to Scartaris. Now finish
your quest!"

His heart felt like a lead brick inside him but he plodded toward the
grotto. If the Earthspirits couldn't destroy Scartaris, maybe they could at
| east weaken him buy tinme for the magic of Ganmearth to find another way on
its own.

Scartaris had few defenses this far behind the ranks, probably to show
hi s overconfidence. Several mnor denons wandered anpng the rocks where they
had fled. They fought w thout enthusiasm and Delrael defeated them or chased
them away. He still felt new energy fromthe Earthspirits, along with a
growi ng anger at the futility of it all. He stal ked toward the opening and the
many-col ored |ights inside.

Rocks crunched under his boots as he clinbed up the slope. Jagged
boul ders stood beside the opening that |ed deep into the nountain. He could
not see the source of the lights, but weird shadows played on the wall and
spilled out onto the quest-path.

Weari ness crept up on himas he approached the end of the journey. He
needed only to get to Scartaris, throw down the silver belt.

Panting, he strode up to the opening and he saw a figure inside,
backl it against the grotto. She stood staring, |ooking devastated. The
_S -scar on her forehead glowed with its own bl oody |ight. She slunped agai nst
one of the tall rocks beside the opening.

"Mndar!" Delrael said. "You' re safe.”

He saw a flicker of happiness when she | ooked at him but that too was
swal | owed by the gulf of despair behind her eyes. "OF course | survived. | had
to. Scartaris won't let me die." Her misery seened to be tearing her apart.

"What's wong? W're alnbst there. W can destroy Scartaris!”™ The lie
cane out, but he had to say it for her

She glared at himw th a wastel and of expression. The rippled sword
rested against her leg, stained with dark bl ood. Her entire body trenbled.
"I"'mthe only thing left to stop you, Delrael."

He took a step back; his thoughts churned. Her cheeks were flushed, her
eyes averted. He couldn't imagine she would do anything to harmhim "What are
you tal ki ng about ?"

M ndar hung her head. "I lied to you."

A bl ack shadow-form oozed out of the dark rocks beside the opening and
stood sil houetted next to her. Its silver claws gleaned fromthe refl ected
l'ight.

"I didn't know until now, but it's true," Mndar said. " | _amthe
Cail ee!™

*Chapter 21:*

THRESHOLD OF SCARTARI S

"Do you enjoy these battles, these Wars? Are they fun? Look what they
have cost you!"

-- Stilvess Peacemaker

Delrael's heart stunbled a beat, and his breath cane in ragged gasps.
He wanted to reach out for Mndar, to take her arm but he felt stunned.

"Scartaris kept the truth fromne. The Cailee is ny shadow, a darker
part of me than | knew | had," M ndar said. A sigh hissed through her teeth

"It splits fromme each night to cause its harm W cannot |ive w thout
each other. And Scartaris won't let us die. It was part of his Gane. He nmade
me hate the Cailee, despise it -- but | was only hating nyself! Scartaris
thinks of it as fun!"



She bit back an outcry as sonmething forced her to take a lurching step
toward the Cail ee. The shadow thing noved closer to her, blotting out the
flickering light fromthe grotto. They touched each other, overl apping.

The darkness of the Cailee flooded over Mndar's body |ike a bl anket of
tar. Long silver claws hung down from her fingers, wapped around the hilt of
her rippled swrd. Shadows masked her face, but Delrael could see her features
sil houetted -- the high cheekbones, the angry nouth. M ndar's eyes be cane
m sty yellow and pupilless. The red S-scar burned through

Del rael stood transfixed. This was too nmuch. The Cail ee took one step
power ful and deadly, blocking the way. But it was M ndar, too. Wen the hybrid
worman/ shadow spoke, her voice had grown huski er

"We know of your quest, Delrael. Scartaris is -- " Mndar/Cail ee tossed
her head, as if fighting with herself. Something snapped inside, and she |et
out a strangled roar, lunging with her rippled sword.

Del rael gave a yelp of surprise and sprang back ward, exhausted but
still tense with battle reflexes. Mndar/Cail ee sl ashed at him rippled sword
in one hand and silver claws in the other. He tried to back away, unwilling to
fight her, but she struck again. He stunbled on a | oose rock and slid away
from her bl ade.

"M ndar!" he said, but her eyes remained pupilless. The Cail ee held her
entirely now, though Delrael saw flickers of sonething behind her gaze.

He staggered back to his feet and swng his own sword, but it was only
to deflect her. M ndar/Cail ee defended herself, and Delrael ran around and
pushed past into the uncertain light of Scartaris's grotto.

M ndar/ Cai | ee bounded after him Delrael had to stop, panting. Hi s arns
and | egs ached. He could barely move. She slashed out, and Del rael brought up
his blade to bl ock the blow The force knocked his arm asi de, clanging his
sword agai nst the rock wall of the cave.

He pl eaded with the woman trapped within the Cailee. "M ndar, listen to
me! Can't you see Scartaris wants this?" He wheezed his words, but the angered
Cail ee drove at himw th renewed force.

"M ndar -- you've turned into the thing you hate the nost! You're a
creature of Scartaris!"”

Del rael fought against Mndar/Cailee's growing fury. Hs arns felt |ike
stone, heavy and unresponsive. He managed to fend off the blows that flashed
at him but his body trenbled with exhaustion. He had used up all his
adrenal i ne.

"M ndar, renmenber your daughter. Renenber the tannery. Renmenber Taire!"
Hi s throat was raw

Del rael gazed into the Cailee's yellow eyes. Dark pupils flickered on
the verge of appearing. Mndar/ Cailee hesitated, w ncing her silhouetted
features and struggling with herself. "W're inseparable now, " she gasped.
Then the Cailee how ed and sl ashed at the air with a fistful of silver claws.
Her pupils faded again.

She struck and slashed in a stormof blows with the rippled sword.
Delrael's armseared with pain. He stunbled as he fought with the last of his
strength. Hs sword sliced up and nicked M ndar/Cailee's arm draw ng a
strange m xture of shadow snoke and bright bl ood

The Cail ee how ed and surged back at himw th such vehenence t hat
Del rael had no hope of de fending hinself. She knocked his arm aside, smashing

his wist against the rock wall. H's owm sword clattered to the floor
M ndar/ Cai |l ee rai sed her blade to cleave Delrael's head.
"M ndar..." he whispered.

Her sword swung down, but Mndar's pupils flickered back for an
instant. In her downstroke, she tw sted her wist sideways and struck himon
the head with the flat of the bl ade.

Bright |ight exploded behind Delrael's eyes, then it all turned bl ack.
He slid to the floor.

Prof essor Verne's steamengi ne car clanked down the sl ope toward
Scartaris's nountain, skirting the edge of the battlefield. The ratcheting



noi se was not noticeabl e over the shouts of fighting nonsters and human
sol di ers.

He stoked the fires under the boiler as high as they would go. The car
pi cked up steam and chugged al ong faster than a man could run. The hex-line
separated himfromthe rocky terrain, but he also saw the clear path | eading
up to the grotto.

Verne swal | owed and blinked his eyes. He checked to make sure his
journal was carefully secured with him He didn't know what indignities he
woul d have to bear on his long wal k back to Sitnalta. If he survived at all

He carried one tiny galvanic cell that powered a detector he had
mounted next to the car's steering levers. It was one of the instrunents he
and Frankenstein had used to detect Scartaris's presence all the way from
Sitnalta.

He switched the device on and saw the needle nove, then fall dead,
nmove, then fall dead. He was too far beyond the influence of Sitnaltan
technol ogy, regardless of how arbitrary he had proven the concept of the
technol ogical fringe to be. But even given the worst of situations, the Rules
of Probability nade the detector certain to work sonme of the tine. The hom ng
mechani sm woul d need to function only at infrequent intervals to steady the
course of the car along the straight path to Scartaris.

Ver ne knew hi s weapon was so powerful he needed only to get near the
grotto.

For a monent he wondered in terror if the weapon itself nmight fail to
wor k. But then he brushed that thought aside. The Sitnaltan weapon was powered
by the force that had driven the Qutsiders' ship. It would work anywhere on
Ganearth -- it had to. The Qutsiders set up their own exceptions to the Rules,
and they would follow them

But this weapon conmbi ned the power of the Qutsiders with the
resour ceful ness of Ganearth. Wat if he and Frankenstein had forged a
destructive power greater than either world had seen before?

As the car chugged al ong, Verne watched the ground pass under the
rattling wheels. He set his mouth in a firmline, thrusting out his beard.
This was cl ose enough for him

He turned to the weapon and found the tiner knob as the car jostled
over the terrain, steering itself. Verne twisted the tiner knob to a red mark
on the dial and released it.

A rapid ticking came out of the weapon as the spring-driven tiner began
its countdown to detonation

Verne had heard of a prophesied hero fromsone of the other human
settlenents outside the fringe, some unknown savi or who woul d conme out of no
where and rescue them fromgreat peril. They called himthe Unseen Stranger
or sonmething like that. Not that Verne put much stock in prophesies, since
they had no scientific basis. But after he unexpectedly used his weapon to
destroy Scartaris, no doubt the storytellers would make himout to be their
Stranger. He clucked his tongue in di sapproval

Suddenly, a gigantic bare-footed ogre bounded away fromthe battlefield
toward the car, drooling down his chin. The ogre tripped tw ce and regai ned
his feet to stunble after Verne. He linped froma deep wound on his ankle.

Verne had nothing with which to fight this ogre. He felt a flash of
fear, but the ogre seened nore intent on the speeding car itself than on its
driver. Gairoth hopped forward, clutched the side, and scranbl ed aboard,
heavi ng hinself over the | ow door. He grabbed Verne by the collar of his
wool en coat.

"One nonent, nonsieur!" Verne stanmered.

But Gairoth was not interested in him "Haw " he said, spraying spittle
in Verne's face. Wth an expression of dism ssal, he tossed the Professor over
the side.

Verne landed in a tunble, bruised and hurt. He stood up, brushed
hi nsel f off, and scow ed. He watched the steam engi ne car nove on, homing in
toward Scartaris.



Gairoth sat in the seat and bounced with delight as the car sped
automatically toward the mountain.

"I don't think you wanted to do that," Verne nuttered.

In the front of the car, the Sitnaltan weapon continued to tick

M ndar stared at Delrael's unconscious form agai nst the rocks. Wird
lights flashed on and of f in the background, bathing himin strange colors. A
spot of blood bl ossoned on his forehead and trickl ed al ongside his nose, into
his eyes.

M ndar had forced herself to the front of her mind, but she had to grit
her teeth and concentrate, not letting her thoughts |apse for a second. The
Cai l ee gi bbered in the back of her head, making her ears ring. Her anger
surged, but she had to keep it directed away fromthe Cail ee. She would gain
not hi ng by that.

Scartaris. Scartaris was her eneny.

The Cail ee was part of herself. She had to accept it, dominate it, turn
it to her own advantage.

M ndar felt blackness slough away from her face and shoul ders as she
grew stronger. In one armshe held her sword, and curved silver claws stuck
out of her other hand -- but she could see her own skin appearing in patches
t hrough the inky bl ackness. She was grow ng stronger. She knew what she coul d
do.

Part of her felt appalled at what she had done to Delrael, but she knew
he woul d forgive her. Mndar would never be able to forgive herself, though
not unl ess she finished Delrael's quest for him

She knelt down, and with the clumsy claws on her hand she worked the
silver belt free fromaround his waist. She stared at it in the light, letting
it dangle in front of her. The silver felt cold and slippery, tingling with
power .

The Earthspirits lived in the belt. She held them wvul nerable, in her
own hand -- but they could destroy Scartaris. They could wi pe himfromthe
map. She cast her rippled sword on the floor. It clanged on the rock and
| anded near Delrael's bl ade.

"You won't meke me cause any nore harm Scartaris!" The belt glittered
inthe weird light. "This is all the weapon | need to destroy you."

Heavy footfalls sounded outside the entrance to the grotto. She turned.
Her black formwas |iquid and cast no shadow of its own.

She saw the bl ocky formof a huge Slac general. It dragged its feet on
the rocks with scattering sounds, and the clank of a chain rattled in the
silence. The nonster let a needl e-spiked ball dangle at its side.

"Scartaris has grown bored with you," the Slac said in its husky,
grating voice. The pupilless pits of its eyes were filled with emerald fire.

M ndar/ Cai | ee coughed out a laugh and held the silver belt as she
strode recklessly toward the Slac. She held the belt between her two hands.
"I"'mbored with him too. Earthspirits, destroy this thing of Scartaris!"

She squeezed the belt with her shadow stained hands and held it,
waiting for sone expl osion of power that woul d whisk the Slac out of the Gane
entirely.

But instead the Slac | ashed down with his heavy spi ked ball and smashed
one of Mndar's wists. She screamed in shock. The wist bones snapped, and
her fingers spread out as bl ood sprayed in the air. She backed away in agony.
The silver belt fell to the floor.

The Cailee's furious presence clanored in the back of her head and
tried to surge into dom nance again. She pushed it away. The shadow stain
dri pped from her body.

The Sl ac general said, "Scartaris wants you dead. You're no fun
anynore."

Wncing the pain away, blind to what she was doi ng, M ndar/Cail ee
| aughed again. "I can't diel"

She | eaped at the reptilian creature, spreading the claws of her
uni njured hand. In the back of her nind, she drove the Cailee further away



with her deternination and victory. The bl ackness faded from her arns, and she
made a savage slash at the Slac's throat.

But the long silver claws snapped off and dissol ved as she struck. Her
hand becane her own again -- human and weak.

"Al'l characters can die," the Slac said. He wapped his spiked ball and
chain around her throat, yanking it fromone end to strangle her and driving
the ball's spikes into the back of her head. The Slac jerked again, and
M ndar's neck snapped before she felt any nore pain.

The Slac | et her body unravel fromthe chain and fall to the floor
Then the nonster twirled the spiked ball in the air to clean droplets of bl ood
from his weapon.

Del rael groaned on the floor and stirred.

The Sl ac general strode to him The ball clanked at his side. Breath
hi ssed through needle-like teeth as the Slac | eaned over Delrael

* * * %

"Wel |, excuuuuuuse ne!" Journeynman said fromthe opening of the grotto.

The Sl ac general snapped his head up and turned, hissing.

The gol em | ooked at Vailret beside himand grinned with flexible clay
lips. "He likes it! Hey Mkey!" Journeyman swaggered in, and the Sl ac genera
faced him dangling the spiked ball

Vailret saw Delrael's notionless formand M ndar |ying dead. He stood
behind and to the right of Journeyman, waiting and anxious. Wen he saw an
opportunity, he slipped around and ran to Del rael

"This here town ain't big enough for the both of us," Journeyman said.
The Slac's green eyes blazed brighter.

Vailret cradled Delrael's head and wi ped bl ood away from his eyes. The
fighter munmbl ed and noaned. The bump on his head | ooked serious, but far |ess
severe than Vailret had feared.

He glared up at the Slac general facing Journey nman. The gol em did not
appear frightened at all, but Delrael lay injured, Mndar nurdered. Delrael's
silver belt lay beside her. Vailret did not know what had happened.

The Sl ac general stood tall and dark and filled with all the evil of
Scartaris.

As he saw the Slac, Vailret renenbered the training Drodanis had put
hi m t hrough back at the Strong hold, the rol e-playi ng gane where Vailret was
captured by Slac while his imginary conrades were tortured and slain. An
i magi nary general like this one had ordered Vailret's execution, but Vailret
managed to kill the Slac general before other arrows struck himdown. It had
felt so real to him the terror, the hel pl essness, the failure. But it was
only a gane within the Gane; this Slac battle was happeni ng now.

He stood up as anger filled his features. He held his short sword.

The Slac general twirled his spiked ball. Journey man waited for the
nonster to make the first nove.

I nstead, Vailret did.

In true Gane spirit he should have bell owed out a cry of challenge, but
Vailret nmoved silently as he | eaped forward. He jamed his short sword all the
way up to its hilt, through the back plates of the Slac, into its kidney, and
up into its pulsing heart. The tip of the sword pushed out through the
reptilian chest. The Slac general gurgled in surprise and sprayed bl ack bl ood
out of its nouth.

"Stabbing in the back may not be fair,'
have Sl ac ever fought fair?"

The nonster bellowed as it weakened, trying to jab backward with its
el bows. But Vailret let go of his sword and stepped away. Wth a besti al
grunt, the Slac fell to its knees. Journeyman bashed a rock-hard fist into its
forehead. "Bah, hunbug!"

Vailret blinked in shock. The hot Slac blood burned his hands, and he
tried to wipe it on his pants and tunic, |eaving dark stains there.

Del rael groaned again. Journeyman glanced fromhimto Vailret, then
squared his shoul ders. The gol em stared down the tunnel to the center of the

Vailret said, "but since when



mountain. "l nust go on ahead now," he said. "Take Delrael and get out of
here.”
Vailret | ooked up. "Wat are you going to do?"

Journeyman's lunmpy clay brows tw tched and knitted together. "I'm going
to destroy Scartaris, as | was always neant to do. I'mglad | was created for
this purpose. I"'mglad | knew you. | will not be com ng back."

"What do you mean? WIIl it destroy you?"

Journeyman didn't answer. Distressed, Vailret stood up. Delrael blinked
and noved his head. He groaned.

"Wait -- let Del take the Earthspirits. They'll destroy Scartaris and
you can stay here. You don't need to sacrifice yourself."

The gol em squared his shoulders. "It is what | am | was nade for this
task. | rmust sacrifice nyself."

"But it makes no sense!"

Journeyman stared with cavernous eyes. The clay eyelids blinked
toget her, and he answered stiffly. "The needs of the many outwei gh the needs
of the few O the one.”

Vailret pulled his short sword fromthe dead Sl ac general, but | ooked
at it, not knowi ng what to do. He couldn't fight Journeynan.

The gol em sighed. "Don't you know yet who | an?" He cocked his head.
"My predecessor was Apprentice, many turns ago. | am Journeynman." He let the
words hang in the air. The lights fromdeep in the grotto flashed weird
patterns on the ceiling.

"I amthe Stranger Unl ooked-For."

Gairoth janmed his knees in the cranped seat of Professor Verne's
steam engi ne car. The vehicle toiled along up the hill toward Scartaris. He
had seen the bat-creature take Delroth toward the nountain. The car noved
faster than he could run

Gairoth let his spiked club dangl e outside the vehicle, pinging against
rocks that bounced up fromthe ground. He saw the great cavern on the nmountain
face and knew that Delroth would have gone there.

"Haw " he said. H's arms were tired. His legs were tired. H s feet were
sore. He had traveled across the nmap to get Delroth. He would bash Delroth's
head in for causing himso nuch trouble.

He shifted his knees, bangi ng agai nst the steering | evers, and
squi rmed. The seat was unconfortable, soft and human, and the space too
confined for his bulky arnms and | egs.

The vehicle rolled up the slope, paused as if to gather its bearings,
and then nmoved on its preset course.

Beside him the Sitnaltan weapon continued to tick.

Gai roth bounced up and down, anxious to see any sign of Delroth. But
then the steam engi ne vehicle caught its wheels against the strewn boul ders
and stopped hal fway up the side of the nountain on a blind swtchback. The
st eam engi ne hi ssed and bel ched curls of gray snoke out its stack, but it
could not nove forward.

Gairoth funmed and tried to stand up in the cranped front of the car. He
banged his knee. He roared in wordl ess rage and waved his club in the air. He
couldn't even see the cave; one of the curved rock spires bl ocked his view.

He hopped out and tugged at the wheel, trying to get the vehicle to
nove on and find Delroth. He hollered at the useless car. VWen the vehicle
made no response, Gairoth | ashed out and kicked it with one big, bare foot.

The Sitnaltan weapon jarred on its seat, tipping over against the side
of the car. The timer mechani sm smashed and jamed. The ticking fell silent
only seconds before its detonation was to occur

Gairoth grunbled at the i mobile vehicle and strode up the hill on
f oot .

Jour neyman marched down the | owceilinged path, heading deep into the
mount ain where Scartaris controlled his armes. The golenm s soft clay feet
sl apped on the stone floor. The tenperature grew hotter around him

Hi s quest and his reason for existence had al nbst reached its end. He



knew he woul d succeed.

"Pl ease,” Journeyman had told Vailret, "I have enjoyed know ng you.
don't want to overcone you by force. Take Delrael and head for the hills!
don't know exactly what |1'm about to do or what will happen."

Vailret had finally agreed to take Delrael with him |eaving the golem
alone to face Scartaris.

Journeyman felt a buzzing around him power flickering unseen in the
air. H's body tingled when he noved ahead. Lights and echoes and frightening
i mges floated around him as if Scartaris was trying to frighten hi maway.

But not hing could stop himnow. He nolded a deternined expression on his face,
squaring his shoul ders.

The prospect of fulfilling his purpose brought himto a peak of ecstasy
he had not known before. He felt his secret weapon grow ng inside, pulsing,
ready to be rel eased.

The Rul ewoman Mel ani e woul d be so proud of him

Ahead, he heard the sound of grinding rock, a restless, awesone force.
The passage opened up, and Journeyman energed onto a | edge overl ooki ng a vast
pit, the heart of the nountain.

Bel ow himlay Scartaris.

| mrense, huge beyond conprehensi on, bathed in colors that woul d have
bl asted human eyes fromtheir sockets. Fluorescent orange and yel |l ow and
burni ng pink. Scartaris was a swelling, pulsing blob of energy, shaped like a
vast brain the size of a snmall nountain.

The gol em sensed vi brations around him The air itself throbbed and
pushed at himas he stepped to the edge. The rock tensed, as if Scartaris
could coll apse the nmountain on a whim but Journeynman didn't hesitate. He
stood glaring down at the Qutsider David's nonster. He planted his balled
fists on his hips.

"You know |I'm here, Scartaris. But you don't know enough to be afraid,"
he shouted down into the roar. The colors on the blob shifted and noved.
Scartaris was listening to him

He craned his head down on his flexible clay neck. "The CQutsider David
created you -- and the Rul ewoman Mel anie created nme. You show of f your power
in extravagance. | carry mine hidden. The Rul ewoman placed it in nme. She knows
your vulnerability."

Scartaris shifted and rai sed up. Disturbed rocks pattered down fromthe
ceiling. Al the air around Journeyman seened |like a bowstring ready to snap
but he continued, spilling his words like a well rehearsed speech

"W are only imaginary characters created by the Qutsiders. W have one
great weakness, sonething none of us can withstand. It's a sinple thing, a
speck of dust from Qutside, a piece of another world that is so deadly to us.

"The Rul eworman Mel ani e brought it here, painted it into the map, inside
me. It has made ne see visions, nade ne speak of things beyond the boundaries
of Ganmeart h.

"Now it must be rel eased.”

Journeyman ran a finger down the length of his chest, pushing a crease
into the soft clay like a long zipper. He plunged his hands into his own skin
and split a seam down the nmiddle. He opened hinmsel f up where his heart would
have been. Qut of the cracks spewed a powerful white light, blinding bright.

"Scartaris, behold the power of sonething you cannot possibly
wi t hstand. Gaze upon pure reality!"

The light blasted outward as the gol em spread his chest w de, folding
back his body to make a great w ndow, showi ng his core

"It worked!"

"What did you do, Mel!™

"God, look at that thing!"

"David, you're sick. It's disgusting."

"It"'s real! | can't believe it -- it's real!"”

"No, we're real. And nothing there can stand it."

Journeyman did not dare | ook hinmself, but he listened to the astoni shed



voi ces. One of themset himtrenbling, and he recogni zed t he Rul ewonan
Mel anie. He felt the clay dissolving fromthe inside out as his core of
reality poured out.

Scartaris nade an agoni zed wail that ripped through the seans of the
map itself and caused all the fighters on the battlefield to stagger on their
feet. He lurched back, quivering against the jagged walls of the stone
chanber. Journeyman knew he coul d not get away.

Scartaris could not withstand even the sight of naked reality. He began
to wither and shrivel as parts of the great bul k sl oughed away into not hing,

f adi ng.

Delrael felt his ears ringing with a roar of bl ood, and he coul d not
focus his eyes. Sonmehow, Vailret was beside him pulling himto his feet,
draggi ng himout of the grotto. H s vision went di magain, then sharpened
around the edges.

Vail ret bent over and picked up the silver belt on the floor. The
Earthspirits! Pieces fell into place in Delrael's mnind

"Del, can you hold this? Do you want to carry it?"

He grunted and nodded his head, but that made the rushi ng sound inside
grow | ouder. The cold air snapped into his eyes, and after several breaths he
felt nore alert.

"M ndar -- " he said. His voice came out in a croak

"She's dead," Vailret answered. "She died de fending you fromthe Sl ac,
I think. Is that what happened? Is that how you got i njured?"

The nenories cane clear in his head, and Delrael stunbled on the steep
path. Vailret caught himand held himup, thinking his cousin still too weak
to run. Delrael hurried along -- Vailret didn't know the truth about M ndar
She woul d have wanted it that way.

"Yes. That's what happened. "

Vailret led himdown a steep, narrow path on the other side of
Scartaris's mountain, down to the black hex-line in front of the battlefield.
They ran, and Delrael found his strength com ng back. The dizziness drifted
away fromhim "Journeyman -- ?"

Vailret hesitated, then tugged on his cousin's arm They crossed the
hex-1ine and staggered onto the soft dirt of the desolation terrain. "He's
gone to Scartaris, to use the Rul ewoman's weapon. He told us to run as far as
we can."

The other nonsters on the battlefield seemed to have lost their heart
for the fight. Delrael turned and | ooked up at the jagged lair of Scartaris.
The strange lights were flashing in wild colors.

Gairoth stood panting in the opening of the grotto as he | ooked back
out at the nmassed dimsoldiers far below. He had clinbed half the nountain, it
seened. His feet hurt. The wound in his ankle fromthe Sl ave of the Serpent
t hr obbed and made hi m angry.

He didn't know what the fighting was about, why the nonsters had
gat hered. He only wanted to find

Del roth. He suspected the fighter had sonething to do with it all.

Del rot h al ways made troubl e.

Inside the grotto bright lights flashed different colors froma tunne
at the far end. The sight gave hima headache. On the floor he saw two bodi es,
one worman and one Slac. He curled his lip.

He squinted his one eye and stared down the tunnel, but he could not
make out the source of the flashing lights, the throbbing roar that clutched
at the back of his head. Gairoth didn't want to think about it. He was too
tired and too angry.

The burning colors seened to beckon him Yes, Delroth nmust be down
there, down in the tunnel. Gairoth stooped under the | ow ceiling. He would
sneak up on Delroth, find him and bash him He made sure not to drag his club
agai nst the floor as he worked his way forward.

Gairoth thought of his |lost dragon Rognoth and of his flooded
cesspools. Al Delroth's fault. The ogre snarled and ground his teeth together



as he stonped forward, then remenbering the need for stealth, tried to nove
qui etly agai n.

Gairoth squeezed the end of his spiked club. He had foll owed Delroth
across the map, and now he would get his revenge.

But when he noved past the last turn, the ceiling opened up above him
into a huge vaulted cavern. -- He stopped and wheezed. The |ight danced in
front of his eyes, sonme of it real, sone of it burning reflections on his
retinas.

He sensed sonet hing was wong. Sonethi ng was goi ng on. The bri ght
lights and the heat and the roaring power channelled into the center of the
mount ai n seermed to be screami ng, fighting back in ways that Gairoth could not
under st and.

Then he noticed Journeyman. The gol em had his back turned and stared
down into the pit, shining sonething out of his chest.

The clay man had been with Delroth! Back in the forest, he had smashed
Gairoth on the head and hel ped steal the little ylvan. The ogre frowned. If he
could not get Delroth right now, he would at |east get this clay man.

He stepped up behind Journeyman on the | edge, raised his club to his
shoul der, and bel ched out a |oud "Hawi Now | got you!"

He drew back his club to swing, smling, peeling his thick Iips away
from brown teeth.

Startled, the golemturned around, pivoting on a flexible clay waist.
Gairoth saw that he had opened up his chest -- but his insides seened to be a
bottom | ess wi ndow, an openi ng shining out into some other place. He gawked at
the vision, and for a fraction of a second he saw four humans crouched and
staring down at him Strange objects were scattered around the table al ong
with food and col ored dice.

"It's Gairoth!"

Soneone bunped over a glass and scranbled to catch it, spilling soda.

Gairoth gaped his nouth like a dying fish and then the reality of what
he was seeing struck him Bright |ight washed over himand into him

He felt a blinding wonder, and despair, as his skin seared away,

di sintegrating into nothingness. A long, |ow "Awwww..." echoed in the air.

Wth nothing to hold it up, his spiked club dropped clattering to the
| edge, bounced once, and pitched over to vanish in the nolten bl ob of
Scartaris.

But in the nonent that Journeyman turned away, Scartaris seized the
opportunity and flexed his remai ni ng power.

He brought the entire mountain down upon Journeynan, sealing the
reality beneath uncounted tons of rubble.

The earthquake threw Delrael and Vailret to the ground. Delrael rolled
onto his back to watch the nountain collapse. The horned peaks toppl ed aside
in an enornous trenor that shook the heart of the map itself.

The bl ack hex-line split, and sections of terrain rocked and tilted
upward at the seans, as if Ganearth were falling apart hexagon by hexagon
Delrael al nost lost his grip on the silver belt in his hand.

The roar continued, then slacked off as gray white dust poured up into
t he darkened sky.

Then, fromthe broken rubble of the destroyed nountain seeped a gl owi ng
brilliant light -- pinks and oranges and yell ows, sprawl ed and oozi ng over the
debris. The imrense blob crawl ed out of the rocks and sat pulsing, as if
peering down at the gathered arny.

"I's that Scartaris?" Vailret gasped beside him but the words nmade
little sound in the thundering echoes of the air. Every creature on the
battlefield stood hushed and staring.

Scartaris noved, |ooking enornmous and frail at the same tine, damaged
and retaining only enough energy to keep hinself alive. He slid and rolled
down the rocky sl ope toward the di srupted hex-1ine.

Del rael thought for a monent that Scartaris would reach the cracked map
and spill through to where he could annihilate the Qutsiders. But Scartaris



stopped and t hrobbed, heaving hinmself up. At the center of the bl ob Delrael
could see glittering lights form ng, |ike dianonds and stars, building up

"I't's the netanorphosis!"” he heard Vailret shout behind him
"Journeyman told us about it! Scartaris is going to end the Game right now "

"You must take us!" the Earthspirits cried in a netallic voice from
inside the belt. "Take us across the last hex-line! Then we will be rel eased."

The starbursts inside the giant blob grew brighter, fissioning with
energy. Once Scartaris released his pent-up energy, he could wash the map
clean of all terrain. Scartaris had |ost his Gane. He and the Qutsider David
had wanted to savor the victory, to let the vast nonster arny march across and
lay waste to everything, but now Scartaris was forsaking that fun. He woul d
obliterate themall and call hinmself the Gane's wi nner

"Hurry! He is greatly weakened now," the Earth spirits said. "Perhaps
we can defeat him"

Delrael ran toward the gaping hex-line, but the deep crack in the map
cut himoff from Scartaris.

From a corner of the broken hex-line, a black wi nd sprang up, pouring
straight into the air. Swirling, it formed into three dark hooded figures.
They stood vast and awesone, cavernous hoods covered their heads, shrouding
their faces.

Del rael stunmbled as he ran. The figures |ooked famliar and yet
unfam liar. He had never actually seen them only their white counterparts.

"The Deathspirits will not allow you to end the Gane, Scartaris," the
bl ack figures said in unison
"Play your feeble war games for terrain, but you will not destroy the

map. W are bound by the Rules here, too. If you destroy Ganearth, we can not
conplete our own set of Rules. W are trying to escape fromthis existence.
You may not interfere.”

The Deat hspirits hovered tall and black. Al the nonsters on the
battlefield stood in a hush, appalled and uncertain.

But the starburst lights built up further within Scartaris, growing in
intensity.

Del rael scranbl ed ahead, stunbling on the new slope fromthe tilted
hexagon of terrain. He saw hinself struggling there, an unknown human fighter
fromacross the map. No one knew he had conme, but he appeared where he was
needed, bearing the weapon to save Ganearth. Delrael smrked. "Maybe they'l
call me the Stranger Unl ooked- For."

He craw ed toward the crack in the map. Wen he reached its edge, the
black Iip of desolation sliced down into nothingness, a broad gulf apart from
the adjoining nountain terrain. He could not crawl across. He could not junp
the void. H s body was too exhausted to do nore than nove.

Scartaris's internal lights grew blinding at the point of his
devast ati ng met anor phosi s.

"W cannot cross the hex-line," the Earthspirits said.

Delrael held the belt. "You' re not very nuch good, are you?" Then he
threw the silver belt crafted by the old Sorcerers, a gift fromhis father
Dr odani s.

As it flew through the air across the hex-line, the silver |inks began
to dissolve in white light. The three Earthspirits energed just as their
Deat hspirit conrades swooped down upon Scartaris.

Chapter 22:
STRANGER
"Let the Ganme go on forever, and may your score always increase!"
-- Ganearth drinking toast
Three dazzling white figures rose into the air, hooded and powerful,
billowing in the wind rising fromthe broken hex-line. They alternated with
their dark counterparts
Vailret stared at the Spirits, all that remmi ned of the ancient race of
Sorcerers. He had read so nuch about them and now he saw themtowering in



front of his eyes. Both factions had fought each other for turn after turn in
the early days of the Game. Now, the six Spirits had reunited for the first
time since the Transition, on the site of their worst battles.

Wthout a word, they fell upon Scartaris before he could conplete his
nmet anor phosi s.

The titanic battle was difficult to watch. Vailret squinted, but the
i ntangi ble fighters becane an inferno of power and blazing lights, black and
white and col ors. The sounds of a stormrang on the air. Chunks of rock and
dust blasted into the air in backlashes of power.

Scartaris grew dimer and smaller in the fray. The starbursts in his
body tw nkl ed and faded.

Tension built up like a spring being wound tighter and tighter. The six
Spirits conbined their power into one final assault.

And Scartaris fell.

A great flare of light blasted into the air, a geyser of |um nous power
t hat sprayed outward and then faded on the winds, swirling, as if trying to
find some dark corner where it could hide. One high-pitched shriek echoed
around the rubble of the nountains; the astonished horror in it sliced through
Vailret's bones.

The silence on the battlefield held back for a noment as the dawn
itself seened to gasp. A sudden cold wi nd blew by and then died away to
not hi ng.

* * * %

Prof essor Verne stood on the hillside, perplexed and angry. He rubbed
his eyes. The flash fromthe battle of the Spirits and Scartaris |eft dancing
colors on his vision, but he frowned w th di sappoi ntnent. The outcone of the
battle didn't really matter, though the Spirits seened to be fighting with
_magi c_ rather than somethi ng nore sophisticated.

The Sitnaltan weapon had not worked. Sonething had gone w ong.

"But it should have been fool proof!" He placed his hands behind his
back and paced in front of a boulder. "It had to work. Did | mscalculate
somet hing? What did | forget to take into account?"

He muttered to hinself, parading ideas in front of his mnd. He could
i magi ne nothing that would lead to such a failure. A burning curiosity began
to grow. He stared at the crunbled mountain and squinted his eyes, wondering
how difficult it would be to | ocate the steamengine car in the rubble. He
wanted to find the weapon and study it.

As dawn cane up and lit the battlefield, Verne saw the nmonsters mlling
around, trying to organize thenselves. The prime nover seened to be the
awesome manti core marching about, rallying the arnmy of Scartaris.

Verne bl ew through his |lips as he | ooked at the manticore. "Wat a
hodgepodge, " he thought. "Man's head, lion's body, scorpion tail -- probably
has the brain of a cactus or sonmething.” To him it showed clearly how little
the Qutsiders thensel ves understood the basic precepts of biological sciences.

Scartaris was destroyed. Part of the map was di srupted, and he had no
i dea what effect such titanic forces would have on Ganearth and the Rul es
t hensel ves. Perhaps it would allow technology a bit nore freedomto operate.
Per haps he could fix the weapon, or dismantle it. He couldn't just |eave it
there.

But the growing |ight rem nded hi m how exposed he was on the barren
terrain, with nothing but the nonsters to see him He wondered how he coul d
possi bly hide from Scartaris's entire arny.

* * * %

Del rael crawl ed back toward Vailret, trying to keep his bal ance on the
tilted terrain. Both of them stood panting with exhaustion and the
aftereffects of terror

Around themthe stunned nonsters wandered about, no longer in the grip
of Scartaris. Only the nmanticore had a purpose, growing orders and trying to
terrify the other denons into ranks again.

Del rael wondered how long the relative calmwould last. The sky itself



was a whirlw nd of chaos, overloaded with power dissipating up and out of the
map' s boundari es.

Del rael could see no sign of the six Spirits, or of Scartaris.

The illusion army of human fighters shimrered and nmelted away as Bryl
rel eased the Air Stone. Sone of the nonster sol diers nade angry noi ses, but
nost didn't notice in their own confusion

Hundr eds of sl aughtered denmon fighters lay on the ground, killed by
their own weapons and the firepowder bombs. Thousands of dead ani mals, birds,
i nsects covered the sand, as if a part of the black cloud had settled to the
earth. Pools of red nud dried slowy in the dimsunlight.

The surviving aninmals and birds gathered in a thinner, |ess-organized
bl ack cloud that floated up and drifted off. They struck out across the
desol ation back to the forest and grassland terrain.

"Scartaris is dead," Vailret whispered. He grinned and cl apped a hand
on Delrael's shoulder. "Scartaris is dead! W finished our quest."

Del rael | ooked uneasily at the gathering of nonsters that stood angry
and | eaderless. "I still don't like this. W'd better find Bryl."

Vai |l ret nodded, and they hurried back al ong the edge of the
battlefield, trying to escape the notice of Scartaris's surviving fighters.

Then the air in front of themrippled. Delrael thought that heat
shimers rose up fromthe warm ng sands, but white mst swirled above them
condensing until it resolved into the transparent outlines of the three
Earthspirits, flickering Iike a vision on the breeze.

The Spirits | ooked tenuous and fragile, much | ess substantial than when
they had first appeared to Delrael in the forest. That night seenmed so | ong
ago now. That was before he had known Tallin. Before he met M ndar

The Earthspirits spoke. "Scartaris is destroyed, and we still live.
Wth the aid of the Deathspirits and the Stranger Unl ooked-For, we did not
need to sacrifice ourselves.

"But we are weak now. W nmust go dormant for many turns to recover our
strength.”

The Spirits wavered, faded for a nonment, and then rose up again. The
tilted hexagon of terrain settled under Delrael's feet and he stunbled. The
ot her nonsters stood uncertain and afraid of the giant hooded fornmns.

"By destroying Scartaris and unl eashi ng power of such magnitude, the
map has suffered severe damage. As have the Rul es thenselves. They are tw sted
and | oosened.

"W have proved to the Qutsiders that Ganearth is as strong as their
own powers. That is a profound victory. Even now, the Deathspirits are using
this to their advantage. Perhaps they will nmold their own _reality_ ."

Del rael | ooked across the battlefield to see Bryl running toward them
drawn by the towering forms of the Earthspirits. Delrael waved his hands to
show that he had seen him Vailret squinted up at the Spirits with an
expression of awe on his face.

"To show our gratitude, we will twi st the Rul es even now The Cutsider
David is stunned by his defeat. We can do things the other Players will not
notice, for now

"Your quest is over. You have gai ned experience and won the battle. W
will return you to your horme. If only we were not so weak, we could do
nore..."

The Slac reginments had pull ed thensel ves together again and rallied
around the manticore. Several other nonsters rebelled or noved too slowy, but
the Slac cut themdown with their own weapons.

"CGanmearth is ours!" the manticore bell owed.

Then the Earthspirits swept their billow ng sl eeves through the air.
Delrael felt a harsh wind pour into his body, his bones. The air dissolved
around him He felt dislocated and cold --

* * * %
-- and the terrain becane the path leading up Steep Hill to the
Stronghol d. The norning around himwas deathly quiet. He heard only the sounds



fromthe forest

The village seened deserted and silent. Al the people were hiding.
Sonet hi ng had happened.

Bryl and Vailret appeared beside him Both stumnbled, suddenly finding
t hensel ves disoriented on the sloping path. "W're back honme!" Bryl said. He
fell to his knees. He | ooked exhausted

"I wonder where Tareah is." Vailret |ooked around him getting his
bearings. He started up the hill

"Somet hing's wong," Delrael said. He strode up the hill. H's body was
exhausted, but he felt revitalized just by being back hone.

They neared the top of Steep Hill. The forest pressed around them
thick and ready to conceal many things. They still heard no sounds. Delrael

felt like a stranger outside his own hone.

When he saw what renai ned of the Stronghold -- the burned buil di ngs,
the shattered walls -- he stopped and felt sick inside. "W shouldn't have
left them" he whispered. "W shouldn't have left themall alone. They were
def ensel ess! "

Suddenl y, seven other characters, nen and wonen heavily arned, |eaped
out of the forest terrain, pointing arrows, spears, and swords at them

Del rael whirled and straightened, yanking free his own notched sword.
Then he stared as he recogni zed, behind the arnor and the weapons and the
battl e- hardened stares, Mstemthe baker, young Rommthe farmer, and others
fromthe vill age.

“"It's Delrael!" Tareah cried. "And Vailret! They're back."

O her villagers cheered as they enmerged fromthe forest where they had
been practicing and lying in anmbush. They seened terrified of an actual fight
but ready to defend their hones.

Delrael stared at the weckage of the Stronghold, at the fighting force
Tareah had managed to put together. She wal ked up to stand next to Vailret. "I
m ssed you." She gl anced at Delrael and answered quickly, "Both of you."

Bryl shuffled his feet, scowing and | ooki ng out of place.

"I"'msorry about the Stronghold. Scartaris destroyed it. Tarne is
dead." She sighed and lifted her chin, showi ng her new strength. "But we've
sent nmessengers to all the other villages. W' re gathering an arny. W're
getting ready to fight."

Del rael saw a proud determined | ook in her eyes that rem nded hi m of
somet hi ng he had seen in M ndar

"The Qutsiders won't ever catch us unprepared again," Tareah said.

Delrael snmiled and | ooked up at the sky, wi shing the CQutsiders were
wat ching. "If they want to fight against us, | hope they know what they're
getting into."

* EPI LOGUE*

Scott grabbed David's armand pulled himover to the sink while the
others stared in shock. He flipped on the cold water tap and pushed David's
raw hands under the running faucet. David nade no sound, but his hands were

burned, red and blistered, fromwhen the map had ... exploded on them
Scott tended David stiffly, astonished. He went through the notions of
first aid as though it could keep himdistracted fromthinking -- from

t hi nki ng about what had happened at the end of the Gane.
Tyrone stuck his head under the table and cane back up, eyes w de. "The
burn goes all the way through the wood!" he said. "Ww " Then he paused and

swal  owed. "What'Il | tell my non? You're going to all have to back ne up."

"And say what?" Scott asked. "That we were just playing a gane but it
fought back at us? They'll say | nade some explosive with nmy chemistry set or
somet hing." He snorted. Water fromthe tap splashed on the left lens of his
gl asses. "l haven't played with my chenistry set since eighth grade."

Mel anie stared at the map. A great section of the terrain was burned
bl ack and broken. A dark, charcoal ed bl ot had burned through the map, through
Tyrone's table. He groaned and got a danp cloth to try and w pe away the dark



stain. Wen Tyrone slid the map board sideways, a couple of hexagons fel
| oose fromthe edge like tiles in a npsaic.

But that was inpossible too, because Mel anie had _painted_ on a snooth
pi ece of wood. She had drawn the hex-lines with a drafting pencil. The map
couldn't fall apart exactly along the lines...

But Mel anie found herself feeling elated, snug. "Well, David? Are you
ready to give up now? Scartaris is destroyed. You |lost. That neans we keep on
pl ayi ng."

Over by the sink David stared at his burned hands and kept them under
the water. "I still have ny arny of nonsters. There's still Verne's weapon, on
my territory now " He yanked his hands away from Scott and stood dri ppi ng on
the kitchen floor. "Now your characters are going to have to fight against

ne_.

David twi sted his head to | ook at her, and Mel ani e junped back. For a
nmonent, she swore his eyes were blazing yellow and _pupilless_. He turned back
to dry his hands.

Mel ani e swal | owed, blinking her eyes until she felt confident again.
"After this -- " she indicated the devastated portion of the map. "I don't
think we need to be afraid of you anynore.

"Ganmearth is learning howto fight back."

-- END --
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