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Preface

Those of uswho devote our livesto the care of Mother were greetly concerned by her rage after the
disaster of "bluefire" which had consumed so many of her warrior children. It isthe duty of the warrior
childrento dieif it is necessary to achieve that which Mother wants, but deaths beyond counting reduce
our numbers and weaken the overmind which guides usal. And, truly, the weakening of the overmind
lessensdl of uswho live but to serve our beloved Mother.

We aretold by those who came before us that Mother had been content in the nest which sheltersusaall
until—in times long past—the westher changed and in each season there was less to eat than there had
been in previous seasons. It had been then that M other had sent forth those servants we call "the seekers
of knowledge," and in time they returned and told Mother that beyond the high hillsthat surround our
homeland there was much to eat. And thiswarmed Mother's heart. It came to her that should those who
search for thingsto eat go beyond the high hills and bring back much to eat, she could spawn yet more
children—and then even more—and soon our numbers would be so great that no other mothers would
dareto send their children out to fight with usfor things-to-eat, snce we would destroy their children
and soon they would be donein their nests screaming in despair.

And so it was that Mother began to dter the children which would go forth from the nest to search for
things-to-eat in the lands beyond the high hills. And many were her dterations, for the man-things that
dwelt in the lands beyond the high hills were very clever and they used weapons that were not parts of
their bodies.

And thisgave Mother great concern, for it ismost unnaturd for any creature to take up thingsthat are
not parts of their bodies to use asweapons. Then it cameto Mother that if the man-things could do this,
could not her children do so aswell? She sent forth more of the seekers of knowledgeto find creatures
who had unusua parts of their bodies that gave them advantagesin the search for things-to-edt.

And the seekers of knowledge returned in time with much that Mother might find useful. There were
crestures without legs that had long, sharp teeth that could ingtantly kill anything the creature without legs
saw as something-to-eat. There were other creatures who had eight legs rather than six who could turn
theinsides of things-to-eat into liquid that the eight-legged creature could conveniently drink. There were
creatures with hard shells that covered and protected their bodies, and there were till other creatures
with hard, sharp mouth-parts that could cut pieces off the thing that was being eaten.

The more dear Mother considered it, the more she thought that the teeth of the creature that had no legs
might be the most effective.

Then, in seasons beyond counting, Mother put generation after generation to work on the high hillsthat
stood between our nest and the land of the sunset. There were burrows that would safely take Mother's



children beyond the peaks of the high hills, and there were many flat stones piled on the dope of the high
hill that appeared to have once been nests of the man-things, and it seemed that the empty nests might be
useful to deceive the man-things.

Intime, dl was complete, and Mother waited asthe elder divinities grew older and lessresponsive. Then,
in the springtime of this present year, dl was ready, and Mother commanded the children to attack the
man-things clustered near the top of that particular high hill.

And great was the consternation of the man-things when the servants of our mother crossed the empty
ground to attack the pile of rocks the man-things had gathered at the top of that high hill. But the
man-things knew not that most of the servants of dear M other were cregping through burrows that went
benesth that high hill to come out in various rock-pileslying on the sunset sde of the high hills.

And Mother rgjoiced, for victory was now in her grasp.

But it was not to be, for disaster came down on the servants in the burrows. Two of the high hillsdid
most suddenly burst into flame, hurling liquid fire high into the spring sky. It was not the liquid firein the
sky that brought grief to Mother, however. It was the liquid fire that ran down through the burrows that
made the servants of dear Mother vanish asif they had never been.

And when word of thisreached Mother, she shrieked in agony, and al who lived but to serve her
ghrieked aswell, for our overmind was made less by this disaster.

Now, the seekers of knowledge had spent much time over generationsin the lands of the man-things, and
they had cometo learn the way by which the man-things used noises to communi cate with each other.
And many of the seekers of knowledge had learned how to make the noises the man-things called
"gpeech.” And so it was that when our beloved Mother decided that we should go down into the land of
longer summers where there was much to eat, the seekers went up the dope of the high hillsto gather
information about the man-things of that region.

And while the seekers worked on this task, beloved Mother brought forth many new formsfor the
warrior children. The new forms were well-designed to overcome the many advantages the man-things
appeared to have had in the land of the sunset.

And when the seekers returned, they were sorely discontented, for the man-things had told them many
thingsthat were not true. In truth it would appear that the man-things said more things that were not true
than were truly true. The seekers had discovered one thing that they felt to be most important, however.
Although that which ruled the land of longer summerswas caled Vetan, there was another man-thing
caled Omago, who had far, far more power than did the one caled Vdtan. The Omago thing was not
yet fully aware of this power, and it had never used it. There was yet another man-thing called Ara,
however, who shared this knowledge with the Omago thing, but it never spoke with the Omago thing
about that power.

Asthe new hatch of the warrior servants matured, beloved Mother sent them toward the land of longer
summers, and we al believed that our warrior servants would most easily overcome the man-things, and
the land of longer summerswould be ours before the seasons changed.

But it was not so, for many man-things had come to the land of longer summers, and they had piled up
endless stacks of flat stones to impede our progress toward what was rightfully ours. And once again, the
cursed man-things used things that were not parts of their bodies as wegpons. We had encountered the
flying sticks before, though none of us had been able to understand just how the man-things could make
the sticks fly. Some of uswere quite sure that the sticks were live things that were controlled by various
man-things. When the man-thing said "fly," the stick obeyed. Then, when the stick was in mid-flight, the



man-thing spoke again and said "kill." And the stick did that.
We searched and searched for sticks that would obey commands, but we found them not.

The man-things had used other wegpons aswell. Thelong stick did not fly, but it was nearly as crue as
weretheflying sticks. The long sticks had wide points that were dien, having no relation to the stick itself.
The points were very sharp, and they easily penetrated the bodies of the warrior servants.

It cameto usthat many of the man-things we had encountered were not related to the man-things that
occupied the land of the sunset and now the land of longer summers.

The struggle on the dope waslong and difficult, and our beloved Mother sent many new-form servants
into the struggle, but they could not overcome the man-things who hid themselves behind their protective
rock-piles, rising to their feet only to kill those of uswho were attacking.

Much disturbed were those of us who are the true servants of beloved Mother when sheinsisted that we
should take her from the nest to the region where the conflict was taking place. Her safety must dway's
be our first obligation, but Mother saw no reason to be concerned. Sheisimmortal, of course, but the
conflict wasraging in the land of longer summers. The nest was safe, but the region of conflict was not.

She was Mother, however, so we had no choice but to obey her.

Then yet another group of man-things came rushing up from far down in the land of longer summers, and
that particular group appeared to have some other goa than the defeat of Mother'swarrior servants.
There were many reports from the seekers that the man-things which had been fighting Mother'swarrior
servants were stepping aside to let the new group pass through without restraint.

And the new group of man-things rushed to the top of the dope that led down to Mother'sregion and
then they ran on down that dope—amost asif they could not even see Mother'swarrior servants. We
have learned—much to our sorrow—that most of the man-things are extremely clever, but the new group
of man-things seemed to havelittle or no thought as they blindly rushed down the dope toward something
which only they could see.

And Mother'swarrior servants of severd atered formskilled the mindless man-things by the thousands,
but the other mindless man-things paid no heed to the fate of their companions, but continued their rush
down the dope toward that which only they could see.

And then it was that enormous amounts of water burst forth from the upper face of the high hill aove us,
and Mother'swarrior servants and the mindless man-things alike were engulfed in water and carried
down the dope to certain destruction.

And Mother screamed in anguish even asthose of uswho live but to serve her carried her back toward
the safety of the nest, for it was now clear that water could be as deadly asfire, and that the land of
longer summerswas now and forever beyond our reach.

Great wasthe grief of our beloved Mother, but in time the seekers of knowledge persuaded her that
there were till two regions beyond the high hills that were not now and forever blocked off from us.
Therewas the land of the sunrise and the land of shorter summers. Many were the arguments between
those warrior servants who favored the land of shorter summers and those who favored the land of the
sunrise, and those arguments became more heated until those who preferred shorter summers and those
who favored sunrise began to kill each other.



And finally, to prevent more of the killing, beloved Mother chose shorter summers, and once she had
chosen, the killing stopped.

The seekers were much interested in alow-tree that flickered and put out light and dark clouds which lay
closeto the ground or rose high up into the sky, for they saw that low-tree asaway to kill the man-things
from along way off, and that would put none of the servants of our beloved Mother in peril.

And the seekers were much pleased when they discovered that the low-tree was most generous, and
fredy it shared itsflickers and clouds with other low-trees of its own kind.

Now other seekers had gone into the high hillsthat blocked off the land of shorter summers, and they
soon found anarrow pathway that went through the high hills and emerged in awell-concealed manner in
the land of shorter summers.

Cautious was our beloved Mother, however, and she sent forth servants that could make the noises of
the man-things to deceive the man-things and to set them at war one with the other, for it had cometo the
overmind that the man-things on occasion hated each other even more than they hated us, and gladly
would they kill each other, and that would make things easier for Mother'swarrior servants.

We proceeded across the flat place where there are no things-to-eat and came at last to the narrow
pathway that led from Mother's region to the land of shorter summers. Much were we discontented when
we arrived there, however, for the man-things had once more piled flat rocks on top of other flat rocksto
block our path.

We now had a meansto drive them away, however. The seekers entered severa nesting placesin the
high hillsbelow the flat rock-pile of the man-things, there to make piles of the low-treesthat flicker indgde
the nesting places, and dense black clouds passed over their rock-pile, and then the man-things turned
and fled, leaving the pathway open to the warrior servants.

Beloved Mother rejoiced and told the warrior servants to move rapidly aong the narrow pathway
toward the land of shorter summers, for now the low-trees—which almost certainly loved Mother almost
as much as do we who serve and protect her—continued to drive the man-things away.

And 0 it was that the warrior servants swarmed up the narrow pathway with victory amost certainly
withintheir reach.

But then aman-thing that was not a breeder as most of the man-things are unleashed something that no
one has ever seen before. We, the servants of beloved Mother, have encountered the fires of the
man-things before, but the man-thing who was not a breeder sent a huge wave of fire that was not ydlow
down the pathway. The fire was blue instead, and it consumed warrior servants uncounted asit rushed
on down the narrow path and even beyond.

That initsdf was horrid beyond anything we had yet encountered, but then the man-thing which was not
abreeder called forth yet another bluefire at the foot of our narrow path. And that bluefirerose higher
than the pile of flat rocks the man-things had built, and it showed no indication that it would ever stop
burning.

And yet once again, our beloved Mother screamed in agony, and we who serve her also screamed.
So great was Mother'sfury that she listened to asuggestion of one of the seekers—a suggestion she

would not even have considered had she been more calm. The seeker declared that since there was only
one part of thisland that was not blocked, the man-things would certainly know that Mother's warrior



servants would attack them from that direction, and their numbers would be enormous. ™Y ou will need
many, many warrior servantsto overcome the man-things, beloved Vlagh," she said. ""Can you possibly
spawn out more thistime than you did when we attacked the other directions?'

"Many, many more," dear Mother replied. "1 will bury the man-thingsin freshly hatched spawn. | will
have the land of the sunrise, and my children will feed on the remains of dl the man-thingsthat
contaminate this entire land that is—and dwayswill be—mine."

We did not wish to remind beloved Mother that a spawn of that size would severely reduce any future
spawns to the point that there would hardly be enough new care-giversto seeto her needs, and seasons
uncountable would pass before she could spawn more. We tried as best we could to bring thisto her
attention, but she paid little heed and commanded usto carry her straightaway to the spawning chamber.
And, sinceit isrequired, we did as she commanded.

Should disaster come again, however, the children of future spawnswill be so limited that as the seasons
plod on by, the nest of our beloved Mother will have few—if any—care-giversto seeto her needs, and
intime, it may bethat shewill dwel hereaone.

MOUNT
SHRAK

Chapter One

It waswdll past midnight, and Zelanawas standing aone on the ba cony of what big brother Dahlaine
caled his"War Chamber." It seemed to Zdlanathat those fancy names had aways been one of
Dahlaingsfailings. For some reason he seemed to fed aneed to give dmost everything somekind of
Stupendoustitle. If held spend as much time solving aproblem as he usudly spent coming up with a
namefor it, things might go abit smoother for him.

Right now, however, Zelanawas trying to swallow some very peculiar events. It seemed that they had a
mysterious helper who could pull miracles out of her hat—or deeve—without any kind of warning at al.

Down in baby brother Veltan's Domain, Longbow had been plagued with a series of very peculiar
dreamswhich were being rammed into hismind by an entity he dways caled "our unknown friend,"
despite the fact that he'd told Zelana and the others that he recognized the voice—but he couldn't quite
attach aname to the spesker. Zelanaknew that Longbow's mind was too sharp to start getting fuzzy
about something that important, so it was quite obvious that "unknown friend" had been tampering with
him in ways Zelana could not even begin to comprehend.

There was one thing that was abundantly clear, however. Not only could "unknown friend" erase
memories, she could also bresk—or just ignore—some very important rules. Zelanaand her family were
not permitted to kill things. "Unknown friend,” however, had manipulated the members of the Trogite
Church with her "sea of gold" and lured them into a confrontation with the Creatures of the Wasteland.
Then, when the two enemy forces were locked in what would amost certainly have turned out to be a



war of mutud extinction, "unknown friend" had obliterated them all with an enormouswall of water that
sheld pulled up from about six miles down below the face of the earth.

It seemed that their friend had powers that Zelana could not even imagine, dthough she was amost
positive that their friend was using the Dreamersto asss her.

The more Zelanathought about it, the more certain she becamethat Eleriasflood and Y atar'stwin
volcanos had also originated in the mind and imagination of "unknown friend."

Theinvolvement of the Dreamers had been confirmed when the children's shared vision had mentioned "a
fire unlike any fire we have ever seen," which had produced the blue inferno that had obliterated what
had amost certainly been an entire hatch of the Viagh.

That, of course, brought Araciasidiotic attempt to conced Lillabeth's Dream right out into the open.
Araciahad aways been obsessed with her own divinity, but now—jprobably because of the overdone
adoration of those assorted indolents who had identified themsalves as her clergy—Aracias mind had
begun to dip, and she seemed to be convinced that she was now the most important creature in the entire
universe. Her absurd attempt to conceal Lillabeth's Dream had been aclear indication that Sister Aracias
mind was starting to come apart.

The more that Zelanathought about it, though, the more she remembered that Araciahad always been
more than alittle unwilling to go to degp and relinquish her Domain to Endla. It seemed that degp down,
Zdanassger hated Endla Thelength of their degp-cycle made changeinevitable. Zdanaruefully
recdled the timein the distant past when sheld awakened to find her Domain covered with ice that must
have been at least two miles deep. It had taken Dahlaine weeksto explain that to Zelana's satisfaction.
Hed assured her that the inevitable thaw had aready begun, but it had been amost five centuries before
the ice was gone, and Zelana's Domain didn't look at al theway it had when sheld drifted off to deep.
Perhaps even more disturbing had been the fact that the creatures sheld come to know in her previous
cycleweredl gone, and strange new animals had arrived to replace them. Dahlaine had used the term
"extinction," and that had chilled Zelana al the way down to her bones. She/d had dmost no contact with
Araciaduring that particular cycle, but she was dmost positive that her sister had somehow twisted things
around in her mind so that she could blame Endlafor those eons of ice and the disgppearance of dmost
all of the creatures that had been present in her Domain when sheld gone to deep.

Something like that was the sort of thing Araciawould do.

Zdanawas growing more and more weary now, and she'd be more than willing to hand the
responsbilities of the Domain of the West to Balacenia—the adult version of Eleria—but she was dmost
positive that Araciawouldn't see thingsthat way at al, and her priesthood was probably in a state of
near-panic by now. Whether they liked it or not, Aracia would go to deep very soon, and Endlawould
replace her. Zdlanahad caught afew hintsfrom Eleriathat Enalla—the real verson of Lillabeth—hed
some plansthat Aracias priestsswouldn't like very much a all.

"It might dmost be worth staying awake long enough to watch,” she murmured to hersdf. " Almost,” she
added, "but not quite." Asclosdy as she could determine, "degp-time" was no more than afew months
away. She'd long since decided that the pink grotto on the Ide of Thurn would be the place where she'd
deegp thistime. The pink dolphinswould sing her to deep, and she might even have dreams of her own
thistime—dreams of aLand of Dhral without aVlagh, and aland where her friends did not grow old
and pass away, and where she could sing and write poetry, and where it was always spring and the
flowers never wilted. Now that might be the best of dreams.



"I thought | could feel your presence here, dear sigter,” Dahlaine said as he joined Zelana on the balcony
over the"lumpy map" of hisDomain. "Y ou seem to be troubled. What's bothering you so much?”

"Aracia, of course" Zdlanareplied. "I think her mind is dipping even more than it was when shetried to
concedl Lillabeth's Dream. | wish that there was some way that we could put her to deep afew months
early thistime. Then we could al concentrate on the Vlagh and stop worrying about our sster.”

"It probably would makethingsalot easier.”

"What isit about Araciathat makes her start to go to pieces at the end of every cycle?' Zdana
demanded. "1 wasthinking back, and as closaly as| can remember, Aracias never once gone off to
deep without fighting it every step of the way. Why does she do that?"

Dahlaine shrugged. "Inferiority, most likely. When you include our dternates, there are eight of us
altogether, and as closdaly asI've been able to determine, our aternates trade off authority in the same
way that we do. That suggeststhat Aracias the dominant one for only twenty-five thousand years. Then
she hasto wait for a hundred and seventy-five eons for dominance to return. For some reason, she just
can't stand that. She yearnsto be at the center of the entire universe. If | remember correctly—and |
usualy do—the last time she was dominant, sheliterally wallowed in her position. Of course there
weren't any developed humans around back then, so she was the only one around who could adore her,
but as| remember, her sdlf-adoration was more than alittle extreme.”

Zdanasmiled. "Maybeyou and | should join Veltan when our next waking cyclerolls around. I'm sure he
wasjugt trying to make ajoke of it—we al know how much Vdtan enjoys jokes—but he told me on
one occasion that he might just go back and camp out on the moon when Aracias next cycle of
dominance comes aong, and | think he was about haf-seriouswhen he said it.”

"That's our baby brother for you. Any time respons bility comes dong, Vdtan runsaway." Dahlaine
scratched his cheek. "It probably wouldn't have made much difference in eons past, but there are humans
inour various Domains now. | don't know about you, dear Sster, but | will not permit Araciato run
roughshod over the people of my Domain."

"Y ou dmost sound like you're thinking about declaring war on our sster.”

"I'd hardly cdll it awar, Zelana. Aracias people are supposed to spend every waking moment adoring
her, so they wouldn't pose much of athreat.”

"Y ou're putting our sister in the same category as holy—»but crazy—Azakan of the Atazak Nation of
your own Domain, big brother,” Zdanasaid. Then shefrowned. "There are quiteafew amilarities,
though, aren't there?"

"Except that Araciaactudly has the power to make things happen. Poor Azakan spent most of histime
ordering the earth and sky to obey him, but | don't think they paid very much attention. Aracia, however,
has a certain amount of power, so she can make things happen if shefedsthe need.”

"Maybe 0, but none of us are permitted to use that power if killing thingsisgoing to beinvolved. If
Araciagteps over that line, shell probably vanish right then and there," Zelana suggested. "And if Aracia
vanishes, will we gtill be here? Therés alinkage between the four of us, Dahlaine, and if one of us ceases
to exigt, isn't it quite possiblethat well all just vanish?”

"Y ou're starting to give me aheadache, Zdana."

"At leadt it's il thereto ache, mighty brother."



"| think we've had one stroke of good luck, Zelana. Y our pirate chief has persuaded Commander
Narasan not to just pack up and go home. We're going to need forts in Long-Pass, and when someone
says 'forts," hesusudly taking about Trogites. Did you have anything to do with Sorgan'slittle scheme?!

"No, big brother. Asclosdaly as| can determine, Hook-Beak came up with that all by himself. Of course,
thelikelihood that hell be ableto swindle alot of gold out of Aracia probably played alarge partin his
decison, but right up beside hisgreed is hisfriendship for Narasan. Helll keep Aracia so flustered that
she probably won't even remember that Narasan exists. Hell go on down to Aracias absurdly overdone
temple and persuade our none too bright sister that helll be more than happy to defend her—ifshell give

him enough gold."
"What's he going to defend her against?' Dahlaine asked. "The servants of the Vlagh will be coming
down Long-Pass, so they won't be anywhere near Aracidstemple.”

Zdanasgmiled. "If | know Sorgan—and | do—hell come up with waysto keep Aracia—and her
clergy—so terrified that they won't even think about sending anybody up Long-Pass to pester Narasan
while he's building forts.”

It wasn't much later when the door to Dahlaine's map room opened dightly, and Elerialooked in. "Ah,
there you are, Beloved," she said to Zelana. "We should have guessed that you'd bein here conferring
with dear old Grey-Beard."

"Mind your manners, Eleria" Zelanachided her Dreamer.

"I'm sorry, Old Grey-Beard," Eleriasaid with one of her mischievous grins. "Weve been looking for you
and the Beloved for hours now."

"We?' Dahlaine asked curioudy.
"Big-Meand |. Mother wants usto talk with you."
"Mother?' Zdanaasked, feding suddenly baffled.

"We all have amother, you know, Beloved. Big-Me can explain it much better than | can, I'm sure.”
Then Eleriacame on indde the large room, and immediately behind her was an extremely beautiful lady.

Dahlaine gasped. "What are you doing, Balacenia?' he demanded. "Y ou're not supposed to be awake
ye."

"Grow up, Dahlaing," the lady replied. "Y our little game dmost tore the world apart. Weve had alot of
trouble smoothing things over, and we're not even supposed to be awake yet.”

Zdanawas saring at the lady. "Areyou really—" She dmost choked at that point.

"Yes, Beloved, | am your dternate. Our Domain is till under your control, however. | promisethet |
won't tamper—unless Mother tells me—us—to." She put her hand on Elerias shoulder. "This can be
terribly confusing sometimes. ThisisLittle-Me. Y ou know her asEleria, which issort of dl right, |
suppose. She makes me laugh quite often, and laughter's good for the soul—or so I've been told. There
is something I've been curious about, though. Where in the world did she come up with her hugs and
kisses ploy? She has poor Vash so confused that he doesn't know exactly what to do."

Zdanasuddenly smiled. "Theidea cameto Eleriaback in the pink grotto when she was very, very young.
She can kissapink dolphininto submissoninnotimeat dl." Then shelooked rather closdy at Bdacenia,



her dternate. "The resemblances are definitely there, Balacenia You are, in fact, agrown-up version of
Eleriathe Dreamer. How isit that the two of you can both be in the same place at the same time?”

"It'sjust alittle complex, Beloved. Actudly, were not here at the sametime. Actudly, I'm not even redlly
here. I'm still sound adeep, and what we're al seeing right now is my Dream.”

"That's not possiblel” Dahlaine protested.

"Why—and how—am | here, then?' Ba aceniademanded. "Y our little game was very clever, Dahlaine,
but it got away from you dmost right at the beginning. Y ou thought that you could step around uswith
your ‘infant’ hoax, but it started to come apart when Eleria had her first Dream. That was the one when
she saw the very beginning of thisworld. Then, alittle later in the Land of Maag she had avariety of
Dream that you didn't even anticipate. She had what we cal a'warning dream,’ and it was that Dream
that saved Longbow and hisfriends from the intentions of the Maag caled Kgak. You might not have
been aware of what that Dream suggested to us. Dreams can be warnings aswell as predictions.”

"That did gartle mejust abit," Dahlaine admitted. "I'd sort of believed that | might have some control
over the Dreams, but the children keep dipping around me."

"Actudly, it'sMother who's guiding the Dreamers. She picked up your little game, and she's doing things
withit that you couldn't even imagine.”

"Mother?' Dahlaine sounded startled. "We don't have amother."
"Where did we come from, then?' Balaceniademanded.

"Youll redly like her, Dahlaine" Eleriasaid. "She can do dl kinds of fun things. She was the one who
took me down under the seaso that | could pick up my pink pearl. That's what arted dl this,
remember?’

"She's the mother of the whole universe, Dahlaine," Baaceniaadded, "and she's more than alittle peeved
with you right now. The outlandersareal right, | suppose, but Mother was—and gtill is—deding with it
in her ownway."

"That will do, Baacenia," ameodious voice came through the open doorway. "Why don't you let me
dedl with this?' Then amisty sort of form that seemed to be pure light came through the open doorway.
"What were you thinking of when you hired al those outlandersto come here and fight thiswar for you,
Dahlaine?'

"You do know that we have limitations, don't you?' Dahlaine demanded. "Now that | think about it, if
you're who Baaceniasays you are, you're probably the one who came up with them. Y ou may have
forgotten, but we aren't permitted to kill things—even when they're attacking us. We needed armies, s0
we went out into the world to hire outlandersto do thekilling for us."

"That particular limitation might just be alittle outdated,” the glowing presence conceded. "Right at firdt,
there were very few living things here, and we didn't want to lose any of them—at least not until the
popul ations had grown to the point that extinction was no longer adistinct possibility. When the
incursions by the Creatures of the Wasteland began, | was going to take care of it myself, but before |
could even gart, thewhole Land of Dhrall was crawling with outlanders. Y ou've got to learn to trust me,
Dahlaine”

"L ongbow suggested something you might want to consider, though." Zelana stepped in. "The assorted
outlanders are helping usto hold back the Creatures of the Wasteland, but Longbow seemsto think that



it'smuch more important that the more greedy outlanders come to redlize that the people of the Land of
Dhrdl are quite capable of making life very unpleasant for any invaders. The outlanders are helping, but
they're dso learning. The greed of the Amarite Church down in the Trogite Empire was amost legendary,
but you dedlt with that in away that advised all outlandersthat an attempted invasion of our part of the
world could be aghastly mistake."

"And your bluefirein Crystal Gorge made it more obvious," Dahlaine added. "Nobody in hisright mind
walksinto fire. Some of the more greedy outlanders might want to come back, but | don't think they
will." He hesitated. "Y ou seem to be very attached to us, for some reason,” he said rather carefully.

"You are my children," the glowing form replied, "and | will protect you. Y ou've come along, long way,
but you might want to go back abit and have alook at where—and when—this began.”

Zdanas mind suddenly reeled as memories came rushing back from so far in the distant past that there
was no word for that many years. The suggestion of the hazy figure of glowing light had seemed to set off
belsinsde Zdanas mind.

Dahlaine's eyes suddenly went very wide as—evidently—the same memories came flooding over him.

"All indl, you did quitewdl, my son,” Misty Lady continued. "Y our notion of the Dreamerswas brilliant,
and it'sworked amogt perfectly—except that you'll have to come up with away to persuade the
Dreamersto reunite with their previousidentities. Things arejust alittle touchy thistime, however, o1
want al of you children to back away and let me ded with the situation in Aracias Domain. It'samost
reached the point that she'd rather die than hand her Domain over to Endla. Weve got to get her under
control, because she's getting very closeto total insanity. If she crossesthat line, well lose her, and that
will lead to adisaster—not immediately, maybe—but if she'saraving lunatic when she wakes up from
her deep-cycle, the entire Land of Dhral will be at risk—and that risk will make the invasion of the
Crestures of the Wasteland look like some child's game by comparison.”

Chapter Two

Zdanawas certain that it was just after sunrise when the commanders of the outlander forces, led by the
bleak-faced L ongbow, came through the door and out onto the bal cony that encircled Dahlaines map
room.

"The map seemsto have changed a bit,” Longbow said, looking down at the map Dahlaine had put in
place after Balaceniaand the strange, mist-covered figure of "Mother" had |eft.

Dahlaine shrugged. "Weve finished herein my part of the Land of Dhrdl," heexplained, "so | lad out a
lumpy map' of Sster Aracias Domain. Ordinarily, we'd have rdied on Araciafor amap, but her view of
tier Domainisjust abit vague, since she dmost never leaves her temple.”

"Being worshiped would probably take quite abit of time," Sorgan Hook-Beak said, peering down at
the well-illuminated map. "Just exactly where is this ‘temple-town' that's got everybody so worked up?'

Dahlaine reached out with hishand, and a bright beam of light came from hisforefinger and illuminated a
spot on the representation of the east coast.



"That'sauseful ideathere, Lord Dahlaine,” Sorgan said, "particularly when were al stlanding ten feet or
so abovethe map."”

"It does seem to work fairly well," Dahlaine replied modestly.
"And where'sthis'Long-Pass that everybody keeps on talking about?

Dahlaing's glowing little spot of light moved along the eastern edge of the map to asizesblereplicaof a
bay with afairly wideriver running downtoiit.

"Then the river's not in any way connected to your sister's temple-town?' Sorgan asked.

Dahlaine shook hishead. "The east coast of the Land of Dhrall gets some savage floods amost every
year," he explained. "Araciadidn’t want her temple destroyed that often, so she had her servants build it
farther south where there aren't any mgjor rivers coming down out of the mountains. The ground's sort of
marshy, but Araciasworkerslaid in asubstantia base before they started construction.”

"How long ago was it when they built the temple?' Kesel o asked.
"Eight—mayhbe ten—centuries ago, wouldn't you say, Zelana?' Dahlaine asked.

"Y ou couldn't prove that by me, brother mine," Zelanareplied. "l wasliving in my grotto on the Ide of
Thurnthen.”

"Do dl those priests who worship your sister plant crops of any kind near the temple?' Sorgan asked.

Dahlaine shook hishead. "The farmers of Aracids Domain deliver large amounts of food to keep most of
our Sigter's priests quite fat, at least.”

"Fat seemsto show up quite often in the world of priests,” Longbow observed.

"Professona hazard, wouldn't you say, big brother?' Zelana suggested. " Priests spend much of their time
guffing food into their mouths.”

"And that makesthem so fat that their hearts wear out and they fall over dead,” Dahlaine added.

"Now there's anidea," Rabbit said. "If we just happened to pile twenty or thirty tons of food on the steps
of sgter Araciastemple, her priestswould eat themselvesto death inside aweek."

"I like that notion, brother,” Zdlana said. "We wouldn't violate our limitations by providing food for dear
Aracias priests, would we? And if they ate too much and fell over dead, it wouldn't be our fault, would
it?'

Dahlaine squinted at the celling. "Y ou might want to take that up with Mother, Zelana. If we feed Aracids
priests too much and they die as aresult, wouldn't that dmost be the same as poisoning them?”

"Spailgport,” Zelanagrumbled. " Can you imagine how much screaming would come from Araciastemple
if shewoke up one morning to discover that al of her priests had died during the night?*

"Well keep theideain reserve, dear sdter,” Dahlaine said. "L et's push on, though." He looked at
Narasan. "Who would you say isthe head of Sster Aracias priesthood?’

"They cdl him Takd Berda," Narasan replied, "and heésadmost asfat as Adnari Estarg of the Amarite
Church was—before that overgrown spider had him for lunch. Berda has made a career out of oration.
He spends hours every day telling your sister how holy sheis, and Aracia's dmost pardyzed by Berdas



overdone speeches. Padan kept track one day not long after weld arrived at Araciastemple, and Berda
talked to your sgter for Six straight hours. Then he ate lunch—alunch that would have overstuffed four or
five norma people—and then he stood up and orated for another five or six hours. The man'sataking
machine, but your sister can't seem to get enough of al that tedious adoration.”

"It soundsto me like she's getting even worse, Dahlaine," Zelana observed. " Shedrinksin adorationin
amost the same way that a drunkard pours beer into his mouth.”

"It'snot agood sign, Lord Dahlaine," Sorgan said. "If her mind has dipped that far, getting her attention
might bealittle difficult.”

"Not necessarily, cousin,” Torl disagreed. "If thisBerdapriest isthe main adorer in Lady Araciastemple,
and hewound up dead some morning, you could probably get her immediate attention.”

"Maybe so, Torl," Sorgan agreed, "but how do we know that helll die at any timein the near future?'

Torl did hishand down into the top of his boot and pulled out along, dender dagger. "1 can dmost
guaranteethat, cousin," he said, flourishing hisdagger.

"It has got some possibilities, Lord Dahlaine," Sorgan said. "If your Sster's Sitting on her throne some
morning and severd of her priests drag the body of her favorite underling into her throne room to show
her that somebody—or some thing—slipped into her temple and butchered her head priest, shed go to
pieces. Then, if | tell her that the stab-woundsin Berdas body were dmost certainly caused by the teeth
of one of the bug-people, sheld start paying very close attention to anything | said. | could feed her all
kinds of wild stories about bug-people cregping around through the hdls of her templekilling off her
priests by the dozens."

"Wouldn't she demand to see the bodies?'

Sorgan shrugged. "If shewantsto look at bodies, well show her bodies. Torl might have to sharpen his
dagger Six or eight times aday, but that'sal right.”

"Thanks, cousin,” Torl said sourly.

"Don't mention it, Torl," Sorgan replied.

"I'd say that the separation of Long-Pass from Aracias temple will work out very well for you,”
Longbow suggested to Sorgan and Narasan a bit later. "Y ou can sail on down to theat river-mouth, and
those of you who'll be going on up Long-Pass can go ashore while Sorgan goes on down to pacify
Aracia. She and her servants won't even know that you're anywhere in that pass, so shewon't beissuing
commands for you to rush on down south to defend her "

"That'savery good idea, Longbow," Narasan agreed. "I'm sure that the only thing that interests Berda
will be the defense of the temple. He doesn't care at al about what happensto the ordinary people of
Aracias Domain. Hewouldn't so much asturn ahair if al therest of Aracia's Domain was overrun by the

bug-people.”

"There's athought, Captain Hook-Besk," Kesalo said. "If you send out some scouts and they report
back that the bug-men are eating al of the peasants, the priests will be afraid to come out of the temple
and take alook for themsdves. They'll hole up insde the templeitsdf—amost asif they were prisoners.”

"It would keep them out from underfoot,” Sorgan agreed. Then he looked at hisfriend Narasan. "Y ou've
been there, but | haven't,” he said. "Did you see anything a al like building materid near the temple?



Rocksor logs or anything like that? If were going to go through the motions of |ooking like were
building adefensve wall of somekind, well need to put up something thet looks likeafort.”

"Y ou're not going to find anything like rocks—or even logs—in marshy country, Sorgan,” Narasan
replied.

"Ah, wdl," Sorgan said, "the templ€'sthere anyway. It shouldn't be too hard to knock it down so that we
canbuild afort.”

"Our sgter will come gpart at the seamsif you do that, Sorgan,” Zelanatold him.
"And you'l be ableto hear her priests screaming from ten milesaway," Dahlaine added.

"Not after my scouts come back and report that the bug-people are egting the farmers dive, | won't,”
Sorgan disagreed.

"When thefat ones hear that, they might even offer to help. Just how big would you say that templeis,
Narasan?'

"About amile or so square,” Narasan replied.

"You're not serious!”

"The priesthood's been building Aracia's temple for centuries, Sorgan,” Dahlaine said.

"Y ou should be able to build quite awall with that much stone, Sorgan,” the warrior queen Treniciasaid.
"The screaming'slikely to go on for along time, though,” Vetan added.

"Not if the stories my scouts bring back from the countryside are awful enough, it won't," Sorgan
disagreed. "If the priests hear about a bug that's twelve feet tall and rips out aman'sliver when it gets
hungry, they'll runfor cover and tell usto do whatever's necessary to hold back the monsters—and
they'll be hiding so far back in the temple that they won't see daylight for at least amonth.”

"I like it!"" Narasan said enthusiasticaly.
"That's the way welll do 'er then, old friend," Sorgan replied with abroad grin.

Zdanasmiled. The unlikely seeming friendship between Sorgan and Narasan seemed to be growing
stronger and stronger, and now it appeared that they'd do dmost anything to help each other.

While their men were preparing for the long march to the east coast of Dahlaine's part of the Land of
Dhral, Sorgan, Narasan, and severd others spent most of their time carefully studying the map.

"I'm going to need those ships as soon as you unload your men down in Aracias temple-town, Sorgan,”
Narasan reminded hisfriend. "I'll still have more than haf of my army sitting on that beach on the east

"No problem,” Sorgan replied. "The shipswould only clutter up the harbor of temple-town anyway. Then
too, if Aracids priestslook at your ships too long, they might decide that they want anavy so that they
can go out to seato preach to the fish." He frowned dightly. "Do the people down there actudly cdl their
city ‘temple-town? Mogt places have fancier names.”

"The priests—and Aracia hersdf—never refer to the place asatown, Sorgan,” Narasan explained. "The



people who live out beyond the walls might have a different name, | suppose, but the people you'll be
dedling with just speak of 'thetemple!’ It's entirely possible, | guess, that most of the priests aren't even
aware of the buildings and houses outside the temple walls. For them, the templeis the whole world.”

"That's stupid,” Sorgan said.

"| think that's the word most people use when they're talking about any priesthood, Sorgan,” Narasan
sadwith afaint amile.

Longbow had been studying the map, and he gestured to Sorgan.
The Maag captain joined him. "Do you see anything that might go wrong?' he asked.

"Not 0o far, friend Sorgan. It just came to me, though, that most of your fleet isdill Stting in the bay over
there

"They'd better be," Sorgan replied. "I sent Skell over there to keep atight grip on them.”

"I'm sure that more archerswill be very useful once were in Long-Pass, and it's only afew days south of
where your ships are anchored to the village of Old-Bear, where hundreds of archers are sitting around
telling storiesto each other. If Skell picked them up and carried them on up to that fishing village on the
coast, they'd only be afew days behind us, and they'll probably reach the upper mouth of Long-Pass
before the bug-people come storming out of the Wasteland.”

"That's not abad ideaat dl, Longbow,” Sorgan approved. "Itll keep the sailorsbusy, and it'll give
Narasan some help when he'slikely to need it.”

"| definitely gpprove,” Narasan sad, "and I'll take dl the help | can get.”

Longbow continued to stare at Dahlaine'sreplication of Eastern Dhrall. "Therésthisrange of low,
rounded hills running down aong the east side of the Land of Dhrdl. | think that when we reach that
range, I'll lead the archers of Tonthakan on down that way, and Old-Bear's archers won't be too far
behind us. Well most likely be at the upper end of Long-Pass even before Narasan's fort-builders get
there. We can make sure that there won't be any surprisesfor the Trogites when they go up thereto build
forts"

"I'll get word to Skell," Sorgan said. Then helooked over a hisfriend. "How many forts were you
planning to build?' he asked Narasan.

"Asmany asthe Vlagh givesmetimeto build,” Narasan replied. "1'd go for onefort every mileor so
down that passif I've got enough time. The bug-people don't likeforts, so I'll make things as unpleasant
for them as| possbly can.”

"How are you going to keep the bugs from smoking you out again like they did down in Crysta Gorge?!
Rabbit asked.

"Vetan and | cantake care of that if it'snecessary,” Dahlaine said, "but | don't think the bugswill try that
again. The prevailing wind down there comesin out of the east, and if they tried greasy smoke again, that
wind would blow it right back in their faces.

"The Vlagh dmogt hasto be desperate thistime, big brother,” Vetan said. "The other three regions have
been blocked off, so thisisthe only way left. If she doesn't win this time, shelll spend therest of eternity
trapped out there in the Wasteland. Shelll do dmost anything to get her servants past you."



"WEIl have to make sure that she doesn't succeed then, little brother,” Dahlaine said quite firmly.

It was somewheat later, and dl of the outlanders had goneto their beds. Zelanaand her brothers lingered
in the map room, however. All three of them were quite certain that they'd soon be getting more
ingtructions. Longbow had aso remained behind, but he didn't say why.

It was perhaps midnight when the door opened and Baaceniaand her glowing, mist-covered companion
joined them on the bal cony. "One of you will haveto go to Sster Araciastemple with Sorgan,” the Misty
Lady told them.

"I'll take care of that," VVdtan volunteered. " Araciathinks of me as an immature creature without much of
abran, so shewon't pay any atention to me."

"That'snot abad idea, Vetan," thelady said. "Keep avery close eye on Aracia. She'sright on the verge
of going to pieces, and if her brain flies gpart, you'll need to tell Zelanaand Dahlaine about it. The three of
you might need to step on her to keep her from breaking the rules. We don't want to lose her."

Longbow was standing off to one side, and he had a peculiarly startled expression on hisface.

Then, after Baacenia and her glowing companion had |eft the large room, the usually grim-faced archer
suddenly began to laugh.

"What's o funny, Longbow?" Zelana asked.
"Nothing dl that important,” he replied. But then he laughed again.

Zdanafound that to be very irritating, but she wasn't sure just exactly why.

Chapter Three

Early the next morning the assorted armies were preparing to march, and Longbow joined Zelana near
the mouth of Dahlaine's cave. "It might save abit of timeif Chief Old-Bear knowsthat the Maag
longships are coming,” he suggested.

Zdanasmiled. "Y ou'd like to have mefly on down thereto let him know, | takeit?"
"If it's not too much trouble,” Longbow replied.

"Andif itis?"

"Doit anyway."

"Longbow!" Zdlanaexclamed. "Areyou actualy giving me orders now?"
"Let'sjus cdl it astrong suggestion.”

"That meansthe same thing, doesn't it?"

"Approximatdy, yes, but it's more polite.”



"Things might go more smoothly for you if you'd learn how to amile.”
"Theair'svery cold right now, Zdana," hereplied. "Smiling whenit's cold is hard on onesteeth.”
"Did Dahlaine havetimeto take alook at that worn-down mountain range off to the east for you?”

Longbow nodded. "His thunderbolt took him on down there at firgt light thismorning,” he said. "When he
came back, hetold usthat we wouldn't have any trouble.”

"Who are you taking with you when you veer off from the main army?'

"Mostly theloca hunters” hereplied. "Kathlak will lead the Tonthakans, and Two-Handswill bring the
Matans. Ekia and the Maavi horse-soldierswill go with usaswell. Actudly, that was Narasan's
suggestion. He's going to need his shipsto carry hisarmy down to the mouth of Long-Pass, and the
Malavi don't liketo ridein ships. They'll probably be more useful at the upper end of Long-Pass

anyway."

"Things should go quite smoothly for you and your people,” Zdlanasaid. "That's unless you get caught in
ablizzard, of course.”

"| think your older brother's going to take care of that,” Longbow replied. "He's very good at degling with
the weather."

"How far isit from where you and your men will turn south to the upper end of Long-Pass?' Zdlana
asked.

"If Dahlaines map is accurate, it's about ahundred and sixty miles,”" Longbow said. "I'm sure well be
ableto cover thirty milesaday, and that puts us about five and ahaf days out. Well be there before
Narasan's ships drop him off at the lower end of the pass. I'm sure that well be able to keep the
Creatures of the Wasteland out of the upper end of the pass.”

"That'sal that redly matters, | suppose,” Zelanasaid.

Just then Sorgan and Narasan came out of Dahlaine's cave. "Don't worry about athing, Narasan,”
Sorgan was saying. "I'll keep Lady Zdlana's Sster so busy that the notion of causing you any problems
won't even cross her mind.”

"| appreciatethat, my friend," Narasan replied. "If | never see Lady Zdanassster again, it'll be about six
weeks too soon."

Sorgan grinned. "The nice part of thisisthat she's going to pay meto keep her out of your hair."

Then Elerias adult person came out of the cave with the warrior queen Trenicia. "Are we almost ready,
Beloved?' Baaceniaasked Zdlana.

"Beoved?' Zdanaasked, dightly sartled.
"A lot of Elerias been rubbing off on me," Balaceniareplied.
"She'sgood at that."

Treniciahad joined Narasan and Sorgan, and Ba acenia stepped closer to Zelana. "I've been catching a
few hintsthat Trenicia's becoming very attached to Narasan,” she said quietly.

"She wants him," Zelanareplied. "I spoke with her about that after she and Narasan walked out on



Aracia In many ways Treniciadoesn't think—or behave—like awoman. | made afew suggestions, and
she seemsto be following them."

"Do you redly think shelll catch him?

"Probably. She can be quite charming when she setsher mind to it." Zelanasmiled. "It might sound a bit
peculiar, but I've noticed over the years that women who want to catch aman use themselves as bait. |
don't know if Trenicia's managed to hook Narasan yet, but it probably won't take her much longer.”
Then Zdanayawned. "Sorry," she said. "'I'm getting to the point that | can barely keep my eyes open.”

"I'm sure that thissilly war will end very soon,” Balaceniasaid, "and when it does, Eleriaand I'll take you
home and put you to bed.” Then she paused and her expression suddenly became very, very familiar.
"Won't that be neat?' she said, using one of Eleriasfavorite remarks.

Zdanalaughed and took her dternatein her arms. "Eleriacalsthisa’hug,” she explained.

"Yes" Balaceniaagreed, "and now | seewhy shelikesthem so much. Any timeyou fed like hugging,
Beoved, I'll beright here."

Zdanalaughed, and then she yawned again.

THE
JOURNEY

Chapter One

Sub-Commander Andar was more than alittle grateful that Chief Two-Hands of the Matan Nation had
given him one of the thickly furred bison-hide cloaks as Commander Narasan's army began the march
from Mount Shrak to the east coast of the Land of Dhral. It was early winter now, and it was bitterly
cold in the grasdand of Matakan. Andar had grown up in Kaldacin, the capita city of the Trogite Empire,
and sometimes during the winter monthsthere it grew chilly enough to put athin layer of ice on the nearby
ponds, but Andar had never before seen alake or pond that had been frozen solid from the surface all
the way down to the bottom in a huge block of solid ice. "How do you people find water to drink when
it'sthiscold, Tlindan?" he asked one of the nearby Matans.

"Theres quite abit of water in that pond,” Tlindan replied.
"It'sfrozen solid,” Andar pointed out.

"You'd haveto mdt it,” Tlindan said. "Most of the time we melt snow when we need water, but ice will
melt if youreredly thirsty and there's no snow nearby." The fur-cloaked

Matan squinted across the browned grass toward the horizon. "We don't usualy spend much time
outdoors during the winter. We sort of hole up in our lodgesinstead. If aman insde hislodge kegps his
firegoing, it'sfairly warm insgde, and apot-full of snow will melt down in an hour or so. Ice takeslonger,



but it will melt—eventudly. Most of usdon't caredl that much for ice. It takes quite awhile to mdlt,
evenif thelodgeisvery warm."

"How do you melt it when you're out in the open and it's very cold?’

"The best way I've found isto chip theice with ahand-axe. If you tried to use an axe with ahandle,
you'd probably break it up into smal pieces. Y ou want very tiny chips of ice, snce bigger onestake
longer to melt. Then, when you've got what |ooks like enough, you scoop them into a pot. Then you
scrape together afair-sized heap of dried grass, put your pot in the middle of the heap, and then set fire
tothegrass. Youll have water to drink inamost notime at al.”

"lan't the water abit hot for drinking?*

Tlindan shrugged. "Add some moreiceto coal it down. In the wintertime, | sort of like to drink warm
water. Y our stomach will spread the warmth around, and you'll feel better all over—except for your feet,
of course. Everybody'sfeet are cold in the winter.”

"How can anybody liveinaplacelikethis?'

Tlindan spread out his hands. "The hunting's very good, and winter doesn't redlly last dl that long. We
don't usualy spend much time out of our lodgesin the wintertime. It'savery good time to catch up on
your deep. Twelve-hour ngps are sort of nice when there's nothing going on outside. A man who takes
twelve-hour ngpsfedsdl rested when spring arrives.”

Andar looked up at the grey cloudsrolling off toward the east. "Isit cloudy likethisal winter long?' he
asked the native.

"Fairly often, yes. Dahlaine's playing with the clouds this year, though. Usudly we get blizzards here
during the winter season.”

"Blizzards?'

"Heavy snowstorms. A good blizzard can put twelve feet of snow down in about aday and ahalf. When
that happens, nobody goes outside. They're not redly bad things, though. When the snow mdts off in the
spring, the grass gets lots of water, and it grows very fast. That gives the bison herds plenty to eat, and
they're nice and fat when we go hunting. Wesather works for you, if you know how to get dlong withiit."
Then he squinted up at the sky. "WEll probably have to stop and set up camp fairly soon. It'll be dark
before much longer."

"It'sjust barely past noon," Andar protested.

"That's one of the things you should know about the north country. In the wintertime up here, the days
are only six or seven hourslong, and nighttime comesvery fast."

Andar frowned. "We can tak morelater," he said. "I think I'd better go warn Commander Narasan that
night'salmost here." He walked rapidly toward the front of the column. "1 think we might have abit of a
problem, Commander,” he said.

"Now what?' Narasan demanded in a peevish-sounding voice.

"It'sgoing to start getting dark before long. One of the Matans warned me about that. We aren't going to
have daylight for much longer."

"It'sonly afew hours past noon, Andar.”



"The Matan told me that theré's no more than six or seven hours of daylight up herein the wintertime.”

Narasan scowled. "1 think we'd better go have achat with Lord Dahlaine, Andar. Weve got along way
to go to reach the east coast, and we're going to need longer days—or it'll be summer before we reach
the coast.”

"It'snot redly al that much of aproblem, Narasan,” Dahlaine said. "I'm sure you remember my toy sun.
She—and sigter Zelana's fog-bank—helped us quite abit down in Veltan's Domain.”

"I should have remembered that," Narasan said. "How many extra hours aday would you say shell be
ableto giveus?'

"How many do you want? She enjoys putting out light, so shelll give you as many extrahours of light as
you want."

Narasan squinted across the frozen grasdand. " She puts out heat aswell aslight, doesn't she?'
" She kept the insde of my cave warm and cozy when Ashad was just a baby."

"That might even be more vauable than light," Narasan said. Then helooked at Dahlaine. "Thisisn't redly
any of my business," he said, "but you don't feel hot and cold in the same way that we do, do you?'

"I know thet they exist," Dahlainereplied. "I think | see where you're going with this, Narasan. It'snot a
bad idea, now that you mention it. If my pet givesyou and your men light and hest, you'll be ableto go
much farther each day, won't you?'

"I'd say at least an extrafive miles,” Narasan estimated. "Possibly even an extraseven or eight.” Then he
winced. "That might just disturb my men quite abit, though.”

"l didn't quite follow you there, Narasan."

"Ten milesaday isone of the articles of faith in a Trogite army, Lord Dahlaine. Individua soldiers could
exceed that, I'm sure, but when they're marching together, ten milesisthelimit. Anything any farther is

viewed as an abomination. It'sa custom, and we Trogites are big on cusoms.” He shrugged. "It actudly
grows out of theinevitable delays that keep cropping up when you're moving ahundred thousand men.”

"Wouldn't you say that 'rest time' has something to do with the ten-miles-a-day limitation, Commander?'
Andar suggested.

"Regt time?' Dahlaine asked.

"Another custom, Lord Dahlaine," Narasan explained. "We're expected to give our men aquarter of
each hour spent marching to catch their breath. It makes a certain amount of sense in mountain country,
but it'sabit foolish onflat land." His eyes hardened. "1 think it might just be time to abolish that
foolishness. If we can add an extrafew milesto each day's march, well amost certainly reach the east
coast of your Domain severa days earlier than wed originaly planned. I'd say that it'sworth atry. Then
too, if it'swarmer, we won't have to worry too much about blizzards, will we?'

Dahlaine grinned. "1t might make them alittle sulky," he said, "but | think I'll be able to make them quit
pouting. Let's see how far my pet can go. | don't think well want midsummer, but early autumn might be
sort of nice"

"Whatever you think best, Lord Dahlaine," Narasan said.



"You'revery good a putting al sorts of things together, Narasan,” Dahlaine observed.

"That's what an army-commander is supposed to do, Lord Dahlaine. Our people come up with al kinds
of ideas, and we're supposed to fit them together to construct a plan that might work. There are many
peoplein my army who are much more clever than | am, but that doesn't hurt my fedings very much. My
job involves putting their assorted ideas together to come up with something that'll work and won't get
too many of my menkilled."

"Aren't you just alittle bit out of uniform, Padan?' Andar asked hisfriend asthey set out early the
following day.

"I'm supposed to look like aMaag," Padan explained. "Narasan suggested it to Sorgan. The Maags
aren't too good at defending cities—burning, yes; defending, no. I'll stay in the background so Aracias
priesthood won't recognize me, and I'll give Sorgan details when he needsthem. Theideaisto have us
put something together that'll ook enough like afort to deceive the priestsinto believing that we've come
up with something impregnable. I'm not as good as Gundawhen it comes to building forts, but | should
be able to come up with something that looks likeafort.”

"Right up until thewind starts blowing,” Andar said.
"Benice" Padan said. Then he scratched at his cheek.
"Problems?' Andar asked.

"Sorgan suggested that | should let my whiskers grow. He said that most Maags wear beards, and if |
want to look Maagish, | should get abit more shaggy. He didn't bother to tell methat the thing itches all
thetime"

"Maags might not notice that, Padan," Andar replied with afaint smile. ™Y oud think that people who live
out at seawould bathe more often. I'd dmost be willing to bet that the Maags are the native home of
flessand lice

"You'rein agrumpy sort of mood today, Andar.”

"Homesick, | suppose,” Andar admitted. "1 miss Kaldacin. It's corrupt and it doesn't smell too good, but
it is home"

"If Lord Dahlaine's correct, thiswill bethelast war herein the Land of Dhral. Thereésonly one path left
open to the Crestures of the Wasteland. Once thislast one's closed off, welll all be able to go on back
home and st around counting dl the lovely money we've picked up here.”

"It1l bealot cleaner now that the Church of Amar has been diminated,” Andar added. "I don't know if
you noticed the smilarities between the priests of 'Holy Aracia and the high-ranking clergymen of the
Church of Amar.”

"They'redl fat, if that'swhat you mean,” Padan agreed. "Did | ever get around to congratulating you for
that horror story you foisted off on the fat priest called Berda?”

"There was acertain amount of truth involved, Padan,” Andar protested. "Weve al heard stories about
the famines that show up every so often. When people are starving, they do sometimesrevert to
cannibalism—except that they'll eat people who are dready dead. | wasfairly sure that the prospect of
being eaten dive might frighten Berda enough that held start paying attention to what was happening out
inthered world."



"Thefact that hishair was standing straight up and his eyes were bulging out of their sockets sort of hints
that he was getting your point.”

"We can hope, | suppose. His sense of his own superiority rubbed me the wrong way. He behaves asif
the common people of Aracias Domain were nothing more than caitle whose only purposein lifeisto
feed him, and Aracia's mind has dipped so far that she believesjust about anything he ever tells her.”

"| hate to admit this—again—" Padan said, "but | think Kesdlo's scheme might be the best one any of us
will ever come up with. If Sorgan sends out scouts and they report back that the bug-people are coming
and that they're awful, I'm fairly surethat al those fat priestswill try to take cover, and they'll al be so
far down in the basement that they won't have any idea of what's really happening. If they're dl busy
hiding, they won't even know that Sorgan's been tearing down certain parts of the templeto build that
wal."

Now that Dahlaingslittle toy sun was giving them much more daylight—as well as warmer wegther—the
combined armies were making much better time than they'd made during that first dreadful day, so they
reached the low mountain range off to the east much sooner than any of them had thought possible.

The worn-down range of mountains had afamiliar qudity that Andar found rather pleasant. In many ways
they were very much like the mountains off to the south of Kadacin, so Andar found them to be quite
beautiful. They weren't as rugged and imposing as the mountainsin the Domains of Zelana, Vetan, and
Dahlaine had been. The young scholar, Kesdlo, had told them that mountains were much like people. As
they grew older, their rough edges were worn down by the passing years, and they were much gentler.

"| think thisisfar enough for today,” Commander Narasan announced. "Put the men to work setting up
camp. Well be splitting up tomorrow, so it might not be abad ideato talk things over before we're
separated.”

"Good idea," Dahlaine agreed. "L ongbow told us that he was going to lead the Tonthakans, Matans, and
the Maavi horse-soldiers south adong this mountain range to the upper end of Long-Passwhilethe
Trogites and Maags go over to the coast to sail south. That's the way we decided to do this back at
Mount Shrak, and | don't see any reason to change things.”

"Youdidn't tell him, | takeit," Ekia the Maavi said to the bleak-faced Longbow.
"I didn't redly want to darm him—or hissigter, Zelana," Longbow replied.
"Alarm?"' Zelanaasked the archer. "What are you up to now?"

"I will beleading the others, Zelana," Longbow replied, "but I'll be quite some distance ahead of them.
Kathlak, Ekia, and Two-Hands know where they're going, so they won't need me around to keep
pointing them south. I'll go on ahead and make sure that the Creatures of the Wasteland haven't reached
these mountains yet. Then I'll go on down Long-Passto the sea. I'll probably be there when the ships
arrive, and I'll be able to pass dong anything I've seen to our friends."

"That'stoo much of arisk," Zelanadeclared. "Y ou can't just run around by yoursdf like that.”

"Y ou can come dong, if you'd like" Longbow told her with afaint smile. " Somebody hasto go
ahead—somebody who knows enough about the servants of the Vlagh to know what he'slooking for.
That means me, Zelana. | know more about the Creatures of the Wasteland than anybody €l se does,
and | know exactly what I'll have to do to stay out of their Sght. I've been doing thisfor along, long time,
Zdana, so | won't bein any rea danger.”



"Youregoingtoinsg, | takeit?' Zelanasaid.
"| thought | just did. Y ou worry too much, Zelana. It'll make you old if you're not careful.”
"I'm dready old," she snapped.

"But you don't want it to show, now do you? I'll bejust fine, Zelana. | know what hasto be done and
how to do it. Nobody else does, o I'll haveto do it myself." Helooked around at the others. "I know
that many of you would liketo help, but you'd just bein my way. I'll see you down at the mouth of
Long-Passin afew days, my friends," he said, and then he turned and ran smoothly off to the south.
Andar was quite certain that Longbow's decision had grown perhaps more out of his desire to be aone.
Longbow didn't redly like—or need—other people around him. He was definitely the most solitary man
Andar had ever encountered.

Chapter Two

Andar had been careful to keep his opinion of the warrior queen Treniciadrictly to himself, of course,
but she was aways there when he needed to speak with the commander. It wasn't that she ever
interfered or anything like that, but just her presence made Andar uncomfortable.

It might have been the massive sword she had belted to her waist that disturbed Andar so much.
Women were not supposed to carry weapons like that. WWomen were supposed to be soft and
gentle—and subservient, of course. It seemed to Andar that Trenicias very existence wasaviolation of
some natura law dating back to the beginning of time.

Of course Andar had never even heard of the Ide of Akalauntil the Trogite fleet had reached the temple
of Lady Zelanas sster early last autumn. The notion of a place where women were dominant was so
unnatura that Andar was almost positive that it was some kind of hoax. He was quite certain that a man
was the true leader on theide, and that Treniciawas nothing more than an elaborate deception.

But she could run for at least ahdf aday, and her shoulders were even larger than Andar's were. She
had al of the characteristics of awarrior—except that she was awoman. Commander Narasan treated
her with respect, and the two of them seemed to get dong quite well.

Asthe army continued the march to the east, Andar continued his private argument with himself. Queen
Treniciawasn't redly supposed to be with them—but she was. Queen Treniciawas supposed to bein
some fancy paace surrounded by servants who were supposed to respond to her every whim—abut she
wasnt.

Andar'swhole world seemed to be turning upside down, and he didn't like that &t all. "1 redly wish that
we'd stayed home," he muttered to himsdlf.

They reached the coast severa days later, and the Trogite ships were still anchored where they'd been
when Commander Narasan's army had disembarked to begin the long march to Mount Shrak.

Then Sorgan Hook-Beak rowed over to the Victory, and Narasan was dready standing at the rail
waiting for him. "We need to talk, Narasan,” Hook-Beak called.



"Of course," Narasan replied. "The wegther, maybe?’
"Very funny,” Sorgan said without smiling. ""Can we get down to business?
"Sorry," Narasan gpologized.

"I've been talking with severa of the men who were with you when you arrived at the temple of Lady
Zdands crazy sster. | gather from what your men told me that the priests aren't any too bright. If | was
going to be dealing with people who had something besides air between their ears, | might be able to get
away with an advance force, but from what 1've heard, the 'Holies down there wouldn't even know what
| wastalking about. I'm going to have to make it smplefor them by putting my whole army down on the
beach at the sametime. Then I'll be able to persuade Lady Zelanas stupid sister that 1've got enough men
to protect her and her 'holy of holies when the bugs attack her precioustemple.”

"And to find out how much gold shelll bewilling to pay?' Narasan asked.

"That is sort of important, Narasan. Anyway, if we agree that putting my entire army ashore will bethe
best way to go, I'm going to need about a hundred of those wallowing tubs of yoursto get me and my

peoplein place.

"It makes sense, friend Sorgan. As soon asyou get your men ashore, though, release those ships. 1've got
alot of men wholl ill be camped here, and I'm fairly sure I'm going to need them when the Creatures of
the Wasteland come storming in." He looked rather speculatively a hisfriend. "Would it bother youif |
made afew suggestions about dedling with Lady Zdlanas sister?”

"Not onelittle bit, Narasan. Y ou know her and | don't."

"First off,” Narasan said, "push up your price just abit. Money doesn't mean anything to Aracia, so she
probably won't pay any attention. When you talk with her, act sort of arbitrary. Tell her that if she doesn't
agree to do things your way, you'll take your men back to the ships and sail away. She will pay what you
ask and agree to keep her priestsfrom interfering, but agreeing with everything you say will make her fed
abit on the defensive sde. Y ou'll need to use any lies or ideas you can think of to keep her that way. If
she believesthat you've got the upper hand, shell do just about anything you demand of her. Always be
abrupt—and even arbitrary—particularly when you announce that you're going to tear down amgjor part
of her temple to get the materia you'll need to build afort. Don't ask her; tell her. Her fat head-priest will
probably start screaming as soon as you announce that you're going to dismantle amagjor part of her
temple. | don't know if I'd kill him right there on the spot, but you can make afew threats—draw your
sword or hit him in the mouth with your fist. Alwayskeep Araciaoff balanceif you possbly can.”

"Y ou can be avery nasty fellow when you set your mindtoit, old friend,” Sorgan said with abroad grin.

"That'swhere | made my mistake when | was there, friend Sorgan. | avoided 'nasty’ because | wastrying
to be polite. 'Polite’ doesn't work when you're dedling with someone like Aracia. Push her—and keep
pushing. Don't give her timeto object.”

"A suggestion, if | may?" Andar said, steppingin.
"I'll take dl the help that | can get," Sorgan declared.

"I'd say that Keselo came up with the best answer," Andar said. "Pick out the best liarsin your army and
send them out into the countryside to pretend that they're scouting. When they come back, you'll want
them to Start telling stories about al the terrible things the bug-people are doing to the ordinary
peasants—eating them alive, pulling out their livers, having their eyeballsfor dessert—that sort of thing. If



Aracias priesthood istotally terrorized, Araciawill do dmaost anything you tell her to do."
"Y ou're even nastier than Narasan,” Sorgan noted.
"I received my training from the best, Captain Hook-Beak," Andar replied modestly.

"Well try it your way then," Sorgan declared. Then he grinned. "I've got a hunch that I'm going to have a
lot more fun than you two will. Y oull haveto face real bugs. All I'll haveto do isded with imaginary
onesto make surethat big sster's frightened enough to do just about anything | tell her to do.”

"I think you'l do just fine, friend Sorgan,” Commander Narasan said with an answering grin.

It took several daysto load the Maags on board the ships Sorgan had borrowed, and then, when al was
ready, the burly Maag joined Narasan and the others on board the Victory. "We're just about ready to
dart," headvised. "If it'sal right, I'll go on ahead. It won't take long to unload my men, and then I'll send
the ships back hereto pick up the rest of Narasan's men and take them on down to the mouth of
Long-Pass. I'll send word of how things are going from timeto time, but | don't really expect much in the
way of trouble.

"Keep our sster off balance as much asyou can, Sorgan,” Zelanatold him. Then shelooked at Dahlaine.
"I've found that the unexpected aways seemsto sartle Aracia," she sad.

"| pretty much agree with the scheme to drop horror stories on Aracia—and her priesthood,” Dahlaine
replied. "If it goestheway | think it will, the priestswill be so frightened that they won't be able to ddliver
al those flattering orations, and that done will shake Araciaright down to her roots.”

"Y our sgter hasroots, Dahlaine?' the beautiful lady called Araasked with ady smile. "If she does, then
maybe we could transplant her—in the middle of the night, probably. When her priests wake up and find
that she's gone, they won't have any idea at al about where she's gone—or why—and it'slikely that their
mindswill shut down.”

"I'm not at al surethat something like that would work, dear lady," Dahlainereplied. "Aracias priests
gpend dl their time groveling in her throne room whether she'sthere or not. Groveling isan art form
among the priests of Aracia."

"Doesn't that make them sort of meaningless?’ Aras husband suggested.

For thelife of him, Andar could not think of any reason at dl just why the two neighbors of Lord Vetan
were present here on the Victory—except, perhaps, for the glorious food Ara presented to Narasan and
his friends when medltime arrived. Without a doubt, Arawas probably the finest cook in the whole
world, but why did she and her husband aways participate in these serious meetings?

"Build good forts, friend Narasan," Sorgan said then. "I don't want the bug-peopl e sneaking up behind
me when I'm busy swindling holy old Aracia”

"Well do the best we can, Sorgan,” Narasan replied with agrin. "Swindle away for al you're worth, and
well keep the bug-people out of your hair."

The weather was hol ding—probably because Dahlaine told her to—so the remaining shipsin the fleet

made good time as they sailed on down to the mouth of Long-Pass. The shipsthat had carried Sorgan's
Maags down to Aracias temple had turned around and they'd passed Narasan's fleet two days ago, and
they were probably picking up the numerous cohorts that had stayed behind. It wouldn't be much longer



before the entire army would be reunited and marching up the pass toward whoever—or
whatever—would soon be invading.

THE
TEMPLE
OF
ARACIA

Chapter One

It was |ate afternoon when the hundred Trogite tubs Sorgan had borrowed from Narasan hauled into the
harbor of the temple-town of Zelanas elder sster. Sorgan, Vetan, and Padan were standing in the bow
of the Ascension, the lead ship, and Sorgan was more than alittle astonished by the enormity of the
temple. Narasan had told him that the silly thing was about a mile square—which might be easy to
say—but Sorgan redlized that saying and seeing were dtogether different. "It seemsto go on forever," he
said to Vetan in an awed sort of voice.

"I'm surethat Aracialikesto think so," Vetan replied.

"Mogt of it'sempty, though,” Padan advised. "It's not what 1'd call jam-packed with priests and her
church hangers-on. | nosed about when wefirgt arrived last autumn, and there aren't redlly that many
peopleliving there.”

"Fat Taka Berdawas probably responsible for the overdone size of the silly thing,” Vetan added. "It's
one of the many myths he'sfoisted off on my big sster. He claims that there are thousands and
thousands of priestsliving in that absurdity. Aracias absolutely certain that she has worshipers beyond
counting living here, but she never bothersto look. There might be thousands and thousands of crestures
living here, but most of them are probably mice.”

"Or gpiders,” Padan added. "I roamed around in that foolishnesslast fal, and most of the corridorsin
'Holy Templ€ arejammed to the ceiling with cobwebs.”

"It's nothing but ahoax, then?' Sorgan asked.

"A 'holy hoax,' Captain Hook-Beak," Veltan corrected. "Aracia devoutly believes that the absurdity her
priests have foisted off on her isasgn of her overwheming importance.”

"That's pathetic,” Sorgan declared.
"That'safair description of my sister, yes" Vetan agreed.

"Weve got company coming,” Padan said, pointing acrossthe bay. "I'd say that it's most probably fat old
Berdacoming out hereto find out what we want.”



"That thing doesn't ook at dl like Longbow's canoe," Sorgan observed.

"It'snot redly the same thing, Sorgan,” Vdtan agreed. "L ongbow's canoe is designed to carry one man.
The ugly thing coming out here to meet usis designed for show. Berdayearnsto be important, and he
thinks that having hundreds of men paddling him out here makes him look important.”

Sorgan squinted at the gpproaching boat. "It looks to melike it was made out of asingle tree trunk.”

"That'sfairly common hereinthe Land of Dhrall," Vdtan said. "They're cadled ‘dugouts,’ probably
because making them involves scraping out most of the log with sharp stones. I've never actualy seen
one built before, but I'm told that most of them are partialy hollowed out with fire—very well-controlled
fire, of course. There are certain advantages, though. A boat made from asinglelog wouldn't lesk,
wouldit?"

"Maybenot," Sorgan said, "but if it doesn't have aked, it'll probably roll over any time one of the
paddlers sneezes or hiccups.”

"That has happened here fairly often, Captain Hook-Begk," Vdtan said, smiling. " Statel y—but not very
bright—Berda doesn't understand why just yet but it might come to him—eventudly.”

"That's pure stupidity!" Sorgan declared.

"I'd say that'safair description of Berda, yes. You've dready met Aracia herself back in my Domain, so
you don't really need Berdato introduce you to her. Hes terribly impressed with himself. Hell demand to
know why you're here, but I'd suggest that you tell him that you're here to see Aracia herself, not some
servant.”

"Won' that offend him?"

"Probably, yes. I'd say that you should tell him that you're too important to talk to servants. When we
reach thetemple, I'll introduce you to my sister and tell her that you'll defend her temple if shell pay you

enough.”

"That sounds good to me," Sorgan replied. "How should | behave? Am | supposed to bow to her or any
of that other nonsense?"

"A certain amount of arrogance wouldn't hurt. Tell her that you're the mightiest warrior in the world, so
you're worth your weight in gold—that sort of thing. One thing you should dways remember. Don't let
her giveyou orders. Tl her that you'll do what's necessary to defend her, and you. don't want any
interference from her or her priesthood. Get that established right away. Y ou're going to be tearing down
a large part of her temple, so therelll bealot of screaming from the priests. Tell them that you have her
permission, and that they should mind their own business. Pull out your sword, if you haveto.”

"Or maybeevenif | dont, right?"

"Now you'e getting theidea. | think you'll do just fine, but you'll have to push my sister back into a
corner aswell, and that might take afew days."

"Itd better not, Veltan," Padan said. " Captain Hook-Beak has to persuade your sister to let him do

things his way, but he can't drag it out for too long. They'll have to reach an agreement before he unloads
his men and frees up al the ships herein the harbor. Those ships are vital to Narasan, because half of his
army isdill sitting on that beach up in Lord Dahlaingsterritory."

"He does have a point there, Veltan," Sorgan said. "I promised Narasan that 1'd rel ease his ships as soon



aspossible, and | don't lieto my friends.”

"l can manipulate afew things" Vdtan said, frowning dightly. "A good following wind would recover a
day or two. We can give you that much time to manipulate my sster if you need to. After that, you might
haveto be sort of arbitrary in your dealingswith Aracia.

"l don't see much of aproblem there, Vetan,” Sorgan declared. "I am aMaag, after al, and we
invented arbitrary.”

The obvioudy unstable log-boat pulled dongside the Ascension, and the grosdly fat priest roseto hisfeet
to stand in the bow—uwhich struck Sorgan as an act of sheer stupidity. "We have beheld your approach
to thetemple of Holy Aracia," he declared in arolling sort of voice, "and we must know of your purpose
here"

Vetan stepped forward. "1 am Vtan," he said, "the younger brother of she who guidesyou.”

"I have not heard of you," Berdadeclared in ahaughty tone of voice. "Surely Holy Araciawould have
advised me that she has a brother besides Mighty Dahlaine.

"I wouldn't depend on Araciavery much if | wereyou, fat man. Her mind isn't dll that stable anymore.”
"Blagphemy!" Berdaexclaimed in ashocked tone.

"Not if it'strue, itisn't,” Veltan disagreed. "I seethat you're going to need some convincing. Watch
closdly, fat man, and pay close atention. Thisisyour only chanceto avoid my resentment.” Then Vetan
dowly rose up into the empty air above the Ascension to stand on nothing but air.

Fat Berdawent pae, and his eyes bulged amost out of their sockets.

"l can go higher, if you'd like," Vetan said. "I could even take you up into the air with me, if that would
convinceyou. | am unlimited, Taka Berda If need be, | can carry you al the way up to the moon—~but |
don't think you'd like that very much. There's nothing to eat on the moon, and no air to breathe, so you'd
probably die amost immediately.”

"l believeyou!" Berdadeclared in ashrill voice. "'l believe you!"
"lan't hejust the nicest fellow?' Vetan mildly asked the others.

It took the trembling Berdaawhileto recover. "'l pray you, Lord Vetan," he said, "why have you come
here?'

"It should be obvious, priest of my sister,” Vetan replied. "The Creatures of the Wasteland will soon
invade my dear Sgter's Domain, and | have brought fearlesswarriorsto drive them away."

"Eterndly grateful shal we beif you succeed, Lord Vetan."
"Wereyou planning to live eternaly, High Priest Berda?' Vetan asked with feigned astonishment.

"Ah—we will passthison to generations as yet unborn, timeless Vetan," Berdaamended. "May | spesk
now with the chieftain of these mighty warriorswho have come from afar to defend our Holy Aracia?!

"I don't waste my time speaking with servants," Sorgan declared as roughly as he could. "Let'sgo talk
with your sigter, Vdtan."



"That cannot be!" Berdaprotested. "Holy Araciastimeisadl filled for thisday. Asyou may know,
however, | spesk for Divine Araciawhen it seems necessary.”

"Not to me, you don't," Sorgan declared. "I only talk with those who have gold.”

Sorgan and Vdtan conferred briefly, and then asailor with nothing else to do untied arope that held a
well-built skiff in place, and then he lowered it over the Sde.

"That isnot permitted!" Berdadeclared. "No dien ships or boats may go ashorein Holy Aracias
Domain."

"Y ou don't think for one minute that 1'm going to ride to the beach in that unstable canoe of yours, do
you?'

"Itisperfectly sound,” Berdadeclared.

"Of courseitis," Sorgan replied sarcadticaly. "At least it might be aslong as you leave it on the beach.
It'swhen you push it out into the bay that it tendsto roll over without much warning. How many times has
that happened so far this month?”

Berdabegan to splutter adenia, but there was amuscular oarsman sitting just behind the fat priest, and
he held one hand up with the fingers stretched wide and two fingers of his other hand clearly visible. Then
he winked at Sorgan.

"Let me guess,” Sorgan said to Berdathen. "I've got a strong hunch that your tree-stump tub hasrolled
out from under you seven times dready thismonth.”

Berdds eyeswent wide. "How did you—?" Then he broke off.

"Ingtinct, fat man,” Sorgan replied. "I've spent most of my life at sea, so | know alot about things that
happen out on the water. Logs always roll over in the water when you don't want them to, and seven'sa
lucky—or unlucky—number, beit logsor dice." He made adight gesture to the muscular oarsman, and
thefellow nodded. "Let's go hit the beach, Vtan," Sorgan said then. "I want to meet your sister, and
then I'll look around. If I'm going to defend her territory, there are alot of things I'll need to know."

"How inthe world did you know that Berdas |og-canoe had rolled over seven times dready this
month?" Veltan asked as Sorgan rowed the skiff toward the beach.

"Y ou weren't watching very closdly if you missed it,” Sorgan replied with abroad grin. "When | asked the
fat priest how many times hislog-boat had rolled over, one of the oarsmen held up seven fingers.”

"Why would he do that?"

"I haven't got any idea. I'm going to talk with him later and find out, though. It's entirely possible that he
might turn out to be very useful later on.”

"Does he know that you want to talk with him?"

"Of course he does. | don't want to hurt your fedings, Vetan, but you don't pay very close attention to
what's going on around you. That oarsman gave me awink when he held up hisfingers, and | pointed at
my mouth after | threw 'seven’ into the fat priest'sface. Pointing your finger at your mouth can mean two
things—'let'seat’ or 'let'stak.' Everybody knowsthat."

"It does make sense, | suppose.”



"Arewe going to have any trouble getting in to see your sster?”

"Probably not,” Vetan replied. "Araciaknowswho | am, after al, and as soon as she sees me, shelll
know that I've got some information for her. I'll introduce you to her, and then we can get down to

It had seemed to Sorgan when held been on board the Trogite ship out in the bay that thered been a
kind of coherence about Aracia'stemple, but asthe skiff came closer to shore he began to see some
glaring incongstencies. "l don't want to sound critical or anything, Vetan," he said, "but thereés asort of
dapdash quality about your big Sster's palace. Didn't the people who were building it ever get together
and establish some rules? In some places, the sones are very smooth, but in others they're rough and
lumpy.”

"There do seem to be quite afew inconsstencies,” Veltan agreed. "I'd say that the assorted work crews
didn't have anything to do with each other. Some of them appear to have spent agreat dedl of time
polishing the stones, while others concentrated on piling up more rocks."

"Something on the order of 'prettier’ or 'bigger, you mean?"

"That probably comesvery close, Sorgan. | don't imagine that Araciareally cared much oneway or the
other. Aslong as her temple kept growing, she was probably quite happy."”

"She'snot redly very bright, isshe?'

"l wouldn't go quite that far. Aracia has different needs than the rest of us do. She desperately needs
adoration, and her priests spend dl of their time adoring her. I'm fairly sure that they didn't spend much
of that vital timetelling the work crews who were building the temple how to proceed, and that's what
probably led to these inconsstencies.”

"It'spossible, | guess.” Sorgan turned and looked a bit more closdly at the beach. "No piers,” he
grumbled.

"Building pierswould take the work crews away from expanding big sster'stemple,” Vetan explained.
"Well haveto climb dl over her right away," Sorgan said.
"| didn't quitefollow that."

"Well need piers when we unload the people from about a hundred Trogite tubs, Vetan," Sorgan
declared. "They won't bewilling to swim in the dead of winter, you know."

"Good point there," Vetan said. "l think I'll haveto cheat,” he added glumly.
"Chedt?'

"I'll make the piers mysdlf. | know what they look like, and I'll be able to set them up much faster than the
temple work crews possibly could. Then, too, if | doit, wewon't haveto listen to dl the sniveling and
complaining weld get if we pulled the crews away from their 'Holy' task of expanding my sster'stemple
until it'sfifty or ahundred milessquare.”

"Which probably won't take them much more than afew hundred years," Sorgan added.
They pulled the skiff up onto the beach and then walked directly up to Araciastemple.

When they reached the entrance, however, Sorgan's heart d most stopped beating. "Is that door made



out of what | think itis?" he gasped.

"Oh, yes," Vdtan replied. "There might be abit of bracing here and there, but most of itisgold.”
"There must be aton of it!" Sorgan exclaimed.

"Morethanthat, I'd say," Vdtan replied. "Gold is very heavy, and that's quite alarge door."
"Areyou saying that your Sster just leavesit right out in the open like that?!

"It'sfairly safe, Sorgan. | doubt if ahundred men—or even two hundred—would be ableto pick it up
and carry it. Let'sgo on insgde and have our little chat with my sister, shal we?"

"Who are you, and why have you profaned the temple of Holy Araciawith your presence?’ an
officious-sounding young lady demanded as VVeltan and Sorgan entered the corridor beyond the golden
door.

"My nameisVdtan," Sorgan'sfriend replied. Y ou may have heard of me—assuming that my sister
remembersthe rest of her family. Y ou can go tell her that I'm here—or step asde and I'll go tell her
mysdf.”

"Y ou would not dare. | am Alcevan, the priestess of Holy Aracia, and | speak for her in all matters.”

" Aracia has women priests now?" Veltan said, sounding more than alittle sartled. "Does Berdaknow
about this?'

The young lady sneered. "Fat Berdaonly knowswhat Holy Araciaand | want him to know. He might
think that he's the most important person in Aracias Domain, but that's no longer true. | am the one who
peaksfor Holy Aracianow, for | am her High Priestess and wayswill be."

"That'svery nice, | suppose,” Sorgan told her, "but you're going to be adoormat if you don't get out of
theway.” He put his hand on his sword-hilt in athreatening gesture.

Her eyeswent very wide, and she turned and fled.

"Now that's something | wouldn't have expected,” Vetan said. "It seemsthat things are getting more and
more complicated herein Aracias Domain.”

"Thelittlelady could have been just making thisup,” Sorgan said.

"It'spossible, maybe," Veltan replied. "I think wed better keep our eyes open, though. If the young
woman wastelling usthe truth, Aracias playing adifferent game now." He squinted dightly. "1 think
maybe you should hold on to this attitude you just threw into Alcevan'sface. Be sort of rough and abrupt.
Let'skeep Araciaoff baanceif we possibly can.”

Sorgan was somewhat startled by the sheer size of the room at the end of the corridor. At the very
center, of course, was amassive marble pedesta topped by a golden throne and backed with dark red
drapes. Zelands Sister was Sitting on the throne, and the little lady Alcevan was knedling before her and
babbling.

Veltan went directly to the pedestd. "I wouldn't pay too much attention to anything the young lady's
telling you, dear Sister,” he said. "We had adight misunderstanding out in the corridor. | wasn't aware of
the fact that you were now accepting women as members of your priesthood.”



Araciasraightened, glaring at her younger brother. "Who isthis pagan, Vdtan?' she demanded. "And
why have you profaned my holy temple with his presence?'

"You know who | am, sster of Zelana," Sorgan declared. "We met in Vetan's Domain last summer. He
brought me here to defend you and your people when the bug-things invade, but since you and your
stupid priests don't appreciate that, I'll just go back out to the harbor and sail away. From what 1've seen
so far hereinthe Land of Dhrall, I'd imagine that the Vlagh will have you for breskfast some day very
soon.” And then he stormed out of the room, winking at Veltan as he went by.

Vetan's voice came softly out of nowhere. "Maybe just atrifle extreme there, Sorgan.”

"I think maybe | got carried away just abit,” Sorgan admitted. ™Y our sSister and that uppity lady-priest of
hersirritated me more than alittle.

Vetan'slaugh came out of nowhere. "On second thought, Sorgan, don't change athing. I'm quite sure
that my sister will come around fairly soon. Go on back out to your ship and wait. I'm almost certain that
shelll send someone out to talk with you before long.”

"l hopeyoureright, Veltan," Sorgan replied. "l didn't leave mysdlf very much room to wiggle out of this."

Chapter Two

The husky oarsman from Berdas|og-canoe was leaning over therail of the Ascension when Sorgan
rowed his skiff out from the beach. "How did things go in the silly temple?" he asked when Sorgan pulled
the skiff neetly in beside the ship.

"Thingsare sort of upintheair right now," Sorgan replied.

"If I understood what your signal meant awhile back, you wanted to talk with me about something.”
"I'll be right with you," Sorgan replied, starting up the rope ladder hanging down from therail.
"Thisisared fancy boat you've got here," the native said.

"It'snot mine" Sorgan replied, swinging hisleg over therail. "I borrowed it from afriend.” Then he
squinted at the beefy native. "I'm just guessing here," he said, "but | take it that you don't have much use
for thet fat pries.”

"He might make pretty good bait if | wanted to go fishing for sharks."

"It'd take avery big shark to eat that much,” Sorgan said with agrin. "If that's the way you fed about him,
why did you go to work for him?"'

"Freefood. | don't have to work very hard, and Fat Berdamakes sure that we get fed regularly. We
don't eat as much as he does, but nobody e sein the whole world eats as much as Berdadoes.”

"It definitely shows," Sorgan agreed. ™Y ou seem to keep track of how often that og-canoe of hisrolls
over."

"That's only naturd, snce I'm the onewho rollsit.”



"Do you want to run that past me again? | didn't quite follow you.”

"It'sthe eesiest thing in theworld to do,” the native said with abroad grin. "All | have to do to get poor
Fat Berdasoaking wet is lean toward one Side or the other. Aslong as everybody is Sitting up straight,
the canoe will keep on stting upright in the water. One quick lean toward one side or the other rollsthat
thing in the blink of an eye. Any time Berdagartsto reax, | tip his canoe over.”

"Wheat for?"

"I don't like him. Nobody really likeshim. If | don't roll his canoe every now and then, one of the other
paddlers will. Berda hasn't gone home dry for about three years now. We get wet, too, but our clothes
dry inahurry. Berdas clothes are thick and fancy, so they take at least aweek to dry out. That'sabig
part of what thisisall about. He has to keep on giving usfood to eat, whether he goes out in his canoe or

"You and | aregoing to get dong just fine" Sorgan said. "What's your favorite kind of food?*
"Meat. Everybody likes meat.”

"I'll seewhat | can do to chase down some mest for you."

"What will you want in exchange?'

"Information, my friend. Information. What's your name, anyway?'

"Platch,” the native replied. "What's yours?'

"Sorgan Hook-Beak."

"How did you ever get anamelikethat?"

"I had to work for it along time ago. L et's go have something to est, shal we?'

"| thought you'd never ask," Platch replied.

Vetan cameinto the large cabin at the stern of the Ascension early the following morning. "It took me a
while, but I managed to cdm my sigter just abit. | explained some of the peculiarities of the Maag culture
to her—after sheld sent the priestess Alcevan off on some meaningless errand. | made quite abig issue
of what good warriors your people are. Aracias very arrogant, but she does know that her priests would
be usdlessin a confrontation with the Creatures of the Wasteland.”

"Unless the bugs happen to be hungry," Sorgan added.

"I mentioned that, yes. When you get right down to it, though, it's very unlikely that Araciaor any of her
servantswill even see any of the servants of the Vlagh. Y our scoutswill tell the assorted prieststhat the
bugs are out there and that they're living on a steady diet of people, but al that were really doingis
diverting thelr attention from the real invason—the onethat's pointed a L ong-Pass."

"How would you say | should approach your sster?' Sorgan asked. "I might have been just alittle too
rough yesterday.”

Vetan squinted at the cabin celling. ™Y ou might want to be a bit more polite today—not too palite, of
course. Swagger abit and brag about what agreat warrior you are and how you defeated the servants of
the Vlagh back in sster Zelana's Domain and helped Narasan in mine. Then tell her that you want to talk



about gold. Gold doesn't mean anything to Aracia, but shelll probably try to make you lower your price.
That's when you should storm out again and come back out to this ship. Try to makeit look like you're
just about ready to sail off and leave her hereto fight her own war. Thisis very important, Sorgan. Don't
ever back down when you're dealing with Aracia. She will come around when she redlizes that you mean
what you say."

"Y ou people play very rough games with each other, don't you?"
"Indeed we do," Vdtan agreed. Then he smiled dyly. "Fun though,”" he added.

Sorgan rowed the skiff back to the beach. Veltan offered to take up aset of oarsto help, but Sorgan
sad "'no" quitefirmly. "I'm not trying to offend you, Vdtan, but things go much more smoothly if there's
only one man rowing. Wed both look sort of silly if we were soaking wet when we went back into that
throne room. If we happened to do something wrong, we could tip this skiff over almost asfast as Platch
canroll Berdaslog canoe.”

"Did he ever tell you why he does that every so often?" Veltan asked.

"It takesthe wind out of the fat man's sails," Sorgan replied with achuckle. "A man who's soaking wet
and dribbling water al over the floor doesn't look very important. Platch despises Berda, so he keeps
him wet most of thetime."

Sorgan rowed the skiff up onto the same beach where he had beached her the previous day, and then he
and Vdtan went on up through the assorted buildings lying outside the temple.

Sorgan looked longingly at the ornate temple door. "1 don't suppose—" Hell€ft it hanging.

Vetan shook hishead. "Sister Araciawouldn't hold till for that, Sorgan. We might encounter the same
objectionswhen wetell my sister that were going to have to tear down some of the outer reaches of her
temple, but that door is much too important in my sster's eyesfor her to agreeto it asyour price. Then
too, how would you moveit? It weighstons, and even if you managed to get your hands on it, the sheer
weight would sink any ship you could bring into the harbor. Stick to the gold blocks, Sorgan. They're
much more convenient.”

They passed through the long corridor and entered the throne room. Fat Berdawas ddivering aflowery
gpeech, comparing Zelanas Sster to asunrise, ahurricane, and an earthquake. Aracids attention,
however, seemed to be a bit divided, since the young priestess Alcevan was standing beside the throne
whispering on and on. Sorgan sensed a certain competition there. It seemed that Berdaand Alcevan
were each doing everything they could think of to get Aracias attention.

Sorgan walked up to the marble pedestal and looked Araciaright in the face—which was probably
agang dl therules. "Wdl now," hesaid. "Vdtan tellsmethat you're ready to ligentowhat | say."

"Not right now," Araciareplied with anote of irritation in her voice. "Taka Berdaisaddressng me now."

Sorgan drew hissword. "That's not really much of aproblem, you know. Helll stop talking just as soon
asl kill him."

"You wouldn't dare!" Araciaexclamed.

"Watch me," Sorgan suggested in an offhand sort of way. "Y ou've got a problem, and I'm hereto solve
it. Let'sdispense with dl thisfoolishness and get down to business.” He purposefully crossed the marble
floor to where Berdahad just stopped talking. The word "kill" seemed to have gotten his attention.



"You have finished your speech, haven't you?' Sorgan asked, moving the point of his sword back and
forth about six inches from Berdasface.

Berdanervoudy backed away. "Holy Araciawill protect me," he declared, till backing up.

"How?" Sorgan asked. "Y ou did know that she's not permitted to kill things, didn't you?1 don't have
those regtrictions. | can kill anything—or anybody—whenever | fed likeit. You'vegot avery smple
choice, fat man. What it al boils down to isshut up or die. The choiceis entirely yours, though, but you'd
better hurry. My sword's very thirsty right now."

Berdaflinched back, and then he ran out of the room.

Vetan was smiling. "I'd say that there's a certain charm to Hook-Beak's directness, wouldn't you, dear
sgea?

"l will not toleratethid™ Araciadmost screamed.

"| think you'd better," Sorgan said bluntly. "I came here to protect you and your people—for money, of
course—so let's get down to business. I'll start protecting right after you pay me.”

"7 will decide when—and how much," Araciadeclared. She was obvioudy trying to regain control in this
gtuation.

"That might be very true, Lady Aracia" Sorgan said, "but I'm the one who'll say yesor no. Be niceto
me, lady, because I'm the only one willing to protect you. Y ou've offended your big brother and your
sgter, so they won't have anything to do with you. That sort of saysthat 1I'm the most important personin
the whole wide world, wouldn't you say?'

Araciagave him acold, superior sort of look. "How much do you want?' she asked.

"Oh, I don't know," Sorgan replied. "How does one hundred blocks of pure gold sound to you?”
"That's absurd!"

"ltis isn'tit? Let'smakeit two hundred, then."

She gtared at him, her eyes suddenly gone wide.

"It'sentirely up to you, lady. That'sthe price. Takeit or leaveit." Then he turned and walked toward the
door, not even bothering to look back.

"I'll pay! I'll pay!" Araciaamost screamed.

"That'smore likeit," Sorgan said. "Now you can seejust how easy | am to get dong with."
"He leaned on her, Padan,” Vdtan told their friend the next morning. "Very, very hard.”

"I wish I'd been there to see that,” Padan said with an evil sort of grin.

"Y our whiskers aren't quite long enough to make it safe for you to roam around in the temple, Padan,”
Sorgan told the Trogite. " Give them another week before you vigt that holy absurdity. Y ou're not
wearing your Trogite uniform, and that might be enough, but let's not take any chances yet. We want
you to look entirely different before you start making any public appearances.” He scratched his cheek. "'l
think maybe you and Rabbit should talk this over. Rabbit's got afair ideaof the horror storieshe'sgoing
totdl Vdtan'ssster, but | think you might want to add afew other stories aswell. Weve seen quitea



few different varieties of the bug-people, and well want to throw them dl in Aracia's face—in bitsand
pieces, of course. Let's say that thefirst time you'll sorta concentrate on the snake-bugs that we
encountered in Zelana's Domain. Then move on to the bug-bats and the turtle-shell bugs. Hold off on the
spider-bugsfor quite sometime. That's the really scary one. | sill have nightmares about people having
their inddesturned into aliquid that the spider drinksright out of them."

"It did diminate Jalkan and Adnari Estarg, Captain Hook-Beak," Padan said. "A lot of usin Commander
Narasan'sarmy are quite sure that was the nicest thing anybody—or anything—could have done for
lﬁ"

Sorgan smiled. "If | remember right, Gunda wanted to make that anationa holiday down in Trog-land.

I'll be sending Ox, Ham-Hand, and Torl out aswell. Maybe you should al get together and decide which
awful each one of you should present to Araciaand her assorted priests. Each one of you should have a
different story to wave in Aracia's face. Remember that she was down in Vetan's Domain, so she knows
about most of the varieties of bugs. Let's add afew new ones, though—hbird-bugs, maybe, or wolf-bugs
and lion-bugs. Maybe the group of you should get together and decide how you're going to spread these
stories out and make them sound redl. The wholeideaisto give them new awfuls every so often, and
each awful should be worse than the previous ones. We want to make Aracias priests so terrified that
they'll be afraid to come out of the temple to see the awfulsthemselves." Then he had asudden idea, and
helooked a Vetan. "Y ou know how to make images of thingsthat aren't redly there, don't you?"

"Moreor less," Vdtan admitted. "Where are we going here?

"Let's say that our scouts come back with stories about some terrifying varieties of bugs. Then, maybea
day or so later, the priests and other servants actudly see those very same bugs.”

"| can do that, yes," Veltan admitted. "I'll need to stay quite aways away from Araciawhen | doit,
though. If I'm too close to her, shelll be ableto fed what I'm doing.”

"WEell probably be out dong the west side of her temple. That's quite some distance from themain
temple here. The higher-ranking priestswill probably be hiding out in cellars and what-not, but I'm sure
well be able to come up with some reason for afew of the lower-ranking prieststo be out there with us.
If you whip up some nasty images, they'll probably run back to Araciayel ping and squedling. Let'skeep
your Sister so terrified that she can't think straight. We want her to order dl of her prieststo come home
to the templeto join up with the ones aready here. We don't want any of her priests out there catching
whiffs of the invasion of Long-Pass. Let's make sure that Narasan can get his job done without any
interference from your sster or her overweight priests.”

"Y ou're getting very good at this sort of thing, Sorgan.”

"Practice, Vetan, practice. And if worse comes to worse, we can borrow afew of the children. I'm
amogt positive that Eleria could scare your older sster into convulsions, if that'swhat we redlly need.
Weé're pulling off ahoax here, but let's make it seem so redl that nobody who works for your sister will
even dare to come out of the temple to have alook for themsalves.”

UP
FROM
THE



BEACH

Chapter One

It was late afternoon on a cold, grey winter day when the Victory hauled into anarrow bay wherea
duggish-looking river came down through arange of low, rounded mountains.

"Thismust be the place, Andar,” Gunda said to hisfriend asthe sailorslowered the sails of the Victory
and dropped the anchor. "L ord Dahlaine's map only showed one river coming down out of the mountains
along this stretch of the east coast.”

"It looksto be quite abit wider than the streams and rivers we encountered off to the west," Andar
observed.

"Andfairly quiet aswdl," Gundaadded. "That doesn't particularly hurt my fedings, though. Waterfdls
and rapids are pretty to look at, but trying to get around them isn't much fun at al.”

"I knew it," Andar said.
"Knew what?'
"Longbow said he'd be waiting for us here, and there heis.”

"l don't—" Gunda started, but then he too saw the leather-clad archer sitting on alog not far from the
river mouth. "That's Longbow, al right,” he said. "If he says he's going to do something or be someplace,
you might aswell believe him. | learned never to argue with him during thet first war in Lady Zelanas
Doman."

"If | was reading Lord Dahlaine's map right, he had hundreds of miles ahead of him when heled the
Maavi and those natives down dong that mountain range,” Andar said, sounding morethan alittle
baffled.

"Thefirg rule when you're dedling with Longbow is awaysto believe him when hetdlsyou something,”
Gundasaid with adight smile. "It may not be true when he saysit, but it will turn out to betruein the
long run. If Lady Zelana doesn't wiggle her fingersto make things happen, Longbow's other friend—the
one who conjures up tidal waves on dry land or setsfire to a mountain range when she getsirritated—
will. Don't ever crossLongbow if you can possibly avoid it. That's the best way | know of to stay dive.”

Narasan and the overly clever Kesalo came out of the cabin at the stern of the Victory, and they joined
Gunda and Andar at the starboard rail. "I'd say that we made good time," Narasan observed.

"Not too bad," Gundaagreed, "but Longbow outdid us. HE's camped on the beach, and he's probably
been waiting for usfor amonth or so at least.”

"| seethat you'refilling in for Padan in the funny remarks department,” Narasan said in asour tone. "If
you are, you'd better practice just abit. Padan would have added al sorts of irritating commentsto that
one"



"Givemealittletime, Narasan,” Gundareplied. "My sense of humor's sort of rusty—the wesather, no
doubt.”

"Longbow should be ableto tdll usif the bug-people are coming up out of the Wastdland,” Kesdlo said.
"That'swhat we really need to know."

Gunda squinted at the narrow bay. "'l was sort of hoping that we'd be able to get closer to the beach,” he
said. "If the men have to row ashore from thisfar out, it'll take us several daysto get everybody on
shore”

"Wewon't be going anywhere for severd days anyway, Gunda," Narasan said. "Half of thearmy's ill
camped on that beach up in Dahlaine country. Sorgan's scheme should keep Araciaout of my hair, but
when he borrowed haf of the fleet, he dowed things down for us quite abit. Let's go ashore and have a
little chat with Longbow. We redlly need to know if the bugs are moving yet.”

"How far would you say it isto the top of Long-Passfrom here?' Narasan asked when severa Trogites
met with the archer.

"About a hundred and twenty miles, Narasan,” Longbow replied. "Dahlainé's map wasfairly accurate.”

Narasan winced. "That's not exactly good news, Longbow,” he said. "At ten milesaday, that'stwelve
daysat lesst."

"Isten milesaday some sort of religious obligation?' Longbow asked the commander.

"No, not redlly," Narasan replied. "It's based on redlity. One man aone can cover much more ground,
but when you're dealing with an army of a hundred thousand, ten milesaday is about the best you can
hopefor.”

"But your fort-builderswouldn't really have to move that dowly, Narasan,”" Longbow declared. "Friend
Gunda hereisthe expert, so helll know how many of your men well need to get the job done. If | were
to guide—or maybe lead—your fort-builders up the pass, I'm sure that 1'd have them up therein four
days, and they could have most of the work finished by the time you and the rest of your army reached
thetop.”

"It'sjust not done like that, Longbow," Gunda protested. "An army's not an army if it getsall split up like
that."

"Don't bein such arush, Gunda," Andar suggested. "It'svery likely that were going to need those forts
and well definitely need them befor e the bug-people come charging across the Wasteland. | suppose we
could give some thought to blocking them off somewhere about hafway down the pass, but I'd say that
blocking them right up at the top of the pass would work better.”

"He's got apoint there, Gunda," Narasan agreed. "We're not fighting an ordinary enemy, and we don't
want them to get into the passif we can possibly come up with away to keep them out.” Then he looked
at Longbow. "Can you really get thefort crew to the head of the passin just four days?' he asked.

"Not al of them maybe," Longbow replied, "but enough of them to get started. The Tonthakans, Matans,
and the Maavi can hold our enemies back for awhile, but I'm sure that forts are absolutely essentid.”

"l seeyour point,” Narasan agreed. "All right, then, take the fort crews on up to the head of the passas
quickly asyou possibly can. If we don't block off Long-Pess, theré'safair chance that poor old Sorgan
will befacing real bug-peopleinstead of assorted imaginary ones.”



Gunda shrugged. "If that's the way you warnt it, glorious leader, that's the way well doit.”" Then he
squinted at Andar. "Are you feding up to along hike in short time?* he asked.

"That's up to the commander, Gunda," Andar replied. "If he wants meto go adong, I'll go, and we could
turnitinto arace, if you'd like. I can probably run at least asfast asyou can.”

Gunda was serioudy discontented by Longbow's scheme to rush the building crews up to the head of the
pass. Spreading the army out in potentially hostile territory wasn't agood ideaat al, and he was highly
skeptica when Longbow announced that he could march the construction gangsto the top of the passin
amerefour days. Longbow himsdf probably wouldn't have any trouble covering that much ground in
four days, but Longbow wasn't familiar with al the delaysthat can crop up when several thousand men
are moving in the same direction. Gundas yearsin Narasan'sarmy had taught him afairly smple
rule—"Always expect the worst, and you'll seldom be disappointed.”

The grumbling and complaining began before they even started up the pass the following morning. When
Longbow said "at firg light" he meant it, and that didn't St too well with most of the menin the
congtruction crews.

It didn't take Gunda very long to put hisfinger on the source of much of their problem. Longbow wasa
tall man, and Trogites, for the most part, were significantly shorter. Gunda didn't bother to keep count,
but he was dmost positive that he had to take two steps for every one of Longbow's. Most Trogites, it
appeared, dmost had to run to keep up with the archer.

"He moves very fast, doesn't he?' the farmer Omago suggested.

Gundawasn't sure just why Omago had joined them, but he decided not to ask any questionsjust now.
"He stepsright along,”" he agreed. "If somebody happened to take six or eight inches off each one of his
legs, things might be alot more plessant for the rest of us.™"

" think it might have something to do with the fact that he'sa hunter,” Omago said. "From what I've
heard, al hunters move fast, because they don't eat if they just plod dong.”

"That probably hasalot to do with it,” Gunda agreed.
"Hunting might be exciting,” Omago said, "but turnips don't run away, so we don't have to chase them.”

"I've never been involved infarming or hunting,” Gundasaid. "Down in the Empire, we just buy our food.
Wedon't haveto grow it or chaseit down to shoot it full of arrows.”

"Did | hear correctly?' Omago asked then. " Somebody told methat Trogite soldiers are born and raised
in those forts down there."

"Not quite all of us" Gundareplied. "It'smostly just the officers. We start out playing soldier, but then
we move on to being redl ones.

"lan't it sort of dangerousto hand real wegponsto little children?’

Gundasmiled. "We don't get real wegpons until were older,” he replied. "We start out with wooden
swords, and there are quite afew old veterans keeping an eye on us. Then, when the weather's bad, they
tell uswar sories. There was an old sergeant named Wilmer who could spend hourstelling us stories
about warsthe army had fought in the past. I'd say he was probably one of the greatest storytellers
who've ever lived. He could keep us Sitting on the edge of our chairsfor hours.”



"The goriesthe older farmerstell us when werelittle boys arent redly very exciting,” Omago said.
"Stories about bugs eating our crops used to show up quite often.”

"That'swhat this war isal about, though, wouldn't you say? Of course, thisone'sjust alittle different.
Thistime, the bugs are egting people, not just crops.” Then he saw something quite interesting. "Excuse
me aminute, Omago,” he said. "I need to mark something." Hewent to afair-sized oak treeand tied a
length of red string around it. "A good spot for afort," he explained. "Narasan told me to keep my eyes
open while were going through the pass and mark any place that might be a good spot for afort.”

"Areyou saying that you're going to build forts this far down the pass?’

"Only if the bug-people give us enough time, Omago. If thingswork out right, well build afort every mile
or 0. If the bug-people do decide to come down thisway, well be ableto makeit very expensvefor
them.”

"Y ou Trogites are most certainly thefinest soldiersin theworld,” Omago declared. "Were very lucky
that Veltan was able to persuade Commander Narasan to come here and help us. | keep hearing stories
that your commander had given up soldiering and had taken up begging instead.”

Gunda shrugged. "He made ablunder in awar, and his nephew was killed. Narasan couldn't live with
that—until VVeltan came adong and told him that it wastimeto go to work again.”

Omago smiled. "Vdtan can be very persuasive when he needsto be."

"Heisindeed," Gunda agreed. "He threw somethings at Narasan that jerked our commander out of his
gloom, that'sfor sure. Narasan was sure that the world was coming to an end, and time would stop.
Vetan told him that time didn't, and never would, have an end—or a beginning either."

"Hewaswrong there," Omago said. "Time may never have an end, but it definitely had abeginning.
There was atime when the universe wasn't, but it suddenly appeared. That was when time began.”

"Just when did that happen?' Gunda asked curioudy.

"It'svery hard to say," Omago replied. "It was before the world—or the sun—came into existence, so
Vetan wasn't around.”

"Where did you pick up this story, Omago?"

Omago frowned. "I'm not redlly sure," he admitted. "1 just somehow know that it happened that way .
Isn't that odd?'

"ThisLand of Dhral isthe native home of odd, Omago,” Gunda said. "Wed better pick up our pace, my
friend,” he suggested. "L ongbow's getting afair distance ahead of us, and if we don't keep up, helll get
very grouchy. If we keep strolling along like this, he might send usto bed without supper.”

Omago laughed, and they both began to walk faster.

The sun was setting off to the west when Longbow decided that they'd gone far enough. Gunda breathed
asghof relief at that point. He wasfairly surethat he didn't have another mileleftin him.

"WEIl need to go alittle farther tomorrow," Longbow said.

"Farther 7' Gunda protested. "I'm not sure I'll be able to stand up tomorrow morning, much lesswalk



morethan amile"

"Y ou spend too much time lying around when you're riding on boats, Gunda,” L.ongbow replied. ™Y oull
be in much better shape when we reach the head of the pass.” Then he looked back down the pass
wherethe last of the Trogites were ssumbling up toward where they'd soon be setting up their night's
camp. "Did Narasan happen to tell you why he sent so many men?' he asked.

"Narasan doesn't explain too many thingsto me anymore, Longbow. All it doesis confuse me."
"But ten thousand men to build one fort?*
"That might depend on just how big afort we're talking about.”

They had beans for supper, of course, but Gundawas sure that he could eat dmost anything by then. He
put out guards and then fell adegp dmost immediately.

Chapter Two

Longbow had been quite obvioudy not at dl pleased when Commander Narasan designated someten
thousand of hismen as"fort-builders.” Andar had privately agreed with the archer, but he chose not to
make an issue of it. The more he thought about it, though, the more he realized that the ideamight have
some meit.

He went looking for Longbow and found him still awake. "'l take it that you aren't too happy with the
commander's generosity, Longbow."

"I wouldn't call foisting that many people off on me ‘generosity,” Andar,” Longbow replied in a sour sort
of voice.

"There is something we might want to consider, though," Andar said.

"o

"About how wide would you say that the upper end of this passis?’

"1'd say fifty feet at the mog.”

"That would put dmost two hundred men to work on every foot of our projected fort, wouldn't it?!
"I'm not sure that building afort out of people would be avery good idea, Andar.”

"It might be jugt alittle difficult to feed them if they're piled up on top of each other,” Andar agreed. "But
snce weve got asurplus of people, we could put the extra ones to work building a second fort amile or
so on down the pass. That way, thered only be five thousand standing on top of each other in each fort.”

"That's fill going to be badly crowded."

"If it seems that way when we get up there, we could build even more forts. If weve got four solid,
well-made forts blocking off the Crestures of the Wasteland, life might start to become very unpleasant
for them, wouldn't you say? Well have archers and spear-men standing on top of those forts and Malavi



horse-soldiers dashing at them from both sides. 1'd say that each fort could cost them ahalf-million or so
of their companions. If we keep on erecting new forts every mile or so, the VIagh'slikely to run out of
warriors before her army even gets hafway down the pass.”

"Maybe sending ten thousand fort-builders up the pass wasn't such abad idea after all,” Longbow
agreed. "Do you think Gundawill go dong with uson this?'

"Not right at first, maybe, but after aday or so of watching his men faling over each other, helll probably
listen to our suggestion.”

Longbow looked at Andar in aspeculative way. "1've noticed several timesthat you're more clever—and
practica—than either Gunda or Padan. Why does Narasan pay so much attention to those two and
ignoreyou?'

"It has to do with our childhood, Longbow," Andar explained. "Wewere dl children in thearmy
compound in Kadacin, but we didn't al livein the same barracks. Narasan, Gunda, and Padan were
childhood friends, becausethey dl lived in the same barracks. Brigadier Dand and | lived in adifferent
barracks, so Narasan didn't know us aswell as he knew Gundaand Padan." Andar smiled briefly. "Ina
way I'm earning my position while Gunda and Padan get theirsfor free. Narasan's perceptive enough to
know that I'm not a dunce. These wars here in the Land of Dhrall have been most useful for me. It's
reached the point that Narasan depends on me aimost as much as he depends on Gunda and Padan.” He
glanced off to the east. "The sun's coming up,” he noted, "the real one, | think. Dahlaingstoy might till
be adeep. | think you might want to start out now, and I'll tell Gundathat it'stimeto go. If you step right
aong, you'l get farther and farther ahead of him. Gunda should get the point in an hour or so, and hell
gart pushing the men. They like him, so they'll do as hetellsthem.”

"They don't like you as much asthey like Gunda, do they?' Andar shrugged. "Being liked isn't that
important, Longbow. It's getting the job done that counts.”

Theriver that had carved out Long-Pass over the extended eons was wider and more gentle than the
frothy, tumbling brooks in the more rugged mountain rangesin other parts of the Land of Dhrdl. In some
waystheriver rather closdly resembled the streamsin the southern region of the Trogite Empire. Andar
pulled his mind back from that particular comparison, sinceit reminded him of the death of Commander
Narasan's gifted young nephew Astal. Narasan had never come right out and admitted it, but Andar was
fairly surethat he'd been secretly pleased when word reached him that Gunda and Padan had arranged
to have Agtal's murderers assassinated by anumber of professiona killers.

It seemed to Andar that the river that flowed down through Long-Pass was wider than it should be. The
unseasonable warmth caused by Dahlaine's pet sun appeared to be melting ice and snow farther on up
the pass. Had anyone ever told him when held till been living in Kaldacin that it might be possibleto
have aglowing little sun as ahouse pet, he was quite sure that hed have had that particular informant
sent off to some lunatic establishment.

Longbow, who evidently could get by on very little deep, roused them before daybreak the following
morning. It was bitterly cold, and Gunda saw something that was very rare down in the Empire. Any time
somebody spoke, acloud of steam came out of his mouth to accompany the words. "I thought we were
far enough to the south that we wouldn't blow out steam when wetaked,” he said when he and his
friends were eating breskfast.

"It happens up in the mountainsfairly often,” Longbow said. "It can be quite useful when you're



hunting—or fighting awar. It'sfairly easy to find out just where the animals—or your enemies—are.”
"Do the bugs blow out steam when they talk to each other in the same way that people do?!

Longbow shook his head. "Most bugs don't talk with words the way we do,” he said. "They talk with
touch instead. Most bugs don't even have voices"

"They do make noises, Longbow."

Longbow nodded. "They rub their legs together to make the noises you've heard, Gunda, and the noises
they make aren't words. Bugs don't need words. They al know what they're supposed to be doing, so
they don't haveto talk about it."

"Were you able to see the wasteland when you came down that mountain range, Longbow?' Keselo
asked their friend.

"Fairly often, yes."
"Arethe bugs moving out there yet?"

"l saw afew—quite along way out in the Wasteland. 1'd say that the ones | saw are probably scouts.
The overmind needs to know whether we're here or not and how many of usthereare. Themain forceis
probably quite away behind the scouts.”

"How far behind you would you say that the Tonthakans, Matans, and Mdavi are?'

"Just afew dayswould be about dl. The Maavi would be quite abit farther south, of course."

"But you still outran them, didn't you?”'

"Probably," Longbow replied with ashrug. "Horses get tired after awhile.”

"But you don't, do you? Y ou can run al day long, can't you?' Keselo's voice was strangely intense.
"If necessary, yes. Y ou seem to be concerned, Keselo. What's bothering you so much?

"There aretimes, friend Longbow, when I'm not absolutely sure that you're human.”

"Wedon't live the samekind of lives, Kesdlo," Longbow replied. "I dmost never walk. | run instead.

Y our body gets used to doing things the way you want it to. I've trained my body to run. When you get
down to it, walking tires me much more than running does." He looked off to the east. "It's dmost
daylight," hetold them. "Y ou'd better tell your men to get started, Gunda. Daysdon't last very long in the
wintertime"

It was about mid-morning that day when they rounded aturn in the pass and came to something that
noticeably brightened Gundas day. Andar waded across the now-shallow river and rubbed his hand
down aweather-worn rock face.

"Wdl?' Gundacdled.

"It'sgranite, dl right," Andar called back. "It's been worn down until it's quite smooth, but there are
cracks here and there, so we should be able to pry quite abit of it free."

"Y ou Trogites seem to be very fond of that particular variety of stone," Omago said.



"It'sthe very best that thereis," Gundareplied. "If you want something to last for along, long time, build it
out of granite. It's heavy and hard, and if you know what you're doing, you can chip it into blocks. If we
have access to granite, and the bug-people aren't right on top of us when we get to the head of the pass,
well be ableto build afort that nobody will be ableto get past. A well-built overhang makesit dmost
impossibleto climb up the outer face, and the archers and spearmen will delete 'dmogt.’ Give me and my
crew about three days, and the bug invasion will stop right there at the head of the pass, and that sort of
trandates into ‘'we just won another war,' wouldn't you say?"

"That'swhat thisisall about,” Omago agreed.
Then Longbow came back down the pass. "Why have we stopped?' he asked Gunda.

"Wejust came across a Sizeable deposit of the best building materid in the whole world," Gundareplied
smugly. "Give my men and me afew days and well have an impregnable fort at the head of the pass.”

"We're talking about that grey rock, aren't we?"
"That'sit."

"We might aswell move dong, then," Longbow suggested. "Almost al of the rock at the head of the pass
isthe same as that rock face on the other side of theriver. Y our men won't have to come down here and
dig up building materid. It'slying al over the ground up at the head of the pass.”

"Let'smoveright dong, then, Longbow,” Gundasaid, conceding abroad grin. "All thisshilly-shalying
around isjust wadting time."

Longbow gave him ahard look and then he turned around and continued his hike.
"Wasn't that just alittle bit—?" Omago started.

"It'sgood for Longbow, friend Omago,” Gundasaid. "It take some of thewind out of hissails.”

They made camp for the night as dusk settled down over the pass, and Gundawas quite happy when he
cameto redizethat hislegs and back weren't aching nearly as badly as they'd been the previous evening.

He dept very well that night, and he even woke up before Longbow came around to rouse him. "You're
dready up and moving?' the archer said. "What an amazing thing."

"Don't beat me over the head with it," Gundareplied. "When do you think well reach the head of the
pass?'

"Laetomorrow," Longbow said, "or early the following day.” Then he amiled, and that dightly sartled
Gunda. Longbow amost never smiled. "We have company,” he announced.

"Way out here?' Gunda demanded. "Who's foolish enough to join us out here in the wilderness?'
"Zdanahersdf," Longbow replied. " She has some information for us.”
"Let's go see what she hasto say," Gunda said, throwing back his blankets.

Zdanawas sitting near the riverbank, and she looked rather pensive. Gunda, as dways, was more than a
little awed by her presence. Lady Zelanawas by far the most beautiful woman Gunda had ever seen, and
just her presence set him to trembling. He reminded himsdlf over and over that she was not awomanin

the usual sense of that word. She was animmortal goddessinstead, and she was quite probably at least a



millionyearsold.
"Areyou al right?' Longbow asked her. "Y ou seem to be alittle unhappy about something.”

"It's nothing important, Longbow," shereplied. "I'm approaching deep-time, isdl. There were many,
many things | wanted to do during this cycle, but | seem to be running out of time." Then she stretched up
her arms and yawned. "It's getting closer,” she said. "My nap seemsto be creeping up on mefrom
behind." Then she straightened. "L et's get down to business. | rode the wind out over the Wastdland late
yesterday to see what the Vlagh is up to. She's sent out many of her servants to nose around and find out
what werre up to, and | don't think she likeswhat they've been telling her. She doesn't redlly have very
many choicesthistime. Long-Pass hereisher only possbleinvason route, and I'm sure that she knows
that you're coming up the passto block her off, and she doesn't like that onelittle bit."

"What ashame," Longbow said with no hint of asmile.

"It stops being funny right about now, Longbow," Zelanatold him. "After I'd had alook at the Viagh's
scouts, | drifted farther out into the Wasteland, and from what | saw, 1'd say that the Vlagh's throwing
everything shesgot at usthistime. There arelimitations on just how many eggs she can lay at any one
time. She's supposed to hold enough back to maintain the population of her nest. 1'd say that she's
ignoring that thistime. From what | was ableto see, she has close to five times as many warriors as she's
had during the previouswars, and they're dl coming thisway."

"How long would you say it'slikely to take for her children to reach us up here?' Gunda asked.

"Fiveor Sx daysanyway."

"That's probably al that I'm going to need,” Gunda said. "WEell have the fort erected and manned before
the Vlagh gets here. From what Longbow told me, the head of the passisn't very wide, and I'm sure that
our fort will be complete before the VIagh even gets close. Once that fort's complete and well-manned,
the Vlagh can stand out there beating her head againgt it until next summer, but she won't get past—no
matter how many of her children she sendsto attack.”

ALARMING
NEWS

Chapter One

It took the better part of two daysto get Sorgan's army ashore, and then Sorgan and Padan rowed over
to the Victory to speak with Brigadier Dandl.

"That takes care of things here, Dand," Sorgan told the lean, stubborn officer. "Convey my thanksto
Narasan, and tdll himthat I'll stay in touch.”

"I'll do that, Captain,” Dand replied.



"How long would you say it's going to take you to get the rest of his army down to the mouth of
Long-Pass?'

Dand sguinted. "The shipswill be empty when we go north," he said, "and that should save usaday.

L oading the troops on these shipswill take a couple of days, and then four daysto the mouth of the pass.
Then two more daysto unload. | makeit to be twelve daysto two weeks. Even if the bug-men have
reached this sde of the Wasteland, the Malavi and those archers from the North will be ableto hold
them off until Gunda's got somefortsin place.” Then he smiled dightly. Y ou don't necessarily haveto tell
Narasan that | said this, but your little sde-trip gave me awonderful opportunity to avoid al that tedious
busnessof building forts.

"That'swhat friends are for, Dand," Sorgan said with agrin. "If you happen to meet Lady Zelanaup
there, tell her that | said hello.”

"I'll do that, Captain Hook-Beak."

"Oh, and tell Narasan that I'll keep the Ascension here. I'm going to need a private place to confer with
my men. | don't want one of Lady Aracidsfat priests eavesdropping when I'm telling my men what to
do."

"I'm sure hélll understand, Captain,” Dand replied. "Y ou have anice war now."
"I'd hardly call what we're going to do hereawar, Dand. It'sjust going to be an imitation.”
"Those arethe very best kind," Danal said.

Sorgan and Padan climbed down the rope ladder to their skiff. "1 like that man, Padan," Sorgan said.
"Weget dongjus fine"

"He'savery good soldier,” Padan agreed.
They rowed across to the Ascension and joined severd Maagsin the rear cabin.

"All right, then," Sorgan said. "The Trogitefleet will sall &t first light tomorrow, and they'll pick up therest
of Narasan's men and take them on down to the mouth of Long-Passto fight the real war. Inthe
meantime, well get sarted on the imitation war here. | don't think Araciahas any people up in that
vicinity, but well want to make sure that no word of what's happening up there reaches her. | don't think
sheld pay much attention to anything that's not going on herein the vicinity of her temple, but we should
probably block off any roads or trails coming down here from up in the Long-Pass region.”

"I'll send some men up there to take care of that, cousin,” Torl said.
"Good," Hook-Besak said approvingly.
"Have you worked out a plan yet?' Padan asked the Maag.

Sorgan grinned. "Oh, yes," he replied. "1'm going to take some men to Araciasthrone room. I'll tell her
that they're scouts, and they'll find out what they can about the upcoming invasion of the bug-people.
Then I'll tell her how dangerous things are going to be for those scouts and make a big issue of how many
varieties of invaderswell come up againgt. Then I'll send the men on their way, and they'll march out
about amile or so and then set up camp in somefairly well-concedled place.”

"Wouldn't you say that amileisjust alittle too close?' Padan asked.



Sorgan shook his head. "I want them to be close enough to be able to hear the sound of ahorn. I'm going
to work on Araciato build up her fright. Then, when she'sfilled to the brim with terror, I'll send word out
to thewest Sde of her temple, and one of the men there will toot a horn. When the imitation scouts hear
it, they'll come running back and start piling ‘awful’ al over Araciaand the fat oneswho worship her." He
squinted. "Torl," he said to hiscousin, "I'll send Rabbit out there with you. HES very clever, and between
the two of you, you should be able to come up with storiesthat'll send Araciaand her fat priests
screaming and searching for safe placesto hide. I'd say that you two should put things together so that
this nonexistent invasion by the bug-people starts out with moderately awful and then builds up to pure
horror. Y ou'll have severa daysto work on these stories, so uselots of imagination. Then too, | think
you al might want to practice looking frightened. Bulge out your eyes, shiver like crazy, and scream once
inawhile. The whole idea hereisto frighten everybody to the point that they'd sooner die than go outside
the temple and have alook for themselves. If we can scare them enough, the notion of going north to
pester Narasan will never occur to any of them. They won't know that Narasan's there anyway, but |
want those priests to be so frightened that they won't even consider following an order to go anywhere
away from this centrd temple. Well useterror instead of bars, but thissilly temple will beaprisonif we
dothisright.”

Padan was just a bit surprised by thelevel of sophistication Sorgan's schemeindicated. "Maags aren't
supposed to bethat clever,” he murmured to himsdlf.

"| think you'd better come along, Padan," Sorgan said when they went out onto the deck of the
Ascension. "I'm going to be playing agame of sorts, so | might missafew reactions of Araciaor her
assorted priests. If you happen to notice any degree of skepticism, let me know immediately. We don't
want any doubts floating around at this point.” Then he turned to his cousin. "Gather up the men wholll be
going with you and come dong. I'll give you your marching ordersright therein thetemple. | want Aracia
and her prieststo see you leave so that they'll recognize you when you come back. Try to look brave and
strong when | send you out, and frightened and timid when you come back. I'll make an issue of how
skilled you are as warriors when you march out. Then, when you come back whimpering, Araciawill
believe just about everything you tell her about al the awful-awful you've witnessed.”

"Thisisasdeof you | don't think I've ever seen before, cousin,” Torl said. "Y ou're an excellent deceiver,
arentyou?'

"I'm probably the best,” Sorgan replied. "Let's go frighten Zelana's sster for an hour or so, and then | can
come back to the Ascension and rest for awhile. I've been running steadily for about three days now."

They rowed on to the beach just below Aracias temple and then walked on up to the golden door.
Evidently word had gotten out, and no priest—or priestess—tried to interfere asthey marched on aong
the corridor that led to the throne room.

Thefat priest Berdawas delivering another oration of praise when they entered Aracias throne room.
His mgestic voice faltered when Sorgan marched in, however.

"Areyou just about through?' Sorgan asked in aflat, unfriendly tone of voice.
"l wasjust about to leave, mighty Sorgan.”

"No," Sorgan said abruptly, "stay. Thereé's something | want you to see.”
"Asyou wish, mighty Sorgan,” Berdareplied in asqueaky sort of voice.

Sorgan approached the throne. "I've looked around your temple here, Lady Aracia," he said, "and weve



got alot of work ahead of us, | think, but for right now we need information—what kind of bugs are
coming thisway, anything new and unusua approaching, how close they are to where we are right now."
Then he gestured at Rabbit and Torl. "These men are the best, so they'll be leading the scouting parties.
I'm hoping that some of them will live long enough to bring back the information we need. There are
many different varieties of bug-people. We know about quite afew of those, but there might be othersas
well. If there are, | want to know about them. We don't want any surprises. We aready know that bugs
can come at us from under the ground, from up in trees, and even out of the empty air. Theresone
variety that's part bug and part bat, and it flies around biting people, and the people dieimmediately.”

Araciashuddered. "How in theworld did these things come into existence?"

Sorgan shrugged. "Their queen—the one called ‘the Vlagh—comes up with the idea for these various
creatures, and then she lays eggs. When the eggs hatch, theresawhole new variety of bug. Worse yet,
shelaysthose eggs by the thousands.”

"They'd only beinfants" the priestess Alcevan said. "They wouldn't be much of adanger for quite some
time"

"| seethat you've never spent much time around bugs,”" Sorgan said. "Bugsonly live for about six weeks,
and then they die. Theinfancy of abug only lastsfor three or four days, and then it'safull-grown adullt,
andit'l kill anything the Vlagh wantsit to kill. They're not intelligent enough to be afraid of anything. I've
seen two or three of them till attacking afort after we've killed thousands of their friends. They just keep
coming until they die

"That's absurd!" Berdadeclared.

"Y ou'd better be ready for lots of absurd when the bug-people atack,” Torl said. " About the only thing
wevefound that getstheir atention isfire. When you st fire to something, it tendsto get alittle
confused.”

Then Sorgan gestured toward the door. " Take your men and go out there and see what you can find out.
Don't get too many of your men killed by taking chances. | need information, not dead friends. Find out
what you can and then hurry back, and be very careful. Y ou can die some other time. Thistime | want
live men who can tell mewhat | need to know."

Sorgan had moved his main force to the far western side of Araciastemple. "If therereally was going to
be an invasion by the bug-people, they'd reach this part of Araciastemplefirst,” he told Padan. "That
means that welll need some kind of fort here to persuade Araciaand her prieststhat we are going to
protect them. It won't have to be too closeto ared fort. The templeitsaf isn't redly that well-built, so
the priestswouldn't recognize real congtruction evenif it walked up and bit them on the nose. Well move
afew of the building blocks and maybe knock down atower or two. Then well have the men pretend to
be building somekind of fort and let it go at that. What well really be doing will beterrifying Araciaand
her prieststo the point that they'll be afraid to come out of the centra temple.”

"If thisworks out the way we want it to, well have pulled off one of the grestest hoaxes of al time,
Captain," Padan sad.

"Naturdly," Sorgan boasted. "No matter what | do, I'm dwaysthe best." Then he laughed. " Sorry,
Padan,”" he said then. "It was just too good an opportunity to let dip by."

"Wheres Vdtan?' Padan asked. "I haven't seen him for the last few days.”



"He's nosing around over in the main temple,” Sorgan replied. "1 need to know how much of our slly
story the priests—and Aracia, of course—have swallowed whole. If there are any doubts over there, we
might have to play some more exotic games.” Then he shivered. "Let'sget in out of the wegther, Padan,"”
hesad. "l hate winter."

They went on back insgde to aroom that had a stove, and it wasn't too much later when Veltan joined
them.

"Well, Sorgan," he said, "you've managed to terrify my sster's priesthood.”

"That was sort of what we had in mind, wasn't it?" Sorgan asked. "That's why weve been waving bugs
around every time we're near any priest.”

"It's you, not the bugs, that has them worried, Sorgan. They're desperately trying to come up with some
wal to reduce your grip on Aracia. They're afraid of you, and they hate you. It seemsthat you've got a
tighter grip on Araciathan even we could imagine. | think it al goes back to Berda. He had Aracia
wrapped around hislittle finger with those stupid orations of his. Then you came dong and pushed him
back into a corner and threatened to kill him if he said one more word. He's had Araciaunder his control
for years now, and then you walked in and took her away from himin just aday or so. Araciahad the
title, but Berda had the power. Now he doesn't anymore."

"Poor, poor Fat Berda," Sorgan murmured smugly.

"Now we cometo the interesting part, Sorgan,” Veltan said. "Berdawantsto kill you—or persuade
some lesser priest to do the job for him.”

"They don't even have wegpons, Vdtan," Sorgan scoffed.

"They do have knives, you know. They're made of stone, but agood hard stab in the back with astone
knifewill penetrate your skin and go in far enough to do very serious damage to your vital organs.
Berdas doing everything he can think of to persuade some minor priest to stab you in the back. Quitea
few of them are very interested by the offers Berda has been waving in their faces. Instant promotion to
the higher priesthood sounds very nice to young, ambitious priests who don't stand too high in the Church
of Aracia”

"It sort of soundslike | should have borrowed one of those iron breastplates from Narasan before | even
came down here," Sorgan muttered.

Chapter Two

After ahbit of thought, Hook-Beak spoke briefly with hisfirst and second mates, Ox and Ham-Hand, and
after that, the two big Maags followed their captain wherever he went in Araciastemple. Ox was
carrying his huge battle-axe, and any time Hook-Beak spoke with one of Aracias overfed priests, the
hulking Maag touched up the aready razor-sharp axe-blade with a hefty whetstone that made a hrill
sound as Ox drew it across the axe-blade.

The priests of Araciagot the point most immediately.

Vetan, who had frequently demonstrated his ability to listen without being seen, advised Sorgan that the



priests of Araciahad stumbled over atruth in their desperate search for some way to loosen Sorgan's
grasp on Aracia. They had taken to denouncing Hook-Beak and his men as opportunistic swindlers.
"They keep telling each other that there's no such thing as abug-man, Sorgan,” Veltan reported. "They're
claming that you and your men are waving 'bug-men’ around as away to leech more and more gold out
of Aracia

"That'sridiculous, Vetan," Sorgan protested. "I know for afact that Lady Araciahas actualy seen the
bug-people. | was standing right beside her down in your Domain when the bug-people and the Trogite
priestswere busy killing each other.”

"I know," Vetan replied. "I think big Sster has been keeping that to hersdf. Thelast thing she wants here
isto haveall of her priests come down with panic. If they run away, shell beal alone here”

"We're going to have to do something about this, Vdtan," Sorgan said. "The priests are obvioudy
scraping this off thewall, but it looks to me like they've accidentaly sumbled over the truth. Bug-people
arered, but they aren't coming through this part of Aracia's country.” Then he looked speculatively a
Vetan. "Maybeit'stimefor you to start making people believe that they're seeing something that's not
redly there, can't you?" he asked.

"If it's absolutely necessary," Veltan replied. "I don't want to do it too soon, though. She can sensethings
likethet if | leavetheillusonsin placefor toolong.”

"I think afew brief glimpses might serve our purpose, Vetan. We want to confirm Aracias belief that the
bug-men areinvading this part of her Domain, and to persuade the prieststhat I'm not lying and that
Aracia knows that I'm nat. | think I'll go have alittle talk with Torl and Rabbit. If they come running out
of that farmland off to the west and there are images of severa huge bugsright behind them, Araciawill
probably go into hiding and this scheme the priests came up with will fal apart right then and there,
wouldn't you say?'

"I think it'sworth atry, Sorgan,” Vetan agreed. "I've briefly touched Aracias mind afew times sncewe
arrived, and she's absolutely convinced that the Vlagh isout to get her personally. She's surethat the
VlIagh wantsto kill her, and she'sterrified.”

"She can't actudly die, can she? | mean she'simmortd, isn't she?!

"Yes, sheis, but she'sdrifting toward senility, so she'snot sure of anything anymore. This has happened
severd times before. All of us get alittle vague when we're approaching the end of one of our cycles, but
Araciatendsto takeit to extremes.”

"l hed atalk with Torl and Rabbit last night,” Sorgan said the next morning in the cabin of the Ascension.
"Now they know about Vdtan'sillusions, and they'll make some show of fighting them off. The only
problem we might haveisthat Araciahasto see thisimitation skirmish, and she dmost never comes out
of that glly throne room of hers."

"Weve got sometimeto play with, Sorgan,” Padan said. ™Y ou might want to have your men get Sarted
on thefort. Then, whenitsbaseisin place, you could invite holy Araciato come out and have alook."
Padan scratched his bearded cheek. "I suppose that technically you'll need her permission to continue, so
avist would be very appropriate. If Vetan and your scouts know when shelll be there, they'll be ableto
put on ashow for her that'll send her running for cover—and, after that, shelll dismissany priest who tries
to tell her that you'reaswindler." Then he laughed as he remembered something that had happened in
Kadacin severd years ago.

"What's so funny?" Sorgan asked.



"The Church of Amar down in the Empire hasafair number of dungeons scattered about. When a priest
blunders and insults one of his superiors, they lock him in aholein the ground and throw away the key.
I'd imagine that Berdawould lose quite abit of weight if Araciahad him locked up in adungeon where
al he had to eat would be bread and water."

Sorgan frowned dightly. "1 wonder if we could get away with that,” he murmured.

The Maags were busy knocking down walls that afternoon. Padan saw that they were very good at
destroying things. Building, however, might cause them afew problems.

A young priest came scurrying out of the central temple with alook of horror on hisface. "What are you
doing?' he screamed.

"We need afort to hold off the bug-people,” Sorgan replied. "When we saw that nobody lives herein this
part of the temple, we decided to modify it just abit. There are quite afew similarities between forts and
temples. Did you ever notice that? Anyway, things are going dong fairly well. Give usaweek or so, and
theinvasion of the bugswill stop right here." Then he looked rather speculatively a the young priest. "He
looks pretty husky to me, Padan. If Lady Araciawantsthisfort in place to defend her temple, she might
just order al of her prieststo come here and lend us a hand. The exercise would probably be good for
them, wouldn't you say?"

"I'm sureit would,” Padan agreed. "If we were to sweat some of the fat off them, they'd probably live
longer." Helooked a the now-horrified young priest. "If you were to step in and lend us a hand with our
fort here, you might even live past your thirtieth birthday. And if you wereto really bear down, you
might even liveto beforty. Look at al the extralife you'll get out of afew weeks of hard work."

The young priest turned and fled at that point.

Sorgan laughed. "1 think that might eliminate any further objections," he said. "The notion of doing real
work doesn't seem to Sit very well with Aracias priesthood.”

"What an amazing thing," Padan agreed.

Thelr imitation fort was coming along quite well now that Sorgan had leaned on his men and ordered
them to follow Padan'singtructions. They had what 1ooked like a solid base about ten feet tall running
aong thewest Sde of Araciastemple.

"It'snot redly al that substantia, Sorgan,” Padan admitted, "but Araciawouldn't even recognize a real
fort. | don't know that you want to wait too much longer. I'm sure that her priests are trying everything

they can think of to discredit you. Let's not give them too much more time before she seesthe skirmish
between your men and the imitation bugs Vetan's going to conjure up. That's going to verify our scam

and scare Aracias stockings off. After that, well be homefree.”

"Y ou're probably right, Padan. I'll have aquick talk with Vetan, and he can go on out and start Torl and
Rabbit thisway while you and | go to the throne room and tell Araciathat we want to show her what
we've accomplished so far."

"What are you going to do if she refusesto come out here?"

Sorgan shrugged. "I'll tell her that al work stops until she comes out here and approves of what weve
done so far. No matter what her priests have been tdlling her, she's il terrified by the Vlagh, so she



won't take any chances. She knowsthat her priestswould be usdlessin awar, so shelll do just about
anything to stay on the good side of me."

Berdawas orating again, but for once Araciadidn't even seem to be ligening.
"Where have you been?' she demanded of Sorgan when he entered the opulent throne room.

"Off on the west Side of your temple, lady,” Sorgan replied. "My men have been building afort to hold off
the bug-people. It looksfairly good to me so far, but maybe you should come there and take alook. My
men and | have dways specidized in tearing forts down, not building them. If you have any suggestions,
now's the time to make them. Theres afairly sgnificant difference between atemple and afort that you
might want to think about. A temple says‘comein,’ but afort says 'stay out.' | think you'll seewhet |
mean when we get there.”

"Holy Araciais otherwise occupied right now, outlander,” the priestess Alcevan declared arrogantly.

"Listening to Berda, you mean?' Sorgan asked. "Has he said anything new and different today?1'm sure
that Lady Aracia has heard every speech that he's cobbled together a hundred times or more. Y ou could
ligen, if you'd like, and then when Lady Araciareturns you can sum them up for her."

"Doyou really need to have melook at thisfort of yours, Sorgan?' Aracia asked.

"Thisisyour temple, Lady Aracia" Sorgan replied. "If the bugs destroy it, your priestswill haveto build
you anew one, and that might take them awhile—quite along while, I'd say, since fat people wear out
injust ashort time when they're doing real work. | suppose you could set up your throne in an open fied
somewhere, but | don't think very many of your priestswould like to make speecheswhenit'sraining on
them. Let me put it to you in the smplest of terms, lady. Come and look, or al work stops. We can't go
any farther without your gpproval.”

Aracias eyeswent wide and she stood up. "L et's go look, Captain Hook-Begak," she said.

"Now, that's morelikeit," Sorgan said approvingly.

"It's cdled acatapult, lady," Sorgan explained. "The Trogsinvented it. Up north in your brother's
Domain, it worked out quite wdll. It was originally invented to throw rocks a the enemy, but we used it
to throw burning pitch at the bug-people. If you want to get somebody's—or something's—immediate
atention, st him on fire”

"| seethat you're dtill putting sharp stakesin the ground,” Aracianoted.

Sorgan nodded. "We've got gallons and gallons of the venom we leeched out of dead bugs downin
Zdanas Domain. We dip the stakes in that venom before we plant them in the ground. When abug-man
steps on one of those, he diesamost immediatdly. It'saquick way to get rid of alot of enemies”

"Isthat as high asyou're going to make your fort, Sorgan?' Araciaasked.
"No, maam, that's just the base. Ther€lll be another ten feet on top of that part of thefort.”

"Ho, Cap'n," one of the Maags shouted. "I think the scouts are coming back, but it looksto melike
they're being chased by bug-people.”

Sorgan swore. "'l told thoseidiotsto be careful!” he exclamed. Then hetook Araciaby thearm. "Let's
get up on top of thefort. It'll be safer there.”



Aracidsface had gone pae, and her eyes seemed filled with terror.

"Over that way, Cap'n," Padan said in afair imitation of the Maag didect. "Theré's aladder ashort way
down aong thewall. Once we get up on top, I'll kick the ladder away."

"That's not abad idea, Black-Beard," Sorgan agreed.
"Black-Beard?" Padan muttered.

"Sorry," Sorgan said softly. "Y ou've got to have aMaag kind of name, and that was about the best |
could come up with."

They reached the ladder and scrambled on up. "Leave the ladder whereit isfor now, Black-Beard,"
Sorgan said. "If one of our scouts gets clear of the bug-people, we want him up here. | need to know just
exactly what happened out there."

"Aye, Cap'n," Padan replied.
"Shouldn't | return to the main temple?* Aracia asked.

Sorgan shook his head. "It's not safe now, Lady Aracia," he said. "My men and | can protect you up
here on thiswall, but those narrow corridors wouldn't be safe.” Then he looked out toward the west.
"Therel" he said, pointing at aberm no more than ahundred feet away. "My men are doing something
right for achange. They took some high ground and it looksto melikethey're holding it. Thereare
probably alot of dead bugs on thefar sde.”

"lsn't that Rabbit with the others?" Padan asked.

"That's Rabbit, al right,” Sorgan agreed. "He's got that bow he made down in Vetan country.”
"l didn't know that he had a bow," Padan said.

""He spent too much time with Longbow," Sorgan declared.

"Now that's the one I'd like to see out there," Padan said.

"If there's only one Longbow and a thousand bug-men, put your money on Longbow. Hell kill every one
of them."

"Our men are holding that berm,” Sorgan said. "The bug-people aren't going to get past them.”
"Those bug-things aren't very big, arethey?' Araciasaid then.

"Y ou don't redlly see very many big ones, Y our Mgesty," Padan said. "Now and then the Viagh will
make abig one, but most of them are what Rabbit cals ‘teenie-weenies.™

"Thelittlerasca just came down off that berm,” Sorgan said, "and he's running thisway.”

"He probably wantsto report, Cap'n,” Padan suggested. "Y ou made abig issue of that when you sent
them out to scout around. Y ou told them dl to stay dive so that they could tell you things that you needed
to know."

The little smith came scrambling up the ladder and then stood there puffing. "We hit a snag out there,
Cap'n," he wheezed.



"Catch your bregath before you report, Rabbit,” Sorgan said.

"Aye, Cagpn," thelittle smith said. Then he stood breathing deeply for afew moments. "Things went red
good for awhile, Cap'n,” he started again. " Just about the only breed of bugs we saw were those little
ones, but when we started back, Torl caught afew glimpses of great big ones. | ain't exaggerating one
little bit, Cap'n. They stood almost ten feet tall, and they probably weighed closeto aton.”

"You're not serioud" Sorgan exclaimed.

"I'mafrad | am, Cap'n. Thiswall our people made herejust won't work. If those big ones are as strong
asthe others, they'll smash down your fort here with their bare hands and then throw the bits and pieces
out into the Wastdland just to get rid of them.”

"Y ou'd better round up the men, Black-Beard," Sorgan said to Padan. "Thiswall here's going to haveto
be at least twice as high and three times as thick if it's going to hold off the giant bug-people.”" Then he
took Aracia'sarm again. "There's not much you or your people are going to be ableto do to help us.
Right now I'd say that blocking off most of the corridors your people included when they built the temple
would be the best thing to do. Y ou don't really want more than one hallway leading there.”

Chapter Three

The men out on the berm continued to shout and to roll large rocks down the empty far Sdeto makeit
appear that there were till enemies charging their position. Queen Aracia stayed very close to Sorgan,
but she seemed to be growing more and more calm. "The bug-people are truly hideous, aren't they,
Captain Hook-Beak?" she asked.

"Oh, yes. Thefirg time | ever saw one of them was right after Eleria's flood had come rushing down the
ravine to amost swamp the village of Lattash. That flood drowned bug-people by the hundreds, and their
bodies were washed on down to the village. That waswhen my men and | found out that those little
bug-people had snake fangs and they were deadly. | dmost gave your sister's gold back to her and
sailed on back home at that point.”

"Y ou were actudly afraid?| didn't think you knew the meaning of the word ‘afraid.”

"I wasn't quite ready for snake-bugs—or maybe bug-snakes—at that time. It took awhile for meto get
used to the notion. | have Longbow to thank for that. There'saman who isn't afraid of anything."

"I know," Araciasaid. "'l spoke with him afew timeswhen | was observing thewar in Vetan's Domain.
Isheredly asgood as everybody saysheis?'

"Better, probably,” Sorgan replied. "If your sister had been lucky enough to have ten men like Longbow,
shewouldn't have needed me." Sorgan shaded his eyes and peered down at the ridge lying to the west of
thefort. "My men arentt rolling rocks or throwing spears anymore, and that sort of saysthat they've
managed to kill al of the bug-people who'd been pursuing them.”

"It's safe for meto return to the main temple, then?' Araciaasked.

"Let'shold off until morning, lady," Sorgan said. "L et's not take any unnecessary chances.” Then he
looked questioningly at hisemployer. "Would it offend you if | had something to eat?" he asked her.



"Not in the dightest, Captain,” shereplied. "1 think I'll nibble on the sunset while you have supper.”
"I'm never going to get used to that," Sorgan said. "How can anybody live on nothing but light?'

"It's one of our advantages," Araciareplied. "We don't need food, and we don't need deep—not during
our ordinary cycle, anyway. It'samost deep-time now, though. | canfed it cregping up on me. | wish it
would wait, though. I've got alot of things that need to be taken care of, and | don't think I've got enough
time"

"If it'sdl right with you, Lady Aracia, well wait until the sun's up tomorrow morning before we go back
to your main temple. Let's be sure that there aren't any bug-people hiding in the corridorsthere.”
"Whatever you think best, Captain Hook-Beak."

Padan felt abit puzzled. It seemed to him that once Queen Aracia had been separated from her
priesthood, she was dmost normal. She also seemed to be devel oping a certain attachment to Sorgan
Hook-Beak. The Maag's roughshod approach seemed to be bringing Araciaright to the brink of
normalcy.

The dawn came, and Sorgan, along with Ox, Ham-Hand, Padan, and Rabbit, accompanied Araciato
her throne room. They paused briefly at the door while Aracialistened. When she heard what was being
said on the other side, her eyes narrowed and her face went bleak. " Absolute scoundrels,” she said.
"Why was| ever foolish enough to believe anything they told me?

"Weal makemistakes, lady,” Sorgan said rather placatingly.

"Well, I've made more than enough,” Araciasaid. Then shelooked Sorgan right in the face. "I'm paying
you to defend me, mighty Sorgan,” she said. "Y ou may earn some of that pay right here and now. | don't
want any of those prieststo come within ten feet of me."

"I think we can handle that, yes," Sorgan said. "l take it that you're planning to hurt their fedingsjust a
bit."

"Watch," shereplied. "Watch and learn.” Then sheliteraly dammed the throne room door open.
"Clear theway!" Sorgan bellowed. "Stand aside or die!" And he drew his sword.

It seemed to Padan that Sorgan might have taken it just abit farther than necessary, but he drew his own
sword to back Sorgan up. Then the party marched across the throne room in Aracia's wake.

"Great was our concern for you, most holy Aracia," Berdaof the big belly declared.
"But not quite great enough to move you to come looking for me, | noticed,” Araciareplied.
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"Close your mouth!" Aracia snapped. Then shelooked at Sorgan. "If he says anything else, kill him!" she
ordered.

"It will be my pleasure, most holy,” Sorgan replied with aflorid bow that seemed to Padan to betotaly
out of character.

Aracidsface grew hard and cold. "Much have | considered the merits—or the lack of merit—of those
herein thisroom today,” she declared. "1 have seen greed, cowardice, indolence, o'erwheming



self-esteemn, and atotal lack of anything at al that even remotely resembles honor. That, however, is
about to change. Hear my command, my worshipers, and obey me—lest ye die.”

"She definitely has away with words, doesn't she?' Padan whispered to Sorgan.
"She's getting thelr attention, that's for sure," Sorgan replied, concedling his smile with one hand.

"Moreover," Araciacontinued, "those who do not obey, and escape their rightful punishment will no
longer be priests and therefore no longer welcome in my temple. Hear my command and obey without
question. Gather together and proceed straight forth to that part of my holy temple which liesto the west.
Therewill you—one and all—give ass stance to those who have come here to defend me. Y ou will do
what they require without hesitation or complaint, and you will continue your labor until our defenses are
complete.” Then she motioned to Sorgan. "I'm not redly very good at this, am |7 she said with some
shame.

"You'redoing just fine, lady," Sorgan replied. "Y ou even surprised me just now."

"I must have done something right then. Now, what do you think | should do to any of these hafwitswho
refuse?’

"I've had afair degree of successwith awhip, lady,” Sorgan replied. "Fifty lashesis usudly about right.
Then, after the others have seen afew of thosefloggings, | usualy don't get any more arguments.”

"I'm not sureif | could do something like that, Captain Hook-Beak."

"That'swhat you're paying me to do, lady. I'll take care of it for you." Then he turned to his second mate.
"Herd them on out of here, Ham-Hand," he said.

"Aye, Capn," Ham-Hand replied.

Padan suddenly laughed when a peculiar thought cameto him.

"What's so funny?' Sorgan asked.

"Since those priests will be working with our men, they should probably eat the same kind of food."
"Beans?' Sorgan asked.

"It would befair, Sorgan, wouldn't you say?"

Sorgan started to laugh.

THE
HORSE
SOLDIERS

Chapter One



Prince Ekid of the Land of the Malavi had been just abit edgy about the presence of Lord Dahlaine's pet
sun. Shewas giving them al the light they needed, and she was holding back the bitter chill of winter
therein the far north, but the concept of using aminiature sun as ahouse-pet made Ekia just abit
nervous. The"Wha ifs' kept nagging at him.

He'd spent some time with Longbow in Dahlaing's"map room" carefully sudying Dahlaings miniature
duplication of the rounded-down range of mountains Longbow had decided would be the best course to
follow on their way on down to the upper end of Long-Pass. Ekid hadn't made abig issue of it, but he
was rather looking forward to being separated from the Trogites and the Maags. They'd been very useful
during the war in Crystdl Gorge, but their superior attitude had rubbed Ekial the wrong way on severa
occasions, S0 hefelt acertain relief when the mountain range became visible on the eastern horizon.

Longbow'sfriend, Red-Beard, pulled hishorse, Seven, in alongside Ekial. "How's our day gone so far?'
he asked.

"Mine just got abit better,” Ekid replied. *Now weve reached the mountains, well be moving off ina
different direction from the Trogites and the pirates. That will probably warm my heart. Don't get me
wrong, Red-Beard, | like them, but they move so dow. | could have been here three days ago.”

"That's one of the nice things about riding ahorse," Red-Beard agreed. "Old Seven here doesn't move
very fast, but he could run circles around those foot-soldiers. Of course, he won't haveto run for awhile.
| get to St here until Skell ddliversthe archersfrom Chief Old-Bear'stribe. Then Seven and I'll guide
them on down to the upper end of Long-Pass."

"Longbow told me that the archers of that tribe are the best in thewhole world,” Ekid said.

Red-Beard amiled. "Every tribe believes that they're the best,” he said. "Longbow himsdf isthebest in
the world, but the othersin histribe aren't nearly asgood as heis." Red-Beard hesitated dightly. "You
don't necessarily haveto tell him that | said that he's the best,” he added. "He doesn't need to know that |
bdievethat."

Ekia laughed. "Y our secret's safe with me, friend Red-Beard," he said. Then he added, "Doesn't he ever
gmile?"

"Oh—once or twice ayear, I'd say. Every so often hell even smilethreetimesif it'savery good year."

Longbow would be going on ahead, so getting the Tonthakans and Matans to the west end of Long-Pass
would be Ekid'srespongbility.

Longbow asked him if he had the route firmly in mind.

"I spent as much timelooking at Dahlaineés map as you did, Longbow,” Ekid replied. "Won't it bejust a
little dangerous for you to travel adone, though? The bug-people will be coming thisway. That much is
certain. | could send a party of horsemen with you.”

Longbow shook his head. "They'd only dow me down," he replied.
"You don't really believe that you can run faster than ahorse, do you?' Ekia demanded.

"Not fagter," Longbow replied. "Longer beatsfaster dmost any timeat dl.”



"How long would you say that you can run?”
"Twenty hours or so, anyway, and | can eat while!'m running.”

"That raises another problem, friend Longbow," Red-Beard said. "Horses are nice enough, | suppose,
but they do haveto eat, and | don't see very much grass around here."

"l wasjust about to ask you the same question,” Ekia told the archer. "We have to find grass.”

Longbow shrugged. "Tell your men to keep their eyes out for bison. They eat grassjust like your horses
do. When you see a bison with his head down, he's probably eating. Chase him away and you'll have
happy horsesin just alittle while. Isthere anything else?!

"Isit dways this cold around here in the wintertime?"

"The local people have told methat it is. Be glad that it's cold now, though. If it startsto warm up, there's
probably ablizzard coming your way."

"I've heard the local s talking about blizzards afew times," Ekid said. "Arethey really al that bad?"

"Y ou might want to talk with Two-Hands about that. He was caught in one near the village of Aamie
when he was very young. He had to dig a cave in the snow to survive.”

Ekia shuddered, and decided not to pursue that. "L et's move on, shdl we?' he suggested.

Since Dahlaingslittle toy sun would be going with the Maags and Trogites, there wasn't too much
daylight left, so they set up camp for the night before they'd gone very far to the south. Ekid wasfairly
sure that they should start out at first light each day. The horses could cover afar distancein Sx or seven
hours, but the Tonthakans and Matans couldn't move that fast, and to make things even worse, the
Malavi were going to haveto find grassfor their horses every day, and that promised to dow things
down to acrawl.

Longbow had set off the following morning.
"What's your hurry, Longbow?" Ekid asked.

"When | reach the upper end of Long-Pess, I'll need to go on down to the mouth so that | can guide the
Trogites back up to the most likely placesfor them to build their forts.™

"Y ou're going to wear out your shoes, Longbow. That's about four hundred miles, you know," Ekia
remarked.

Longbow shrugged. "Whatever it takes."

Ekia, somewhat regretfully, sent hisfriend Arigaand a sizeable number of other horse-soldiers off to the
south to scout the eastern edge of the Wasteland to determine if the bug-people were anywhere in sght
yet. Hed have much preferred to lead that scouting party himself, but he wasfairly sure that wouldn't Sit
too well with Kathlak and Two-Hands. It was tedious—even boring—to plod aong with the
foot-soldiers, but it was sort of necessary.

Therewas adight cloudinessthat day, and the thin clouds made the sun look sort of pale and sickly.
Winter was avery depressing time of year.



Ekia was about to cdl ahalt for the day when Two-Hands and Longbow's Tonthakan friend, Athlan,
came up through the rounded foothillsto join him. "There's company coming, Ekid," Chief Two-Hands
reported.

"Oh?Who might that be?"

"It might be dmost anybody," Athlan said. "They're fill agood ways off, but we're dmost positive that
they aren't people-people. They look like bug-peopleto me.”

"Where?' Ekid asked sharply.
"They'reafew miles out in sand-country,” Two-Hands said.

"We might have missed them, but they're kicking up alot of dust. We can't give you any kind of detalls,
sncethey're fill severa milesaway, and the dust pretty much concealsthem.”

"If Long-Passisgoing to be their invasion route, what are they doing a hundred and sixty miles north of
that pass?' Ekid demanded.

"l haven't thefoggiest idea," Two-Hands admitted. "I supposethat it might be possible that they're
planning to crass over the mountains and then go south through the foothills on the other sdeto
someplace about halfway down Long-Pass. That would put them behind the Trogitesif the fort-builders
are going to concentrate on blocking the pass on the west end.”

"How many of them would you say there are?" Ekia asked.

"It'salittle hard to tell,” Athlan said. "They're quite aways out in that desert, and the dust pretty much
concedsthem. I'd say severd hundred thousand at least. The dust cloud's & |east ten mileswide, so we
aren't talking about a couple dozen or s0."

Ekid started to swear.

Chapter Two

They kept a close eye on the creatures out there in the desert for the next severa hours, but it didn't seem
to Ekid that their enemieswerein any great hurry. He mentioned that to Longbow's friend Athlan when
the archer returned to report that he'd just located a sizeable meadow with lots of grassjust ahead.

Athlan scratched his cheek. "From what Longbow told me awhile back, thiswill probably be our last
war with the children of the Vlagh," he said. "I asked him once afew weeks ago if wed be fighting the
bug-peoplefor therest of our lives. That's when he told me about the twin volcanosin Zelanas Domain,
and the sudden flood in Vetan's part of the Land of Dhrall. Neither the bug-people nor anybody else will
be able to attack those two regions.”

"And that wall of bluefirein Crysta Gorge closesthe only route up to Dahlainesterritory aswell,” Ekid
added.

"It did that, dl right," Athlan agreed. "1 go cold al over when | think about that disaster. I've seen blue
fire before—usualy in swamps, whereit'sjust afaint flicker dancing on top of thewater. The bluefirein



Crystal Gorge went way past aflicker, though." Athlan paused. "He did tell you about that ‘'unknown
friend, didn't he?'

"Oh, yes. | wasn't surejust how much of what he said | should believe—but that was before the blue fire
went roaring down Crystal Gorge. If Longbow's got a friend who can do thingslike that, why does he
need to hire outlander armies?’

"It wasn't Longbow who hired you, Prince Ekid. I've heard that it was Dahlaine. Longbow himself
doesn't need any outside help. I'm not trying to offend you, Prince Ekid, but once Longbow told me that
bringing outlander armies here to the Land of Dhrall redlly only had one purpose. Y ou're here to seejust
how terrible the people who live here can be if somebody from another part of the world decides that he
wantsall the gold in the Land of Dhrall. After what happened to those idiots from the Trogite Churchin
Vetan's Domain, I'm sure that every outlander who's here redlizes what aterrible mistakeit'd be to come
here with some notion of getting rich. People who offend us don't get rich. They get
dead—soon—instead.”

The wesather turned bitterly cold that night, and Ekid didn't likethat at dl. "Why can't it warm up just a
bit?" he complained to Chief Two-Hands.

"Y ou don't redlly want that to happen, Prince Ekid," Two-Handsreplied. "A brief warm spell usualy
means that theré's a blizzard on the way, and you don't want to come up against one of those. The warm
gpell goes away rather quickly, and it's suddenly ten times colder than it was before—at least it seems
that way. Thewind cutsinto you like aknife, and the snow whirling around you blots out everything more
than two or three feet away."

"L ongbow told me that you had to burrow down under the snow during ablizzard once," Ekid said.

"Oh, yes!" Two-Hands said. "'l was wearing one of our bison-hide robes, and it still felt like | was getting
frozen into asolid block of ice. I couldn't see anything beyond two feet away because the snow was so
thick. | could barely see my hand in front of my face. | didn't know which way waswhich, and it was
getting colder and colder by the minute. | knew that if | didn't get in out of that wind, 1'd freeze to degth.
My only option at that point was to burrow down into a snow-bank. | knew that my burrow wouldn't be
toasty warm, but at least it would protect me from that screaming wind. That'swhen | discovered that
snow will pack up if you lean your back againgt it and push. | wasfindly able to open up achamber
about the same sizeasasmall room in avery small house. There was air to breathe, and if | got thirsty, |
could eat afew handfuls of snow. | happened to have a couple of dabs of smoked meat in my
belt-pouch, so | had shelter, water, and food. | stayed there for afew days, and then | took alook
outsde. It'd stopped snowing, o | made my way back to Asmie—just in time to witness my own
funerd. Y ou wouldn't believe how upset people become when the guest of honor a afunera shows up
and he's il breething.”" He smiled then. "Word of what 1'd done got spread around dl over the village,
and the young boys of Asmie thought it might be alot of fun to make snow tunnels around the villagein
the dead of winter." He shrugged. "It gives them something to do, and it keepsthem in out of the
weather. Last winter eight or nine boys built what amounted to a paace under the snow on the south side
of Asmie. They made miles of tunnels and they had large chambers here and there. It kept them out of
mischief, so | didn't scold them or anything. | did order them to mark the locations of their tunnelsand
meeting hals, though. It's not redly safeto wak over the top of a snow-tunnd. The women of thetribe
mentioned that to me fifteen or twenty timesaday, as| recdl.”

"Arewed dl likdy to get hit with ablizzard like that one?" Ekial asked.

Two-Hands shook his head. "Dahlaine's got avery tight grip on the weather just now. I'm not redly sure



exactly why, though. From what I've heard, | could go awhole lifetime without seeing thet older Sster of
his. | guess she's gone completely crazy.”

"Oh, that's nice," Ekia said. "Why should we bother to save her? L et the bug-peopl e eat her and have
donewithit."

Two-Hands shook hishead. "'If the VIagh gets her feet into people-country—where there is food—shélll
lay millionsand millions of eggs. That's what these wars have been dl about, redly. The Viagh wantsthe
wholeworld, and if shewinsjust one war here, shell spread out and take it. It won't just be Dahlaine's
sster who'll be eaten, it'll be the entire world, and dl the people of the world will be nothing but
something to eat.”

Ekid fet asense of horror welling up from his scomach at that point.

"There are thousands and thousands of those bug-things coming thisway from that desert out there,
Ekid," Arigareported afew dayslater when Ekia's horse-soldiers, the Tonthakan archers, and the
Matan spear-throwers reached the narrow opening at the upper end of Long-Peass.

"Why don't you just go on out there and kill them?" Ekia asked.
"You'rejoking, of course,” Arigasaid.

"Well, maybe," Ekia conceded, "but not entirely. Weve got to hold those things out there back until the
Trogites get here and build afort. We have a sizeable number of Tonthakan archers here now, and
Matan spear-throwers as well. We've worked with them before, and things turned out quite well."

"I think | get your point, Ekia. Seeif I've got it right. The archers and spear-throwers sort of stay out of
sght while we gallop on out there and nudge the bug-people into trying to chase us down."

"Nudge?"' Ekial asked.

"We have lances, remember? We galop on out to where the bug-people are busy snesking, and we
skewer afew dozen with our lances. Then we gallop on back. The bug-people should be very angry
because we just killed quite afew of their friends and relatives, so they try to chase after us. That'swhen
we lead them into the range of the arrows and spears. In short, we lead them, and the archers and
spear-men kill them. Isn't that sort of what you had in mind?”

"I'd say that it'sworth atry, Ariga, but let's hold off until morning. The Tonthakans and Matans are
probably worn down just abit, so let's give them some time to rest before we put them to work.”

"Y ou're getting better &t this, Ekial."

"Practice,” Ekid replied modestly.

Chapter Three

"| think we were right about why those bug-people were coming across that desert miles and milesto the
north of thispass," Kathlak the Tonthakan said the next day. "1 sent out some scouts, and they told me



that there are enemiesin the hills and aong the ridges on both sides of fhis pass. I'd say that what
happened in Crystal Gorge taught them alesson. They learned that having enemies up above you doesn't
make for very pleasant days. It lookslike they learned very fast. If there are bug-people up abovethis
pass when the Trogites are coming up hereto build forts, life could get very exciting for them. 1'd say that
cleaning off those hills and ridges might be even more important than killing the ones coming toward the

upper end of the pass.”

"Those bug-things seem to be more clever than everybody wastelling usthey are,” Two-Hands added.
"They seem to learn much faster than we'd been told they could.”

Ekia swore. "I'm afraid that you two might beright," he said. "Clearing off the ridges dong the sdes of
the passis probably much more important than thinning out the herd coming across that Wasteland. If the
Trogites are blocked off, well bein deep trouble.”

"A suggestion—if it'sdl right," Kathlak said.
"I'll listen to dmost anything right now,”" Ekid admitted.

"Therearetrees up dong thoserims" Kathlak said, "and Tonthakans are skilled a hunting in aforest.
The Matans are more accustomed to open country. If | led my people up into these tired, worn-out old
mountains, we could probably deal with the bug-people up there, and that would leave Two-Hands and
his spear-throwers free to ded with the enemies coming in off the desert, wouldn't you say?"

"It does make sense, Ekia," Two-Hands agreed. "Throwing spearsin aforest ismostly awaste of
time—and spear-points. If we let the Tonthakans deal with the enemies hiding in the forest, your
horse-soldiers and my spear-throwers should be able to thin out the bugs coming across the desert, don't
you think?'

"| supposewe can giveit atry,” Ekial agreed.
"How long would you say that it'slikely to take for the Trogitesto get up here?' Kathlak asked.

"I wouldn't start looking for them tomorrow,” Ekid replied. "I think there might be some law downin
Trog-land that forbids a soldier to walk more than ten milesaday.”

"That'sridiculoud" Kathlak exclamed.

Ekia smiled faintly. "Laws are supposed to beridiculous, aren't they? Gunda explained it to me once. A
Trogite army moves asagroup, as | understood what he was saying. That meansthat the army can only
move asfast asthe dowest man can walk, and they spend alot of their time resting.”

"If that's asfast asthey can go, they don't really need to rest, do they?'

"| guessthat it'sacustom, and customs don't redly have to make sense. It's about a hundred and twenty
miles from the beach at the bottom of the pass up to here, so we're not likely to see any Trogites for
twelve days or so. That gives ustwelve daysto clear away the bugs dong the rims of the passand thin
out the ones crawling through the sand out here. We've got plenty to do, so | suppose we should get
Sarted.”

There was amindless quality about the Creatures of the Wasteland that chilled Ekidl. It appeared that
they were not intelligent enough to be afraid, so they kept on trying to do what they'd been told to do
despite the fact that they were running directly into the face of certain death. To some degree they 1ooked
like people, but they definitely didn't think like people. On one occasion during the war in Crystal Gorge,
Longbow had told Ekid that the servants of the VIagh weretotaly unaware of their mortdity. "They



seem to think that they'll live forever. Of course they don't have any idea of what ‘forever' means. A bug
livesinaworld of now, and that's al that they can understand. Y esterday was too long ago for them to
have any memory of it, and tomorrow will probably never arrive.”

“Idiocy!" Ekid hed exdaimed.

"That'safar description, yes," Longbow had blandly agreed. "Many thingsthat work quite well when
your enemies are people won't work when they're bugs.”

"What would you say isthe best way to dedl with an enemy that'stoo stupid to be afraid?’

"I've had afair amount of successwith killing every onel see, friend Ekid."

"All right, then,” Ekid said to anumber of hisfriendsthe next morning, "try to remember thet the enemies
weéll encounter might [ook like people, but they aren't. Don't waste time trying to frighten them, because
you can't frighten them. They have no idea of what ‘afraid' means.”

"They might start to understand after alot of their friends get killed,” Skarn said.

"That's the whole point, Skarn. The bug-people don't have friends—at least not in the way that we
undergtland the word. They don't have enough time to grow friendly with other bugs. They livefor six
weeks, and then they die of the bug version of ‘old age.’ They take orders from the Vlagh, and that'sthe
only relaionship they have. They'll try to follow the Vlagh's orders, and they won't understand what
'danger’ means. If we just happened to kill every bug out there but just |eft one of them dive, that last one
would keep on trying to attack us.”

"That's stupid!" Orga declared.

"It goesalong way past 'stupid,’ Orgal. Nobody | know of has yet invented aword that describes how
brainless the bug-peopleredly are. They don't know how to think. They are poisonous, though, so don't
get too close to them. Use your lances, but try not to break them. Concentrate on killing the onesthat are
close to the bottom of thisdope. Don't go galoping out into that Silly desert. All we're supposedto dois
hold the bugs back until the Trogites get up here and build the fort. As soon asthefort'sin place, were
probably going to be out of work."

THE
VIOLATION
OF THE
TEMPLE

Chapter One



It seemed to Ox that Captain Hook-Beak was more than alittle disturbed by Lady Aracias sudden
change of position. Aslong as shedd been willing to Sit on her throne listening to the overdone orations of
praise, she hadn't caused the dightest bit of inconvenience. Now that she redlized just how totally usdless
her priests were, Sorgan and the other Maags would have to come up with waysto step around their
new—and unwanted—helpers.

"I think you'd better pass the word to the other captains, Ox," Sorgan said when they'd returned to the
Ascension. "We need to talk this over and come up with some way to keep al those silly priestsfrom
finding out what we're really doing here.”

"I'll take care of it, Cap'n,” Ox replied. Then he went out onto the deck of the Ascension, lowered the
skiff, and rowed back to the beach.

It took him a couple of hoursto gather up most of the Maag ship-captains, and it waswell past midnight
before Sorgan could advise the other captains that things had radically changed.

"Everything was going just the way we wanted it to go," he said, "but then the lady who's paying us came
to her senses and woke up. She ordered al those fat prieststo go out to the west wall of that silly temple
tolend usahand."

"Why didn't you just tell her that we don't need those people, Sorgan?' a captain caled Squint-Eye
demanded.

"Shetook me by surprise,” Sorgan admitted. "That wasthe last thing | expected from her. She's not
nearly as stupid aswe al thought. She came down on those lazy priests of hers very hard. She
threatened to kick any one of them who refused to help us out of the priesthood and banish him from her
temple”

"I wish I'd been there to seethat,” acaptain called Gimpy said. "I'll bet that most of the faces of those
priestsfel right off."

"They didn't ssem too happy, that'sfor sure. Now, how are we going to get those fools out from
underfoot?"

"Ah, Cap'n,” Ox said then, "would you like to hear asuggestion?”

"Sure”

"Weve pretty much blocked off that west side of the temple, wouldn't you say?"

"All except for adding another ten feet or so to our fake fort. Where are you going with this, Ox?"

"Thewest Sde'sjust about finished, Cap'n,” Ox replied, "but the south side hasn't been touched yet, and
the imitation bug-people will attack from any direction we want them to, wouldn't you say?"

Sorgan blinked.

"I'd say that solves your problem, Hook-Beak," Squint-Eye said. ™Y ou could have saved us all alot of
timeif you'd learned to listen to your first mate. It sounds to me like he's about three jumps ahead of
you."

"Or maybe even four,” Gimpy added.



"I'm not redlly sure, Cap'n,” Ox replied when Sorgan started asking questions as soon as the other Maag
ship-captains had |eft the Ascension. "The whole idea seemed to come to me while you weretelling the
other captains about the problem Lady Zelana's sster dropped on us.”

"Now you're starting to sound like Longbow," Sorgan said. "Did you hear some lady's voice coming from
no placeat dl?'

"It wasn't alady'svoice, Cap'n. I'm sure that I've heard it before, though. If theidea's as good as| think
itis, it most likely came from somebody who knows Lady Araciavery wel."

"Vdtan, maybe?'

Ox shook hishead. "No, I'm sureit wasn't Vetan. Whoever it was didn't have to say very much to meto
get the point across. About al our other friend said to me was "'Why not send those worthless priests
down to the south wall of the temple and put them to work there instead of where the work's amost
finished? Keep them busy, but out from underfoot.’ Then it al seemed to come together, and it made a
lot of sense. | didn't mean to embarrass you or anything like that, but as soon as| thought my way
through the whole notion, | just started to tell you about it without waiting until we were done.”

"W, whoever it was solved our problem for us, and | don't embarrass dl that easy.” Then Sorgan
scratched his cheek. "I think we might want to take Rabbit and Torl aong with us. Well need to have
them tell Lady Araciathat they saw adifferent group of bug-people sneaking down toward the south wall
while we were holding off the west wall from the attack of their friends."

"Y ou might want to talk with Veltan, Cap'n,” Ox suggested. "'If we can persuade Lady Araciato send the
fat people to the south wall, afew sghtings of bug-people cregping through the bushes would confirm
what wetdl Lady Aracia, and I'm sure that reports of those sightingswill get back to her red soon.”

"Give our new friend my thanks, Ox," Sorgan said with abroad grin. "Whoever heis, he's doing most of
thework for usin thisimitation war."

"I'll passthat on the next time he stops by, Cap'n,” Ox replied.

Then Sorgan smiled. "Now that I've had enough time to think my way through this, I'd say that maybe
Squint-Eye and Gimpy should be the ones who should oversee those modifications of the south wall. It'll
give them something to do instead of dropping clever remarks on me every time turn around.”

"I'm sure that they'll feel honored that you suggested them to Lady Aracia, Cap'n," Ox replied with no
hint of asmile.

The following morning Ox went out from the west wall of the temple to the berm where Torl and Rabbit
hed staged their imitation invasion. "The Cap'n wants you two to go with him to talk with Lady Aracia,”
he told them. "He wants you to say that you saw quite afew bug-people sneaking around toward the
south wall of her temple.”

"That would make a certain amount of sense," Torl agreed. "If thiswas really awar, that's the sort of
thing the bug-people would do.”

"Y ou might beright there," Ox said, "but that's not why he'sdoing it. He doesn't want al thosefat priests
underfoot while he's setting up his deception. Therell be things going on that ain't none of their business,
and he wants to make certain sure that none of them are around when him and Vetan sart playing

games"



"That'smy cousin.” Torl chuckled.

Chapter Two

Fat Berdawas nowhere in sight when they entered the throne room, and the snippy little priestess
Alcevan seemed to have taken his place. She glared at Captain Hook-Beak when he led the Maags into
the room.

"I'll get right to the point here, Lady Aracia," Sorgan said. "There's something we might have overlooked.
It seemsthat the bug-people might just be getting abit more clever. Thislittle fellow hereisknown as
Rabbit, the smith on the Seagull—my own ship—and Rabbit's much more clever than he lets on. When
my scouts were holding back the new varieties of bug-people, Rabbit noticed that there were quite afew
of the older oneswho weren't trying to attack that berm. Why don't you tell her what you saw, Rabbit?"

"Aye, Cap'n," Rabbit replied. "What | saw didn't seem to make any sense, Lady," Rabbit told Zelanas
gder. "Most of them were charging toward that berm we'd raised up to hold them off, but then | caught a
kind of flicker back in the bushes behind where the new bugs were charging. | looked a bit closer and
saw quite afew of thelittle ones we've seen before sneaking down through the thick bushes. They were
staying low, but | was able to see that there were hundreds of them back there, and it seemed to me that
they weren't the least bit interested in the war their big brothers were fighting around our berm. They
were going amost due south, and that wasn't where the war was being fought. Now, the Cap'n and his
men have built afairly good fort along that west wall of your temple, but we don't have even onesingle
soldier on that south wall, and the construction isn't really very good. Now, if those other bug-people are
planning an attack on that side of your temple, they'll probably be ableto walk right in without no trouble
adl"

"I'm sure you can see where thisisgoing, Lady Aracia" Sorgan said. "My people can hold the west wall
of your temple without much trouble now that we've modified it. That south wall isn't very good, and I'd
say that it's not redlly strong enough to hold back amosquito. | thank you for your concern and your
offer of help, but I'd say that beefing up that south wall's alot more important right now. | strongly
suggest that you send your priests south instead of west."

"I will do as you command, mighty Sorgan,” Araciadeclared, "but as soon as you and your people have
beaten back the invaders, we must go forth from the temple and gather up al of my peoplewho live
beyond the temple walls and bring them here o that they'll be safe. We must not permit the servants of
the Vlagh to destroy them.”

The priestess Alcevan looked sharply at Aracia. ™Y ou cannot bring al those commoners hereinto the
holy temple. They ire not sanctified, and their presence here will defile your holy templel™

"The people—my people—are far more sgnificant than the indigentswho call themsdves priests,” Aracia
declared. "If you should find their presence here offensive, fed freeto go forth from the temple to seek
out adifferent god to worship. If you would continue to worship me, you will do as| tell you to do, and
this | say: The commons will join us here, and you and the other priests will seeto their needs. You will
eat only after they have eaten, and you will surrender your beds and your warm clothes to them without
question or complaint. The people comefirst in my eyes, and you will serve them even asyou would
serve me—or | will send you away. Y ou will no longer contaminate my temple.”



Alcevan's face went pale, and her expression was one of chagrin.
"Well now, Cap'n,” Ox said quietly. "It sort of looks like maybe Zelanas sister's sarting to grow up.”

"Let'snot make abig issue of that just yet, Ox," Sorgan replied. "She might just change her mind again
after she's gone aweek or so without any adoration.”

THE GIFTED
STUDENT

Chapter One

Kesdo had dso had some problemswith Lord Dahlaine's "toy sun.” His education at the Universty of
Kddacin had taught him that a sun needed a certain volume before it qudified asatrue sun. Dahlaine's
little toy violated dmost everything Kesslo had learned or worked out for himsalf. He knew that most of
the rules didn't gpply to the members of Dahlaing's family, but still—

Thetoy sun stayed with them all the way to the coast.

They reached the large bay where the Trogite ships Commander Narasan had hired in Castano were
anchored, and Sorgan's Maags had taken about half of that fleet and sailed on south to bamboozle Lady
Zdandssder.

"I'm glad that Sorgan's the one who'll have to dedl with that crazy woman," Gundasaid. "'l got more than
enough of her the last time we were down here.”

"She set my teeth on edge just a bit, too," Andar agreed.

"All right, gentlemen,” Commander Narasan, who'd just come up from the beach, said. "Were not going
to board our shipsfor severad days. Let's give Sorgan and his men agood head start. Go tell the men to
set up camp and have the cooks fix something for supper.”

"Beans?' Gunda asked with adefinite note of distastein hisvoice.

"What amarvelousidea, Gunda," Commander Narasan said with mock enthusiasm. "Beanswill bejust
fine. | wonder why | didn't think of that."

After they'd loaded about haf of Commander Narasan's army on board the remaining ships, they sailed
on south under agloomy sky, and they reached the narrow bay at the mouth of the river that had carved
out Long-Pass at sometime in the long-distant past. Just the notion of the eon after eon it must have
taken that river to reach the seamade Keselo shudder. Time, it appeared, had no meaning for riversand
mountains,

They'd dropped anchor, and there on the beach—as they al probably should have expected—the archer



Longbow waswaiting for them.
"I will never understand how he can cover so much ground in so littletime," Keselo muttered to himsdif.

Kesdlo wasjugt abit surprised when Commander Narasan included him in the group of men who knew
how to build forts that Longbow would lead ahead of the rest up to the top of the pass.

"How are your legs holding out, Keselo?' Narasan had asked.
"They seem dl right tome, Sr," Kesdo replied.

"Good. | think that maybe you should go dong with the fort-builders. Gundas just about the best
fort-builder in the entire Trogite Empire. Y ou could learn alot by watching him."

Kesdlo resented that just abit. He had taken coursesin architecture at the University of Kaldacin, so he
aready knew al about building walls.

"I'm not trying to offend you,” Narasan added. "Gundaand Andar are sort of stuck in stonewhen it
comesto fort-building. Their minds are locked in 'the good old-fashioned way' when it comesto forts.
Y oureintelligent enough to come up with things that won't even occur to them—and you can be
diplomatic enough not to offend them with your shiny new idess.”

"l cantry, | suppose, gr," Kesdlo agreed abit dubioudy. "I'm not sure they'll listen, though.”
"Tak louder, then."

When Longbow had objected to leading so many men to the head of the pass, Keselo took him aside.

"It'saprecaution, Longbow," Kesdlo tried to explain. "Commander Narasan doesn't like to take
chances. We've had quite afew surprises here since last pring, so the commander wants to be sure that
ther€lll be enough men up at the head of the passto ded with anything the Vlagh throws at us.”

"That'swhy we have the Maavi, Tonthakans, and Matans, Kesglo," Longbow objected.

"I mentioned that to him,” Keselo replied. Then he smiled faintly. " The commander has opinions,
Longbow. He's not positive that our friends will do what they're supposed to do. That'swhy he
overloaded usjust abit."

"Ten thousand menishisideaof ‘just abit?' Longbow asked.

The protests that had arisen when Longbow abolished the traditional "rest period” were long and loud.
Kesdo had long believed that those quarter-hour lounges were totally unnecessary, but the common
soldiers viewed them as something on the order of adivineright. But Kesdlo estimated that they'd
covered three times more distance than they normally would have.

"He'sgoing too fadt," Gunda grumbled.

"Thisissort of an emergency, sir," Keselo suggested. "If we don't reach the head of the pass before the
bug-people do, thingswill probably start to get ugly. Oncethefort'sin place, our men should be ableto
rest. Up until then, we don't redlly have much timefor rest, wouldn't you say?"

"Y ou're probably right,” Gunda conceded, "but that doesn't abolish my right to complain, doesit?"



"Not at al, s, but | wouldn't complain too much when Longbow's around. He might decideto run
tomorrow ingtead of just walk fast. I've come to know him very well during the past three seasons, and
the first rule when you're dealing with Longbow is ‘don't irritate him if you can possibly avoid it."

"I think he'sright, Gunda," Andar agreed. "We want that fort in place as soon as possible.” He paused.
"Areyou open to a suggestion?”

"Il ligen," Gundareplied.
"Weve got four or fivetimes as many men aswell redly need, right?'

"I'll know better after I've seen the ground I'll be working on," Gundareplied, "but | am just abit
overloaded with workers. Where are you going with this, Andar?"

"Why build only onefort at atime? Weve got al those extramen, so why keep them dl at the head of
the pass? | could take maybe haf of them and build a second fort amile or so on down the pass. That
should give you someplace to run to when the bug-people make your fort too hot to hold on to.”

"Thanksalot, Andar,” Gundasaid in avoice reeking with sarcasm. Then he squinted. ™Y ou know, if we
put the men to work on other forts every mile or so on down the pass, we could probably hold back the
invadersuntil sometime next summer.”

"Brilliant,” Andar said rather dryly.

"Y ou've been thinking adong the same lines, haven't you, Andar?'
"It did sort of occur to me, yes."

"Why didn't you say something?'

"l just wanted to see how long it was going to take you to get the point, Gunda," Andar replied with
mock sincerity. Kesdlo smiled. Things seemed to be going quite well.

They were three days up from the beach when the horse-soldier Ekia came riding down the pass. He
reined in his horse when he reached Longbow. Y ou seem to be making fairly good time, friend
Longbow," hesaid.

"Not too bad," Longbow replied. "Have you seen any sign that the Creatures of the Wasteland are
coming east yet?'

"Oh, they're coming, al right," Ekid said. "Ariga's got scouts out in that desert, and they've told us that
there are thousands and thousands of the bug-people coming esst.”

"Have your people got any kind of idea about how much longer it's going to take them to reach the head
of thispass?'

"I'd say that they're still aweek or ten days away. Theresabit of adiversion that's dready here, though.”
"Oh? What's that?"

"When we were coming south, we saw a sizeable number of bug-people coming across the sand.
Kathlak, the chief of the Tonthakans, suggested that the bugs might have realized that things can get very
unpleasant for people aswell asfor bugsif they've got enemies above them. When we reached the head
of the pass, | sent horsemen down aong the rims on both sides of this pass, and sure enough, there were



bug-people on those rims. If we'd left them there, they'd have been dropping boulders on Narasan's
army every time they got a chance. Kathlak's archerstook care of that for us. The bug-men up on those
rims suddenly started sprouting arrows. There may still be afew of them up there hiding in the bushes,
but they aren't likely to cause any problems.”

"Have the archers of Old-Bear'stribe joined you yet?' Longbow asked.

"They're still aday or so away. Y our friend Red-Beard came on ahead to let us know that they were on
theway. They'll probably reach the head of the pass at about the same time your fort-builders do.”

Gundajoined them.
"Y ou brought alot of menwith you," Ekia noted.

"That was Narasan'sidea," Gundatold him. "He's aways believed that moreis better. He might be right
thistime, though. I'm surethat | won't need al those men, so I'll hand the surplus off to Andar, and hell

be ableto build another fort about amile on down the pass. If the VIagh gives us enough time, welll have
afort standing every mile or so down the pass, and our enemy will run out of bugs before she gets
hafway down."

Then helooked at the lean, scar-faced horse-soldier. "Have you had your supper yet?' he asked.
"I've been alittle busy,” Ekid replied.

"| can't offer anything very exciting,” Gundasaid, "but you're welcometo join meif you want.”

"I could probably eat," Ekid said.

"Let'sgodoit then."

Chapter Two

Theriver that came down through Long-Pass was somewhat wider than the onein Crystal Gorge, but
not nearly aswide as the one that had been the source of the Falls of Vash. Kesdlo redlized that the Falls
of Vash weren't there anymore, and the river now rushed down to that inland seathat had drowned a
generation of the children of the Vlagh and quite nearly dl of the clergy of the Church of Amar. To
Kesdo'sway of thinking, that particular disaster had purified the Trogite Empire to no small degree.

Despite Longbow's best efforts, it was about mid-morning on the fifth day when they reached the upper
end of Long-Pass and Gunda caught hisfirst glimpse of the projected fort Ste. "It'sonly fifty feet across!”
he exclamed.

"About that, yes," Longbow agreed.
"Didn't you tell Narasan how tight thisis?'
"As| remember, | described it to him four or fivetimes,” Longbow replied.

"Why in the world did he send so many men up here?'



"I think it's called 'moreis better,’ or something like that, friend Gunda.”

"You wereright, Andar,” Gundasaid to hisfriend. "If | tried to jam ten thousand men into that skinny little
opening, they'd befdling dl over each other."

"It'sabout fifty feet wide, I'd say," Andar agreed.

"If that much,” Gundareplied. "It widens out just abit when it gets up near the rim on either side, but that
won't be much of aproblem.”

"How long would you say building afort thereislikely to take?' Andar asked.

Gundashrugged. "Three days—maybe four. There's plenty of granite lying around here. Squaring it off
won' take too long." Gunda pursed hislips. "'l think twenty feet high should do the job. When themain
army gets up here, they'll have those poisoned stakes. If we plant those to the front like we've done
before, | don't think very many bug-people will even reach the fort. We've got archers and
spear-men—and those horse-soldiers aswell. The Vlagh can send ten thousand or so bug-people here
to attack the fort, but a dozen or so at most will actualy reach it. Why don't you drop back amile or so
and find agood place to build that second fort you mentioned. When you find it, let me know, and I'll
send you hdf of our men. Well see how our first two forts turn out, and then we might want to move on
to four. Give us a couple of weeks and well have at least adozen forts blocking off this pass. That might
just make poor old Vlagh fed sort of grouchy.”

"Poor baby," Andar replied in mock sympathy.

"If you don't have access to mortar, you keep thingsin place with weight,” Gundawas explaining to
Kesdo thefollowing day. " The blocks should be squared off, of course, but it's the sheer weight that'll
make your fort impregnable.”

"That'savery useful thing to know, Sub-Commander,” Keselo replied with mock enthusiasm. Gunda
was very proud of hisreputation as amaster fort-builder, and it didn't really cost Kesdlo very much to
heap praise on his superior.

"Now, then,” Gunda continued. "Every three or four layers you should connect the upper blocksto the
lower oneswith interlocking grooves."

"I was wondering about that," Kesdlo replied with a perfectly straight face. "My big problem, though, is
how you can lock the battlementsin place.”

"That does get alittletricky,” Gundareplied. "Y ou're picking thisup quite rapidly, Kesdo. Givemea
little time and I'll make afird-rate fort-builder out of you."

Along with four or five professors of architecture a the University of Kadacin, Kesdlo privately added.

"If you're not busy with something else," Gunda said then, "why don't you drop on back down the pass
and see how Andar'sfort iscoming along. Andar and | should keep in touch.”

"I'll go on down thereimmediately, Sr," Kesdlo replied, snapping to attention. Right now held be more
than happy to get away from Gunda's tedious lectures.

"l was just about to send somebody up to Gunda's fort to fetch you, Keselo," Sub-Commander Andar
said. "A messenger just came up here from the main army. Commander Narasan wants to see you.”



"Am | introuble?' Kesalo asked.

"Not that | know of. The messenger wasn't too specific, but | think Commander Narasan wants you to
go on down to that silly temple to advise Sorgan that everything up hereis pretty much the way we want
it to be. Theforts will be in place when the bug-people try to attack."

Kesdo frowned. "The commander could have sent somebody el se down to the temple, and that
messenger would have reached Sorgan long before I'll be ableto.”

Andar shrugged. "Y ou know Sorgan much better than an ordinary messenger would have, and your rank
would tell Sorgan that he's sgnificant to Commander Narasan. What Sorgan's doing down theresalittle
slly, maybe, but it will keep Vetan's sister off our backs. I'm sure that the commander has things he
wants Sorgan to know about, and Sorgan probably hasinformation for the commander aswell. They
both trust you, Kesdlo, so I've got asort of hunch that you'll be doing alot of traveling back and forth
between the pass and the temple before thisis al over. I'll send word on up to Gundato let him know
that the commander's got ajob for you."

"I'd appreciate that, Sir," Kesdlo said. Then he considered the distance held be traveling for the next
severd weeks. "l wonder if Ekia might lend meahorse," he murmured to himsdif.

Chapter Three

Commander Narasan's tent had seen better days. It had been patched so many times that there were
several areas where even the patches had been patched. Near the center there was a stove that put out
small amounts of heet, but quite abit of smoke. The commander was seated a asmall table carefully
examining arudimentary map. "Y ou made good time, Kesdo," he said when Kesdl o entered the tent. "'l
sent the messenger up the pass only two days ago.”

"Downhill isquite abit eeser than uphill, sr,” Kesdo replied.
"How'sthefort coming dong?'

"Which one, Sr?'

Commander Narasan raised one eyebrow.

"Sub-Commanders Gunda and Andar talked things over after they'd seen how narrow the gap was at the
head of the pass, gir,” Kesdlo explained. "They agreed that they had far more men than they needed to
build thefort that'd block off that gap, so Sub-Commander Andar took half of the men amileor soon
down the pass, and he's building asecond fort. | wouldn't exactly call it arace, but there isacertain
amount of competitivenessinvolved.”

The commander smiled faintly. "That dways seemsto come floating to the surface when Gundas
involved,” hesaid.

"Heisasoldier, Commander,” Kesdlo replied. "Hefights wars, and war is the ultimate competition,
wouldn't you say?'

"Y ou're an extremely perceptive young man, Kesgo. Now, then, how well do you and Sorgan get



dong?’

"Hethinks I'm just alittle stuffy, Sir. That's one of the drawbacks of an extensive education. Theword
'sr' seemsto offend him for some reason.”

"He does bdieve you when you tdl him something, doesn't he?!
"I believe 50, yes, gr. I've never had any reasonto lieto him.”
"| think you talked yourself into alot of traveling, Kesdo."
"Sir?' Kesdo wasabit confused.

"Sorgan and | will need to pass information back and forth to each other, and we both trust you to give
usthe absolute truth.”

"I'm honored that you fed that way about me, Sir."

"I've been in touch with one of the ship-captainsin the bay at the mouth of this pass, and he hasasmall,
swift doop that's been quite useful in the past. When you reach the bay, helll lend you the doop and a
couple of saillorswho know how to useit. They'll be able to deliver you to Sorgan in about ahaf aday.
Then, after you've spoken with old Hook-Begk, you can come back and tell me anything he wants meto
know. When you see him, tell him that Gunda's fort—and Andar's—are nearly complete. I'm sure that
hell want to send word to me about how well hishoax iscoming. Now, then, can you think of anything
you might need to make these journeys a bit easier—and faster?*

"Yes, ar," Kesdoreplied. "I think | can. It might take me awhile to learn how to ride one of Prince
Ekid's horses, but we might want to consider that. There may be afew times when speed will be
essential, and ahorseis sort of aland version of that doop, wouldn't you say?*

"I'd say that you can think about twice asfast as anybody elsein the army, Kesdlo. I'll send word to
Prince Ekid, and there will be ahorse waiting for you on the beach when you return.”

"And aMalavi aswell, ar?' Kesdo added. "I'll need somebody there to teach me how to ride ahorse,
because | don't really know anything about horses.”

The swift little doop the captain of the Triumph provided for Keselo's trip down the coast to the harbor
of Lady Araciastemple madethevoyagein just over ahaf aday, and the two skilled sailorswho'd
rowed her south pulled dongside the Ascension in the early afternoon.

Keselo climbed up the rope ladder and spoke with the extremely tall Maag known as Tree-Top. "I've
got someinformation for Captain Hook-Beak," Kesdlo told the towering Maag. "1 think it might be best
if I spokewith him here on the Ascension rather than in the temple. I'm fairly sure that Commander
Narasan and Captain Hook-Beak would prefer to keep the priestsin Lady Aracias temple from finding
out that they're in contact with each other."

"You're probably right," Tree-Top agreed. "I'll get word to the cap'n that you're here.”
"How have things been going down here?' Keselo asked.

Tree-Top laughed. "The cap'n seemsto have got hissalf on the good side of the crazy lady who ownsthis
place. The other day she ordered al them fat priests of hersto go out to the west to lend the cap'n and
his men some help. Y ou could hear the screaming for miles when she said that. It quieted down some



after the cap'n had severa of them fat priests flogged, though.”
"Did Lady Araciaactualy let him do that?* Kesdlo was more than alittle Sartled.

"It looked to me like it made her real happy. I'll send aman ashoreto let the cap'n know that you're here,
and then maybe you can tell me what's hgppening up there where the real war'sgoing on.”

Kesdlo was more than alittle surprised that Sorgan had somehow managed to bring Lady Araciaover to
hisside. Before Vetan and Lady Zelana had pulled the Trogite army out of thistemple-town, it had
seemed that the priests had been making al the decisons here, and Lady Araciahad been little more than
afigurehead. Sorgan had somehow managed to wake her up, though, and that might just change alot of

things

"It was redly amistake that turned into something very useful, Captain Sorgan,” Kesdlo admitted. "None
of usknew for certain just when the servants of the Vlagh would come rushing up out of the
Wasteland—or how many thered actualy be. The commander wasn't entirely sure that the Tonthakans,
Matans, and the Maavi would be able to hold the bug-people off, so he sent ten thousand men up the
pass with Sub-Commander Gunda—more for security than for fort-construction. When we reached the
head of the pass, we saw that the opening was only fifty feet across—and the bug-people were ill quite
along way out in the Wasteland. Sub-Commanders Gundaand Andar talked it over abit, and they
decided to build two fortsinstead of just one."

"That's the sort of thing I'd expect from Gunda," Sub-Commander Padan, who was now sporting a
beard, said.

"Actudly, gr, it was Sub-Commander Andar who came up with the notion. Sub-Commander Gunda
was too busy inventing new swear words about then. When | |€eft, those two forts were dmost finished,
and Gunda and Andar were discussing the possibility of putting the construction crews to work on four
new forts"

He hesitated dightly. "When | first got here, Tree-Top wastelling methat Lady Araciamight just be
coming to her senses.”

"Shel's sarting to think," Sorgan replied. "Her lazy priests just got themselves put to work, and they're not
too happy about that." Then Captain Hook-Beak grinned rather dyly. "What's really making them
unhappy iswhat we're feeding them. They're used to fancy food, and beans don't Sit very well with
them.”

"Did Lady Araciaactudly accept the stories about bug-people herein thevicinity of her temple?' Kesedlo
asked. "Nobody's ever actualy seen any of them, have they?

"Vetan's been lending usahand,” Sorgan replied. "He's been cooking up images for the entertainment of
his sister and her chubby priests. I've got men out there pretending to fight off the bugs, and those
priests—and even Lady Aracia hersdf—have been catching very brief glimpses of thoseimages. That's
the thing that brought Aracia over to our Side. She suddenly woke up and realized that her priests were
amogt totaly worthless. Y ou should have heard the speech she made to the priests. That lady can bea

tiger when it's necessary.”

"Y ou've done something here that nobody else has ever been able to do, Captain Hook-Beak," Kesalo
noted.

"l had Vdtan'shelp, Kesdlo," Sorgan replied. "I'm positive that it was his imagesthat brought her



around.”
"Tree-Top told me that you had afew of the priests flogged.”
Sorgan nodded. "That definitely cut back al the complaining,” he said.

"Arethose priests actudly working alongside your men? Wouldn't that suggest to some of them that what
they've been hearing about, and catching afew glimpses of, is nothing but ahoax?"

Sorgan shook his head. "Rabbit came up with astory that sent the priests down to the south wall of the
temple—bugs sneaking through the bushes and afew other dl-out lies. Now the priests are tearing the
southern buildings apart, and leaving my men aone here on the west side so that we can cook up more
horror stories. Tell Narasan that we've got things pretty much under control down here, and you might
want to tel him—and Lady Zelanaand Lord Dahlaine—that Lady Aracia seems to be coming to her
Lenses”

"That might just be the best news they've had since last spring, Captain,” Kesalo agreed.

Kesdo was abit startled when he saw that the Madavi waiting for him on the beach at the mouth of
Long-Passwas Prince Ekia himsdf. The two of them had met during thewar in Vetan's Domain the
preceding summer, and they'd gotten aong with each other quite well, but Keselo was quite certain that
Ekia had more serious matters to attend to.

The sailorswho'd been rowing the scruffy little skiff pulled the bow of the skiff up onto the sandy beach,
and Keselo stepped out onto the sand. "What are you doing down here, Prince Ekial?' Keselo asked.

Ekia shrugged. "Friend Narasan tells me that you'd like to learn how to ride ahorse,” hereplied. "I
wasn't doing anything important, so | thought | might as well come on down here and teach you mysdlf.”

"I'm honored, Prince Ekid."

"We'refriends, Kesdlo," Ekid replied. "We don't have to wave our titlesin each other's face like that.
Actudly, | was starting to get just alittle bored up there watching Gundaand Andar building forts.”

"Have there been any signs of the Creatures of the Wasteland approaching the upper end of the pass
yer?”

"A few," Ekial replied. "I'd say that the oneswe've seen so far are just scouts. Let's get on with this, shal
we? It'slikely to take you afew daysto get used to sitting on a horse's back, so we'd better get started.”
He reached out and put his hand on the front shoulder of arangy horse with a saber-scar acrossits nose.
"ThisisBent-Nose, and he'safairly sensble animal. He doesn't bite very often, and he amost never
kicks somebody who walks behind him. He's old enough not to get excited every time somebody walks
by, but he's not so old that he'd rather rest than run. Now, the first thing you need to do is et the horse
get to know you. | brought some apples aong, and horses love apples. If you give ahorse an apple, helll
follow you for aday or so at least. Then you want to scratch his ears and pet his nose. He needsto be
ableto recognize your smdll.”

"l didn't redize that it was so complicated,” Kesdo confessed. Then he remembered something. "If
horseslike apples, isn't it possible that they'd like other sweet things aswell?*

"They might, yes. What did you havein mind?"

Kesdlo reached into his pocket and took out several pieces of candy. "I've dways had a sort of



weaknessfor this," he admitted. "It might beasign that | never redlly grew up. Try one, and see what you
think."

Ekial took one of the lumps of candy and popped it into his mouth. "Oh, my goodness," he said. "I think
you might have just made a huge jump forward in the taming of horses, friend Kesglo. Let's see how
Bent-Nose fedl s about this™

Ekial held apiece of candy out to the horse. Bent-Nose sniffed at the candy, and his ears perked up.
Then herather carefully took the candy into his mouth.

It seemed to Kesdlo that the horse almost shivered with ddlight. Then he nuzzled at Kesdlo's hand.
"You do have more, don't you?' Ekial asked.
"A couple of pounds, | think," Kesdo replied. "I'll check my pack, but | always keep plenty of candy.”

"| think you're on to awinner, friend Kesdlo. If thingsgo asfast as| think they will, you'll beriding
Bent-Nose before noon tomorrow."

It took Keselo awhile the following day to learn the rudiments of mounting and dismounting, but
Bent-Nose was most cooperative, and then Ekid said that they might aswell ride on up the passto
report in to the commander. Bent-Nose and Ekid's horse Bright-Star moved on up the pass at a canter,
and Kesdlo was quite pleased with how much easier it wasto ride rather than walk—at least during the
first morning of their journey. By the time they stopped for the night, however, Kesdo realized that there
were some drawbacks involved in riding.

"It takesawhilefor your backside to toughen up," Ekid explained. "Wak around alittle bit, and that
should ease the pain in your backside. Y ou might want to eat standing up for afew days, though.”

"How far would you say we came today?' Keselo asked.

"Forty milesor 0," Ekia replied. "We haven't been pushing the horses very hard. Uphill isdwaysabit
dower than downhill."

"We should make it up to the top of the passin two more days, then. Have Gundaand Andar finished
ther fortsyet?'

"Asclosgly as | could determine, yes. Of course I'm not redlly al that familiar with forts.”
"Have the Creatures of the Wastdland made any attacks?"

"They hadn't when | |€ft that end of the pass. The Tonthakan archers had pretty well cleared therimson
both sides of the pass, so I'm fairly sure that friend Narasan's army has reached the top by now.”

"I'd say that we're about as ready to meet the invaders aswell ever be, then.”

"They won't get past us," Ekia agreed. "We might haveto St up there for afew months, but eventualy
that thing called the Vlagh will run out of soldiers, and that'swhat thisisal about, wouldn't you say?"

"Sorgan seemsto think that your sister's coming to her senses,” Keselo told Lady Zelanaand Lord
Dahlaine on the evening of the day when he and Ekia had reached the top of Long-Pass. " She's begun to
redlize just how totaly worthless her priestsredlly are. Their so-called 'adoration’ is nothing but aruseto
make their own lives eadier, and their contempt for the common people really angered her. Sorgan's



clever mock invasion seemsto have brought her face-to-face with redlity, and she came down very hard
on those who had elevated themsalves to the priesthood. She ordered them to go to work helping
Sorgan's men build fortifications.” Kesglo grinned then. "Quite afew of her priestsrefused, but after
Sorgan had them flogged with whips, the refusal's stopped. A good number of priests decided to run
away aong about then, but absurd though it might seem, that huge temple only has one door, and Sorgan
put a hundred or so of hismen at that door, so nobody's leaving. Likeit or not, Aracias priesthood will
do honest work for awhile.”

Lord Dahlainelaughed. "That, dl by itsalf, makes these attempted invasions by the servants of the Vlagh
worth more than anything el se that's happened in the last four or five centuries.”

Then Commander Narasan and Ekia came down from Gunda's fort at the head of the pass. "It lookslike
we've got company coming,” Commander Narasan reported. "The Wasteland off to the west isn't empty
anymore.”

"How many would you say there are?' Lord Dahlaine asked.

"I wouldn't even want to try to make aguess, My Lord,” the commander replied. "They seem to Stretch
from horizon to horizon asfar off to thewest as| can see”

THE
DEFENDERS
OF THE
FAITH

Chapter One

Torl had been greatly impressed by Vetan'simaginary bug-men. Theimages had looked so redl that
severd of the Maags standing on top of the berm had turned and fled when the images had briefly
appeared.

Of coursethat had added a sense of redlity to the incident, and Lady Zeland's sster now totaly believed
everything cousin Sorgan told her. Just hearing the word "invason” was one thing but actualy seeing
what had appeared to bered, live bugs was something entirely different. That single incident had turned
Lady Araciainto atrue believer.

That was definitely causing some problemsfor her priests. Lady Aracias priests had scoffed at the
notion that the bug-people were anything but ahoax cousin Sorgan had come up with asaway to get his
hands on dl the gold in the temple. But now the priests had been sent to the rudimentary south wall of the
temple, where severa bulky, bad-tempered Maags worked the poor fat priests as hard as they could for
ten or twelve hours aday on adiet of nothing but beans. That generated alot of sniveling, which amused
Torl noend.



"Just keep an eye on them, Torl," Sorgan ingtructed. "I don't think they'll try anything violent. Priests
aren't notorious for that sort of behavior, but desperate people do desperate things every so often.”

"I'll watch them, cousin,” Torl promised. "It'll probably bore meto tears, but not as much as building this
imitetion fort does."

"It'snot that bad afort, isit?' Sorgan objected.

"Watch out for mice, Sorgan,” Torl advised. "If amouse happened to bump your fort with his shoulder,
the whole thing might tumble down around your ears.

"Very funny, Torl. Go watch thosefat priests, but stay out of Sght. Y ou're supposed to be fighting off the
invasion of the bug-people. Let's not stir up any suspicionsin Lady Aracia.”

"It shdl be asthou hast commanded, mighty leader.”
"Do you redly haveto do that, Torl?" Sorgan asked.

"It'sgood for you, cousin,” Torl replied. "I'll go watch those fat priests get skinny, and I'll keep you
advisd.”

"Dothat." Then cousin Sorgan went back to hisimitation fort.

Torl had been exploring the somewhat makeshift temple Lady Aracias priests (or their younger relatives)
had been building (badly) for the last severa centuries. As Torl had reported to Sorgan, most of the
temple consisted of empty rooms and wandering corridorsthat didn't really go anyplace. Torl wasfairly
certain that Lady Araciabelieved with dl her heart that there were thousands of priestsliving here so that
they could adore her in groups. Asclosely as Torl had been ableto verify, however, there were probably
no more than a couple hundred of them. The "thousands and thousands of priests' hoax obliged the
ordinary farmers of Lady Aracias Domain to deliver enormous amounts of food to the temple. Her brave
priests sacrificed themselves by esting at least ten times more food than was really good for them.

As Torl moved through the empty temple, he wondered just who had done dl thismeaningless
congtruction. It occurred to him that in al probability assorted relatives of the established priests had
redized that thelife of apriest of Araciawasalife of luxury unmarred by honest work, but their relatives
of high rank had most likely put a price on the aspirations of their younger relatives, and the price was
most likely six or seven rooms or a hundred feet of corridor. Quite probably, Fat Berda escorted Lady
Araciaon periodic tours of these empty corridors and vacant roomsto show her how her temple was
expanding. He assumed there was alot of scrambling around by lesser prieststo make dl this empty
space appear to be occupied. When he got right down to it, Torl viewed the wholething as
pathetic—and Aracia hersalf was probably the most pathetic.

Then, from some distance off, he heard some people talking. Torl recognized the voices of Fat Berda
and thetiny priestess Alcevan. Torl moved quietly aong the corridor to seeif he could get close enough
to hear what they were saying. Whatever it was that they were discussing didn't seem to be making them

happy.

Fat Berdawas speaking in awhining kind of voice that definitely set Tori'steeth on edge. "1 have spent
most of my life praising that Smple-minded woman, and I'd finally reached the point where she was
amost totally under my control. Then that pirate came out of nowhere with his absurd story and snatched
her out of my grasp. Now shelll do dmost anything hetells her to do without even consulting me.”

"We have amatter of greater concern, Taka Berda." The strange-sounding voice of priestess Alcevan



cut into Berdas sniveing. "If therés any truth to the legends of this land, ancient Araciaisright on the
verge of drifting off to deep.”

"She never degps” Berdadeclared.

"Y ou mean that you've never seen her deep, mighty Takal. No one living has, because she's been awvake
for twenty-five thousand years. There weren't even any people around when she woke up thistime. The
legend il tells usthat she will deep—soon—and she will be replaced by another divinity who goes by
the name of Endla”

"I spoke with Holy Aracia on one occasion some years ago,” another man-priest with arasping sort of
voice declared, "and she told me that the child-Dreamer Lillabeth isin redity this Enalawho will succeed
our beloved Aracia.”

"That can't betrue!" Berdaexclamed. "Child Lillabeth hasno interest at al in therdigion of Holy Aracia
Onmany occasions | have delivered masterful orations praisng Holy Araciawhilst child Lillabeth was
present, and sheinevitably fell adeep before the end of thefirst hour of my praise. She hasno interest in
religion or priests or temples. If thisEnalaisredly the adult Lillabeth, she will have no need of priests or
temples or hymns of praise. She will abandon the temple, and when the local people come to understand
her disinterest, they will turn their backs on us, and we will surely perish.”

"That couldn't happen to abetter group,” Torl muttered. Then he squinted at the celling. "1 wonder just
how long Fat Berda could stay aiveif nobody bothered to feed him. He could probably absorb his own
fat for awnhile, but hedd run dry eventudly.”

"Holy Araciaadvised methat child Lillabeth was what she called 'a Dreamer,™ the raspy-voiced priest
declared. "She said that Lillabeth could cause things to happen with her Dreams that were quite beyond
anything Holy Araciaor her brothers or sister could ever bring to pass. These events, as | understood
what Holy Araciatold me, are what are called 'natural disasters—floods, earthquakes, volcanos—and
such. Have a care when you approach child Lillabeth, for she can—most certainly—cause the sky to fall
down onyou."

"That's absurd," Alcevan scoffed.

"I wouldn't be so sure, Alcevan,” Berdadisagreed. "Holy Araciahersdlf told me of severad disasters
other Dreamer-children had caused to happen—floods, volcanoes, and other events amost beyond
human conception. It would gppear that these innocent children are not innocent when they Dream. The
godslive by alaw that they will never kill anything. The Dreamers, however, have no such redtriction.”

Alcevan suddenly chuckled. "I'd say that we have avery smple solution to our problem, then. We know
that there's some kind of connection between Lillabeth and Endla. Endlawill live forever, of course, but
Lillabeth? I'm not so sure about her. She eatsfood, and she goesto deep. That suggests that she's not an
immortal, and that makes things very easy for us."

"I didn't quite follow that, Alcevan," Berdasaid.

"All we haveto do is order some noviceto kill her, you dunce. If Lillabeth's dead, Endlawill be dead as
well. They are the same person, after al.”

"It wouldn't work," Berdadeclared. "Araciacan hear our thoughts—particularly any thought that
threatensthelife of Lillabeth. Aracia loves that spoiled little brat.”

"Let me ded with that, Takd Berda," Alcevan said then. "Since Lillabeth is really Endla, shell bethe



onewho'll usurp Aracias throne once Araciagoesto deep. Aracia, however, desperately wantsto retain
her position as the god of the East, and shelll do anything to hold her throne."

Torl turned and walked as swiftly as he dared through the dimly lighted corridor that led to the west wall
of the temple. As soon as he came out into the open area that was no longer closed in by stone blocks,
he went looking for cousin Sorgan. "1 think we've got a serious problem, cousin," he said.

"Another one?' Sorgan said. "What's the world coming to?'
"Areyou about finished with thetired old jokes, Sorgan?'

Torl demanded. "Why don't you try to laugh at thisone?| just heard that priestess called Alcevan come
up with aplot to kill Aracias Dreamer.”

"You sad what?'

"Y ou heard me, cousin. Alcevan seemsto think that if Lillabeth died, Enadllawould ceaseto exist. Those
priests desperately want to keep Araciain charge here, snce sheé'stheir only accessto alife of luxury.
They seem to believe that if Endladies—or just ceasesto exigs—Araciawill have to stay awake and
continue providing them with everything they want."

Cousin Sorgan'sface hardened. "1 think we'd better take thisto Vdtan,” he said.

It didn't take them very long to find Zelanas baby brother. He was watching Sorgan's men asthey
continued the congtruction of cousin Sorgan'simitation fort, and he didn't look very impressed.

"Weneedtotak, Lord Vetan," Sorgan said. "'l think we might have an emergency of sorts coming
before too long."

"Somebody's going to sneeze, and your fort will collapse?’ Vetan suggested.

"Thefort'snot redly significant,” Sorgan replied. "It'sjust there to make your big Sster feel more secure.
It's not like there was going to be ared invasion. Cousin Torl here just overheard something that well
haveto dedl with—soon. Tdl him what you heard, Torl."

"| was sort of wandering around in this badly-put-together temple alittle while back, and | just happened
to hear some of your sister's prieststalking. They're very unhappy about Aracias approaching nap time.
They know that when she drifts off, your granddaughter Enallawill take charge here”

"Granddaughter?’ Veltan seemed abit Sartled.

"Y ou and the rest of your family are related to the younger generation, aren't you? | suppose we could
cdl Enalayour niece, if that would be closer.”

"We are related, Torl," Vetan said with afaint smile, "but | doubt that any word you could come up with
would explain the rdaionship.”

"Donttry toexplainit to me, Lord Veltan,” Torl said. "1 probably wouldn't understand you anyway, and
all it'd do would be to give me a headache. The priests | heard talking were trying to come up with some
way to keep your sster awake. Thelittle priestess Alcevan came up with a plan that the other priests
seem to think might actualy work."

lld]?l



"Thisgetsjust alittle ugly, so brace yoursdlf. Alcevan seemsto have found out that the Dreamer Lillabeth
isactualy Endla. Endla, liketherest of you, doesn't need to eat or deep, but Lillabeth does. Alcevan
told the other prieststhat Enallamight beimmortal, but Lillabeth probably isn't. Then shewent on to
suggest that if some novice priest just happened to murder Lillabeth, Endlawould just vanish. | dontt
know if it would work that way, but the other priests seemed to think it might be worth atry.”

"That'shorriblel" Veltan exclamed.
"The next question is, would it work?' Sorgan said.

"l don't think s0," Veltan replied, "but let's not take any chances." Then hefrowned. "1 didn't know that
my sster had any women priests,” he said.

"Asfar aswe know, this Alcevan'sthe only one," Sorgan said. "The other priestsdon't seemto like her
very much, but your sster spendsalot of timelistening to her." He smiled. "I think Eleriamight refer to
her as one of the ‘teenie-weenies,™ he said. "That particular term showed up fairly oftenin Zelana
country. Eleriaherself was a teenie-weenie, and so was Rabbit. Then, when we encountered the
bug-snake-people, Eleriacalled them teenie-weeniesaswell."

Vetan shrugged. "There are smal people herein Aracials Domain. From what you just told me, this
Alcevan priestessthrows alot of weight around—quite possibly because Aracia told her to. Let'sgo
give Lillabeth some protection. We don't want to take any chances here.”

"She dmost never comes hereto spend any time with me," thelittle girl complained. "1 think she hatesme
because | had that Dream.”

"No, Lillabeth," Vetan replied. "It'sthe war that's bothering Aracia so much. It'll be over soon, and then
things should go back to the way they're supposed to be."

"Do warsawaystakethislong, Uncle Vdtan?"

" redlly don't know, child," Vdtan replied. "Thisisthefirst war we've ever had herein the Land of
Dhrdl. Torl here knows much, much more about warsthan | do."

Lillabeth looked at Torl. "How long do thewars last in your part of the world?" she asked.

Torl shrugged. " Sometimes they're over in about haf an hour,” hereplied. " Others can go on for years
and years. Thisone hereis supposed to be over by springtime.”

"And then everything will go back to the way it's supposed to be?" thelittle girl asked.

"Who knows?" Torl said. "Theworld changes all the time, and that meansthat nothing ever redly stays
the same.”

"They get better, you mean?'
"Sometimesthey do, but sometimesthey get worse.”
Vdtan winced, but he didn't say anything.

Then the door of Lillabeth's room opened, and ayoung priest who couldn't have been much older than
fifteen or so cameinto theroom. He wasjust abit pale, and his hands were shaking. "What are you
people doing here?' he demanded.

"Wejust came by to visit my niece," Vetan replied.



"Your niece?"

Veltan nodded. "I'm Aracias younger brother. We don't get chancesto visit very often. Did someonetell
you to stop by for some reason?’

"Ah—I wasjust supposed to ook in to make sure that thelittle girl isall right and doesn't need anything,”
the young fellow replied just abit too quickly.

"I'm here now," Vetan told him, "and I'll take care of anything she needs. Wasthere anything el s?'
"Well—no, | guessnot.”

"Good. Y ou can go now then. Tell whoever sent you that Lillabeth isjust fine and that I'm here to make
surethat she staysthat way."

"I'll do that," the young fellow said, nervoudy backing toward the door.
Vdtan amiled. "Y ou have anice day,” he said blandly.
The young man fled.

"That wastheone, Torl," Vdtan said. "Alcevan promised him aquick devationin rank if he did what she
wanted himto do.”

"Y ou can hear what people are thinking, can't you, Vetan?' Torl asked.

"Usudly, yes. | don't dways want to, but it'sthereif | need it. I'll stay herewith Lillabeth. Why don't you
follow that nervous young priest? He might be the only one Alcevan hired, but let's make sure, if we

"I'll get right onit, Lord Vetan,” Torl replied, going to the door.

Chapter Two

The pale young priest was trembling noticeably and not walking very fast as he moved along one of the
dusty corridors of Araciastemple. Torl was quite sure that he knew why the young man was reluctant to
report hisfailureto Alcevan. Thelittle priestess was quite obvioudy not the sort who'd be willing to
accept failure, so the young man was dmost certainly moving toward ablistering reprimand.

Hefindly reached one of those dusty, unoccupied rooms that didn't even have adoor, but, unlike the
other chambers on both sides of the corridor, therewasadim light in thisone. "'I'm back, Holy Alcevan,”
the young fellow said in atrembling voice. "l waan't able to do what you asked, though. Thelittle girl
wasn't done. There was astranger who caled himself Vetan there, along with one of those barbarians. |
think I'll have to wait awhile before | try again.”

"Thereésno red problem, Aldas," the priestess replied. "We have plenty of time, so try again some other
day.”

"Oh, I will, I will," the young priest vowed. "Believe me, the time will come—sooner or later—when Il
find thelittle girl done, and then I'll do that which you want meto do.”



"Excdlent, Aldas," thelittle priestess said. "'l knew that | could depend on you.”

"I'll go back immediately, Holy Alcevan,” the young man promised. "I'll watch for days and days until |
can get thelittle girl done, and then—" Hisvoice druptly stopped, and Torl heard agurgling sound.

Torl blinked. "She didn't!" he exclaimed under his breath. The stream of red blood coming through the
doorway, however, said that she had. Alcevan quite obvioudy was not prepared to accept failure.

"| stayed back out of sght until sheleft theroom, Veltan,” Torl said somewhat |ater after Lillabeth had
goneto deep. "I'm not sure just exactly how she did it with astone knife, but the poor boy's throat had
been cut from ear to ear. First shetold him that everything was dl right, and then she killed him right there
on the spot.”

Vetan'sface hardened. " She's even worse than | thought,” he said. " She's after something here, and it's
obviousthat shell go to any length to get it. I'm quite sure that she's not what she appearsto be.”

Torl suddenly grinned. "1 don't redly think fat old Berdawill be around very much longer, do you?'

"Interesting notion, Torl. Be very careful, but try to keep an eye on her. We might just be looking at
extreme ambition here. If that's the case, shelll do dmost anything to replace Berda as the high priest—or
Taka, astheloca term hasit—»but it might go even further.”

"Areyou saying that she wantsto replace your sister ?'

"I wouldn't rule it out, Torl. Alcevan wants something, but | don't think we know for sure just what itis.
How familiar are you with dl these sllly corridors herein the temple?”

" think I've got a nodding acquaintance with most of them, Vetan," Torl replied. "Of course | come
across anew one every so often, but those are the ones that don't really go anywhere. | can find my way
around without much trouble.

"Good. Stay out of sight as much as possible, but do what you can to find out just exactly what Alcevan's
god really is"

"I'll seewhat | can do, Vetan," Torl promised, "but | think you should stay closeto Lillabeth. She needs
protection right now."

"I'l getright onit, Torl," Vetan replied in an obviousimitation of something Torl had said earlier.

"Ha," Torl replied in the sameflat tone Gundaadways used. "Ha. Ha. Ha."

Vdtan burst out laughing at that point.

Torl had found an unused corridor that went past the back side of Aracias throne room. Like most of the
rest of the temple, it was not well-made, and Torl had been able to hear what was going on in the throne
room. He crept through the shoddy corridor until he could hear voices. Then he put his ear to thewall.

"We don't know this Enalla person who'll replace you when you lie down to rest, Holy Aracia," Alcevan
was saying, "but isn't it possible that shelll decide to usurp your temple and tell usthat she isthe true god
of your Domain and order usto bow down and worship her instead of you? Of course, after afew
generations, nobody will even remember that you were ever here”



"|sthere no way, Divine Aracia, that you can delay the arrival of thisEnalla?* Berdaasked. "We havethe
invasion by the Creatures of the Wasteland in progress right now. Could you not remain here with us until
they are driven back?'Y ou are wise beyond our understanding, but this Enalla person will have only
recently awakened from her long deep, so shewill be as hel pless as a child. Should the Creatures of the
Wasgtdland o'erwhelm your people, isit not possible that the VIagh itsdf will assume your holy throne?!

Then Aracidsvoice, colder thanice, replied. "These matters are none of your concern—neither of your
concerns. | will, before this season ends, go to my rest. Enalla is my dternate, and my Domain will be
herswhilel deep. You will obey her indl things." She paused and then spoke againin anicy tone. "Why
isit that you two are not a the south wall of my temple as| have commanded?!

Berdafloundered abit. "Most of the priesthood |abors there as you commanded, Most Holy. Some few
of us, however, have remained here to see to your needs.”

"I have no needs, Berda. Y ou should know that by now." Then Aracia paused, and her voice became
even more cold. "Y ou were fully aware of that, were you not, Takal Berda? This 'see to my needs pose
of yoursis but away to avoid strenuous labor, isit not?"

"We cannot leave you unprotected, Divine One," Alcevan declared.

"Brave are you indeed, smdl, inconsequentia person,” Araciareplied in avoice dripping with sarcasm.
"Firgt you defy me, and then you will attempt to hold back the servants of the VIagh, which will most
certainly kill you and then eat you. Hear me now, both of you. Proceed at once to the south wall of my
temple and give aid to those who have aready obeyed my commands. Should that not suit you, go from
this holy temple and do not ever return. Know, moreover, that when you depart from here, | will mark
you, and neither one of you will ever be permitted to come back to within my walls. Choose, Berdaand
Alcevan, and know that which course you choose will not in any way concern me.”

Torl heard the sound of hurried footsteps, and the throne room door opened—and then closed.

Torl pressed one hand over his mouth to muffle the sound of his laughter. Then he went west again
through the dusty corridor to tell cousin Sorgan and V eltan about this sudden changein Vetan's sster.

After alittlewhile, Torl redized that he was whistling as he went.

Chapter Three

"Shereally came down hard on those two," Torl reported when he rgoined Sorgan and Veltan at the
west wall. "They were trying their best to persuade her to stay awake and keep Endlafrom taking over,
but she told them to either go to the south wall and do what she'd told them to do, or |eave the temple
and never come back."

"Well," Vdtan said with agmile. "It seemsthat my sster hasfinadly cometo her senses.” Then helooked
curioudy at Torl. "How did you manageto get into the throne room without being seen?!

"l wasn'tindde," Torl said. "l wasin one of those cobwebby corridors that just happened to have a
crack inthewadll. | could hear everything that was going on in there, and they didn't know that | was
listening. There seem to be quite afew of those old corridorsin the vicinity of the throne room.”



"They were probably put there by certain previous high prieststo give them someplace where they could
hear what was going on without being seen,” Vetan replied. "They've dways wanted that advantage to
make sure that no other priest was getting ahead of them.”

"Arethe palitics here dways so complicated, Veltan?' Sorgan asked.

"That sort of depends on whose territory weretaking about,” Vtan replied. "Thingsin Dahlaine's
Domain are abit more forma than they are in Zelanas Domain and mine, but Aracias church takes
politics out to the far end—or it did until just recently. Now that Aracia's cometo her senses, she might
even go o far asto abolish her church.” Then he smiled again. "And if Araciadoesnt, Endlaamost
certainly will. The priests of her church will probably have to go out and find honest work before spring
arives"

"Poor babies," Sorgan said in mock sympathy.

THE

COMMANDER
Chapter One

Trenicia, the warrior queen of the Ide of Akala, was serioudy discontented with winter. The Matans had
generoudy provided her with adouble-layered bison-hide cloak, but she ill spent most of her time
shivering and complaining.

Her language was very colorful, Commander Narasan noted with afaint smile as hisarmy marched up
through Long-Pass. Treniciahad, in effect, joined Narasan's army when they'd both walked off and left
Veltan'solder sister screaming about their desertion. Aracias arrogance knew no bounds, and the
thought that they would al just walk away and leave her totaly undefended sent her right up through the
caling. "l wonder how Sorgan'sdoing,” he muttered as he and Treniciawaked through agloomy
afternoon.

"l didn't quite catch that, dear Narasan,” Treniciasaid in amilder tone of voice,
"Just thinking out loud, Y our Mgesty,” Narasan replied.
"| thought that we'd discarded the 'Y our Mgesty’ foolishness,” she said a bit tartly.

"Sorry," Narasan gpologized. "Habit, probably. Down in the Empire, people are very interested in rank,
S0 we grow accustomed to spouting terms of respectfulness. They don't really mean anything, but we
wave them around anyhow. I'm just a bit concerned about Sorgan's scheme, isdl. HE's one of the few
friends | have, and | don't want to lose him."

"Y ou have me asyour friend, Narasan," Treniciasaid. "That'sal you redly need. Someday we might
want to talk about friendship. In time, friendship growsinto something more interesting, and I'd say that
we've dmost reached that point.”



Narasan actudly blushed, though he couldn't for thelife of him think why.

"Isyour face turning red for some reason other than the beastly chill in thisregion?' Treniciaasked. "If
you're having aproblem, fed freeto tell me dl about it."

"I'm sureit'sonly the westher, dear friend Trenicia."
"Spoilgport,” shereplied accusingly.

"I'm not entirely sure that Sorgan's sophisticated enough to float his scheme past Aracia—or her priests.
He can tell them that his scouts have actually seen the bug-peopleinvading, but | don't know if they'd

accept that."

"He has Vdtan to help him, dear Narasan. That'sal the help hell probably need.” Then she paused.
"How in theworld did you get so attached to aMaag pirate?" she asked. "I thought that Maags and
Trogites were supposed to be natural-born enemies.”

Narasan shrugged. "We've been allied with each other in three wars so far, and we've learned to trust
each other. If he kegps things smple, he shouldn't have many problems, but sometimes Sorgan goesto
extremes. All we really need isfor him to keep Araciaand her priests out of my hair herein Long-Pass.”

"That shouldn't be too hard," Treniciasaid. "We're not talking about intdlligent people here. Relax, dear
Narasan. I'm sure that everything down in the templ€'s going exactly the way wewant it to."

It was about noon when the main army reached the back side of afairly sandard Trogitefort. Trenicia
wasn't at al impressed. "Isthat the best your men can do?" she demanded.

"Thisisthe back side, Treniciadear,” Narasan explained. "It'sthe front side that holds back the enemy.
The back sideis designed to make it easy for our soldiersto get insde thefort.”

"What if your enemy sneaks around behind you?"

"Would the word 'how' offend you? The fort blocks off the entire passin this spot. Believe me, dear, we
Trogites have been building forts for centuries, we've come up with answersto just about dl the 'what ifs
anybody can come up with. About the only one that concerns usiswhat's called 'burrowing.’ That's when
your enemy digs adeep holein the ground some distance back from your fort and then sartsto dig a
tunnd.”

"l knew that there had to be aweakness" Treniciaexclaimed triumphantly.

"Takealook around, dear," Narasan suggested. "Y ou won't see very much dirt. Thisisamountain pass,
and that meansthat it's mostly rock. | guessit'stheoreticdly possible to burrow through solid rock, but
I'd say that it'd take at |east ten yearsto get asfar asthe front side of the fort—and another four or five
yearsto burrow under thefort to get to the back side.”

Treniciaglared at him for amoment, but then she laughed. "I was being just abit slly there, wasn't 1?It's
justthat | hate forts. The notion of being locked in one place for years and years makes me want to
scream.”

"Y ou made very good time, sir,” Sub-Commander Andar said when Narasan and Treniciajoined him at
the front of thefort.

"Not as good as you and Gunda made," Narasan replied.



"How in the world were you able to cover ahundred and twenty milesin four and ahaf days?"

"Longbow discarded severa customs, sir,” Andar replied with afaint smile. "First he abolished the
standard rest period.”

"How was he able to persuade the men to do that? That custom's been locked in stone for centuries

"He used the cooks asthe key to unlocking it, Sir."
"The cooks? | don't quite follow you there.”

"He put the cooks at the head of the column, sir,” Andar explained. "He must have made afew threats,
because the cooks did their best to keep up with him. That put breakfast, lunch, and supper farther and
farther ahead of the men who felt the need to rest. It took the men aday or so to get his point. '‘Rest or
edt' isalittle brutd, but it did get his point across. Sauntering along more or less vanished along about
then, and running became al the rage—particularly after that lady cook from Lord Veltan's Domain took
charge of the preparation of the meals. An occasional gust of wind went down the pass, and it carried the
smdll of her cooking down to the men who'd been stubbornly inssting that their right to rest was more
important than anything else in the whole world. The pace of the army picked up quite noticeably at that
point.”

"That Longbow's an absolute genius," Narasan declared.

"I'd say 50, yes," Andar agreed. "It seems that when he wants something, he aways comes up with away
togetit.”

"How far on up the pass is Gundasfort?' Narasan asked then.

"Almost exactly amile, ar,” Andar replied. "That might vary afew times as we go on down the pass, but
well dways be quite closeto amile.”

"l suppose I'd better go on up and say some nice things about Gundasfort,” Narasan said then.

"I'm sure hélll appreciatethat, Sr,"” Andar said with no hint of asmile.

Sinceit was obvioudy going to take the rest of the day for the main army to get past Andar'sfort,
Narasan and Treniciawent on ahead to Gundasfort. Longbow was there, of course, and Narasan had
learned quite some time back that when he needed information about the Creatures of the Wasteland,

L ongbow was the man to speak with.

Gunda's fort went quite aways farther than the standard Trogite one in that there were huge boulders
mixed in with the standard granite blocks. "It wasn't redlly my idea, Narasan,” Gunda conceded. "Prince
Ekia took alook at our rock wall and suggested that bigger rocks might add a bit. Then he had afair
number of his men start dragging those boulders here. | was more than alittle surprised when | saw the
size of the rocks a dozen or so horses could drag across the ground. No matter how many bug-people
come charging up here, thisisasfar asthey're going to get.”

"Have you seen any of them yet?' Narasan asked.

"Oh, yes," Gundareplied. "They're still about five miles away, but there are thousands of them out there.
Prince Ekid and his horse-soldiers are dowing them down quite abit, but they will reach thisfort before
too much longer.”



"The main army's not far behind, Gunda," Narasan assured hisfriend. "They're climbing over Andar'sfort
right now, but I'd say that your fort will be fully manned by about noon tomorrow.”

"They do have those poisoned stakes with them, don't they?”

"Oh, yes. Y our impregnable fort's going to be even more impregnable after we've planted those stakesto
the front. Andar told me that there were quite afew bug-people up on the rims of the pass.”

"They're fill there, Narasan,” Gundareplied, "but they're dead now. Kathlak's archers went on up there
and showered them with poisonous arrows. There are alot of trees up on those rims, and oncethe main
army gets here, I'd suggest that we send a good number of them up there with axes. Catapults are aways
nice to have on hand when your enemies are charging. If we do thisright, thiswill be about asfar as our
enemieswill get."

"Why have you got people building more forts then?' Queen Trenicia asked.

"Just a precaution, malam,” Gunda replied. " Things sometimes go wrong no matter what we do, and
those extrafortswill give us someplaceto fal back toif it turns out to be necessary. As our mighty
commander here says quite often, 'Always expect the worst, and be ready for it." If it doesn't turn out that
way, it's a plessant surprise, but we don't take any chances.”

"Y ou'reagloomy sort of fellow, aren't you, friend Narasan?' Treniciasaid.
"Maybe," Narasan conceded, "but I am dill dive"

"That'sdl that redly matters, dear one," Treniciasaid with afond smile.

Chapter Two

"Where's Prince Ekia?' Narasan asked the Mdavi Arigathe following morning when they were all
gathering for the customary conference.

"Ekid isgiving ingruction to that young Kesdlo on riding ahorse. The two of them get dong well with
each other," Arigareplied.

Narasan nodded, then looking around at everyone, he said, "First, of course, the question is how far
away from here isthe enemy—and how many of them are there?’

"| drifted out over the Wastdland yesterday,” Lady Zelanasaid, "and it looked to melike the Vlagh was
throwing everything shesgot at usthistime.”

"And how many would that be, maam?' Gunda asked.
"A hdf million a least," Zdanareplied. "Probably closer to awhole million.”

"She's definitely pushing her luck, then,” Lord Dahlaine declared. "In the past she's always kept a grest
number of her childrenin reserve”

"Children?' Treniciaasked in astartled voice.



"I know that it sounds very unnatura, Queen Trenicia," Dahlainereplied, "but the Vlagh givesbirth to all
of her servants. Of course she doesn't have children in the same way that human mothers do. Shelays
eggsingead. Evidently, sheredlizesthat thiswill be her last chance to gain dominion of some part of the
Land of Dhral that's out beyond the Wasteland, so with the exception of the onesthat take care of her in
her nest, she's probably emptied the place out. If things turn out the way we want them to, shelll have
very few servantsleft if this attack falls gpart the way that the previous ones have.”

"And that would mean that shelll be out of business, wouldn't it?' Andar said.

"I'm not completely positive about that," Lady Zelana disagreed. "It'll take her along, long timeto build
the number of her children back up, but aslong as she'sthere, shelll still be adanger for us.™

"WEell havetokill her then," Treniciasaid bluntly.
Zdanawinced. "We're not alowed to do that," she replied.

"That'swhy you hired us, isn't it?" Treniciasuggested. "If the best that we can do isblock her off, shell
go back to her nest and lay more eggs, and next spring shelll attack again.”

"Not quite that soon, Queen Trenicia," Dahlaine disagreed. "It might take aslong as another century for
her to produce enough children to pose any significant threat, but—" Heleft it hanging there.

"Cut off her food,” Two-Hands of Matan said bluntly. "Doesn't no food mean no new calves? Y ou can
play with the weether, Dahlaine. Y ou've demonstrated that severd times dready thisyear. A drought
might be the best answer.”

"Or possibly aflood,” the farmer Omago from Vdtan's Domain suggested. " That worked extremely well
last summer.”

"I'd say that we can decide which way we should go after we've stopped the army that's coming to visit
ushere" Longbow said then.

"How long would you say it's likely to take the bug-people to get into position to attack Gunda'sfort,
Longbow?' Narasan asked.

"A week or ten days," Longbow replied. "Right now I'd suggest working on catapults. They worked
rather well last autumn in the north country.”

"I'll put the men to work on those," Gunda agreed.

It was about noon on the following day when Ekia and Kesalo came up to the back side of Gundasfort.
Narasan was a bit surprised by how well Kesdlo was riding the horse Ekia had provided. ™Y ou two
made good time," Narasan said asthey dismounted.

"That's because young Kesdlo hereisanatura-born horseman,” Ekia declared. "It didn't take him more
than a couple hoursto get old Bent-Nose there so attached to him that the silly horse wantsto deep with
him now."

"Bent-Nose?' Narasan asked. "Ian't that an odd sort of name for ahorse?'

"When he was quite abit younger, we were fighting horsemen from a different part of our country, and
one of the enemies dashed the horse across the nose with his saber. When the cut hedled, the scar
changed the shape of the horse's nose. 'Bent’ might not be too accurate, but it sounds better than



'swelled-up,’ wouldn't you say?"

"| seewhat you mean.” Then Narasan looked inquiringly a Kesglo. "How did you manageto get on the
good side of the horse so fast?' he asked curioudly.

Kesdo amiled. "l just happened to have some candy in my pack-sack, sir," Kesdo replied, "and
Bent-Nose seems to have a sweet tooth. After two small pieces of candy, he was following me around

like apuppy dog."
"Bribery, Kesdo? I'm shocked.”

"I wouldn't redlly cdl it 'bribery,” Commander," Kesdlo protested. "1'd say that ‘atreat for afriend would
comeclose.”

Ekia laughed. "The young man was nice enough to give metherecipefor that candy, soif | dont eat it dl
mysdlf, I'll be ableto get on the good side of just about every horsein the Land of Mdavi." Then his
scarred face grew more serious. "Have the bug-people made any attacks yet?'

Narasan shook hishead. "Longbow saysthat they'll probably wait until al of their relativesjoin them. |
wastaking with Ariga, and he advised me that the Maavi had come up with aschemeto disrupt the
advance of our enemies.”

"Lances, most likely," Ekid said.

Then Lord Dahlaine and Lady Zelana came out of the back side of Gunda's fort and joined them. "What
did Sorgan say about our sister, Keselo?' Lady Zelana asked.

Kesdlo told them Araciahad finaly cometo her senses, thanksto Veltan'simages of assorted varieties of
bug-people, and then she came down on her priests—hard—and on thelittle priestess Alcevan.

"A priestess?' Narasan said in astonishment. "I didn't even know that Aracia has female priess”

"| gathered that Alcevan's entry into the priesthood wasfairly recent. Fat Berdaorates his adoration, but
tiny Alcevan whispers hers—continuoudy, even while Berdas performing. She soundsalot likean
ordinary priest trying to get Aracias undivided attention—~but she was recently involved in an attempt to
murder Aracia's Dreamer, Lillabeth.”

"Shestrying to kill Lillabeth?' Dahlaine exclaimed.

"That'swhat Sorgan told me, sir," Kesdlo replied. "He said that sheéld aready bribed ayoung priest to kill
thelittle girl, but the priest showed up in Lillabeth's play-room when severa other people—Sorgan
included—were there. The priest reported back to Alcevan that the time wasn't right yet, but that he'd
take care of it when there was nobody about. Alcevan told him that was awonderful idea, and then she
cut the young man'sthroat from ear to ear. Sorgan'sfairly sure that she doesn't want anybody who
knows what she's doing to stay divefor very long. Veltan believesthat Alcevan has her eye on Aracias
throne and shéelll routindly kill any accomplice after they've either done what she wanted them to do—or
faled, for that matter. 1'd say that the life expectancy of anybody who goesto work for little Alcevan will
be just about one day. After that, helll be dead meat.”

"That'sterriblel"

"Look on the bright sde, Lord Dahlaine. Every priest she kills now will be onelessthat well havetokill
when thisisover."” Helooked over at Ekid. "That's caled 'thinning the herd' down in Maavi-land, isn't
it?'



It was |ate that afternoon when Red-Beard, riding the horse he called Seven, led the archers of
Longbow's tribe—or the Old-Bear tribe—down to the upper end of Gunda's fort. Longbow, of course,
went out to greet them, and Narasan, as a courtesy, went with histall, somber friend.

"Ho, Longbow," alean archer with steely eyes greeted hisfriend.
"Tracker," Longbow replied with anod. "What took you so long?"

"Weran into some of the Creatures of the Wasteland," the one Longbow had called Tracker replied.
"Red-Beard here told us that there had been several encounters with them aong that worn-out old
mountain range. | think that the Vlagh doesn't really want too many archers standing in the path of her
children when she sends them up here. Evidently she'slearned that we can diminate her children without
much difficulty, so sheld rather not have usto come up againgt. It took usalittle while, but we cleaned
them out of our way. Oh, Chief Old-Bear told usto give you hisregards.”

"How'she doing?'

"The same asdways, Longbow. Y ou should know that by now. He can still bend his bow, and his
arrows aways go just where he wants them to go.”

"Is One-Who-Hed sfedling any better?" Longbow asked. "Word reached usthat he was quiteill amonth
or so ago."

"We thought that the bad news had reached you by now. Welost him, Longbow. He died afew days
before the Maag called Skell sailed into our bay."

Longbow sighed. "Weredl madelessby that,” he said mournfully. "He was one of thewisest menin al
the Land of Dhral. Was he ever ableto identify the disease that took him from us?'

"I don't think it wasredlly adisease, Longbow. Old age would probably come closer. Hewas at least
ninety years old, and not too many people live much longer than that.”

"That'strue, | suppose. | think that out of respect for him we should exterminate al the servants of the
Vlagh and leave her Stting done on that hive of hers.”

"Shelll just lay more eggs, Longbow.”

"Maybe—but then again, maybe not. Oh, thisis Commander Narasan of the Trogite Empire. You
probably met him during thewar inthe Domains of Zelanaand Veltan.”

Tracker nodded. "He's been very helpful .
"Wetry," Narasan replied. "What isit that gave you the name "Tracker'?" he asked.

"It'swhat he does, friend Narasan,” Longbow explained. "Tracker can follow any anima—or man—just
about anyplace they go. He can find tracks laid down on solid rock—or so I've been told—and |
wouldn't beat al surprised to find out that he can track fish aswell."

"Only if thewater isn't too deep, friend Longbow," Tracker said. "I don't redlly swim very well, sofish
can usudly get away from me. Thelittle rascas can move very fast when they need to.”

"Let's go on back to Gunda's fort, gentlemen,” Narasan suggested. "It's abit chilly out here, and I'm sure
your men would be very happy to get something to et a ong about now.”



"What agreat idea," Longbow said without cracking asmile.

Thearrival of the members of Longbow's tribe seemed to have changed their friend quite abit. Longbow
had dways seemed to be a solitary sort of man, but now that he had hisfriends here, he even smiled on
occason.

The next morning, just after sunrise, the bug-people began a steady march toward the steep dope that
led up to Gundasfort at the upper end of Long-Pass.

Ekial's horsemen savaged them as they advanced, but it didn't seem to Narasan that the bug-people were
dowing their pace very much.

During the previous night, however, the men from the main army had reached Gunda's fort and had
delivered the barrels of naphtha, pitch, and tar. Gunda had then moved his catapultsinto position and the
catapult crews were carefully mixing the three e ementsin preparation for launching fire missiles.

"Did you speak with Ekia, Gunda?' Narasan asked. "We don't want to start throwing fire at our friends,
you know."

"Wevegot it all worked out, Narasan," Gundareplied. "We're falling back on toots. When Ekia and his
men hear the horns blowing, they'll get clear. Then the catapult crews will st fire to enough bug-people
to persuade the other onesto go play somewhereelse.”

"That's the most brutal way to make war on somebody that 1've ever heard of," Treniciasaid.

"Inthelong run, it probably savesalot of their lives, dear," Narasan told her. "Even the stupidest enemy
inthe world will turn and run when he sees hisfriends engulfed in fire. The bug-people aren't any too
bright, but even they will probably turn and run when it gartsraining fire."

"Then we've just won another war, wouldn't you say?"

"I'm not at al that certain, dear,” Narasan replied, looking out at the massed Crestures of the Wasteland
marching up the dope. "We don't have an unlimited supply of fuel for our fire missiles, and when werun
out, the enemieswill most probably resume their advance.”

"Right up until they reach the poisoned stakes," Gunda added. "Then after they come through the stakes,
the archers from Longbow's tribe and Kathlak's Tonthakan archers will shower them with poisoned
arrows. If any of the bug-people get past that, the Matan spear-throwers will greet them. I'd say that
dear old Vlagh's going to lose about haf of her army on that dope, and then they'll come face-to-face
with thisfort. They're not going to get past us, but even if they do, they'll come up againgt Andar'sfort a
mile or so down the pass—and more forts farther on down the pass. The Vlagh may have sarted out
with amillion or so soldiers, but shelll be lucky if she's got even adozen | eft after aweek or 0."

CONFUSION

Chapter One



Rabbit wasfairly surethat Fat Berdaand tiny Alcevan would be nowhere near any place dong the
rickety southern wall of the temple where most of Aracias priests were engaged in honest work and
endless complaints about it—and about the steady diet of beans. Gimpy and Squint-Eye were Maag
ship-captains, but they'd been put in charge of the construction of what passed for the south wall more
because they'd irritated Sorgan than because they were good builders. Rabhit was quite sure that the two
of them weren't certain just how many of Araciaslazy priests were supposed to be working on that wall.
That should have made it quite easy for Berdaand Alcevan to dip away. "Except that there won't be
much for Berdato eat—except maybe for cobwebs," Rabbit muttered. "I think 1'd better go seeif | can
find those two," he decided. "If they're dtill trying to come up with away to kill Araciaslittle Dreamer, I'd
better stay right on top of them.”

Given Berdasneed for lots of food, Rabbit was quite sure that they wouldn't be too far from the nearest
kitchen.

He roamed around in the dark, dusty corridors near the rickety south wall of the temple, searching more
with hisearsthan hiseyes, and asluck had it—or possibly destiny—he heard the priestess Alcevan
talking in her peculiar voice. "Stay cam, Teka Berda," shewas saying. "l till have my handson afair
number of novice priests. Inthelight of al this chaos, nobody's redly paying much attention to the various
corridors leading from here to the central temple, so sooner or later one of my agents will get through
and kill the spoiled brat Lillabeth, and that should put Araciaback under our control.”

"I'm not sure that you're right, Alcevan," Berdadisagreed. "1 know Aracia much better than you do, and

she'stotdly independent now. The old Araciawould never have dismissed me the way thisnew onedid.
She'snot at al the same as she was before that cursed pirate Sorgan arrived. She used to rely on mefor
al things, but now sheturnsto Sorgan instead.”

"That'sthe work of the younger goddess Endla, you foal," Alcevan declared. "Once Endlas gone,
Araciawill be oursagain. That'swhy we must kill the child Lillabeth. She's Endlain disguise. When she
dies, Endlaaso dies"

"“You could beright, | suppose," Berdaadmitted dubioudly.

That struck Rabbit as more than just alittle bit peculiar. Berdawas the highest-ranking priest in Aracias
temple, but it seemed to Rabbit that the Fat Man wasfalling in line with the recently arrived Alcevan
every time she opened her mouth. She seemed to have some kind of overpowering grip on the head of
the Church of Aracia. "1 think that maybe 1'd better go warn Vetan that these two still want to kill that
littlegirl," he muttered.

"She's till sending those low-rank young priests through the corridors to come here and try to kill
Lillabeth, Vetan," Rabhit advised Zelana's younger brother when they met in the cabin of the Ascension
later that day. " Shel's dbsolutely certain that Lillabethisredly Endlain disguise, and thet if Lillabeth is
killed, Endlawill dieaswdll."

" She doesn't fully understand what's happening, Rabbit,” Veltan replied, leaning back in the bulky chair
near the broad window on the stern side of the cabin. Then arueful sort of expression came over his
face. "Of course, I'm not dl that surethat | do either. When Eleria started to refer to Balaceniaas
‘Big-Me,' it sartled me more than alittle. The Dreamers and the younger gods are connected in ways
that Dahlaine didn't anticipate when he came up with his scheme, and they're connected with each other
in waysthat none of us could haveimagined.”



"They share their dreams with each other, you mean?’

"Exactly. We weren't ready for that. e tend to avoid each other as much as possible, but our younger
counterparts are much more closdy linked."

"Y ou know that you could take Lillabeth over to the cap'n'sfort on the west wall. If he put out the word
that no priest will be permitted to go there, Alcevan's scheme would go to pieces, wouldn't you say?!

"It probably would, Rabbit,” Vetan agreed, "but | think 1'd better keep her right here. | can protect her
here, and I've got astrong fedling that | should stay very closeto my big Sster. Aracids more or less
cometo her senses, but she might start veering off again. That priestess Alcevan is about ten times more
clever than Fat Berdawill ever be, and if she wheedles her way back into Aracias presence, shell
probably start pushing big sster off baance again.”

"Y ou could beright, | guess," Rabbit agreed. "When wefirst got here, we were al surethat Fat Berda
was the main onein your sigter's priesthood, but when | heard the Fat Man talking with Teenie-Weenie,
shewas cdling dl the shots. There's something very strange about her, and | think maybe we should dl
do what we can to find out just what that is. Fat Berda makes speeches, but Teenie spendsal of her

time whispering to your big sster.” Then Rabbit stopped, and he felt just abit foolish. " You could listen to
those whispers, couldn't you?'

"Probably, yes."
"And neither Alcevan or your big sSster would know that you're listening, would they?"
"Araciamight sense my presence, but | think | could conced it from her.”

Rabbit shook hishead. "Bad ideg, | think. If you're busy eavesdropping who's going to look out for
Lillabeth?'

Veltan's expression became abit shegpish. "I seem to have overlooked that," he admitted. "Why don't |
have atak with Zelanainstead? She can either protect Lillabeth, or do our eavesdropping for us.”

"That's probably the best idearight there," Rabbit agreed. Then he remembered something from the
previous summer. "l think | know of away to stop those novice priests from coming here," he said.

lld.]?l

"I'll need alot of spiderwebsthat are quite a bit thicker than the onesthe local spiders have been spinning
inthe halways herein your sster'stemple. Y ou do remember what happened to Jalkan and that
churchman from the Trogite Empire, don't you?"'

Veltan shuddered. "I don't think I'll ever forget that.”

"If | gather those beginner priests together and warn them that there are spidersin those hallwaysthat are
amost as big as horses and then describe what happened to Jalkan and the Trogite priest down in your
territory, Alcevan'sgoing to have alot of trouble hiring killers, | think." Then Rabbit squinted at Zelana's
younger brother. ™Y ou can make just about anything you want to, can't you, Veltan?' he asked.

"What exactly do you think you'll need?’

"Bones, mostly—hbut not just random bones scattered around. | think compl ete skel etons would be best.
That way anybody who comes across one of them 'will know that he'slooking at a dead person rather
than afox or acow, and it might be useful if the Skeleton has afew rags attached as well—rags that ook



like they used to be those robes dl of Aracias priests wear.”

"And maybe abrief image of avery large spider—or ten—scampering around in those corridors?
Vetan suggested.

"You can do that, can't you?' Rabbit said. "I'd forgotten about thet. If we have afew sghtings of spiders
that are ten feet across, human skeletons wearing bits and pieces of priest robes, and spiderwebs as thick
as anchor ropes, nobody with his head on straight will go anywhere near those corridors.”

"I likeit!" Vetan declared with awicked grin. "Go back to the south side of the temple and start telling
stories, Rabbit. I'll make sure that anybody who ventures into one of those corridors seesthings so
terrible that hell never go back again.”

"I think we just sank Alcevan's boat," Rabbit said with abroad grin.

"I'm fairly sure that shelll never be ableto give those hdfwit young priestswhat she's promising,” Rabbit
told the two Maags, Gimpy and Squint-Eye, "but around here, a promotion isworth more than gold. I'm
going to need some verification, though. If it's not too much trouble, put on long, worried faces and talk
about some of your sailorswho went along one of those corridors and never came back.”

"Youreanasy little fellow, Rabhbit," Captain Squint-Eye said. Then he assumed the facia expression that
had given him his name. "Maybe if we had one of those imitation skeletons you were telling us about
dressed in Maag clothes and armed with Maag wespons, the limp-brained priestswill get your point.”

"And maybe put up some danger sSignsat thisend of those hallways," Captain Gimpy added. ™Y ou know,
ared sgnwith abig picture of aspider painted on it. If we pile up enough awfulsfor those halfwitsto
see, not one of them will even consider going back to the main temple, no matter what thelittle lady
priest offersthem. It'salot like that old Maag saying that has to do with gold, wouldn't you say?'Y ou've
got to be diveto spend it' getsright to the point, doesn't it?"

"And Gimpy and I'll announce that we want all those priests to come to an 'emergency conference, and
then you can dump awful-awful al over them,” Captain Squint-Eye added. Then he laughed. ™Y ou know,
something like thisis even more fun than awar.”

"Of course," Rabbit agreed. "Deception is aways more fun than war, and, if you do it right, you don't
even haveto bleed.”

Chapter Two

"No, Rabbit," Captain Hook-Beak said. "I think you'd better doit. Y ou and Torl and severd others have
been passing on stories about your encounters with imaginary bug-people ever snce wefirst got here. I'll
back you up, of course, but the lazy priests would believe you alot sooner than they'd ever believe me."
He paused, staring out across the berm his men had built out to the front of the west wall. "Don't go too
far, though. When you get right down to it, l you're redly going to do down by the south wall is set
things up for the appearance of those imitation skeletons wearing priest robesthat Veltan's going to
conjure up. Keep your description of what the spider-bugs have been doing to the locd prieststhose
imitation skeletons are going to represent pretty much accurate. Don't get too cregtive. Thered thing



down in Vetan's Domain was awful enough, so you won't have to take it much farther.”

"That's the way well do 'er, Cap'n," Rabbit agreed. "I'll start out by telling them that the spider-bugs
dipped past us before we even started building walls and that they're hiding in most of those hdlways.
Then I'll move on into a description of what happened to Jalkan and Adnari Estarg. That should set things
up for Cap'n Gimpy to uncover those imitation skeletons.”

"You're very good a this sort of thing, Rabbit," Sorgan said admiringly.

"I've had lots of practice, Cap'n," Rabbit replied. "All | had to do to keep Ox and Ham-Hand from
putting meto doing real work was to stand there tapping on my anvil with ahammer. I'm anatural-born
expert when it comesto deception.”

"Except that Longbow saw right through you the first time he ever met you,” Sorgan added.
"Longbow don't count, Cap'n," Rabhbit replied. "He sees through everything.”

Rabbit was amost certain that Takal Berdawould not be present during Captain Squint-Eye's
"emergency conference." He was too well-known, for one thing, and, since he'd gained his position in the
temple by making speeches, he probably wouldn't careto listen to speeches delivered by someone ese.
The priestess Alcevan would amost certainly want to be present, though, since the term " emergency”
strongly suggested that something had come up that would make her hired nsvery reluctant to do
what she wanted them to do. Rabhbit was very well acquainted with dl the tricksasmal person could use
to watch and listen without being seen, so he ran his eyes carefully over the gathered crowd of prieststo
seeif he could locate her.

Then abrief flicker of movement caught his eye, and there was Alcevan, crouched low among the ruins
of the poorly constructed wall along the south side of the temple. She wasin the shadows, so nobody
would even know that she was there—if she stayed till and didn't move. Either she didn't know that, or
she was positive that nobody would be looking for her. Rabbit, however, had been searching, and he'd
just found what he wanted. "1 don't think she's going to like this very much,” he murmured to himsdf as
Captain Gimpy climbed up onto alarge stone block to speak to the gathered priests.

"Captain Squint-Eye and me decided that there's something you priests redlly ought to know about, since
your lives could very well depend on your knowing what it is," Gimpy declared. "To keep it short, our
scouts saw quite afew bug-people sneaking through the bushes toward this south wall, and that's why
you're hereto lend us ahand. There was something that'd happened earlier, though, that our scouts didn't
know about." He put his hand on Rabbit's shoulder. "Thislittle fellow has actudly seen acertain variety
of bugsin the corridors that lead to the main temple, so he can tell you what they look like and just how
dangerousthey are.”

"I'll do my best, Cap'n Gimpy," Rabbit said. Then he looked out at the not redlly too interested priests.
"Thiswill be the fourth war we've had with the bug-people since last spring, and I've managed to live
through al four of them—so far, anyway. There are dozens and dozens of different kinds of bug-people.
Most of them arefairly stupid, so weve been able to outsmart them three times dready. An entirely
different kind of bug showed up in the second war last summer, and that's the bug that somehow got into
these corridors. Most bugs have six legs, but these ones we've seen in these corridors have eight. Now,
most bugs chase things—or people—that they want to eat. The eight-legged ones set traps, though.”

"That's absurd,” one of the priests declared.

"Not really," Rabbit disagreed. "Most of the corridors here in the temple have spiderwebs dl over the



walls and hanging down from the celling. The spider-bug we encountered last summer wasfifty or a
hundred times bigger than any other spider I've ever seen. We had two different enemiesin that war off
to the south. One of the enemies was the bug-people, of course, but the other one came from Trog-land,
and they came hereto look for gold, and they thought that they saw more gold than they'd ever seen
before lying out there in the Wastdland.”

Rabbhit smiled then. "We had two enemies, and they were running toward each other. It wouldn't have
been very polite to interfere with either one of them, so we just got out of theway. The Trog-landers
encountered bug-people with poisonous fangs, and that eiminated quite afew of them. But then the
Trogs came up against the spider-bugs weve been talking about here. The huge spider-bugs had spun
out their webs, and afair number of Trogs got snared in those webs. Then the spider-bugs came out of
their hiding places and bit the snared up Trogs. The venom of the ordinary bug-people is so poisonous
that it kills people ingtantly. The venom of the spider-bug works differently, though. It dissolvesthe
innards—hearts, livers, lungs, and so on—so the person caught in the web has had most of hisinsides
turned into aliquid. A spider doesn't haveto chew itsfood. It drinksit instead. The Trogs were snared in
those webs, so they couldn't move. Then, any time the spider got hungry again, it'd just tiptoe dong the
web, bite aholein one of the Trogs, and then drink agallon or so of theliquid that used to be theinsides
of the trgpped Trog. The screaming when that happened isn't the kind of screaming you redlly want to

"Areyou saying that those men were dtill dive after their insdes were dissolved?' an older, chubby priest
demanded skepticaly.

"I've never heard a dead man scream,” Rabbit replied. "1'd guess that the spider wants fresh food, so its
venom dissolvesthings, but doesnt kill. That's what you'll be coming up against if you try to go back
through those corridorsto the main temple.”

"We have managed to recover what was | eft of severd of the victims of those overgrown spiders.”
Captain Gimpy smoothly stepped in. "There wasn't redlly very much of them left—except for their bones.
It looks to me like spider venom doesn't dissolve bones, so we can show you what condition you're
likely to bein after one of the spiders eats most of you."

Then he pulled back atarp to reved four skeletons. Gimpy tapped one of the skeletons with hisfoot. "
This one was probably a Maag before the spider ate most of him. He was wearing fairly standard Maag
clothes, though, so that sort of identifies him. The other three... ?' Gimpy shrugged. "Maybe one of you
can identify the clothing on those others. Clothes are about al we've got to work with. Bones are bones,
and they al look pretty much the same.”

The priests dl shrank back from Gimpy's suggestion. Rabhbit wasfairly sure that none of them had ever
seen ahuman skeleton before. Finally, one of the older priests ordered anoviceto go look. The young
man turned pale and hesitantly approached Veltan's recently manufactured skeletons. "It's sort of hard to
tell, Your Reverence," he said in atrembling voice. "There are only afew rags attached to any one of
thesethree”

"What color aretherags?’ the old man demanded.
"Black, Y our Reverence.

"I'd say that sort of answersthe question,” Gimpy declared. "Maags don't wear black clothes. It's
consdered to be unlucky. Y ou priests here all wear black robes, though, so those three skeletons
are—or were—amost certainly priests who served Lady Aracia. | want al of you to take agood hard
look at those three skeletons. If you happen to get some kind of urge to go back to the main temple,



you'll dmost certainly end up looking exactly like these three do. Of course, dead people don't really
care what they look like, do they? They're too busy being dead to worry about their appearance. It's
entirely up to you men, though. I'm not going to make staying out of those hallways an order. Y ou might
have very important things to do back in the main temple, and your chances of actualy reaching themain
temple aren't very good, but that's up to you. | won't interfere with anybody's religious obligations.”

Rabhit rather casualy looked at the tumbled-down wall where Alcevan had been hiding, and he saw that
the look shewas giving Cap'n Gimpy wasfilled with frustration and hatred.

"I'd say that poor Teenie-Weeni€ just got cut off at the pockets,” Rabbit murmured, doing his very best
to avoid laughing out loud.

THE
TRIBE

OF
OLD-BEAR

Chapter One

The weather had turned bitterly cold as Red-Beard, mounted on the horse he called " Seven,” led Skell
and the archers of Old-Bear's tribe south along a worn-down mountain range toward the upper end of
Long-Pass. The Matans of Tlantar Two-Hands had given Skell and the other Maag seamen those
densdy furred bison-hide cloaks, but the chill was il brutal.

The archers of Old-Bear'stribe were very interested in Red-Beard's horse, and Longbow's friend
described the "dash and run” tactics of the Maavi in some detail.

"That might be dl right in open country,” an archer called Segps-With-Dogs said, "but | don't think it'd
work out too well in the forest."

"Y ou're probably right," Red-Beard admitted, ""but most of the country herein the North or off to the
Eastisopen. If | remember right, you were with us down in Vetan's Domain, and the country above the
Fdlsof Vash didn't have very many trees. A forest isgood for hunting, but when you get into open
country, the distance between here and there seemsto go on forever. That's when a horse becomes very
useful. Y ou don't have to do your own walking—or running—if you've got ahorse.” Then he gavethe
archer from Longbow's tribe a curiouslook. "How in the world did you come up with anamelike
'Segps-With-Dogs?' he asked.

The archer shrugged. "1 found out quite some time ago that having dogsin your lodgein thewintertime
means that you're not going to need very much firewood. If you bed down with three or four dogs, you'l
stay nice and warm. The fleas are sort of troublesome, but not as much asiceis.”



"I might givethat atry mysdlf," Red-Beard said. "I'm sure that Seven here gives off heat when he deeps,
but he deeps standing up.”

"What made you decideto cal him'Seven?' the archer asked.

Red-Beard laughed. "That wasn't my ideaat dl. Hisorigina owner was agambler, and hejust loved to
play dice-games. As| understand it, seven'savery important number when you're playing dice-games.
When the Mdavi were sailing north on board quite afew Trogite ships, they didn't redly have much to
do, so they gambled, just to passthetime. I've heard that Seven's original owner won alot of money in
those dice-games—right up until the other Maavi found out that he'd been cheating. They threw him off
the ship into deep water, and since held never learned how to swim, he sank like arock."

"Drowned?"

"Y ou couldn't prove that by me, Sleeps-With-Dogs," Red-Beard replied, "but after he'd been under
water for an hour or so the other Maavi divided up what he'd |eft behind, and they gave me old Seven
here. HEsasensible old horse, and he and | get along very well. | don't have to walk much now, and |
don't force himto run. It works out fairly well for the both of us."

"How much farther would you say it isto this Long-Pass place?' Skell asked Red-Beard.

"Dahlaines map said that it's about a hundred and sixty miles from where we started down aong this
mountain range," Red-Beard replied. "1'd say that we're about halfway there, Captain Skell. Sinceit took
usfour daysto get this far, it'll probably take us another four daysto get to where we're going.”

"l was sort of afraid that it might take that long,” Skell said sourly.

"Have you heard anything at dl about what cousn Sorgan's up to down in Lady Araciastemple?’ Skell
asked Red-Beard as they set out the next morning.

"Deception for the most part, I've been told,” Red-Beard replied.

"Zelands big sster wants everybody in the world who owns a sword to run down there and defend her.
I've heard that Sorgan told her that he could hold off the bug-people if sheld pay him alot of gold.”

"That's Sorgan, dl right," Skell said with afaint smile. "My cousin is probably the grestest cheater inthe
world. Before |€eft to go fetch the archers from Old-Bear's tribe, people were saying that the bugs
would attack through Long-Pass, and that Araciastemple wasn't in any danger at dl, and that Aracia
hersdf wasn't either. How in the world did cousin Sorgan manage to squeeze any gold at al out of her?!

"Helied, of course. Y ou know how Sorgan is. From what I've heard, his plan was to send people who
can liewith agtraight face out into the farmland and come back with al kinds of horror stories about
bug-people living on a steady diet of people-people. That's supposed to keep Aracias holy-holies
penned up insde the temple while the real warriors are fighting off the bugsin Long-Pass.” Then
Red-Beard tugged at hiswhiskers. "'If what |'ve heard about Zelanas sister comes anywhere closeto
being true, she wants—even needs—to have the bug-peopl e attack her holy temple. If they don't bother
to attack her, it would sort of mean that she's not very important to them, wouldn't it? She just couldn't
stand that, you know. She has to beimportant, and if the bugs just ignored her, sheld shrivel up and blow
away. | think that's what your cousin is counting on. Araciawill believe any lie he—or one of hispaid
liars—tells her, because she has to believe.”

"That's the saddest thing I've ever heard," Skell declared. " Sheld rather die than beignored.”



"Except that she can't die," Red-Beard said. "In some ways that makesit even sadder, wouldn't you
say? Shell liveforever, but nobody's ever going to pay any attention to her."

Skell shuddered and changed the subject. " Sorgan dways managesto have dl thefun,” he said sourly. "A
war againg an enemy who isn't redlly there would be alot easier than ared war.”

"Hetook your brother Torl with him," Red-Beard said. "From what I've heard, Tori's probably one of
the greatest liarsin the whole world."

"He'sgood at thet, dl right,” Skell agreed. "Have any new varieties of bug-people shown up yet?'

"I wouldn't know for sure,”" Red-Beard replied. "I've been riding poor old Seven here back and forth
acrossthis part of the Land of Dhrall sincelatelast fal, so | haven't been anywhere near the Wasteland.”

"Islearning how to ride ahorse very difficult?" Skell asked curioudy.

"That sort of depends on the horse. Old Seven hereisfairly placid and easy to get dong with. Most of
the Maavi horses are much more frisky than Seven, and that doesn't hurt my fedlings onelittle bit. Seven
can't run asfast asmost of the other Malavi horses, but I'm not in that big a hurry to get from hereto
there"

"I'll go dong with you there, Red-Beard," Skell agreed.

A fair number of Old-Bear's archers had gone on ahead that afternoon, and aong about sunset the main
party reached the campsite on the bank of awide river that flowed down out of the mountain range.
Somewhat to Skell's surprise, the archers had managed to kill severd of the bison that grazed nearby.
"I've been told that it's very difficult to kill those bison with arrows," Skell said to the archer called
Tracker.

"Not if you've got metal arrowheads," Tracker replied. " Stone arrowheads aren't as sharp, and metal cuts
through much easier. Well have fresh mesat for supper tonight. Y our cousin Sorgan gave us exactly what
we needed to make our lives more pleasant.”

"I'm sure that helll be glad to hear that. Did you happen to encounter any bug-people?’
"We saw afew of them, but they were holding back for some reason.”

"I've been meaning to ask one of you people aquestion,” Skl said then.

"Il answer itif | can,”" Tracker said.

"Over in the Land of Maag, we dmost never see abug roaming around in the wintertime, but the bugs
out in the Wasteland don't seem to pay any attention to the fact that it's turned very cold.”

Tracker shrugged. "The Vlagh does dl sorts of thingsthat other bugsdon't,” he replied. "Our shaman,
One-Who-Heds, told usthat the Vlagh wants the Wastdland dl to hersdlf. The other bugs hole up in the
wintertime, but the VVlagh's children don't. They break into the nests of the other bugs, kill them dl, and
then run back to the Vlagh's nest with al the food the other bugs had stored up for the winter.”

"That'sterriblel" Skel exclamed.

" "Terrible pretty much describesthe Vlagh, yes," Tracker replied with afaint smile. "If | understand it
right, she wants the whole world, and she wants her children to eat everything—and everybody—who
livesthere. For her, more food means more children.”



"We've got to get rid of that monster!” Skell declared.

"Y ou should take that up with Longbow, Skell. That's hislifedlong god. After one of the Vlagh's children
killed Misty-Water, Longbow set out to kill the VVlagh, and sooner or later, helll probably do just that.”

"Who was Misty-Water?' Skell asked.

Tracker sighed. "She was the daughter of Chief Old-Bear, and she and Longbow were right on the verge
of mating. One of the servants of the Vlagh killed her, though, and now killing the VIagh is Longbow's
only red god inlife

"That explainsalot of the things about Longbow that | didn't redly understand,” Skell said. "I'm glad that
he'son our side. Having Longbow for an enemy would cut back aman's life-expectancy by quite ahit,
wouldn't you say?'

"Almost back to nothing at al," Tracker agreed.

Chapter Two

It was about noon on acloudy day when they reached the upper end of Long-Pass, and Skell was
forced to concede that Gunda's fort was very impressive.

"I can't redlly take credit for dl those bouldersin the front wall,” Gundasaid. "Ekid and the Mdavi
hitched their horses to rocks aimost as big as houses and dragged them here. | don't think the bug-people
will have much fun trying to climb that wall, particularly now that we've got al those archersyou just
brought here."

Then Longbow and the Trogite army commander Narasan came out to greet Longbow's friends.
"Ho, Longbow," Tracker caled.
"What took you solong?' Longbow asked with afaint smile.

"Weran into some of the Creatures of the Wasteland. Red-Beard said that they've been sneaking around
quite abit. | don't think the Vlagh'stoo happy about all the archers her people are going to come up
againg. They didn't rush us or anything, but they were watching. Oh, Chief Old-Bear told usto give you
hisregards.”

"How's he doing?’
"The same asaways. He can il put arrows where he wants them.”

Skell went over to the south side of Gunda's fort to speak with the other Maag sailors who'd come aong
with Longbow'sfriends. "I want you men to behave yoursdves" hetold them. "Don't insult the Trogites
or the natives. They'reon our sidein thiswar, so don't make fun of them.”

"Weve heard all thisbefore, Skdll," abearded sailor said.

"Good. Now you've heard it again. Maybe if you heer it often enough, it'll start to seep through into your
mind."



"Weve been using Kesgl o as our go-between, Skdl," Commander Narasan said the following morning.
"He has access to afast doop that can take him down to the temple-town in about haf aday, so your
cousin can keep him up to date on what's happening down there." Narasan smiled then. "Keselo came up
with another ideaaswell. Prince Ekiad gave him ahorse called Bent-Nose, and Kesdlo tamed the horse
in about ahaf aday.”

"Withawhip?'

Narasan laughed. "No, not redly. He even startled Ekia when he used candy instead. It seemsthat a
horse will do amaost anything for candy. That meansthat Kesdlo can reach your cousin in about a day
and ahdf, and he can bring information back to usin about the same amount of time.”

"I'd start watching my tail feasthers very close, Commander,” Skell said. "A young fellow asclever as
Kesdo might sart to have ambitions, and he might just decide that held be a better commander than
evenyou are."

"He does show quite abit of promise,” Narasan agreed. "Anyway, your cousin has persuaded Queen
Araciathat the bug-people are running al over her Domain, and she's even gone so far asto order al
thosefat, lazy priests of hersto go help your cousin build forts to hold back the Creatures of the
Wasteland. The priests aren't very happy about that, but they're even unhappier about the steady diet of
beans Sorgan offers them threetimes aday.”

Skell laughed. " Sorgan's very good at thingslike that,” he said.

"Indeed heis, and he'skeeping Araciaand dl of her priesthood so frightened that they don't even know
that werefighting the real war up herein Long-Pass.”

"That'sal that really matters, | guess," Skell replied.

A
REPORT
FROM
THE
NORTH

Chapter One

"She movesright dong, that'sfor sure,” Red-Beard said to Kesdalo as the doop cut through the waters of
Long-Peass bay.



"When you add oarsmen to agood following wind, you're not going to stay in one place for very long,”
Kesdlo agreed.

"How did you get stuck with being the messenger boy between Narasan and Sorgan?' Red-Beard asked
the young Trogite,

Kesdo shrugged. "1 spent alot of time with Sorgan during the war in Lady Zelana's Domain, and we got
to know each other quite well. Commander Narasan felt that using somebody Sorgan knew and trusted
as the messenger would work out better for dl of us. Sorgan will tell me things he wouldn't mentionto a
stranger or some low-ranking soldier who doesn't know what'sreally going on.” Then he smiled. "I'm not
really complaining about it, Red-Beard. Prince Ekia gave me Bent-Nose, so | don't have to walk very

"Horses are sort of fun, aren't they?' Red-Beard said. "And they do move alot faster than we can.”

"That'sthe good part of the task Commander Narasan dropped on me. Bent-Nose does dl the running
and these two sailors do therowing. All | haveto doisst.”

Red-Beard smirked. "I wouldn't spread that around too much, Kesdlo," he said. "If other men find out
how easy life becomes when you've got ahorse, they might decide to poach old Bent-Nose from you,
and you'll go back to walking." He looked acrossthe bay at the shoreline. "I sort of hate to admit this,"
he admitted, "but this doop moves almost asfast as my canoe.”

"l saw you and Longbow moving back and forth out in the bay of Lattash,” Kesdlo replied. ™Y ou were
both going very fast, but I'm not sure I'd care to ride in aboat made of tree-bark."

"The tribes of Zelana's Domain have been using tree-bark canoesfor along, long time, Kesdlo. You
wouldn't want to drop a heavy rock into one of them, but they move very fast and very quiet. That's
important when you're hunting. Where do you usudly have your conferences with old Hook-Beak when
you get down to temple bay?"

"Sorgan kept one of the shipsthat carried his army on down to the temple harbor," Kesdlo replied.
"She's named the Ascension, and she serves Sorgan's purposes very well. She gives him a private place
to confer with his men without worrying about being overheard, and since there's quite a bit of trickery
involved in what he's doing there, privacy'sfarly important. It so gives me aplace to speak with him
without being seen by any of Lady Aracias priests. Of course, we don't really have to worry about that
now, since Sorgan tricked her into sending all of her priests on down to the south wall of thetempleto
help the Maags build defenses to hold off their imaginary enemies—maybe not quite dl that imaginary
now, though. Vedtan's been able to conjure up images of bug-things so awful that even the Maags are
about haf afraid of them.”

The doop hedled over sharply when they reached open water and the two sailors who'd been manning
the oars stood up and reset the sails.

"Sorgan thinks of everything, doesn't he?' Red-Beard suggested.

"Actudly, heligenswell. Most of these deceptions come from men like Rabbit or Torl. Sorgan polishes
them abit and then wavesthem in Araciasface."

Red-Beard was staring at the shoreline. "This baby really moves," he said. "Trying to keep up with her
would probably sprain my shouldersif | wasin my canoe.”

"It'sthe sal, Red-Beard," Kesdlo explained. "Why strain yourself if the wind's doing al the work?!



It was about mid-afternoon on a cold, cloudy day when the doop hauled into the harbor of what Kesdlo
caled temple-town, and the two skilled sailors rowed the doop up aongside alarge, squared-off Trogite
ship anchored alone in the harbor. As Red-Beard probably should have anticipated, Sorgan and Veltan
were standing at therail of the Ascension watching. Red-Beard straightened and looked up at the two
friends. "Zelana and Dahlaine sent me down here to advise you two that the archers of Old-Bear'stribe
arein place at the upper end of Long-Pass," he called up to them.

"Come on board, Red-Beard—and you too, Kesglo," Sorgan told them. "Let'savoid al this shouting
back and forth. Aracia seems to beimproving, but let's not get her started again.”

Red-Beard and Kesdlo climbed up the rope ladder and joined Sorgan and Veltan on the deck of the
Ascension. Then Sorgan led them all into the oversized cabin at the stern, where Rabbit and Torl were
waiting.

"Will | get to see these imaginary bugs you've been showing Aracia?' Red-Beard asked Ve tan.

"They couldn't be much better,” Veltan replied. "My big sster'sfinally come to her senses, and she
ordered al her prieststo go help the Maags.”

"They'reintheway, naturaly,” Rabbit said, "but at least they're out of the throne room, so Queen Aracia
doesn't haveto listen to them all day every day."

"Issheredly buying that story about invading bugs?' Red-Beard asked.

"Vetan'simages|ook pretty rell—out in the open where everybody can see them—for like maybe a half
aminute or 0," Sorgan'scousin Torl replied.

"I don't really want themto bein sight for very long," Vetan explained. "My sster's chubby priests
wouldn't know abug from a cow, but we don't want Araciahersdlf to look at them too closely or too
long. Aracias starting to come to her senses, and she knows what the bug-people really look like. If she
smdllsthishoax of ours, her head might start to come apart, and shelll go back to being adored. That's
the last thing we want. She'sfinaly cometo redlize that her priests are totally worthless, and we want to
keep it that way. WEII let her catch brief glimpses of our imaginary bug-people, but ‘brief isthe important
word right now."

Then Kesdlo looked at Red-Beard. "1 haven't been that far up the passfor quite awhile now," he said.
"Y ou just came down the pass, friend Red-Beard. How many forts arein place now?"

"Eight, if | counted right," Red-Beard replied, "and there are severa others being constructed right now.
I'd say that poor old MamaVlagh's going to lose alot of puppiesthistime out.”

"What ashame," Sorgan replied sardonicaly.

"We could send her anote of sympathy, Captain Hook-Beak," Keselo suggested, "but | don't think she
knows how to read—or just exactly what anote is. She might just crumpleit up and ezt it."

Sorgan squinted. "I don't suppose that anybody happened to bring any poison with him," he said.

"We should be able to come up with something that'll kill her—or at |east make her terribly sick,”
Red-Beard added.

"Dont rush me" Sorgan said. "I'mworking onit.”



"Squint-Eye and Gimpy weren't keeping very close track of al the priests Aracia sent down to the south
wall to help them," Sorgan was saying the following morning after breskfast on board the Ascension, "so
there was quite abit of sneaking back to the main temple going on. The ordinary priests were more
interested in getting something to eat besides beans, but the priestess Alcevan was il trying to send
young prieststhereto kill Lillabeth.”

"You sad what?' Red-Beard demanded.

"Wevegot it dl under control, Red-Beard," Rabbit said. "There are severd priests who are terrified by
the coming change-over. They know that Araciawill be going off to deep before long, and then Endla
will take over. They're quite sure that Enalawill abolish the priesthood and order them to tear down the
temple. This Alcevan priestessis anewcomer, and she's positive that if Lillabeth dies, sowill Endla, and
Araciawill have to stay awake. There were afew attempts before Aracia sent all of her priests off to the
south wall to help build thefort. Alcevan was sending novice priests back to the main templeto kill
Aracias Dreamer every chance she had, but we put a stop to that.”

"How?' Red-Beard asked.

"Moreimitation bugs." Sorgan chuckled. "Rabbit remembered what had happened to Jalkan and Adnari
Estarg back in Veltan country. He spoke with Veltan about it, and now there are cobwebs that 1ook like
anchor ropesin every corridor leading back to the main temple, and every so often aspider that's about
ten feet across skitters through the shadows. Squint-Eye and Gimpy described what happened to Jalkan
and that Trogite Adnari several times, and then Veltan made severa skeletons that were wearing scraps
of what looked like the materia of those priestly robes. The agpprentice priests stopped paying attention
to Alcevan about then. The notion of being dissolved and then durped up by aten-foot spider had
terrified them to the point that nothing Alcevan offered even interested them onelittle bit. All those
priests are bunched up by the south wall, and they won't go near any of those hdlways.”

Red-Beard laughed. "These hoaxes seem to be getting better and better,” he noted. "Who's guarding the
littlegirl, though?'

"Tori'sgot ahundred men stationed al around Lillabeth's room,” Sorgan replied. "They're some of the
biggest men in our whole army, and they've got some very ugly wegpons. Nobody's going to get
anywhere near that little girl, welll seeto that. Most of those priests aren't at al interested in Alcevan's
scheme, though. They're dl terribly disappointed by the food Squint-Eye and Gimpy are offering. They're
used to eating very fancy food, and asteady diet of beans doesn't sit too well with them. Gimpy told
them that they had a choice, but when he said, "Y ou can eat beans, or you can eat dirt," it didn't go over
very wdl."

THE
PLEA

OF
ALCEVAN

Chapter One



Bdaceniawasfloating in the air above the temple of Araciato keep an eye on things. Since she would be
the dominant god during the next cycle, Badaceniafdt acertain responshility, even though she wasn't
supposed to wake up yet. Dahlaine's"grand plan™ had in effect split each one of the younger gods right
down the middle. From what she'd seen during severd brief encounters with the other younger gods,
their Dreamer aternates were pretty much the same astheir red persondities. Eleria, however, seemed
amost to be atota stranger. She definitely had her own persondity, and it did not even remotely
resemble Baacenias. They were now so far apart that Balacenia was amost positive that they'd never be
ableto completely unite again. Balaceniasighed. "At least I'll have somebody to talk with when I'm
lonesome.”

Baacenia had some very serious doubts about Sorgan's declaration that Aracia had returned to sanity.
Zdlands older sster had dways been a towering egomaniac, totally convinced that she was the most
important being in the entire universe. That, of course, had opened the door for anumber of
self-gppointed "priests’ who'd found their way to lives of luxury over the past severd eons. They'd made
lifdlong careers of piling counterfeit adoration on Aracia, and sheld wiggled like a puppy and begged for
more.

Over the countless centuries, Aracias priests had spread the word that she'd really liketo havea
glorious temple built for her, and they'd managed to persuade the common citizensthat it was their duty
to congtruct it. Unfortunately, nobody had bothered to draw up an overdl plan, so Aracias"glorious
temple" was a hodgepodge of corridorsthat didn't go anywhere, chambers without doorways, and
extensve unroofed aress.

Araciaspent most—if not al—of her timein her throne room, so she had no red awareness of how
ridiculous her glorioustemplerealy was. It was amile square, though, and the word "mil€" seemed to
thrill Araciaright down to her bones, and she sat contented in her glorious throne room on her glorious
throne, accepting the glorious adoration of generation after generation of lazy priests.

Then, quite suddenly during Sorgan'simitation invasion hoax, Araciahad changed direction—to the
horror of her priests. Her voice suddenly became stedl-hard, and she commanded her prieststo go out
and do some honest work for achange.

"It just doesn't fit," Baacenia complained. She was catching astrong odor of tampering here, but she had
no idea of who might be trying to change things.

Then her eye caught aflicker of movement outside the unstable east wall of Araciastemple. Rabbit's
"gpider hoax" had terrified everybody in Aracia's Domain, and terrified people don't wander around
aone—particularly not after the sun goes down.

Curious, Balaceniadrifted lower and saw asmall person wearing a priest robe scurrying along outside
therickety templewall. "That dmost has to be that self-gppointed priestess called Alcevan,” Baacenia
murmured. "What's she up to now?"

Then she remembered Vetan'simitation spiders, and that explained just why Alcevan was Saying
outsde thetemple, and it so suggested that Alcevan desperately needed to talk with Aracia.

Then she thought of Tori's description of an unused corridor that just happened to have acrack in the
wall where held been able to listen to what was happening without being seen. "I'd say that 'sneak



around' time just got here," she murmured to herself.

She drifted down through the poorly constructed roof of Aracias temple and settled in Tori's dusty
corridor. She could even see Tori'sfootprintsin the dust, and that made things very smple.

"Please don't leave us, dear onel” Balaceniaheard Alcevan's peculiar-sounding voice coming through the
crack Torl had found. There was adesperation in the voice, but aso just ahint of insincerity.

"Y ou're just wasting your time—and mine—Alcevan," Aracias cold voice declared. "' have no choice.
My cycle nearsitsend. | must deep, and soon. | cannot remain awake when my cycle ends.”

"Youmud try, dear onel” Alcevan's voice was almost shrill. "We do not know this Enalla cresture, but |
am amost postive that shell abolish your church—or even worse, change it so that the people—and
priests—of your Domain will worship her ingtead of you."

Baacenia caught abrief smel of avery peculiar odor. Then Aracias attitude—and even her
voice—changed. "l will not permit that! The churchis mine!"

"Could you not delay her awakening, dear one?" Alcevan asked. "Surely you can stay with usfor just a
few moreyears"

Aracia, it seemed, even considered that. Then she spoke in an ominoustone. "Maybe | can at that," she
said. "And | think | know of away to keep Endlafrom ever usurping thisthronethat isrightfully mine”

"And which way isthat, dear one?' Alcevan asked, though it was obvious to Balacenia that the small
priestess dready knew.

"Y ou don't need to know that just yet, Alcevan,” Araciadeclared.

Baacenia could catch bits and pieces of Araciasthoughts. Her brain wasfairly scrambled, but the word
"kill" kept cropping up.

"| think I'd better warn Veltan about this. His big sster isn't quite as sane as Sorgan seemsto think she
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TheTrogite ship caled the Ascension that Narasan had given to Sorgan was anchored in the harbor, and
Baaceniasensed Vetan's presencein the large cabin at the ship's stern. Fortunately, he was done, and
Baaceniawas certain that the two of them needed to talk privately. She could have just drifted down to
the deck of the Ascension and then knocked on the cabin door, but she chose at the last minute to just
suddenly appear in Vdtan's presence with no warning.

Vdtan visbly flinched when she dropped into the cabin. "What are you doing?"' he demanded.

"l just thought I'd drop by and warn you that theres agreat dedl of trouble coming your way, Uncle
Vetan," Baaceniareplied. "l was sort of keegping an eye on thingsin your big sister'stemple, and | saw
that little priestess Alcevan sneaking along the east wall. Shewent oningde, and | used that corridor
Sorgan's cousin found to get close enough to the throne room to eavesdrop. | hateto tell you this, Uncle
Vetan, but that little priestess Alcevan just put astop to your sister's journey into the land of people who
aen't crazy."

"Y ou aren't supposed to be doing that sort of thing yet,” Veltan protested.

"Don't worry so much about 'supposed to," Uncle. | just discovered that Alcevan isn't at al what



everybody seemsto think sheis. Actudly, shesabug.”
Vetan's head came up sharply. "What are you talking about?' he demanded.

"I wastaking about Alcevan the bug. Weren't you listening? This has happened before. If you think
back, you'll remember that tribe in Tonthakan who were positive that they'd been terribly insulted—right
up until the Maag called Ox brained a couple of men—who turned out not to be men. Alcevan's of that
samevariety of bug."

"How do you know that?"

"I could smell her. She's emitting the same kind of odor the onesin Tonthakan were, so Araciabdieves
everything Alcevan tells her, and she's coming very closeto trying to keep Enalafrom taking over here
by killing Lillabeth.”

"Shewouldn't do that. It'stotaly forbidden.”

" 'Forbid' just blew out of the window. Araciaisal wound up, and the word 'kill' kegps coming into her
mind. I'm amost positive that Araciabdlievesthat if shekillsLillabeth, itll amost certainly kill Endlaas
well. | think it'stime for a conference, Vetan. Why don't you go speak with Dahlaine and Zdlana? The
other Dreamers are with them. I'll snatch Lillabeth out of Araciastemple.”

"That might bejust a bit tricky, Balacenia," Vetan said. " Sorgan's cousin Torl has ahundred oversized
Maagsthere guarding her."
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Vétan blinked. Then helaughed abit ruefully. "1 keep forgetting who you redly are, Baacenia. You're
not a al like Eleria, areyou?'

Baaceniasighed. "Not redly. | love her, but she goes her ownway. | don't think welll be ableto merge
whenthisisal over, but we can worry about thet |ater. Right now, getting Lillabeth to safety ismore
important than anything else. Where do you think we should meet?’

Veltan frowned. "I'd say Mount Shrak. It's the most secure place. The snow's probably ten feet deep up
there, and that should definitely keep the bugs from getting close enough to hear what we're saying.”

"Good idea. We need to make some decisions. If necessary, we might all have to come down on Aracia
with both feet. Let's get started, Uncle. Weve got along way to go, and not very much time.”

It wasn't particularly difficult for Balaceniato take Lillabeth right out from under the noses of Torl and the
hundred massive sailors Sorgan had sent to guard her. The Maags guarded doors and hallways, but they
didn't guard the roof. Many things were coming back to Baacenianow, and she had no difficulty passing
down through the roof to join the little girl who was really Bdacenia's Sster Endla. "Weve got an
emergency, Lillabeth," Balaceniadeclared, "and we're dl supposed to meet with the elders up at Mount
Shrak."

"Why didn't Araciacome here and take methere?' Lillabeth demanded.

"Theresawar out there, Lillabeth," Baaceniareminded her sgter. "Aracias very busy right now." She
paused. "I don't suppose you remember how to fly," she said.

"I've never tried,” Lillabeth said. "I'm sure that Araciawould beterribly upset if | suddenly sprouted



wings
"Wedon't usewings, Lillabeth. Therésamuch easier way to doiit. I'll carry you. You're not redly al that
"You'rethe grown-up Eleria, aren't you?"

"Well—sort of. Eleriaand | are much farther apart than you and Endlaare.”

"When the time comes, will | haveto grow up before | become Enalla? Or will there just be a poof, and
I'll bedl grown up?'

"Weve never donethisbefore, Lillabeth," Baaceniareplied. "1 think each one of uswill haveto makeit
up when the time comes.” She held out her hand. "Shall we go?' she said.

Lillabeth's eyes went very wide when the two of them passed up through the roof of Araciastemple.
"How canyou do that?' she said in atrembling voice.

"It has to do with thought, little siter,” Balaceniareplied. "Araciacould do it, if she ever Ieft her throne
room. Thereare dl sorts of things we can do that ordinary people don't even think about. Just look at the
scenery, Lillabeth. I'll take care of this.”

"Where are we going?'
"| told you, Mount Shrak. Y ou've been there, so it shouldn't bother you."

They rose up through the chill winter air until Balacenialocated awind coming out of the southeast. She
latched onto it, and it carried them in ageneraly northwesterly direction. Ba aceniahad aways enjoyed
riding thewind. It was an easy way to go from hereto there, sncethewind did al the work.

"How highupinthear arewe?' Lillabeth asked in atrembling sort of voice,
"That doesn't redlly matter, child," Balaceniareplied. "Don't let the height bother you. | won't let you fall.”

"I've never been up thishighinthear before," Lillabeth said. "Theworld'salot bigger than | thought it is.
How far isit from one sde to the other?’

"Theworld doesn't have sides, child. It'sround—amost like aball, but it's much larger than an ordinary
ball. There are thousands of miles between one sde of the world and the other.”

Lillabeth peered down at the earth far below. "Why isit dl whitelike that?"
"It's covered with snow, Lillabeth."
"Likethat snow we saw back in Lattash last spring?”

"I'd dmost forgotten that you were there with the rest of us," Baaceniaadmitted. Then she pointed on
ahead. "That's Mount Shrak there. The rest of the family should be there by now. I'd say that you should
listen, but don't say very much. They'relikely to say things about Araciathat you won' like, but just keep
your fedingsto yourself. The whole purpose of this meeting isto come up with away to keep Aracia
from hurting you."

"Shewouldn't do that!" Lillabeth protested.

"I wouldn't be too sure, Lillabeth. Aracias mind isn't working the way it's supposed to right now. That's



what thismeseting'sall about. If we don't get her mind to working right, we could lose her.”

Baacenia began their descent, and they came down just outside the entrance to Dahlaine's cave. She
wasjust abit out of practice, but things seemed to be returning to normd.

The two of them went on insde, and they soon reached the part of the cave Dahlaine used for living
quarters.

"Did you have any problems?’ Veltan asked.

"I don't have problems, Uncle," Baaceniateased him. "Y ou should know that by now. Tori's men were
guarding the doors, but | went into Lillabeth's room through the ceiling. Then we came out the same way.
It'l probably be three or four days before anybody in the temple discoversthat Lillabeth isn't there
awymore."

"Let'sget onwith this" Dahlaine said. "Vetan told usthat you've discovered that one of Sster Aracias
priestsisadisguised servant of the Viagh."

"Priestess, Uncle," Balacenia corrected. "1 can't be sure just how she managed to persuade Fat Berda
and the others that women can be priests just like men can. She might have used that odor you
encountered in Tonthakan, but that's not really important. She's got your sister completely under her
control now, and she'sdoing her best to drive Araciainto killing Lillabeth here.”

"Shecan't do that!" Dahlaine exclamed.

"Not since | grabbed Lillabeth and brought her here, she can't,” Baaceniareminded him. "Our problem
now ishow we are going to ded with that smelly bug.”

"Kill it," Y dtar, the childish form of VVash, said bluntly.

"Didn't you tell him that we're not permitted to do that, Uncle Vetan?' Baacenia asked.
"| didn't get into too many detalls,”" Vetan admitted.

"We could dways send for Longbow," Eleriasaid. "Hekillsbugsal thetime."

"Or maybe Ox," Dahlaine's Dreamer Ashad said.

Then there came aglow of light out of the passage that led to the outside of Mount Shrak, and Arawas
there. "What seemsto be the problem, children?' she asked.

"One of the bug people has stolen the Beloved'sbig sister,” Eleriareplied. "Wed like to get her back, but
we don't know exactly how."

"Which one of you discovered that?' Araasked.
"It was Big-Me," Eleriareplied. "Y ou know how clever Big-Me can be."
Arafrowned dightly. "Who's she talking about?'

"That would be me," Balaceniasaid. "She's had a peculiar way of talking ever since she started playing
with the dolphins. There'sawoman caled Alcevan down in Aracias temple who pretendsthat shesa
priestess. | overheard her talking with Araciaand she was letting out that peculiar odor the servants of
the Vlagh use to confuse people. She's come very close to persuading Aracia that when Endlatakes

charge in the Eadt, shelll usurp the temple and the priesthood and make everybody in Aracia's Domain



worship her. Araciaaccepted that absurdity, and she was getting very close to murdering Lillabeth here
asaway to destroy Endla. Just to be safe, | snatched Lillabeth and brought her here.”

Aradsface went cold. "Aracia should know that she's not permitted to kill anything."

"I'm sure that she knowsthat," Dahlaine said, "but we've seen this sort of thing before. Once one of the
bug-people unleashes that odor, people lose their grip on redlity. We've been trying to come up with an
answer, but we haven't gotten very far yet. We're working on it, though. We'd be more than happy if you
can giveusasolution.”

Arasquinted at him. "First off, you can't send Lillabeth back to that silly temple. She'stoo innocent to
protect hersdlf, but Endlacan. I'll help her abit, and shelll ook exactly like Lillabeth. Then, when Aracia
commands her to die, Enalla.can block that command with no trouble and—we can dl hope—shell
prevent Araciafrom going too far. If she goes over the forbidden line, shelll ceaseto exis.”

"Die, you mean?' Ashad asked.
"Not exactly. She just won't be there anymore. Shelll smply vanish.”

"That's the last thing we want," Dahlaine said. "Aracias never redly been very stable. She's obsessed
with her divinity, and sooner or |ater she'samost certain to step over that forbidden line. | think it's
atogether possible that well lose her, no matter what we do. Then well have to replace her.”

"Make anew person, you mean?" Ashad asked.
"Maybe. Well see"

Baacenia saw the perfect answer standing right there, but she wasfairly sure sheld have trouble
convincing Dahlaine, so she kept it to hersalf for now.

THE
DREAM
OF
OMAGO

Chapter One

Arawas humming softly to hersdf as she prepared a bregkfast for the Trogites who were manning
Gundasfort at the head of Long-Pass. The westher had turned bitterly cold, but Aras kitchen was
pleasantly warm. The Trogite army cooks used stoves made of iron, but that didn't suit Araonelittle bit.
Iron stoves didn't produce constant temperatures, and constant temperature was the key to good
cooking. Shed tried one of the iron stoves when she and Omago had first reached Gundas fort, and the
results had been disastrous. Omago was dmost immediately aware of her dissatisfaction, and he had built



her a stove much like the one back in their kitchen near Veltan's house, and Ara had aways been more
comfortable with a stove made of fired bricks. Her ovens were exactly where they were supposed to be.
Different foods needed different heats, and Ara had aways depended on distance from thefireto
precisely control the heet in each oven. The Trogite army cooks could prepare large amounts of food,
but quite abit of it was overcooked—amost burned—and much of it was still half-raw. The Trogite
soldierswere very brave, so they didn't complain when haf of their food was partialy burned and the
other haf was not even very warm.

Arawas gill very concerned by child Baacenias discovery that Araciawas amogt totaly under the
control of one of the servants of the VVIagh. Lillabeth would be safe, though, and that was all that realy
mattered. Arasmiled faintly. Aracia—and her buggish priestess—were likely to be very surprised when
they encountered what appeared to be the child Lillabeth, but in redity was the younger goddess Endla
With Endlaand Baaceniathere to block them, Araciaand Alcevan wouldn't have any chance at al of
achieving their god. Dahlaine had been more than alittle reluctant to admit that Araciawouldn't be
around much longer, but his sster was quite obvioudy out of her mind, and very soon she would dmost
certainly ceaseto exist.

"Good morning, dear heart,” Omago said as he came into the kitchen.

"Youfindly wokeup, | see" Arasad. "Hereit isamost daylight, and you're only now getting out of bed.
Aren't you feding well?'

"Not redlly, dear,” Omago replied. "l had avery peculiar dream last night.”
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"You and | weredrifting in astrange place where there wasn't much light at all.”

"What exactly do you mean by ‘drifting'?* Ara asked.

"We seemed to be just floating up inthe air,” Omago replied, "except that there wasn't any air.”

Araput down her large spoon. "I think that maybe everybody has one of those 'floating' dreams every
now and then." She amiled. "I supposethat it might mean that were all secretly envious of birds. They
canfly, but we can't.”

"I wasn't redly thinking about birds, Ara, and I've never had a'floating dream'’ before. Anyway,
everything around us seemed to be moving toward an extremely bright light—so bright that it hurt my
eyesjust tolook at it."

"It must have been the sun, then."

Omago shook his head. "It was even brighter than the sun, Ara—much, much brighter. Anyway,
everything kept moving faster and faster asit rushed toward that bright light. Then thelight started to
shrink down, growing smaler and smdler until it wasn't any bigger than my thumbnail, but it was il
growing brighter. Then everything went darker than night, and for some reason that | couldn't understand
at dl, youand | both said 'Now!" and the light was there again, but it definitely wasn't shrinking anymore.
It was growing larger and larger so fast that | couldn't even keep track of it. Thelight dmost seemed to
be exploding and spreading out, shoving the darkness asde asit went."

Arawas suddenly cold al over. Thiswasn't supposed to be happening. "Just how long did that last, dear
heart?' she asked, trying to keep her voice cam and ordinary.

"I couldn't redly say, Ara. It was gtill expanding—or growing, maybe—when | suddenly woke up.



Something very strange was going on. It's very, very cold in the deep chambers of thisfort, but | was
covered with sweat asif I'd been out in my fiddsin the middle of summer.”

Arasmiled. "I'd say that your dream was very useful, then, dear, dear Omago. Y ou were fegling cold,
and your dream warmed things up for you."

"It definitely made me fed warmer. Anyway, before | woke up, that immense light had started to spin off
bits and piecesthat whirled out in bright little chunks, spinning and flying. They seemed to remind me of
dars, for somereason.”

"Maybe you should tak with Dahlaine, dear Omago. He might be willing to pay alot for adream like the
oneyou just had.”

Omago smiled faintly. "Will it be long before breakfast?' he asked. "1 think | should walk around just a
bit and seeiif | can shake off what's|eft of that dream.”

"Y ou have about ahaf hour, dear heart,” Arareplied. " Go out in the open and throw the dream away.
Don't forget to put on your fur cape, though.”

Omago nodded and went out of Aras kitchen.

"How did he do that?' Ara demanded out loud. "We agreed that he wouldn't remember any of thisfor
years and years. He's supposed to be an ordinary man, hut no ordinary man is going to have dreams
about something that happened millions of years ago.”

There had been acertain practicality in Omago's decision to transform himsdlf into an ordinary human
with no memoriesat dl of hisreal identity. The man-crestures were arecent development, and, unlike
most other creatures, it appeared that they were ableto think at amuch more complex level than the
other living creatures on this particular world. Omago had decided that the best way to understand the
man-crestures would be to duplicate their experiences and abilities by living out the life of an ordinary
human herein the Land of Dhrall. He might have been ableto try it elsewhere, but thisworld and this
particular region were most important right now.

Omago's description of hisdream had raised certain memoriesfor Ara. Her mind went back to thetime
before time when she'd been awareness only, with no body. Her awareness had moved about the
universe through endless eons, searching, searching for something—anything—that might dispd her
dreadful londliness.

And then Omago's awareness had reached out to her, and she'd no longer been aone.

For eons uncountable they had drifted together, growing more attached to each other asthey searched
for other awarenesses. But asfar asthey'd been able to determine, there were none.

And then, with no warning whatsoever, there was light—a light so intense that Ara could not bear to look
atit. "What isthat thing?' she demanded.

"I couldn't redlly say, dear heart,” Omago's awarenessreplied. "I've never seen anything likeit before.”
"Makeit go away."

"How? It's millions of times larger than anything I've ever seen before, and other thingsthat are dso bright
seemto bejoining it. | think that something very important is about to happen.”

"Why now, and not before?"



"I'm not sure that there's a difference between now and before, Ara.”

"That just changed, dear Omago. That bright thing makes 'now’ very important.”

"I think you might beright, dear Ara. Something just started that didn't exist before."”
"Isit my imagination, or isthe bright thing growing smaler—and even brighter?"

Omago gasped. "Come away!" he shouted in the sllence of her mind. "We can't stay here! Well be
destroyed if we do!"

"Well be what?'
"WEell ceaseto exist. Come with me—new!"

And quite suddenly, Arawas no longer only thought. She had atangible body, and Omago had one as
well. Hereached out and took her hand in his, and they turned and fled from the now tiny bright light.

And then, for some reason neither of them understood, they both said, " Now."

And time began asthe tiny light stopped being tiny and suddenly flared out to enormity, engulfing the
darkness asit went.

Then Omago seized Aras new form and carried her away, and she suddenly redlized that they were
moving even fagter than thelight.

In time—now that time existed—the light dowed, and the vast light began to break into smaller pieces
Omago caled "suns," but Aracalled them "the children of the light." That seemed nicer than "suns' to
Ara, but she chose not to make an issue of it with Omago. Then, in the endless eons that plodded along
intime, the various suns also bore children that Omago caled "worlds." Eventualy, of course, the
worlds also had children. Trees and grass came first, but then other living things began to appear,
primarily in the oceans of the variousworlds. Life, as Araunderstood it to be, began in worlds
uncountable in the vasiness of the universe.

The universe continued to expand, but Araand Omago concentrated their attention on a specific world
and on what gppeared to be a subcontinent that Aranamed "Dhrall.” It was a nice-sounding name that
didn't redly mean anything. "I think that might be a perfect place for a bit of experimentation, dear heart,”
she said to Omago. "Thisform you've given us seemsto be most practical. Creatures that resemble us
would probably be able to do many thingsthat other creatureswould find quite impossible.” She held up
one of her hands. "This alone would give our creatures an enormous advantage over cresturesthat only
have feet. How were you able to invent hands when the time camefor usto have bodiesaswell as
awareness?’

Omago smiled. "Think back, dear heart,” hetold her. "We were in avery dangerous place, and we
needed to leave—in ahurry. | wanted something that | could useto grab hold of you and pull you off to
safety. If you'd like, we could call them 'Ara-grabbers,' | suppose.”

"Not if you want meto say anything to you for the next million years, you won't," Arareplied tartly.

"l was only teasing, dear,” Omago replied. He looked down at the land they called Dhrdll. "I think it
might be quite along time before well be able to experiment, though. That land below is till at avery
primitive level of development. | don't think any life-formswill appear on thisworld until the
fireemountainsgo to deep.”



"Y ou're probably right, dear heart,” Araagreed. "Thismight be agood time for some exploration. This
particular part of the world might be very nice after it coolsdown, but | think it might be agood time for
usto find out what the rest of thisworld lookslike, don't you?'

"That might take along time, my love," Omago replied abit dubioudly.
"Notif I fly, it won't."
"Y ou're going to sprout wings?"

"Why would | want to bother doing that? I'll just set my body aside and go exploring with my
awareness.”

Omago blinked. "I never thought of that," he admitted. "Are you sure that you can separate yourself from
your body, though?"

"Well find out in just amoment or two. | won't belong, dear heart. | don't think I'll really need to count
pebbles or anything like that. All we need right now isagenera idea of the shape of the various other bits
and pieces of land here on thisworld. Take anap or something. I'll be back in aday or 0."

Arafdt atremendous sense of freedom when she separated her awareness from her body. It wasanice
enough body, but the limitations it imposed on her mind had been dmost intolerable. Now she wasfree
again, and she soared off into the sky.

The seathat lay to the west of the Land of Dhrall was extensive, but Ara's awareness found no signs of
lifethere. "Ah, wdl," she Sghed. "It looks asif well have to sart from the beginning.”

That took some of the joy away. It appeared that this particular world was barren, totaly devoid of any
formof life

When she reached the land mass on the western side of the empty sea, she saw no signs of plants of any
kind. There were mountains, however, but many of them were spouting fire milesand milesinto the air.

"Oh, stop thet," shetold the mountainsirritably.
And they did.

That sartled Aramore than alittle. "Good babies," she told them and then turned toward the south. If
she could stop these eruptions with just aword, this plan she and Omago had devised might not be as
difficult asit had previoudy seemed.

The land to the south was far less rugged than the land to the west had been, and Arasaw no telltale
columns of smokerising into the air. Evidently there were no fire-mountains down here—or if there were,
they had exhausted their supply of molten rock.

"That'smorelikeit," Arasaid with acertain satisfaction.

She roamed about in the sky for severa days and found even more regions with no fireemountains. After
another few days, she turned north to return to the Land of Dhrall. Omago was probably starting to
worry, so it wastime to go home.

Chapter Two



"Where have you been?' Omago demanded when Ara's awareness returned to the Land of Dhrall and
rgjoined her body. "I was starting to think that 1'd lost you forever."

"Y ou're not going to get away from me that easy, dear heart,” shereplied. "Actualy, you'll never get
away frommeat all, so don't even think about it. Well sill belocked together when the universeisold
and grey. | more or less found out what we needed to know. There are fireemountainsin other parts of
thisworld, but not as many, and they aren't spitting fire nearly asfar up into the air asthe onesherein the
Land of Dhrdl are. I'd say that thisisthe newest part of thisworld."

"Did you encounter any life-formsat dl?"

"Not on dry land. | sensed afew very primitive forms of lifein the seas, but they've got along way to go
before they'll start coming up on dry land.”

Omago looked out across the rolling sea. "We seem to have come here at the right time, then. We might
want to experiment just abit. We've seen many forms of life on other worlds, and they have
characterigtics that might be very useful. If weredly want to, I'm sure that we could create a creature
withwings and alevd of inteligence that no bird-thing will ever have. Then we could also create an
intelligent cresture with gills, and that one could live out itslifein the sea.”

Arashook her head. "No, dear heart," she said. "We know exactly what kind of creature we want here,
and wings or gillswouldn't fit, and they could cause problems later on. Our crestures should resemble us.
Our body-formswill proveto bethe best, | think, so let's not start tampering.”

"Oh," Omago said then, "this part of the world aready has alife-form much like some of those weve
encountered on other worlds."

"Could you be just abit more specific, dear heart?' Araasked. "Exactly what isthis creature?’

"It's primarily abug, dear,” Omago replied. "It has Six legs, asort of shell to keep other creaturesfrom
eating it, and atendency to livein caves. | very briefly touched what passesfor amind, and this
bug-creature is very ambitious. It wantsthis entire world, and it's creating children by the thousandsto
take thisworld for it. It calsitsdlf 'the Vlagh, which most probably means 'mother.’ I'm quite sure that
any creatures we makewill haveto ded withit."

"I've been congdering thisfor quite some time now, dear heart,” Arasaid to Omago sometime later.
"You and | aren't limited to this particular world. Things have away of popping out when we least expect
them, and if some emergency breaks out on another world, we could very well haveto go deal with it no
matter what'sin the wind here."

"It'spossible, | suppose,” Omago conceded. "1 takeit that you've come up with an answer?”
"| think we need children, dear heart,” Arareplied.
Omago's face suddenly turned bright red.

"|sthere some sort of problem with that?' Araasked with wide-eyed innocence.



Omago blushed even more, and Aralaughed with pure delight. " Are we having some problemswith the
ides, dear, dear Omago?" Then she fondly touched hisface. "We don't necessarily haveto do it that
way, you know. We have dternatives available to us. | can cal them up with a snap of my fingers—and
they wouldn't be of much useif they were infants anyway. Oncethey'rein place, you and | can sort of
fade back and let them ded with any ordinary problemswhile you and | take care of more extraordinary
ones."

"I don't know, dear heart,” Omago said abit dubioudy. "If we give them absolute power, they could
make some disastrous mistakes."

"Not if we put some limitations on them, they won't. 'No killing' should probably be at the top of theli<,
wouldn't you say?'

"Definitdy."
"Of course, if we don't permit them to kill, that would mean that they won't eet."
"We can get around that if we haveto,” Omago said. "They can absorb light instead of food."

"Very good,” Araagreed. "Then too, they'll need to be awake al the time as well. Emergencies crop up
without much warning, so | don't think they should need deep.”

"No creature stays awake eterndly, Ara.”

"I'll work on that and seewhat | can come up with."

"It won't work, dear heart," Omago said when Aradescribed her concept of the god creatureswho
would rulethe Land of Dhrall.

"What's the matter with it?" Arademanded.
"Femadesarevery pretty, but | think well need malesaswell.”
"Wheat for? They aren't going to have children.”

"Would you be contented if | wasn't around?"

"Biteyour tonguel" Then Arafdt just alittle foolish. ""For some reason it just never occurred to me that
weld need maesaswell asfemales”

"Something else too, dear,” Omago continued. "I think we should give some serious thought to producing
ordinary creatures who'll closely resemble these gods. We want the gods to have a sense of
respongibility. That initsaf will kegp them from wandering off."

"Now that's avery good idea, Omago,” Araagreed. Then something cameto her. Y ou do redizethat
well be creating an entirely new species, don't you?"

"S0?" Omago replied blandly.
"Y ou're making this very complicated, dear heart,” Aracomplained.
"That'sdl right, Ara. Complications make things much more interesting, don't they?'

Araglared a him for amoment, but then she laughed.



Chapter Three

Arawas quite sure that Omago's form and hers should aso be the forms of the gods of the Land of
Dhrdll. "Thetime may come when well need to spesk with them, dear heart,” shetold her mate, "and
they won't be disturbed if we resemble them to some degree. Then, when we create their worshipers,
they should aso resemble their gods—and us aswell."

"Not abad ideaat al,” Omago agreed. "The time may come some day off in the future when well need
to blend in with the worshipers and their gods, and it'll be much easier if we dl have the same number of
amsand legs. Shdl we begin?'

"Why don't you make the bodies, dear? Just the genera shape. I'll build their faces, and then we can both
work on their characterigtics. Well want them to have individua identities and persondities, wouldn't you

say?
"You'revery credtive, Ara," Omago observed.

"Details, dear heart. Fine art grows out of details. In a certain sense what we're about to conjure up will
befineart. They'll need awareness aswell as bodies, and well want them to think like we do aswell as
resemble us”

"A thought before we begin,” Omago said then. "They should probably have memories when they
become conscious. | think they should believe that they've dways been here, and that thisday isjust an
ordinary day like one of severd million others." Then hefrowned. "They may think that they'velived for
thousands of years, but you and | will both know better. They will livefor along, long time, but
eventually the yearswill catch up with them, and they'll need to deep for quite sometimeto refresh their
minds"

"Who's going to mind the Land of Dhrall when they drift off to deep, dear one?' Araprotested.

Omago scratched his cheek. "'If we do this right and don't permit any weaknessesto crop up, 1'd say that
they'll be good for about twenty-five eons, and then they'll have to deep for the same amount of time."

"There goes our grand plan,” Araobserved.

"Not redly, dear one," Omago said with ady grin. "All well need is a second generation to take over
when the elders start to snore. We decided that four gods would be sufficient, but it seemsthat we were
wrong. Well need eight instead. Thefirst four will tend to things for about twenty-five eons. Then theyll
go to deep, and the second four will take over. If they passit back and forth like that, they should dl
survivefor along, long time, and that's what this has been all about. Y ou and | must not be tied down
here. We have other respongibilities aswell asthisone. Let's get started, dear heart. Thismight take a
while"

Omago was nice enough not to protest when Aradeclared that she would name the gods—hboth the
elders and the youngsters. Omago was not particularly poetic, but Ara could weave names by the
dozens. After much thought, she named the elder gods Dahlaine, Zelana, Veltan, and Aracia. Therewas
amusicd quality about those namesthat Arafound very attractive. The younger gods—when thetime



came for them to wake up—would be Balacenia, Vash, Endla, and Dakas.

Omago carefully planted those namesin the minds—and false memories—of the assorted gods, and then
he stepped out of sight and stirred the awareness of the four elders.

"What's going on here?" the grey-bearded, but still only three or four minutes old, Dahlaine demanded.

"l was just about to ask you that same question, big brother," the goddess Zelana declared. "As|
remember, | was looking at arange of mountains, but they're not there anymore.”

"I'm not surethat I'm right, Dahlaine,” the youthful Veltan declared, "but it seemsto methat you called us
together to warn us about something you cdled the Vlagh."

"Ah," Dahlaine replied, "now it comes back to me. I've spent many, many eonswatching insects. | pretty
much understand the ones that have been around for along, long time, but this Vlagh insect seemsto
have anumber of troublesome ambitions."

"That's absurd, Dahlaine," the goddess Aracia declared. "Bugs can't think coherently enough to have
anything even remotely resembling ambition. All she wantsto do islay eggs—by the thousands.”

"Exactly,” Dahlainereplied. "The VIagh seemsto think that if shelays enough eggs, her children will run
out and stedl the world from us. She seemsto think that the whole world rightfully belongsto her .

"Not while I'm around, shewon'," Veltan declared. "'If she even triesto usurp any part of my domain, I'll
tiedl sx of her legsinto aknot sotight that it'll take her yearsto get unraveled.”

"Can we watch, baby brother?" Zelana asked with some show of enthusiasm.
"Fed freg, big agter,” Vdtan replied. "If the Vlagh comes south, I'll climb al over her.”

Arasmiled. The memories Omago had planted in the minds of these newly created godlings had
convinced them that they'd been around for eons and eonsinstead of just the few minutes that they'd
really been here. "Everything seemsto be working the way we warnt it to, dear heart." She sent her
thought to her mate. "The false memories you gave them are firmly in place. Do you think we should
make the younger ones aswell right now?"

"We don' really need them right now, Ara," Omago replied.
"When do you think we should start making their worshipers?'

"Let'shold off on that for awhile," Omago said. "'l think these elderswill need sometimeto adjust before
we make the ordinaries who'll worship them. There are enough animals here to make these elders know
that they aren't the only life-form in thisworld.”

"Arewe pretty much finished here?" Araasked.
"l think S0, yes."

"Maybe we should drift around and have alook at the other lands on thisworld," Arasuggested. "If there
are peoplein those lands, we might need people here aswell."

"Let'sgo look then," Omago agreed.

Omago was more than alittle reluctant to set hisbody aside and revert to awvareness only when they left



the Land of Dhrdl to look at the other lands.

"It's much, much faster, dear heart,” Araadvised. "There are severd limitsinvolved if you drag your body
along. All we need to do islook, and our awareness can take care of that."

"It just seems so unnaturd to do it that way," Omago complained.

"What's 'naturd’ got to do with anything?' Arademanded. "Y ou and | are from another time and place,
sotherules of this time and place don't apply to us. Just try it, Omago. I've done this before, remember?
There are—or may be—things we need to know before we make any decisions, so let'sget on withit."

"All right." Omago surrendered.
Arasmiled. "See? That waan't too hard at dl, wasit?'

They separated their awareness from their bodies and crossed the rolling sealying to the west of the
Land of Dhrall.

"Isthat what | think it is?* Omago's thought silently asked.
"Where?' Araasked.
"Right at the edge of the water,” Omago replied. "I don't think it'san anima of any kind."

"It'sstanding onitshind legs" Araagreed, "and it does have hands. | don't think any animals have hands.
What'sit doing down there?'

"I think it might be trying to kill afish-creature,” Omago replied. "That's probably why it's carrying that
long, pointed stick. It's probably hungry, but very primitive. Let's move on, dear heart. There might be
more advanced peoplein other lands. If they'redl as primitive asthisone, | think we can hold off on
providing the gods of the Land of Dhrall with worshipers.”

They drifted on down toward the south, and when they reached the land beyond the sea, they saw afair
number of collections of what appeared to be rude huts.

"Shdlters" Omago surmised. "Protection from bad wegther. If they're intelligent enough to build things
likethat, they dmost have to be people.”

"And that smoke saysthat they've discovered fire," Araadded. "They may have found out that fire will
protect them from cold wesather." Then she peered down at afair-sized collection of huts. "What in the
worldis that one doing?" she demanded. "It appearsto be afemale, and it's got part of some other
animal propped up over an open fire.”

"It smells quiteinteresting,” Omago added. "I'd say that the she-thing found away to make animal flesh
taste better.”

"Now that's something that never occurred to me," Arasaid. "Raw meat would probably taste alot like
blood." She considered the notion and decided to try it when they returned to the Land of Dhrdll. "I

know that you'd rather wait a while before we made worshipersfor the gods we've dready created, but
if the Vlagh triesto usurp the Land of Dhrall, were going to need people. The godswe just created aren't
permitted to kill, but it seemsthat people don't have that kind of restriction. They might not want to eat
the children of the Vlagh, but killing doesn't always involve egting.”

"I think you're right, dear heart,” Omago agreed. "1 thought it might be best to wait awhile before we



introduced worshipers, but that might have been a serious mistake.”

They drifted on farther to the south and saw that the people of that area ate roots and berries and other
formsof plant lifeaswdl asanima flesh.

Arawas quite certain that they should create man-things aswell as godsto inhabit the Land of Dhrall,
and, unlike the gods, the man-things would need food. Raw food would keep the man-things dive, but
food that had been placed in the vicinity of firewould amost certainly taste better.

That thought alone opened dl kinds of doorsfor Ara.

THE
VISITOR

Chapter One

It was bitterly cold at the head of Long-Pass, and even the shaggy bison-hide robes Chief Tlantar
Two-Hands of the Matan Nation had provided us didn't entirely keep the chill away. I'd found afairly
well protected place in Gundasfort, and after the sun had gone down and 1'd finished eating supper, |
decided that it might not be a bad time to catch up on my deep. The Mdavi had held back the Creatures
of the Wasteland, so there was nothing much for me to do, and, though | wouldn't admit it to my
outlander friends, the days and days of running down aong that tired old mountain range and through
Long-Passitsdf had taken alot out of me. Evidently, the years were catching up with me.

| drifted off to deep, and, as had been happening more and more frequently herelately, | had adream of
thetime when | wasvery young and | wasliving in thelodge of Chief Old-Bear. In those daysthe only
thing on my mind had been Misty-Water, Old-Bear's beautiful daughter, and in my dreams| saw her
again and again, and just the sight of her made me go week dl over. Even when | was adeep and
dreaming, | knew that one day something would happen that would come very close to destroying me. |
aways pushed that aside, though, and fixed my attention entirely on my vision of she who would one day
be my mate.

"Wilt thou hear me, brave warrior?' the now familiar voice of my "unknown friend" reached out to me. |
knew who she redlly was now, but just her interruption of my dream irritated me.

"Now what?' | demanded harshly.
"Benice" she scolded me.

"I'msorry," | gpologized. "I had something ese on my mind just now. Was there something you wanted
totdl me?'

"Nay," shereplied. "I cometo theeto ask, not to tell.”

"That's unusud. Isthere a problem of some kind?"



"One whom thou dost know quite well hath done that he was not supposed to do asyet.”

"I suppose you could spank him and send him to bed without any supper,” | suggested. She dill had mea
bit irritated.

"l don't find that particularly amusing, Longbow," shetold me, lapsing out of her antique formdity. Her
familiar voice confirmed what | had come to redize back at Mount Shrak.

"I'm sorry,” | apologized. "Just exactly wasit thet thisfriend of ours did that he was not supposed to do?’
"He dreamed,” sheretorted, and her irritation wasfairly obvious.
"Oneof those dreams?’

"Not exactly, no. He didn't cause aflood or set fire to amountain as the children do. He reached back
instead and discovered his true identity. He's not supposed to do that yet."

"Andwhy isthat?'
"Y ou don't need to know that, L ongbow."

| shrugged. "Then | guess| won't need to talk with him. Those are the rules, unknown friend. If you don't
talk to me, | won't talk to Omago.”

"How did you know—" Sheleft it hanging.

"Yourefairly obvious, Ara Omago's your mate, and that's why you're so upset. Why isit that Omago's
not supposed to know who heredlly is?' Then something came to me. ™Y ou two have been mated since
the beginning of time, haven't you?'

"Before the beginning of time, actually,”" shereplied. "Time began when we both said 'now’ & the same
moment. That's when everything started—and that lay at the core of Omago's dream, and he's not
supposed to know about it yet. That was the whole idea behind what he was trying to accomplish. We
needed to know about the true nature of you man-things, so Omago blotted out al hismemories of the
past s0 that he could live the life of an ordinary man-thing. But now he's sneaking around things he's not
supposed to know about. Curiogty isone of hisgrest failings.”

"Jugt exactly when wasit when you two ordered time to begin? | mean, how many years?'
"There's no word for that number, Longbow. A million millions doesn't even come close.”
"Just exactly what was happening back then that you two found so important?’

"It was when the universe began.”

"The universe has dways been there, haan't it?!

She shook her head. "There wasn't anything back then. Not even Omago and | existed in our present
forms. We were awareness only, and it took us along, long time to even find each other. We can talk
about that some other day. The important thing right now isthat one of our children will try to do
something that's forbidden, and she will cease to exist when she doesthat. | fear that Omago will not be
ableto bear her obliteration.”

"We'retaking about Araciahere, arent we?"



"| did not say that."

"You didn't haveto. It isfairly obvious, you know." Then | suddenly saw where thiswas going. " She's
goingtotry tokill thelittle girl named Lillabeth, isn't she?!

"| do fear that you are correct.”

"Shecan't do that!"

"I know, and her attempt will obliterate her.” Therewasakind of agony in her voice.
"Can't you stop her? Asfar as| can determine, there's nothing that you can't do.”

"That'sin theworld of things, dear Longbow. | can't do that in the world of thought. When Araciatriesto
destroy Lillabeth—or Enalla, actudly—shell step over theforbidden line”

"And shell die?"

"She can't die, Longbow. Shelll just ceaseto exis.”
"lan't that wheat dying means?’

"No. It goes quite ahit farther.”

"Andit'sthat you're afraid of, isn't it, Ara?'

"How did you cometo know who | am?"

"Y ou're extremely upset, so you've been letting some things dip. | probably should have redlized that
from the very beginning. Y ou are Aracia's mother, after al, and just the thought of her obliteration is
tearing pieces out of your heart.”

"| think that maybeit's Dahlaine who needs a good spanking. His 'Dream'’ idea seemsto be working
quite well, but it appears that it's setting off some other Dreams that aren't supposed to happen just yet."

"Such asthe one I'm having right now?"
"Thisonesdtogether different, my son.”
"Maybe someday you'l get around to telling me just exactly how it's different, Mother.”

All right, it wasasdilly thing to say, but it was just too good an opportunity to let dip by. "Am | supposed
to go to my room now?' | asked her.

"No. You're supposed to go to the place where Omago's deeping and try to keep him from going al to
pieces.”

"I'll get right onit, Mother."
"Will you stop that?' sheflared.

"Anything you say, Ara"

BE



NO
MORE

Chapter One

"Y our presence there should conced Endlaand me from Aracia, Little-Me," Baaceniatold me whilewe
drifted through the chill air above Araciasslly temple.

"I'm not surethat | follow you, Big-Me," | told her. "If everybody'sright, the Beloved's older sister has
had her mind turned off by the bug-woman they cdl Alcevan. If her mind isn't there anymore, shewont

recognize anybody, will she?'

"That's one of thethingswe need to find out, Eleria," Big-Mereplied. "If Aracias mind isstill working to
some degree, we might be ableto pull her out of Alcevan's grasp.”

"I wouldn't get my hopes up too much, Big-Me," | told her. "That stink Alcevan'susing on Araciais
probably about the same as the one that showed up in Tonthakan in Dahlaine's part of the world. If we
had Ox and his war-axe here, he could probably solve the problem for us.”

Big-Me shook her head. "The othersand | have talked it over dready,” she said. "Alcevan could very
well turn out to be the key that'll lock the Vlagh away permanently, so we don't want anybody to kill her
jus yet.”

"Why not just send for Veltan?' | asked. "If he took the VIagh to the moon and |eft her there, shed never
be able to come back, would she?

"I'm not sure that VVeltan could do that, Eleria. That might step over the line that we don't want Araciato
cross. We all love Vetan too much to take any chances.”

"Just what do you want meto do, Balacenia?' | asked her.
"What happened to '‘Big-Me?" she asked with afaint smile.

"There's nothing wrong with '‘Balacenia,™ | told her. "It'savery pretty name, and | liketo useit every
now and then when I'm talking with you. Just what do you want me to do?'

"Why don't you just tell Enalla—who'll appear to be Lillabeth—the stories about the pink dolphinsyou
played with when you were younger?' She paused. ™Y ou do know theat it was the time you spent with
those dolphins that separated us so much that welll probably never be able to merge again, don't you?”

"The Beloved didn't mentioniit,” | replied, "but I'd more or less cometo redize it mysdlf. Don't worry
about it so much, Big-Me. We might not be such abad thing, you know. There will be two of usduring
the next cycle, so well be ableto get alot more done. Don't forget that Longbow's mine, though.”

"You love him, don't you?'

"Of course. | think we all love Longbow, don't we?"



Bdaceniasghed. "Wemay al love him, but you're the onewho ownshim."

"I wouldn't say 'owns." Nobody owns Longbow. | think that if we got right down to it, we'd find that he
owns us. | wouldn't let my hope of pulling Araciaback to norma build up too much, Big-Me. Y ou don't
have to mention thisto the others, but I'm amost positive that weve lost Aracia permanently. Little
Stinky has her pretty much tied down.”

"Sinky?' Big-Me said with alittlelaugh. "That does identify Alcevan, doesn't it? Y ou're absolutely
perfect, Little-Me."

"I don't know about 'perfect,’ Big-Me. | do have my share of faults, you know. Anyway, 'Stinky' sort of
cameto me from nowhere, and | scraped it off thewall. Sometimes | have trouble finding the right word
when I'm using people-talk. | ill speak—and think—in the language of the pink dolphins." | paused, as|
amost dwaysdo. Then | said, "Isn't that neat?’

And Big-Me broke down and laughed.

Baaceniasort of faded out of sight aswe drifted down through the shabby roof of Aracias poorly
congructed temple. | could still sense her presence, but she wasn't visible anymore. Endlawas sitting in
Lillabeth's ornate room, and she looked so much like Lillabeth that she even startled me. | had met
Lillabeth during the war in the Beloved's Domain last spring, and I'd joined her during our joint recitation
of her Dream—to the great chagrin of Aracia, who'd been desperately trying to hide that Dream—so
even though | knew that shewasredly Endla, | felt quite comfortable with her.

"We are the same person, Eleria," Lillabeth's other persondity reminded mein avoice that was a bit
more mature than Lillabeth's. "Were much the same as you and Baaceniaare.”

"Not entirely, sgter,” Baaceniasvoicetold her. "Eleria here spent most of her time with the pink dolphins
during her early childhood, and I'm afraid that the dolphins permanently separated us."

"Why did Zdana permit that?' Endla demanded.

"The Beloved had her mind on music and poetry,” | explained. " She was very fond of the pink dolphins,
and after Dahlaine dropped mein her 1ap, she knew that somebody—or some thing—would have to
nurse me. That's when she turned to Medleamee.”

"Dolphins have names?' Endlaasked, sounding abit sartled.

"Oh, yes" | replied, "and they dso have alanguage. The Beloved speakstheir language, so she could call
out to M edl eamee when she discovered that | couldn't live on just light the way she does. Medleamee
nursed me, and in some sense she was the mother | never had.”

"Araciajust handed me off to afair number of local women to nurseme,” Endlasaid. "I never grew as
closeto any of them asyou did to Medleamee. They nursed me, but | never grew attached to any of
them.”

"That's probably what kept you from having any fun when you were ababy. The pink dolphins seemed
to think that teaching me how to swim was almost asimportant as nursng mewas. | could svim likea
fish long before | learned how to walk."

"Why don't you tell medl kinds of stories about your pink dolphins, Eleria?' Endlawhispered.
"Balaceniaand | arefairly surethat might persuade Araciathat we're just an empty-headed pair of little
girls." Then she spoke louder. "How in the world could a baby possibly learn how to swim?' she asked



asif shewasterribly interested.

"It'snot redly al that difficult, Lillabeth,” | replied. "M edeamee wasn't the only femae dolphin who was
nursing me. There were many others aswell, and more of them turned up in that pond inside the grotto
when they heard that | was rewarding the ones that nursed me with kisses"

"So that's where you picked up your kiss-kiss habit,” Enallasaid. "'I've dways wondered about that."

"| found out early that kisses and hugswill get you dmost anything you want, Lillabeth,” | told her. "I
kissed L.ongbow into submission in about five minutes. Anyway, the pink dolphins began to herd fish into
the grotto so that | could learn how to feed myself. Once ababy startsto grow teeth, nursing the child
can dart to be quite painful. Dolphins are sea-animds, so they live on a steady diet of fish. They started
to give me bits and pieces of fish, and after awhile they decided to teach me how to catch fish by mysdif.
They were dl very pleased when | caught and ate my very first fish.”

"I've noticed that there aren't any firesin Zelanas grotto. How were you able to cook the fish you were
edting?'

| shrugged. "I didn't cook them. It might be alittle hard to keep afire burning if it'sunder water."
"Areyou saying that you ate those fish raw?"

"Of course. That's one of the reasons Medleamee and the others gave me pieces of raw fish when they
were weaning me off asteady diet of dolphin milk. | was so proud when | caught and ate my firgt fishin
thelittle shalow pooal at the mouth of the grotto. The fishing was much better out in deep water, though,
50 | didn't misstoo many meals.”

"Areyou saying that Zelana approved?’

"The Beloved doesn't eat anything at all—except for light, of course, so she turned the feeding over to the
dolphins”

"I've dways been curious about just why you always cal her ‘the Beloved.™

"That's what the dolphins caled her. | picked it up from them, but | used her language instead of theirs.
Of course that's fairly recent. | spoke 'dolphin’ long before | learned how to speak in'people.’ | didn't
care too much for the name they gave me, though. They caled me 'Beeweedbee,’ which trandatesinto
‘Short-Fin-With-No-Tall." | was much happier when the Beloved named me Eleria. | fill swam with the
dolphinswhen | got hungry. And then one day M edleamee introduced me to an old cow-whae—who
probably wasn't awhale at al—and sheled me on down to the bottom of the seawhere an oyster

opened its shell and gave me the pink pearl that started to give me Dreams as soon as | rgjoined the
Beovedin her pink grotto.”

"Zdanamentioned that," Enalla-Lillabeth said. "Did that first Dream you had go dl the way back to the
beginning of the world?'

"That'swhat the Beloved told me," | said. "From what | saw in the Dream, the whole world was on fire"

"I wouldn't take it any further back, Little-Me." Balacenias voice came silently to me. "'If Aracia happens
to il belistening, we don't want her to know where—and when—your Dream really began.”

"How did you know about that?' | demanded.

"Eleria," Baacenids slent voice cameto me again, "we are the same person, you know, so | can



remember your Dream aswell asyou can. | remember that when your Dream began, the universe wasn't
there, and neither wastime."

"Then you saw Mother and Father too?"
"Of coursel did, Little-Me."

| felt just alittle pouty about that. I'd always believed that the earliest part of the Dream was mine
aone—something on the order of a gift from Mother and Father because | wastheir favorite child.
Big-Mehad just filched my gift, and | didn't like that onelittle bit.

"Well talk about that some other time, Little-Me," Balaceniasaid. "We don't want Araciato find out
about it. Shelll do something even more stupid if she knows the whole story of the Dream. Let
EndlaLillabeth tak for awhile now. Ask them about life herein thisslly temple. That should draw
Aracids attention away from your Dream. Let's stay on the safe sde.”

"Sometimesit amost made me want to throw up,” Lillabeth told me. "Fat Berda could go on for hours
and hourstelling Aracia how wonderful sheis. It made me sick to my stomach, but Araciajust couldn't
get enough of it. She adores being adored, so those speeches were meat and drink. She didn't seem to
redlize that he was waving what he cdled his adoration in her face every chance he got for one reason
and one only. Aslong as she hungered for what he called his adoration, he didn't have to do any honest
work, and not working has dways been Fat Berdasmaingod inlife.”

Then Big-Me spoke slently to Endla. "Don't get too specific, dear Sgter,” she said. "Alcevan the bug
might be listening, and her purpose right now is persuading Araciato kill Lillabeth—and you, of course.
The bug-people really want Araciato live—or stay awake—for awhilelonger, because they can control
her. I'm quite sure they know that they won't have that kind of control of you, and that's why they want
Araciatokill you."

"Then they don't know about what will happen to Araciaif she even triesto do that, do they?"
"It's not one of those things we mention very often,” Big-Mereplied.

"Thereis one thing that | don't quite understand,” Endlaadmitted. "So far as| can determine, Alcevanis
the only femde priest in Aracias Domain. How did she manageto foist that off on dear old Berda?!

"Dear old 'Stinky' probably used her gift to pull it off," Big-Me replied.
"Stinky?" Endlaslently asked, trying quite hard to keep from laughing.

"That'swhat Little-Me cals her," Baaceniareplied. " She does use an odor to control people, and that's
probably how she pulled Fat Berdainto line." Then she paused. "I'm not entirely positive that she actually
gtinksterribly, but just that name aone takes her down a peg or two, wouldn't you say?'

"l think I'll keep that name tucked under my arm," Endlasaid. "It might be very useful & sometimein the
not-too-distant future." Then she sighed. "'l wasfairly sure that Sorgan Hook-Beak's deception had
brought Araciato her senses. Y ou wouldn't believe thelook of pure horror on Berdas face when Aracia
ordered him—and all the other priests—to go on down to the south wall of the temple to help construct
the stronger defenses. How did Stinky manage to escape and come back here and steal Araciafrom us

agan?'

"She went out over thewall and came back here out on open ground,” Big-Me replied. "Sheld been
trying to send novice priests back here to murder Lillabeth—in much the same way shetried before



Araciaordered her to go down to the south wall."

"Areyou saying that there are novices out there so stupid that they'd believe her after she cut the throat of
thefirst n she sent here to murder Lillabeth—or me?' Enalla demanded.

"I'dimagine that news of that killing didn't get around very much,” Big-Mereplied. "It wasn't asif
Alcevan had left the body lying in the throne room or anything like that. Anyway, her plan fell gpart after
that clever little Maag called Rabbit came up with away to make just about everybody too terrified to
even think about coming back here through the corridors."

lla.]?l

"He managed to make everybody believe that there were giant spiders cregping around in the corridors,
and that being killed—and eaten—by a spider isthe most hideousfatein al theworld.”

"Even worse than snake-bites?"

"Much, much worse, dear ster,” Big-Me declared. "Nobody—and | do mean nobody—would even
consder taking that kind of achance, no matter what kind of reward has been offered.”

"Why don't we just send for Longbow, Big-Me?' | suggested. "He could kill Stinky from so far awvay
that her odor wouldn't reach him."

"That might just bethe best ideaof dl, Bdacenia," Endlasaid. "Oncewe get rid of Stinky, Araciashould
return to good sense.”

"Except that Longbow's involved inthe war up in Long-Pass," Big-Mereplied. "I'm afraid that Stinky is
our problem, and we'd better solveit very soon.”

Chapter Two

" think it'stimefor you to go to deep, child Eleria," Mother's voice cameto me.
"Yousad what?' | demanded.

"Y ou're going to have to Dream, Eleria. That's probably the only way well be ableto prevent Aracia
from destroying hersalf—and I'm not sure even that will be enough. Alcevan has warped Aracia's mind
to the point she thinks that she'simmune to what's amost certain to be the result of her attempt to
obliterate Lillabeth. I'm hoping that your Dream will bring her back to her senses.”

"Y ou want meto pretend that I'm adeep and then tell her astory so awful that shewon't dare to try to
kill Lillabeth?'

"Drop 'pretend,’ Eleria" Mother told me. "Y ou will be adeep, and you will have a Dream. Then you and
Endla—who appears to be Lillabeth—wiill recite the Dream in unison, in the same way that you and
Lillabeth did last autumn. Aracia knows that the Dreams have power far beyond anything she can do,
and your Dream should frighten her enough to make her reconsider Alcevan's suggestion.”

"What if it doen't?"



"WElIl lose Aracia," Mother bluntly replied, "and I'm not sure what the result will be.”

| knew that | was adeep. That's one of the thingsthat separatesthose" Dreams from ordinary ones. The
Dream that Mother provided was moderatdly terrible, and | wasfairly surethat it would give Aracia
some second thoughts.

But it didn't turn out that way. Aracia—or Alcevan, the bug—was dready ahead of us. The door to
Lillabeth's nursery banged open, and Aracia, wild-eyed with fury and with her hair tangled and sticking
out in al directions, burst into the room. She was screaming what sounded much like cursesin ahoarse
voice. Little Stinky was right behind her with an expression of victory on her face.

"l have Dreamed." Lillabeth, who wasredly Endla, and | began to recite the content of the Dream
Mother had given me, but | saw dmost immediately that Araciawasn't even listening. | supposethat it's
possible that Alcevan the bug had turned her ears off.

"Foul usurper!" Araciascreamed at the child she thought was Lillabeth. "Violator of my temple! | have
cared for thee with al my heart, but thy first act when | have gone to my deep will beto betray me.
Know yethat thou shal not have thistemple, nor the worship of those who serve me, for | must banish
thee now and forever from the world of theliving, wicked child. Be no more, wicked Lillabeth!" Aracia
screamed. "Exist no longer!”

For about amoment she stood in one place asif she had just been frozen, and then, as my Dream had
predicted, she gradualy began to change from what appeared to be human into tiny speckles of
light—even as she had in my Dream. Her outward shape didn't seem to change, but it now consisted of
those specks of light. | was quite sure that Big-Me and Endlahad smply turned her command around
and thrown it back at her, but the more | thought about it, the more | realized that her command had
turned on her all by itself. Had Endlaand | been alowed to describe my Dream, would that have saved
Aracia?| do not know. If killing isforbidden, telling someone—or something—to die, might just destroy
the spesker rather than the intended victim. From what | could make out of Araciasface, shehad an
expression of sheer horror on what passed for her face. Then her face was gone, and the specks of light
grew brighter and brighter. Then there was an enormous burst of pure light, and Araciawasn't there
anymore.

Alcevan howled in frugtration, and then she fled as Lillabeth began to weep and moan in her grief. Enala
was standing with Big-Me near the door, so poor Lillabeth was suffering her grief al by herself. | took
her in my amsand held her. It wasn't redly dl that much in the way of comforting her in her time of
sorrow, but it was the best | could come up with.

Lillabeth was still weeping when Veltan came rushing into the room. "What was that awful noisejust
now?" he demanded.

| wasn't feding very kindly toward anybody just then, so | answered Vetan's stupid question in acold,
blunt tone of voice. "Y our Sster just destroyed hersdf. She camein raving and with Stinky right behind
her. Then she commanded Lillabeth to be no more. Since that's forbidden, her curse—or whatever you
want to cal it—turned and flew right back into her face, and she suddenly turned into little speckles of
very bright light. The speckles grew brighter and brighter, and then there was ahuge burst of purelight,
and your sister wasn't there anymore.” | had decided not to reved my involvement to any members of
thefamily. If Mother wanted to tell them, that was up to her, but | chose to keep my mouth shut.

Veltan went suddenly very pale, and then he aso began to weep as his sorrow overwhelmed him.



Then Mother suddenly appeared. "What's going on here?' she demanded—asif she didn't know.

"Araciacame here with that bug-thing that calls herself Alcevan right behind her,” | replied. "1'd say that
Alcevan turned her odor loose and persuaded Araciato try to destroy Lillabeth. | couldn't prove that
Alcevan was responsible, but she was there, and Araciaignored a very important rule and ordered
Lillabeth to dissolve—or something like that—but her order turned around and dissolved her ingtead. I'm
afraid you just lost one of your babies, Mother, and thereisn't enough of Aracialeft to even try to bury.”

Mother touched her finger to her lips and then gave me avery stern look to keep Vetan and the othersin
the room from finding out what had really happened. Then she spoke in that voice she usesto reach out
to her assorted children. "Dahlaine" she said, "and Zelana. Weve got acrissherein Araciasslly
temple. You'd better come here asfast asyou can, and bring the children.”

Lillabeth was gtill weeping when the othersjoined usin her room, and | was till doing my best to comfort
her. But then, at Mother's suggestion, I'm sure, Endlatook Lillabeth into her arms, and Mother told me
to repeat the Story of Aracias self-destruction for the others.

"It's better without her," Vash of Vdtan's Domain declared.

"No, Vash," Big-Me disagreed. "Actudly, it'sworse. We're one god light now, and that throws
everything out of balance. If we don't do something to correct thet, it won't belong, I'm afraid, before
well dl bejoining her."

"Don't be absurd, Baacenia," Mother told Big-Me. "All you haveto do is replace her.”

"Withwho?' Endla, till holding Lillabeth in her arms, demanded. Then she turned to speek to Dahlaine.
"Y ou'd better come up with something very soon, big brother, or well all beturning into gleaming dust.”

Mother, quite naturaly, was about three jJumps ahead of Enadlla—and dl therest of usaswell. "The
answer isredly very smple, dear Endla," she said. Then shesmiled a me. "Y ou'll have plenty of timeto
get used to theidea, Eleria," shetold me. "It's going to be twenty-five eons before you'll have to take
Aracias place as the goddess of the East. Y our childhood with the pink dol phins has separated you from
Baacenia—or 'Big-Me—s0 much that you aren't the same anymore. That leaves you floating around
with nothing to do, so you'll replace poor Aracia" She paused amoment and then threw my own
favorite remark right back in my face. "Won' that be neat?" she demanded.

THE
DECLINE
OF THE
TEMPLE

Chapter One



Sorgan Hook-Beak of the Land of Maag was deeping in hisimitation fort that night. Hed have much
preferred degping on the Ascension out in the harbor, but it was fairly essentid for him to keep up the
pretense of the mock invasion of the bug-people, and deeping on board a ship out in the harbor might
just make Lady Araciamore than alittle suspicious. Now that shed come to her senses and ordered dl
of her fat, lazy prieststo help build the defensive walls around her temple, staying on the good side of her
was fairly important.

It wasjust after midnight, as closely as Sorgan could determine, when cousin Torl cameinto Sorgan's
room, accompanied by Lady Zelanas Dreamer, Eleria

"What are you two doing running around at night like this?' Sorgan demanded.

"Lady Zelanatold meto bring thelittle girl here so that she can tdll you something that might befairly
important, cousin,” Torl replied.

"What isit now?" Sorgan grumbled.

Eleriagave him alittle smirk. "The Beloved thought that you ought to know that the lady who hired you
isn't around anymore.”

"Where did she go?'

"That'salittle hard to say, Captain Hook-Big," Eleriareplied. " She broke one of the rules, and she went

"Poof?"

"That's about as close as | can come to describing what happened. She cameinto Lillabeth'sroom and
commanded her to 'be-no-more,’ but now she's the one who no longer exigts.”

"Who did it? | mean, who ordered her to stop being dive?"

"Shedid—dl by hersdf. | think it'sbuilt into the gods. They're not dlowed to kill things, so when one of
them triesto do that, it comes back and hitsthem right in the face. Didn't the Beloved explain that to you
when you first came hereto work for her?!

Sorgan blinked as ahorrid possibility crashed in on him. "My gold!" he exclaimed. "Did that al go "poof
when shedid?'

"| sort of doubt that, Hook-Big," Eleriareplied. "The temples gtill there, so the gold probably isaswell.
Y ou could go look, | suppose, but we've got something else to worry about now."

"What's happening?' Sorgan demanded.

"Therearealot of peoplein thetemplewho just lost their god. | don't think it's going to be much longer
before awar breaks out. Now that Araciaisn't around to tell them to behave, things are probably going
to get alittle messy in thetemple. | think you'd better send somebody down there to keep an eye on

things”
"And to find the storeroom where Araciakept dl her gold,” Sorgan muttered to himsdlf. That could wait,

though. Heturned to look at cousin Torl. "Did that young Trogite Keselo leave the harbor yet?' he
asked.



"I doubt it," Torl replied. "It was dmost dark when he went out to the Ascension. Hell probably go north
again when daylight comesadong.”

"Good," Sorgan said with acertain relief. "Go on out to the Ascension and tell Kesdlo what just
happened here. We definitely want Narasan to know about it, so as soon as Kesglo reaches
Long-Pass, he'd better climb up on his horse and go up the passto whatever fort Narasan'sholed up in
and tell him that Lady Zdlanas sster isn't around anymore.”

"Sound thinking, cousin,” Torl agreed.

"I'm glad you liked it. Then | want you to nose around in the temple and see what's going on there—and
seeif you can locate the strong-room where Araciakept al of her gold. She doesn't need it anymore,
but we do."

"I'll ssewhat | can find, cousin,” Torl replied. Then hetook Eleriaby the hand, and the two of them went
back toward the main temple.

Sorgan gave some thought to Elerids warning. The priests of the temple didn't redlly pose much of a
threat, but there was no point in taking any chances. He went to the chamber where Ox and Ham-Hand
dept and woke them up.

"What's afoot, Cap'n?' Ox asked.

"Wejust got anasty surprise,” Sorgan told him. "It seemsthat Lady Aracialost her grip on things
again—yprobably because that little priestess—whao's red ly abug—turned that smell loose on her the way
shedid before, and Lady Araciawent crazy. She rushed into the room where her Dreamer lived and
ordered her to stop living. | guessthat'sagaing al the rules, so Aracias not around anymore.”

"Shejust fell over dead?' HamHand asked.

"From what Eleria said—and she was there—there wasn't enough of Aracialeft to fall over. Eleriaused
the word "poof to describe what happened. | guess Aracias body just faded away, and it was replaced
by little speckles of light. Then the light went out, and there wasn't anything called Araciaanymore. That
probably sent all thosefat, lazy priestsright straight up the wall. When they come down, they'll start
scheming againgt each other, and the 'holy templ€e is very likely to be ankledeep in blood.”

"What ashame,” Ox said.

"lsn't it, though?" Sorgan agreed. "We don't want them out here, though, so take some sizegble parties of
men aong the corridorsthat lead to the main temple and block them off."

"Weve dready been paid, Cap'n," HamHand said. "Why don't we just take that money and run?”

"Because there's probably alot more money piled up somewherein the main temple. I'm not about to
just walk away and leave it behind. My cousin Tori'sin the main temple right now to seewhat's really
happening there, and in his spare time, he's checking every room in that part of the temple for gold. Once
he findsit, weredl going to become very, very rich.”

Torl came back out to the fort a couple days later, and he had a peculiar expression on hisface when he
entered Sorgan's chamber.

"Arewe having aproblem, cousn?' Sorgan asked him.



"Y ouwouldn't believe what's going on in that main temple, cousin,” Torl replied. "Those people have dl
gonecrazy."

"Exactly what do you mean by 'crazy,’ cousin?' Sorgan asked.

"Right at first they werefdling back on smple murders—all the usua oneslike knifein the back, cutting
throats, and bashing out brainswith clubs or big rocks. They've been killing each other by the dozens. I'd
say giveit another day or so and ther€lll be open war over there. There's dready alot of blood splashed
on thewadlls, but therell probably be an ocean of blood when they move on to afullscae war.”

"Were you able to locate Aracias goldroom?”

"Not yet. | came back out here to warn you that things are very dangerousin that part of the temple.”
"| gppreciatethat, Torl. I've dready got men blocking off every corridor that |eads to the main temple.”
"Good thinking, Sorgan. Have you heard anything from Vdtan yet?'

"Not aword. I'd say that he's got afamily emergency on his hands right now. His older sster just
vanished—or just stopped being anyplace anymore, and that might bring down awhole |ot of trouble.
Get on back to the main temple, cousin, but watch your back. We really want to find that gold
storeroom. We're nailed down here until we locateit."

Chapter Two

It was about midmorning on the following day when thefat priest called Berda came around the outer
wall of the temple to Sorgan's makeshift fort. Sorgan wasjust abit surprised by the fact that Berdawas
traveling aone. If the oaraman Platch had been right, Berda never went anywhere dl by himsdlf.

"Well, now," Sorgan called from the outer wall of his makeshift fort, "if itisn't Holy Taka Berda Does
Lady Araciawant to talk with me about something?' He watched the Fat Man closaly, and, ashed more
or less anticipated, Berdas face suddenly went very pale. Then he pulled himsdlf together. "I speak for
Holy Araciain amatter of some urgency, mighty Sorgan. It would appear that the foul servants of
ThatCalledtheVlagh have infiltrated the Holy Temple, and even aswe speak, they are creeping about
with murder only on their minds. Now, I, of course, would be more than willing to face the foul servants
of the Vlagh done, but Holy Araciahas commanded meto spesk with you."

"I'll be morethan willing to listen, Taka Berda," Sorgan declared. "Let's keep this sort of to oursalves,
though. One of my men at the gate will show you theway to my quarters, and I'll meet you there."

Sorgan was rubbing his hands together as he went down the narrow flight of stairstoward the centra
yard of hisfort. If anybody in the whole temple would know exactly where Aracids gold was hidden, it
would be Fat Berda

He went into the room where he usually dept, and afew minutes later a burly Maag escorted the priest
into Sorgan'sroom. After the sailor had left, Sorgan squinted at the priest. I hadn't heard that the
bug-people had managed to get inside the temple, and I've got men watching just about every square
foot of the place. How did they manage to get past my people?’



Berdafloundered for amoment, and then he said, "Tunnds, I've been told. As| understand it, these
creatures can chew their way through solid rock.”

"Indeed they can, Taka," Sorgan replied. "During the first war off to the west in Lady Zelanas Domain,
thousands of bug-people came swarming up out of tunnelsthat'd taken them centuries to chew through
solid rock. Tunnels are the most effective way to get under walls and buildings without being seen. Now,
then, let's get something out of the way right now. These sneaking bugs aren't spiders, arethey?If | even
mention the word 'spider,’ I'll be lucky to have adozen men left by morning.”

Berdalooked abit startled. "I'm sure they aren't spider-bugs. Spiders have eight legs, don't they?!
"That'swhat |'ve been told," Sorgan replied.
"We're safe, then. The bugs crawling through the tunnels under the temple have six legs, not eight.”

"That'sardief. Now, then, how are we going to go about this? If | put several thousand meninthe
temple halways, they should be able to push the bugs off balance.”

"Y ou arethewarrior, mighty Sorgan,” Berdareplied. "I know little or nothing of such things"
"All right, then,” Sorgan said. "How much will you pay meto keep you dive?"

"I know very little about money, brave Sorgan,” Berdaadmitted. "I do, however, have access to many
blocks of the yellow meta your people call gold.”

"Theresthe answer right there, Teka Berda," Sorgan said. "Each evening when you're fill dive, give one
of those blocksto my cousin Torl. Oneis an easy number to remember, so neither one of uswill be
confused. Let's start with a couple dozen of my men. If Torl thinks that won't be enough, I'll send moreto
guard you."

Berdaheaved ahuge sigh of rdief, and his hands almost stopped trembling.

"I'll send an escort with you back to the main temple, Taka," Sorgan said. 'Y ou won't have to go back
outsde thewals now. I've got men blocking off the corridors, but they'll let you pass. After dl, you and |
arefriends now, aren't we?"

"Indeed we are, mighty warrior,” Berdadeclared. "Indeed we are.”

Sorgan probably should not have been particularly surprised the next morning when the tiny priestess
Alcevan came out to the fort with arequest that was amost identical to the one Taka Berdahad made
the previous afternoon. At least, unlike Berda, she didn't try to foist on Sorgan an absurdity about
bug-peopl e creeping through tunnels as Berda had. "The Church of Divine Araciais now divided,
Captain Hook-Besk," she declared. "The one who elevated himself to 'High Priest’ believesthat he alone
can speak for Holy Aracia, and he has dispatched nsto murder those of uswho know full-well
that his salf-aggrandizement did not come from Holy Aracia. Sincel live only to serve her, Berdahas
commanded his henchmen to concentrate on me in advance of al others, for | am the true leader of the
clergy in Aracias holy temple. I cannot permit him to usurp my postion. So | must be protected from
Berdasvillains. | will pay you much to defend me. Name your price, and gladly will | pay.”

"Oh, | don't know," Sorgan said. "How does one gold block a day sound to you?'
"Most reasonable, Captain Hook-Beak. Should | send the gold here?!



"Those corridors aren't redlly safe, Priestess,” Sorgan replied. "My cousin Torl will beright therein the
temple. Why don't you just give him one of those gold blocks every morning? Torl loves gold, so he
won't let anything happen to the lady who gives him agold block every morning at breskfast time."

"It shall be as you have requested, mighty Sorgan,” thetiny priestess agreed.

It was al Sorgan could do to keep from laughing out loud. There were two people in the temple who
hated each other with a passion, and now they were both paying Sorgan ablock of gold every day to
protect them from each other.

It was about noon two days later when Torl came back out to Sorgan'simitation fort with four blocks of
gold. "l can't for the life of mefind out where the treasure-room islocated, cousin,” he declared. "Berda
and Alcevan never leave that throne room but morning and evening, one of them hands me one of these
gold blocks."

"The pay'svery good, cousin,” Sorgan said. "And the work's not redlly very hard." Then he frowned.
"The only drawback ishow long it'slikely to take usto empty out the treasure-rooms—assuming, of
course, that they're each filching these blocks from a different room. For dl we know, they could both be
taking the blocks out of the same room."

"If that's the case, that room will get emptied eventudly.”

"That'sdl right with me, Torl," Sorgan said. "One day with no pay, and we're out of here.”

"They probably will kill each other as soon aswe're gone, cousin,” Torl said.

"And well both be terribly sad when that happens, won't we?" Sorgan suggested with awicked grin.

"I don't redly think that's going to break my heart, cousin,” Torl replied. "It might bend it just alittle, but
I'm fairly sureit won't bresk."

"You do have afairly strong heart, cousin,” Sorgan agreed.
Then they both laughed.

Chapter Three

It waslater that same day when Veltan came crashing in on his pet thunderbolt. As usud, the loud crash
shook Sorgan right down to histoenails. "Where have you been?' he demanded of Lady Zelana's
younger brother.

"We did have afamily emergency, Sorgan,” Vetan replied.
"I know," Sorgan said. "What are you doing about it?"
"We haven't redlly decided yet. |s anything unusua going on down here?!

"| think it's called ‘church palitics,' Vetan," Sorgan replied, "which isapolite way of saying 'openwar.'
Taka Berdaand tiny little Alcevan areright on the verge of going dl out. So far, dl they've been doingis



sending out murderersto kill off various members of the opposing side. Berdaand Alcevan both know
that they'rein morta danger, so they've both hired me to protect them. I've got men over inthe main
church keeping the churchies apart.” Then he grinned. "Actudly, this upcoming war hasturned into a
golden—and | do mean 'golden'—opportunity for me. A while back Takal Berdahired meto protect
him, and the next morning teenie-weenie Alcevan came by, and she also hired me. Each one of them
pays me agold block every day to keep them aive, so thisisturning into aprofitable little war for me.
They hate each other dl the way down to the ground, and I'm fairly sure that there are a couple of other
thingsthey'd like for meto do, and they are dmost certain to make me even more interesting offers
before too many daysgo by."

"You're not really going to get involved at thet level, are you?"
"Of course not, Vetan. | will take the gold, though. Then I'll just take the money and run.”
"That'sterriblel™ Vdtan exclamed.

"I know," Sorgan admitted. "Fun, though."

Torl came out to the fort afew days later to bring the loot to Sorgan. "I think you might want to take a
fairly closelook at these blocks, cousin,” he said. "I think I've found the gold-block warehouse. If you
look at the blocks, you'll see that each one of them has quite abit of sand ground in along one side.”

"Why would anybody do that?" Sorgan demanded.

"It'saway to hidethe gold, cousin. That coat of sand makes these gold blocks ook like ordinary building
blocks."

"Wadl, sort of, | suppose. What's the point of doing that, though?"
"It'saway to hidethe gold. | have found the place where Araciakept al her gold.”
"Well, finally!" Sorgan said. "Whereisit?'

"In her throne room, cousin. Actudly, Holy Araciasthrone room iswalled in with solid gold that's been
disguised to makeit look like ordinary bricks. | scraped afew places with my knife when nobody was
watching, and sure enough, every brick | scraped was actudly agold block.”

"That throne room isenormous!™ Sorgan exclaimed.

"Itisindeed, cousin, and it'swalled in with solid gold. I'd say that one of Aracias priests—possibly Takal
Berda—came up with the idea even before Narasan's Trogite army arrived here last autumn. Weve
spent days and days looking for the gold warehouse, and it's been right there in front of us every timewe
went into the throne room. We're going to need a lot of shipsto carry our gold when weleavethis
place”

Sorgan began to tremble violently. "1 think 1'd better go over there and have acloselook," hesaid. "I
don't think we've got enough shipsin thewhole Land of Dhrall to carry that much gold, and I'm not
going to just sail away and leave mogt of it behind.”

"It's safer here, cousin,” Torl declared. "They won't know that we'rein this hidden corridor, and quite
sometimeago | pried out a couple of ordinary stone blocks so that | could see what they weredoing in
that silly throne room, aswell as hear what they were saying to each other." He paused for amoment. "If



I'd just reached in through the holes I'd made in thiswall, | could have gathered up several dozen of those
gold bricks."

"Y ou missed your chance, Torl," Sorgan said with afaint smile. Then he peered through Tori's smdl
opening. Hewasjust abit startled when he saw fat Taka Berdastting on Araciasgold throne. "lsn't that
pushing thingsjust abit?* he asked Torl. "Aracias only been gone for aweek or so, and now the Fat
Man has sort of usurped her throne."

Torl shrugged. "At least it protects hisback if somebody triesto kill him. Then, too, he dmost certainly
believesthat he's going to come out the winner in this skirmish hel's having with Alcevan.”

"My felow priests," Berdadeclared in hisoratorica voice, "dear Holy Araciahas gone forth to look
upon the creatureswho are currently invading thismost holy of the four Domains of the Land of Dhrdll. It
isby her command that | have taken her place here. She has spoken to me, and only | know what she
wants™"

"Over there, Sorgan,” Torl whispered, pointing toward the far sde of the throne room.

Sorgan peered across the room and saw a sizeable party of hooded priests coming through the main
door of Aracidsthrone room. They crossed the oversized room to the throne Berda had usurped, and
then they knelt down in seeming adoration—all of them except one. That one came forward with atray
heaped with exotic food.

"That's one way to get the Fat Man's attention,” Torl whispered.
"The best way," Sorgan agreed softly.

Taka Berdalooked very pleased, and he eagerly reached out to take the overloaded tray. Then he
began to take large bites of the assorted food heagped on the tray, and he wasn't paying much attention to
the hooded ones knedling before him.

Then the one who had given Berdathe tray pushed back the hood, and Sorgan was startled to see the
smdll priestess Alcevan. With alook of triumph she opened her robe and pulled a broad dagger that was
obvioudy of Maag origin out of her waist sash.

"Where did she get one of our daggers?' Torl exclaimed.

"Stoleit, mogt likely," Sorgan replied. "She is abug, after dl, and the bugs sted everything they can put
ther dawson."

Then Alcevan stood up and lunged directly at Fat Berda, driving the dagger dl theway to the hilt into the
Fat Man'sbely.

Berda dropped the food he'd been wolfing down and screamed as he tried to wrest the dagger from the
little priestess. Alcevan was obvioudy much stronger than she appeared to be. She pushed Berdas
hands out of her way and dowly ripped him up the middle with that very sharp dagger.

Berda screamed, trying to hold in hisintestines, which were spilling out of Alcevan's gash.

Several dozen of Berdasfollowers rushed toward the throne, but the hooded ones who'd accompanied
Alcevan met them with swords and spears. Thefollowers of Berdadied by the dozens as Berda, il
screaming, clutched at his surging-out innards.

Alcevan had aready moved on, however. She seized Berdaby the hair at the back of his head, pulled it,



and then began to saw at histhroat with the sharp dagger.

Berda's screams suddenly stopped and huge amounts of blood came squirting out of the gashin his
throat.

That should have finished it, Sorgan believed, but Alcevan wasn't through yet. She continued to dash and
saw at Berdas neck until his head finally came free. Then Alcevan lifted Berdas detached head by the
hair. "Behold Divine Berdal" she shouted. "Follow him if you choose, and you shdl soon go with him to
the house of the dead! Truly | say to you, | now rule herein the holy temple.”

"Now that's something | never expected,” Torl declared. "That little one's a savage, isn't she?'

"No, cousin,” Sorgan disagreed. "Actudly, shesabug, and | wouldn't be at al surprised if sheate dl the
remains of poor old Berda."

"That might take her quite awhile," Torl observed. "She's not very big, and therésawholelot of Berda
sprawled out on that throne."

Sorgan shrugged. "Maybe shélll just have abanquet for al the assorted priests who supported her.”
"And kill any of them who refuseto eat their share?"

"That's possible, | suppose,” Sorgan said. "Right now, though, you and | had better come up with some
way to get dl the gold building blocks out of thisthrone room and then haul them down to the harbor.
I've got a hunch that ‘take the money and run’ might just go on for quite along time.”

THE
BLIZZARD

Chapter One

Tlantar Two-Hands wasn't particularly surprised when asudden blizzard came sweeping in out of the
north. Dahlaine had held the normal snowstorms back while the various armies had come down aong the
mountain range to the mouth of Long-Pass, but now that they were dl in place, that was no longer
necessary. It appeared that winter had much resented being cut off from her norma entertainments, and
now that she was free, she seemed to want to unleash at the sametime al the previous storms that
Dahlaine had prohibited before.

Tlantar had no problems with that. He and his friends had the fort of Gundathe Trogite for shelter, but
the Creatures of the Wasteland were dl right out in the open where winter could bury them al under
twenty-foot snowdrifts.

On about the third day of the screaming blizzard, Longbow the archer suggested that afew of them
should probably go up to the top of Gundaswall and seejust exactly what was going on down on the
dopeleading up from the Wasteland to the mouth of Long-Pass.



"How long would you say thisislikely to continue?' Gunda asked Tlantar after Longbow had led them to
the top.

Two-Hands shrugged. "A week or S0 at least," he replied. "Dahlaine has held winter back for quite some
time, soit'slikely to take her awhileto get over her frusiration. I've noticed that winter islike that. She
hates it when she's not permitted to play with her toys. | wouldn't say that we've got much to worry
about. Your fort herewill give usal the protection we're likely to need. The bug-people are right out in
the open, though, so thiswon't be avery pleasant time for them.”

"Oh, the poor, poor babies," Gunda said with awicked sort of grin. "Dear old Mama Vlagh will probably
losealot of her children before this snowstorm goes away."

"It'snot impossible,” Two-Hands agreed. "They won't be able to see for more than afew feet, and
thereé's nothing on that dope for them to see anyway, and nothing to shelter them. Most of them will
probably be frozen solid by the time spring arrives.”

Gunda pulled his bison-hide cloak tighter about him. "Have you seen dl that you need to see, Longbow?"
he asked the tall archer. "I'd redlly like to get back ingde whereit'swarm. My feet are starting to get very
cold."

"Let's go back insde, then," Longbow agreed.

They went on back down the narrow stairway to the lower part of the fort and rgjoined
Seeps-With-Dogs and the farmer Omago from Veltan's Domain in a sizegble room with asolid stove
standing againgt one of the rock walls. Two-Hands had noticed that the Trogites were very fond of
stoves, in spite of the fact that their homeland amost never received much snow.

"Isthat snowstorm out there letting up at al?" Seeps-With-Dogs asked.
"I'd say that it's getting worse," Longbow told hisfriend.

"Ah, wdl," Seeps-With-Dogs sad, "thislodge made of stone should hold it off. Are the bug-people up
to anything?"

"That'sjust abit hard to say," Longbow replied. "The snow's so thick that we couldn't see more than a
few fedt."

"How cold would you say it is out there?* Omago asked.

Gundalaughed. "I didn't try it, but I'd say that if a man happened to spit anyplace out there, the spit
would turninto ice beforeit hit the ground.” He looked around. "Thisisavery good fort, | guess, but if it
keeps snowing and getting colder every minute, we might not need it a al. The bug-people will al freeze
to death before they even get up here." He gave Tlantar aspeculative look. "Thisblizzard isLord
Dahlaine'sway to stop the bug-people right in their tracks, isn't it? | mean, he can do that, can't he?'

Two-Hands shook his head. "Dahlaing's not permitted to kill things. We can kill them, but he can't. I'd
say that thisblizzard isjust anatura reaction of winter to Dahlaine's decision to hold the weather back
until we dl got here. As soon as Dahlaine loosened his grip on her, she threw dl the ssorms down this
way at the sametime. The seasons get very cranky when somebody interferes with their persona
entertainment.”

"Areyou saying that the seasons can actudly think?'

"I wouldn't cal it thinking, friend Gunda." Longbow stepped in. " Things build up astime passes, and



winter things build up more than thingsin the other seasons. This particular scorm probably didn't
originate in winter, though. | took a quick look down Long-Pass when we started to come back down
from the top of thewall. It's snowing very hard on the dope that comes up out of the Wasteland, but it's
hardly snowing at al down in Long-Pass. I'd say that somebody’s tampering.”

"Y our ‘unknown friend' maybe?' Gunda asked.

"It's dtogether possible, wouldn't you say? She is on our Side, after dl, and every bug the blizzard killsis
onelessthat well havetokill."

"That takesalot of the fun out of this war, Longbow,” Gunda complained.

"I suppose you could scold her if you'refedling cheeted,” Longbow replied mildly.
"Ah—no, | don't think I'll do that,” Gundasaid. "I definitely don't want to irritate that one."
"Sound thinking," Two-Hands noted.

Narasan, the chief of the Trogites, had been conferring with Gunda's friend Andar in the fort that was
about amile down the pass from this one, and he came up to Gundas fort the next morning with his
constant companion, thewarrior queen Trenicia. "'ls somebody tampering again?' he asked when he
joined Gunda and hisfriendsin the central room of thefort. "All we were getting down in Andar'sfort
were afew random snowflakes, but that's a serious snowstorm off to the west."

"Longbow herethinksthat it might be his unknown friend again,” Gundareplied. "After some of thethings
shedid down in Vdtan-land last summer and what she did amonth or so ago in Dahlaine-land, this
snowstorm is the sort of thing she seemsto like. She's got the bug-people dl pinned down on that dope
that comes up out of the Wastdland, and they're probably al very busy freezing to death.”

"| just wish that our friend out there could come up with away to diminate the Vlagh," Narasan said.
"OncetheVlaghisgone, well dl be ableto go back home.”

The farmer Omago smiled. "Well missyou terribly, Commander,” he said, "but you have things that need
to be done when you return to your homeland, don't you?"'

"I'm sure that we do," Narasan replied. "I think I'd like to get to know our new emperor alittle better.
He's pretty much destroyed the Trogite Church, but there are some other things he might want to
consider. Sdlling the higher-ranking members of the clergy as daves was most appropriate, but | think it's
about time to take ahard look at the whole idea of davery.”

"l don't know about that,” Gundasaid. "If he triesto abolish davery, the people who own daves and the
rascaswho sdll them will put asizesble price on hishead.”

"Now there's athought,” Narasan said. "If we hired on to protect him, we could ask just about any
price, wouldn't you say?"

"The Palvanum would come unraveled if we stuck our hands that deep into the imperid treasury,” Gunda
replied.

"Maybeit'stimeto take a hard look at the Palvanum aswell, Gunda," Narasan suggested. Then he
looked around at the othersin theroom. "Thisisan interna matter in the Empire, and | don't think our
friends here would be very interested. Right now well need to concentrate on what we'll need to do here
when it tops snowing.”



Two-Hands was catching a strong odor of ambition. When Narasan returned to his homeland again, heldd
probably become extremely important in the Trogite Empire, and sooner or later he could very well teke
the imperid throne for himsdf. Two-Hands smiled. If that did happen, he wasfairly sure that he knew
exactly who would be the empressin the Land of Trog.

It was about mid-morning on the following day when the young Trogite soldier Kesdlo rode up to the
back of Gundasfort. The blizzard had subsided a bit during the night, but the snow was till piling up on
the dope below thefort.

Kesd o climbed down off his horse and came on into the fort. He touched one hand to hisforehead in
what the Trogites called asalute when Narasan joined him.

"Isthere a problem of some kind?" Narasan asked him.

"Theresno easy way to say this, sir,” Kesdo replied. "It seemsthat Lady Zelana's Sster doesn't exist
awymore."

"You said what?' Narasan exclamed.

"| didn't seeit persondly, Sir, but Captain Sorgan told meto get up here asfast as| could and let you
know what happened. If | understood him correctly, Lady Araciaordered the little Dreamer Lillabeth to
vanish—or die—or something like that."

"Shekilled that baby?" Narasan exclamed.

"She might have been trying, sir," Keselo replied, "but that's not what happened. Assoon asshesad it,
shejust disintegrated. At least that's what Eleriatold Sorgan. Her body turned into little speckles of light.
Thenthelightsall faded, and Lady Araciawasn't there anymore. Captain Sorgan had spoken with
Vetan, and Vdtan told him that his sister had tried to do something that's prohibited, and when she
attempted to do that, she was obliterated.”

"Dear Goddl" Narasan exclaimed. "Who'sin charge down there now?"

"I suppose you could say that it'sthe child Lillabeth, sir," Kesdlo replied, "but Captain Sorgan has seen
her atime or two, and she's no longer achild, and her nameis Endlanow.”

"Ared| thosefat priestsworshiping this Enallanow?' Gunda asked.

Kesdlo shook his head. " Captain Hook-Beak told me that she ordered them not to, and then she sent
word out to the local farmersthat they didn't need to ddliver food to the temple anymore.”

"My goodness," Narasan said mildly. "What are the priests supposed to eat now?"
"Their shoes, probably, gir."
"What moved Lady Araciato try to do something that's absolutely forbidden?' Gunda demanded.

"Captain Sorgan told methat it was the same thing that caused those problemsin the Tonthakan Nation
in Lord Dahlaine's part of the Land of Dhrdl, sir. Therewas atiny little priestess called Alcevan who was
ableto control Lady Araciawith an odor—in much the same way that those two controlled the chief up
in Tonthakan—up until the Maag caled Ox brained the both of them with hisaxe."

"It would seem that the Vlagh is playing games again,” Gundagrowled.



"So it would seem, sir,” Kesalo agreed. " Oh, one other thing. Captain Hook-Beak asked meto advise
you that his men are going to take al the gold they can get their hands on down there, and then they'll
come on up hereto lend us ahand—and to share the gold with us."

Narasan blinked in astonishment, and then he started to laugh.

Chapter Two

It took several more days for the lopsided blizzard to move off to the south, and when the pale winter sun
returned, it more or less confirmed Longbow's assessment of the storm. The dope leading up from the
Wasteland was covered with deep snow, but it appeared that very little snow had falen into Long-Pass.
Two-Hands now agreed that something very unusua had conjured up this particular blizzard.

As soon asthe weather cleared, Gunda put most of his men to work clearing the snow off the top of the
wall while the young Trogite called Kesdlo gathered the catapult crews near the back side of thefort,
wherethey al carefully mixed severa liquids together to produce the fire-missiles that had proved to be
extremdy useful during thewar in Crystd Gorge.

That might have disturbed Two-Hands more than just alittle. Arrows and spears were one thing, but
balls of liquid fire were quite another. Had their enemiesin thiswar and the previous one been
people-people, Two-Hands would have protested quite extensively. But bug-people were quite a
different matter. Setting fire to bugs didn't bother Two-Hands at dll.

The Trogite soldierswere till busily clearing away the snow piled high on the top of the wall when
Longbow's friend, Sleegps-With-Dogs, came up to join them. He peered down the dope for afew
moments, and then pointed out a Szeable number of snow-piles down there. " Shouldn't the wind have
blown those away?'

"That would sort of depend upon how tightly those snow-piles are packed,” Two-Handsreplied. Then
he gave it some thought. "Now that you mention it, though, those piles shouldn't redlly be there. Thewind
should have carried them away quite sometime ago."

"Doesn't that sort of suggest that those piles aren't natural ?* Segps-With-Dogs suggested.

"Indeed it does,” Two-Hands agreed. "1'd say that the bug-people sort of improvised sheltersto protect
themsalves from the weather, and we weren't able to see what they were doing because the blizzard was
hiding everything down there. It'sagood thing that one of us ill had hiseyes open.”

"If wereat adl closeto being right, before too much longer abug will show up down there—unless
they're going to try to burrow their way up here under the snow," Sleeps-With-Dogs said.

"If any of them try that, they won't live very long," Gundadeclared. "There are athousand or so poisoned
stakes down under dl that snow, and one little scratch from one of those stakeswill kill anything that tries
to come up here—either on top of the snow or down underneath. One-Who-Heals gave usthat ides,
and those stakes have probably killed more bug-people than al the rest of us put together have.”

"One-Who-Hed swas probably thewisest manin al the Land of Dhrall," Slegps-With-Dogs said
proudly.



"We heard that he'd died not too long ago,” Gundasaid. "What killed him, anyway?"

"Old age," Slegps-With-Dogs replied. "*No matter how many warswe win, old agewill end up killing us
dl"

"That'sagloomy way of looking at things," Gunda said in asour tone of voice.

"Alwayslook on the dark side, friend Gunda," Seeps-With-Dogs replied. "Then, if you get killed with an
arrow or aspear, it brightens things up, wouldn't you say?"

Two-Hands covered his mouth so that Gunda couldn't see hisgrin.

It was not much later when the side of one of the snow-hegps down on the dope buckled outward and a
somewhat larger than usua bug-man kicked itsway out into the open.

"Am | seeing thingsright?' Gunda asked. "It looksto melike that overgrown bug iswearing one of the
bison-hide cloaks that the Matans gave usto keep us from freezing to death.”

"It'spossble, | suppose,” Longbow agreed. "1'd say that it's much more likely that the VIagh saw how
useful they are, and she modified anew hatch to add those cloaks.”

"He's carrying a spear aswell," Two-Hands noted. "Can the Vlagh take things that far ?'

"The bugs have been stedling those spears for along time now," Gundasaid. "They pillage battlefid dsto
stedl wegpons from dead men.”

"I wouldn't worry too much about that, Gunda," Longbow said. " Spears will reach out quite some
distance, but arrows reach farther, and we have alot of archers here—and firemisslesaswell. I've
noticed that the Vlagh usualy depends on numbers when she goesto war, but numbers don't mean much
when the bug-people come up against arrows and fire-missiles.”

"Y ou know," Kathlak, Longbow's Tonthakan friend, said, "I noticed the same thing during the Crystal
Gorge war. What do you think, Longbow? Should we start picking them off as soon asthey come out of
those snow-piles, or should we wait until most of them are out in the open?”

"Let'shold off until they get closer,” Longbow replied. "Let's not waste arrows trying to hit them at long
range. Then too, the snow's quite shallow up here at the top of the dope, and Ekia has horse-soldiers
more or less hidden near the upper end of Long-Pass. We should be able to drop thousands of
bug-people with our arrows, and then the horse-soldiers will be ableto kill many, many more."

Two-Hands saw that the bug-people weren't able to move very fast asthey came by the thousands up
the dope. It was quite obvious that they weren't at al familiar with snow and its drawbacks. After afew
hundred of the bug-people had waded through the snow, they'd packed it down to the point that it was
very nearly solid ice, and nobody—man or bug—can move very fast when walking onice.

"What do you think, Longbow?" Kathlak asked.

"They're probably close enough now," Longbow agreed. "Do you want to give the order?”’
"Why don't you doit?" Kathlak suggested. " Nobody argueswith you when you give orders.”
"All right," Longbow agreed. Then hetook along bresth and shouted, " Shoot!"



The arrows swept out in avast wave from the top of Gundasfort, and the front ranks of the advancing
enemiestoppled like fresh-cut wheat. The piles of dead bug-men were dmost like awall that blocked of f
the advance of the ones coming up the dope behind those first ranks. Then the horse-soldier Ekid
shouted, "Charge!™ and his men galloped across the upper end of the dope, killing thousands more of
thelr enemies.

Then there came the sound of atrumpet, and the horse-soldiers pulled back. Two-Hands was just a bit
awed by how smoothly things had gone for them. Then the young Trogite called Kese o shouted
"Shoot!," but he wasn't talking about arrows. Great gobs of burning pitch came over the front wall of
Gundasfort, and absol ute chaos brought the charge of the bug-men to a dead stop as burning bugs ran
thisway and that through the snow.

"Don't they know that all they have to do to put out those firesisroll around in the snow?' Two-Hands
asked Longbow.

"Not really," Longbow replied. "These particular bugs come from a desert, so they probably don't know
that snow isjust another form of water."

The winter sun was going down off to the west, and it touched the clouds of smoke with light that the
smoke made bright red.

"I've dways sort of liked sunsets,” Gundasaid. " The best thing about a sunset isthat it means
supper-time, and I'm starting to get very hungry.”

THE
ALTERNATE

Chapter One

Omago's Dream had rel eased his memories of timeslong past, and now he knew just who—and
what—heredlly was, and that knowledge had shaken him down to hisvery core.

Now that things were quieter, hefdt that the time had come for him to get a better grip on that stunning
redlity, but he needed to be donefor that. And 0, as midnight gpproached, he went up to the top of the
main wall of Gundasfort at the head of Long-Pass.

The weather was hitterly cold, but it came to Omago from out of the distant past that he wasimmune to
weather—cold or hot—and he had no real need of air to breathe or food to eat. He sent his memory
back to the time some thirty years ago when held first revedled hisplanto Ara.

"It's something we need to know, dear heart,”" held explained. "The minds of the man-things herein the
Land of Dhrdl are unlike the minds of any of the other creatures here, and | think the best way to find out
just why would beto erase dl previous memories and live out the life of an ordinary man-thing."

"| don't see any particular value in your plan, Omago,” Arahad replied. "A prince or achieftain might



have some knowledge you'd find useful, but the ordinaries have trouble distinguishing night from day.”

"They'renot redly that bad, Ara. Princes and chieftains have very little contact with redlity. They spend
most of their timetrying to avoid redlity. I've been considering the life of an ordinary farmer—most
probably in the Domain of Vetan of the South.”

"Why there, dear heart?'

"Apple-blossoms, Ara," hed replied. "I think they're the most beautiful flowersI've ever encountered in
thisworld—or any othersin this part of the universe. | need beauty, Ara. That's why we've been together
for solong. Y our beauty has held me captive since the beginning of time when wefirst added formsto
our awareness.”

"Hattery won't get you very far, Omago.”

"Oh, I'm not so sure about that, dear heart," Omago had replied with a sudden smile. Then held grown
more serious. "There's another reason that | think | should stay closeto Vdtan. Asfar as| can
determine, he's the best teacher of al the gods. Dahlaine's too busy being important, and Vash and
Dakas are just a bit abrupt and not really very bright."

"What'swrong with the femaes?’

"Madesand femalesdon't think aike, Ara. Haven't you ever noticed that? | have astrong feeling that
something very important will happen in the Land of Dhrall. The man-things of thisworld will continueto
exig, or will become extinct, because of something that will take place in that obscure part of thisworld.
Therés acreature there that wants to obliterate them, and if the man-things are obliterated there, they'll
dso bediminatedin all parts of thisworld. | need to find out what that thing is and stop it—or even
destroy it, if | haveto.”

Arahad sghed. "Y ou aren't giving me too much room here, dear heart,” sheld accused him. "Go ahead
with thisgame of yours, but I'm not going to let you play done. I'll bewith you, likeit or not, and | know
who you really are. If you make any serious mistakes, I'll bethere, and I'll be ableto step iniif it's

necessary."
"l would missyou, dear heart,” Omago confessed.

"Don't worry, Omago. I'll seeto it that you don't."

Omago clearly remembered the early years of hisdternate identity when Vetan had given the young man
asurprisngly complete education. Asthe young man had grown older, the other farmers of the region
had taken to using him asa " messenger-boy" of sortsto convey information to Veltan rather than going
up the hill to Veltan's massve house on their own. It wasn't that they were actualy afraid of Veltan, but
he was agod, after al. Thefarmer verson of Omago had dutifully carried that information up to Veltan's
house, and as time went on, he/d added his own assessment of the various farmers of the region. For
example, hed told Vdtan that thelittle farmer called Selgawas much more interested in gaining Vetan's
respect than he was in passing warnings and the like to the local god.

The farmer versgon of Omago hadn't had much interest in women during hisearly years, and the elder
verson knew exactly why. Arahad quite obvioudy been tampering. Omago actualy laughed when he
redlized that.

"What's so funny?' Ara's voice came out of nowhere aong about then.



"Nothing, dear heart,” Omago lied. "I just remembered something that was sort of amusing, isdl.”

Then Omago the elder quite vividly remembered Aras rather blunt proposal. Her words still jumped out
a him. "My nameis Ara," shed begun. "I'm sixteen yearsold, and | want you."

"It did get right to the point,” the elder conceded, "but it might have been just alittle too specific to drop
0N someone as innocent as my aternate was.”

The more Omago conddered things, though, it cameto him that histrue identity had unobtrusively
stepped in on severd occasons. When Vetan had given the young farmer version of Omago theiron
knife, it had been the eternd version that had guided the younger one through the invention of the spear.

The older version had aso nudged the younger into the notion of what Keselo had called "The Phaanx.”
The younger Omago was hot as totally innocent as he'd appeared right at firs—largely because the elder
Omago had been tampering for dl he wasworth. The grand plan of the origind Omago seemed to have
had quiteafew holesinit.

When the foul-mouthed Jalkan had insulted Ara, however, young Omago had punched him squarely in
the face without any help at all from eternal Omago, and he'd done it so fast that it had actually startled
his eternd awareness.

"He did show some promise there," eternd Omago murmured with afaint smile.

He spent the next hour or so remembering the experiences of his dternate personaity. Despite his lack of
training, younger Omago had been clever and resourceful during thewar in Veltan's Domain, and even
more so during the war in the North.

"Enough of that,” he murmured. He and his mate had been drawn to the Land of Dhrall by their certainty
that something would happen here that would prevent the extermination of the man-things here on this
world. The events here during the past three seasons had made it abundantly clear that
That-Called-the-Vlagh would be the exterminator. If she succeeded here, she would move onto the
other parts of thisworld and delete the man-things in each of those aswell. Given afew years, there
would no longer be man-things anywhere on thisworld, and then the Vlagh would produce offspring by
the millions, and they would spread out and kill off al other living creatures. "Not aslong as I'm around,
they won't,” Omago vowed to himsalf. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became that the
Alcevan creature would be the key to the obliteration of the man-things, and if they stopped Alcevan,
they could surdly stop the Vlagh aswdll.

But how?
"Have we turned into night-creatures now, Omago?"' the somber-faced archer Longbow asked.
Omago was tartled. "Can't you make alittle noise before you do that, Longbow?" he demanded.

"That might be just alittle difficult, friend Omago,” Longbow replied, holding up one of hisfeet and
pointing at the soft leather shoe he wore.

"Y ou could aways cough, or something,” Omago said sourly.
"Isthere some reason why you're still awake in the middle of the night?* Longbow asked.

"Something that might turn out to be very important,” Omago replied. "It'simportant enough anyway that
| don't think I'll degp very much until | find someway to ded with it."
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"The Vlagh has many servants—or children, actualy—but most of them are as stupid asrocks. If what
I've heard actudly happened, the Alcevan creatureisfar, far moreinteligent. If that's true, the children of
the Vlagh will quite probably defest us. | think, however, that I've come up with away to defeat her
instead. What | redlly need right now is more information about the nature of her servants.”

Longbow's expression changed dightly at that point. "Y ou're not really just an ordinary farmer, areyou,
Omago?' he asked.

"Well—" Omago left it sort of up intheair.

"| didn't redly think so. I don't think your mate would have been very interested in somebody whose
main purposein life was picking apples or growing beans.”

Omago felt just abit crestfalen about then. "Have | been that obvious?'

Longbow smiled. "I've cometo know Aravery well sincethe war in Vetan's Domain. Y ou two have
been herefor along, long time, haven't you?"

"From even before the beginning, yes."
"But you weren't aware of that until just recently, right?
"How did you know that?' Omago demanded.

"Y ou probably shouldn't have told your mate about that dream you'd had. She was very upset when you
told her about it. She wanted me to do something about it. I'm not sure just what she wanted meto do,
but shelaid it in my lap. That'swhy were having this present conversation. What made you think that it
was time to shed that farmer pose and become the real eternd Omago?"

Omago smiled. "Aradoesthat every so often,” he said. "She didn't redlly like the idea.of asmple-minded
Omago, but now she wantsto defend him—even though he's not particularly useful now. My origina
intention wasto be just an ordinary farmer so that 1'd understand the man-things here in the Land of
Dhrall. Y ou people here do things that nobody else in thiswhole world would ever do. | wanted to see
things the way that the native people of the Land of Dhrall see them, but evidently my mind has waysto
step around any restrictions I've laid upon it—jprobably when an emergency pops up.”

"Omago," Longbow asserted then, "we've been neck-deep in emergency sincelast spring. Did your mind
just now wake up to that?'

"I think it might have been the Alcevan cresture that shook it awake. The Vlagh—or her children—have
come up with away to eiminate people—all people, | think. That odor they use makes people believe
whatever the VVIagh wants them to believe. It wasfairly crude over in Tonthakan, but the Alcevan
creature took it much, much farther, and iminated Araciain the process. I'll get to Alcevan in good time,
but right now | think | need to know more about the Vlagh cresture hersdlf."

"I've seen her servants many times,” Longbow replied, "but the only time I've ever seen her was back in
Vetan's Domain when her servants were carrying her back out into the Wastedland. What isit that you
want to know about her?”’

"I need to know where shelives, and just who takes care of her."

"Y ou might want to spesk with Dahlaine," Longbow suggested. "He'sfairly busy right now, though. |



think that Kesalo might be able to tell us quite alot about the world of bugs. He told me once that he
used study as an excuse to avoid doing honest work, and he spent alot of time studying the world of
fishes and birds—maybe he studied bugs as well. Why don't we go wake him up? Aslong asyou and |
are awake, we might aswell rouse him too, wouldn't you say?"

"My teachers at the Universty of Kadacin weren't redly dl that interested ininsects,” Kesdo told them
when they asked him about the world of bugs. "They had afair grasp of the nature of bees, of course,
since honey can be quite valuable. They also warned us about locusts and ants, but that was about as far
asit went. | have picked up quite abit of information about the Vlagh from Dahlaine, though. Maybe you
should ask him. When you get right down to it, though, I've picked up just about everything | know
about bugs from you, Longbow—and from your Shaman, One-Who-Hedls. Isit at dl possble that the
Vlagh had your shaman killed because he knew too much about her and her children?!

"That gives me another good reason to kill her,” Longbow said. Then he paused. "Made bugs aren't redlly
very important, are they?"

"Only at breeding time," Kesdlo replied. "There's no such thing as aking bee—or aking ant.”
"Has Dahlaine ever found the exact location of the nest of the Vlagh?' Omago asked.

"Oh, yes" Kesdlo replied. "He knows exactly where sheis. If it was permitted, he could probably
obliterate her and dl of her children.” The young Trogite frowned. "That's one thing I've never
understood. Dahlaineisagod, and he can do amost anything—except kill any living creature. | wouldn't
be at al surprised if chopping down atree would obliterate him.”

"It worked quitewd| recently,” Longbow said. "Aracia really wanted to obliterate Endla Wars between
various people aren't redly dl that significant, but awar between gods might just set theworld onfire."

"Has Dahlaine ever described the servants of the VIagh?' Omago asked. "I mean, just exactly what are
they supposed to do?"

"They feed Mother,” Kesglo replied, "and keep her warm, of course. I'm just guessing here, but 1'd say
that if there wasn't anything for the VIagh to eat, her servants would offer her themselves, and they'd set
themsalves on fireif she sarted to shiver. Saf-sacrifice seemsto show up quite often in the nest of the
Viggh"

"| think we might be getting somewhere now,” Omago said. "The Vlagh has been modifying her children
gnce last spring. She's been turning them into imitation people—except that they have no sense at dl of
sf. If there was some way that we could give them asense of persond identity, they might not be so
eager to sacrifice themselves.”

"Persuade one of the othersto do it instead, maybe?' Kesdl o suggested.
"That would probably be thefirst step,” Omago agreed.

"They'd have to have namesthen,” Kesglo added. "The name lies at the very core of persond identity."
He hestated dightly. "1 didn't come up with that al by mysdf," he admitted. "One of my teachersat the
univergaty dropped it on us. He made quite an issue of it when hetold usthat aman without anameis not
aman. He never got around to telling usjust exactly what aman without aname redlly was, though.”

"WEell haveto pick up Rabbit before we go out into the Wasteland,” Longbow reminded them.

Omago blinked, and then he felt abit embarrassed. "We will, won't we?" he said. "I should have thought



of that mysdf."

"And now we are—or will be—four,” Kesdlo declared quite formally. Then he laughed. "Sorry,” he
gpologized. "It wasjust too good an opportunity to let dide by."

Chapter Two

"reyou certain that we're redlly going to need that Maag called Rabbit?' Omago asked Longbow and
Kesdo abhit later.

"He'svery clever,” Kesdo replied, "and on severd occasions he's come up with ways to accomplish
things that never would have even occurred to me." The young Trogite smiled. "It just wouldn't be the
samewithout him," he added.

"Do either of you have any idea of exactly where | might be ableto locate him?”'

" Sorgan Hook-Beak would know," Longbow replied, "and Sorgan'samost certainly in Aracias
temple—steding everything of valuein that oversized building. | can go down there and find him, if you
like"

"I'll take care of it, Longbow," Omago replied. "I have certain advantagesthat aren't availableto you."
"Youregoingtofly, | takeit."

"Well—sort of," Omago said. "I can go from hereto there very fast when it's necessary.”

"Y ou have atame thunderbolt the same as Dahlaine has?' Keselo asked.

Omago smiled. "Not exactly," he said. "Why don't we just leave it there? It's one of those things you
really don't want to know about. Rabbit and | should be herein aday or so. Then we can go to the nest
of the Vlagh and see what we can do to disrupt thingsfor her."

Omago went down the stone staircase to the center of Gunda's fort, and when he was out of the sight of
Longbow and Keselo, heroserapidly up into the still, night-dark air and willed himsdlf to the shabby
stone building Aracias overweight priests had constructed to make their owner happy.

He sent out histhought in search of Rabbit, but the little smith wasn't there. He did sense the presence of
Sorgan's cousin Torl, however, and he dropped down into the temple to have afew words with the
clever Maag. "I've been looking for Rabbit," he said, "but | can't seem to find him anywhere here.”

"You're the farmer called Omago, aren't you?' Torl asked.

"That'smeadll right,” Omago replied. "Longbow the archer wants to have afew words with Rabbit, but |
cant find thelittlefelow.”

"He's out in the harbor on board that Trogite tub called the Ascension™ Torl said. "We found out that the
bricksthat made the walls of Araciasthrone room are actualy gold blocks and cousin Sorgan put Rabbit
to work melting them down and making small blocks out of them. A big gold block isworth too much to



waste on little things. Smaller gold blocks work better." He squinted at Omago. "Do you think you could
row askiff acrossthe harbor to the Ascension?' he asked. "'1'd row you out there mysdlf, but cousin
Sorgan has me busy doing other things now."

"l can manage, Torl," Omago said. " thank you for the information. | could have spent aweek or more
looking for Rabbit herein this overdone temple. Give your cousin my regards.”

"I'll do that, Omago," Torl replied.

Omago went back outside the temple and located the Ascension out in the harbor. Then hewilled
himsalf from the beach to the ship's deck, and he could clearly hear the sound of ahammer pounding on
something made of iron near the ship's bow.

"Ah, thereyou are, Rabbit," he said to the little smith. "Why are you working in the middle of the night
likethis?'

"Cap'n'sorders,” Rabbit said sourly. "He doesn't redlly trust dl the sailors here on this oversized tub, and
I'm working with gold, so the cap'n would rather that | didn't do it out in the open in broad daylight.”

"I heard a somewhat peculiar sound up here when | first came up on the deck of this boat. Does gold
redly ring like abell when you tap it with your hammer?”’

"That wasthe mold,” Rabbit explained. "The gold the cap'n stole from Lady Aracidstemple was mostly
used for disguised bricks that had been used to make her throne room. I've been melting it down and
pouring it into molds. After it hardens, | tap the back of the mold to make the gold blocks bresk loose.”

"Ah, now | understand.” Omago glanced at the half-dozen or so gold blockslying on Rabbit'sanvil.
"Those arent redly very big, arethey?"

"Four ounces each," Rabbit said. "That was Tori'sidea. Those great big blocks Lady Zelanagave usare
pretty enough, but they're too big to use for money—unless you're buying ships—or maybe ahousein
Kormo or Weros. Torl told the cap'n that we needed smaller blocks if we wanted to buy food. We don't
have coins over in the Land of Maag. We use plain gold blocksinstead, and Torl was right when he said
that bags and bags of these four-ounce blocks could be very useful.” Then he grinned a Omago. "The
sze and shape suggest something different, wouldn't you say?*

"I didn't quitefollow you there," Omago admitted.

"They don't have any spots on them, but they're exactly the same shape and same size as dice. Maags
are very familiar with dice, but I've never heard of a dice-game played with gold dice. The cap'n came up
withtheideadl by himsdf. These gold dice will be the Maag version of money if the idea gets spread
around.”

"Clever," Omago said. "Longbow sent me here to fetch you. He and Keselo need you.”

"l don't know if | can get away, Omago,” Rabbit said abit dubioudy. "The cap'n really wants meto
convert alot of the gold bricks our people are stedling out of Lady Aracidstempleinto these
dice-shaped blocks. If | try to sneak off, hell have alot of men out there trying to chase me down.”

"I'll seeto it that they don't catch you, Rabbit."
"Redly? Just how do you plan to do that?"

Omago wasfairly certain that Rabbit wouldn't believe him if he were to answer that question, so he went



off in adifferent direction. "Seep, Rabbit," he said quite camly. Then he caught the suddenly comatose
little Maag and carried him severa hundred feet up into the air above the temple harbor. ™Y ou look sort
of tired anyway, Rabbit,” he murmured. Then he turned dightly and returned to Gunda'sfort at the head
of Long-Peass.

"That was quick!" Kesdlo declared, sounding more than alittle astonished.

"| cheated just alittle,” Omago admitted. "I don't know if you'll believe this, but Sorgan Hook-Besk has
filched alot of gold from Araciastemple. Then he put Rabhbit to work melting gold and pouring it into
molds the size and shape of the dice some people use when they're gambling. Rabbit told me that Sorgan
planned to use those gold dice as money when he returnsto the Land of Maag.”

Kesdlo blinked. "Now that's something that never would have occurred to me," he said.

"Sorgan's very good at doing things that other people would never think of doing,” Longbow said. Then
he looked rather closdly at the deeping little Maag. "He isall right, isn't he, Omago?"' he asked.

"He'sjust fine," Omago replied, "and helll bewell rested come morning.”

"I don't redly think we should wait until daylight before we leave," Kesdlo said. "Too many people are
likely to gtart asking us questions if they see us going down that snowy dope after the sun comes up.”

"That raises another question, Omago,” Longbow said. "If we start walking across the Wasteland in
broad daylight, the bug-people are likely to be dl over us"

"Only if they can see us, friend Longbow," Omago replied. "And | can guarantee that they won't see us.”
"Y ou're going to make usinvisble?' Kesdo asked.

"Not redly invisble," Omago replied. " "Unnoticeable might describeit better. The bug-people will ook
at us, but they won't see us™"

"You can do that?' Kesalo exclamed.

Omago shrugged. "Zelanadoesit dl thetime" hesad, "and if she candoit, socan|. Shdl we go?'

"Let'sseeif I've got thisstraight,” Rabbit said after Omago had roused him from his deep and Longbow
had told him just exactly where they were going and what they were going to do when they got there.
"Areyou saying that just the four of us are going to hike out across the Wasteland, bresk into the palace
of the Vlagh, and then persuade her children to run off and leave her there dl by hersdf?

"Approximately, yes," Omago replied. "It's probably going to be quite a bit more complicated than what
you just suggested, but that pretty much sumsit up, yes."

"Have you people been drinking grog or something?' Rabbit demanded. " The bug-people havekilled
thousands and thousands of people-people, and you three seem to think that you can walk right through
them with no problemsat dl."

Kesdo stepped in at that point. 'Y ou're going to have to adjust your thinking, Rabbit," hetold thelittle
amith. "Omeago might ook like an ordinary farmer, but he has at least as much power as his mate, and
weve dl seen the sort of things Ara can do. The bug-people won't be able to see uswhen we crossthe
Wasteland and enter the nest of the Vlagh. They won't even know that we're there, so welll be ableto do



anything we want to do."
"Butcher the Vlagh, maybe?" Rabbit asked in avoice dripping with skepticism.

"Y ou're going to have to show him what you can do, Omago,” Longbow said. "Rabbit needsto see
things before helll accept them.”

"And just for the fun of it, you might want to show usthat 'unnoticesbl€' trick that's supposed to get us
safely acrossthe Wastdland,”" Keselo added.

Omago shrugged. "Whatever makes you gentlemen happy,” he said. He rose up through the chill winter
ar until he was stlanding about forty feet above hisfriends. "Does this answer any of your questions,
Rabhit?" he asked the little Maag. "Now then, | want al of you to watch mevery closdly.” Then he
reached out and touched their minds.

"Where did he go?' Rabbit demanded.
"I'm il here, Rabbit,” Omago cdled. "Y ou just can't see me anymore, that'sal.”
"Areyou saying thet youreinvisble?'

"No. You'rejust not paying any attention to meisadl. Here, watch this" He brushed away their
insenghility, and they al seemed to be startled by his sudden reappearance.

"Areyou surethat you can include us in thislittle game?' Kesdo asked abit dubioudly.

Omago laughed. "I can make amountain range disgppear if | redly want to," hereplied. "Il ill be
there, but nobody will be ableto seeit. Thisisn't redly al that unusual, you know. Zelanadoesit dl the
time"

"Areyou saying that you're as powerful as Lady Zelanais?' Rabbit demanded.

"More powerful, Rabbit,” Omago replied. "Shelll probably get better when she grows up, but she's ill
got along way to go. Doesthat answer al the questions you have? We have quite along way to go, so
wed better get Sarted.”

Chapter Three

The chill wind sweeping across the rock-strewn Wastdland had adistinctly mournful sound to it that
Omago found quite depressing. There were severa reasonswhy they should hurry, but Omago knew in
his heart that what was realy pushing him was the sad song of the wind.

After they'd gone down the dope to the west of Gundasfort, Omago fell back to what hed aways
caled the "skip-ship" method of crossing empty ground. He didn't mention it to the others, and he was
fairly surethat they weren't even aware of the fact that he was cheating. When his skips reached about
ten miles each, however, Longbow held up one hand. "I don't think thisisavery good ides, friend
Omago,” hesad.

"What wasthat?"



"These jumps of yours are covering too much ground. We could pop out right in the middle of alarge
group of bug-people, and they're making just enough noise to catch the enemy's attention. Thejumps are
al right, of course, but 1'd hold them back to one mile apieceif | wereyou."

"Did | miss something?' Rabbit asked.

"If you look at the mountains on the east side of the Wasteland, you'll notice that they seem to be jumping
fairly often. A mountain pesak that wasfairly closeis suddenly along waysaway." Longbow smiled at
Omago. " redly think we should play it alittle safer, don't you?'

"Do you caich everything, Longbow?' Omago demanded rather peevishly.

"I'm supposed to, friend Omago. Part of my job involves keeping my friends out of danger. If we keep
going at this pace well arrive very suddenly at our destination. We don't really want to reach the nest of
the Vlagh before the sun goes down, and we don't want to go insgde until some of the servants of the
Vlagh drift off to deep, do we?"

Omago sighed. "I guessnat,” he reluctantly agreed.

It was only afew days|ater when they reached a peculiar-looking rock peak that jutted up out of the
barren desert called The Wasteland. "1 think that'sit,” Omago quietly told hisfriends.

"There do seem to be quite alot of bugs scampering around outside that pile of rocks," Rabbit agreed.

"It looksamogt like afort, doesn't it?' Kesdlo said. "I don't think I've ever seen a peak that looks very
much like that one, though. What could cause something like that?"

"Erosion,” Omago told him. "At one time, what's now called The Wasteland was the bottom of afairly
large seq, and water tendsto eat rock. Give aseaafew million years, and it'll turn just about every rock
adong itsshoreinto sand.”

"If I understand what you're saying about this pesk,” Rabbit said, "it'sthe 'nest’ the bug-people dl live
ingde”

"Not quite all of them, Rabbit," Longbow said. " Quite afew of them have been out in the open killing
people. That'swhy we cdl thisa'war, isn't it?"

"Very funny, Longbow," Rabbit said. "What | was getting at isthat bugs don't build fires—or didn't until
thewar up in the North. If they don't build fires, what do they useto give them light insde that mountain?'

"Many bugs don't need light, Rabhbit,” Kesdlo said. "They find their way around in dark placeswith
touch, not Sght. Then too, there are certain bugsthat generate light from insde their bodies. Some
people cal those particular bugs Tireflies,” but thereisn't any fireinvolved, and I've heard that those bugs
are beetles, not flies.”

"Well know more oncewe get indde," Longbow said in ableak voice. "Onething, though. | want you al
to know that the Vlagh is mine. I'm the onewho's going to kill her."

That took Omago by complete surprise, and it disturbed him more than alittle. He had come up with
something entirdly different, but it was now fairly obvious that he and Longbow needed to talk about
this—soon.



"That cave-mouth at the center of the peak isamost certainly the main entrance to the nest,” Keselo told
them quietly as dusk began to settle over the Wasteland.

"Therearealot of bugs going in and out of that cave," Rabbit noted. "Even if they can't see us, well
probably be bumping into alot of them insde the cave.”

"I can deal with that,” Omago assured the little smith. Then he looked around. "What is that buzzing
sound?' he demanded rather irritably.

"I don't hear anything," Rabbit said.
Omago glanced at Longbow and then at Kesalo. "Can either of you hear it?" he asked.
They both shook their heads.

"Isit possible that you're listening to the Vlagh hersdlf?* Kesdlo asked. "I've heard about what's called
‘the overmind.' Maybe the Vlagh's giving ordersto her children, and you're eavesdropping. Y ou do have
capabilitiesthat we don't."

"Itisapossbility, Omago," Longbow agreed. "Isthere some way that you might be able to understand
what the Vlagh's overmind is saying to her children? If we knew what she wants them to do, wed have a
tremendous advantage.”

Omago frowned. "That hadn't occurred to me," he admitted. "1 think what she'stelling them will be more
clear oncewereinsdethe cave”

"Thismight just turninto avery easy war,” Rabbit said. "If you can listen in while the bug-queenisgiving
ordersto her children, we should be able to stop them before they even get started.”

"Let'sgooningde” Omago told hisfriends. "If | can still hear the buzzing when we'rein the cave, we
shouldlook into it."

Thewalls of what had gppeared from the outside to be nothing more than anatural opening in the sde of
the mountain were as smooth asthe walls of Ve tan's house off to the south. Polished walls—particularly
in amountain cave—seemed to Omago to be more than alittle absurd, but they'd obvioudy given the
children of the Vlagh something to do when they weren't busy invading people country.

There were many bug-people moving in or out of the cave, and even though they most certainly couldn't
see Omago and hisfriends, they dmost politely stepped out of their way. As Omago moved farther and
farther into the cave, the irritating buzz became louder and more distinct. He probed at that sound with
hismind, and after afew false sarts, his mind captured the meaning of what the VIagh wastdling her
children. "Carefor thelittle ones’ came through quite clearly. "Take them to a place whereit isnot cold,
and feed them much, for they will soon grow larger and will take on their tasks. Fail me not if you would
go on living, for thelittle ones are most preciousto me.”

Rabhbit had gone on ahead, and his expression when he rgoined them was a bit awed.
"What'swrong?" Longbow asked hislittle friend.

"Y ou're not going to believe just how big the chamber at the end of thistunndl is, Longbow," Rabbit said.
"l couldn't even see thefar wal."

"Istherelight there?' Kesdlo asked.



"If you want to cdl it that,” Rabbit replied. "There are quite afew of those fire-bugs mixed in with the
ordinary ones. They don't redlly put out very much light, but it's not pitch-black in there."

"Did you seethe VIagh hersdf?" Longbow asked.

Rabbit shook hishead. "The bug-people are dl looking at something that looksalot like alarge clump of
spiderwebs that's hanging down from the ceiling.”

"That would be acocoon," Kesdo said. "Certain bugs wrap themselves in webbing when they're
changing their form—or when they're giving birth to anew generation of puppies—or whatever you cdl

baby-bugs.”

Longbow's face went cold and bleak. "That would most likely be the VVIagh hersdlf, wouldn't it?* he
asked Omago.

"Definitdy,” Omago agreed. Then he decided that it wastime to clear something up. "Don't start reaching
for your bow or your arrows, friend Longbow. | have other plansfor the Vlagh."

lld,]?l
"Onceyou hear what | have in mind, I'm sure that you'll approve.”
"Surpriseme," Longbow said.

Omago shrugged. "The Vlagh will liveforever, and I'll seeto it that shell suffer every moment of that
eternd time."

"I'll listen," Longbow promised.

The"Carefor thelittle ones' buzz was repeated over and over, even though the cocoon was till intact,
and Omago was quite sure that "the keepers' knew what they were supposed to do. It took him awhile
to blot out the buzz-sound, and once it was no longer audible, he reached out and began to duplicate that
sound with acompletely different message. Y ou are the best of dl who serve me," he buzzed to the
care-givers. "L et others attend to this new hatch, for you have much more important duties. Go forth
from our eterna nest and prepare to defend it from the man-things who even now approach acrossthe
land that produces no food. The fate of this nest depends entirely upon you."

"How did you do that?" Rabbit whispered to Omago asvirtudly all of the bug-people rushed into the
passageway that led to the outside of the peak.

"| think the mogt significant term would be'cheating,’ my little friend. | duplicated that buzzing noise and
ordered nearly every bug in thisvast chamber to run outsde and hold back an imaginary invasion.”

"Aren't they supposed to take care of the puppies?' Rabbit demanded.

"They were, yes. But the 'overmind’ just gave them new orders." Omago looked around the vast
chamber that had been filled with bug-people until he'd issued his counterfeit command. “There aren't
very many of the Vlagh's servants|eft in here, arethere?' he observed.

And then he broke out laughing.

THE
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HOOK-BEAK

Chapter One

Commander Narasan of Kadacin was more than alittle disturbed by the sudden disappearance of the
enemy army. Not even the recent blizzard had driven the bug-people back, and they'd continued their
mindless charges up the dope toward Gunda's fort despite the steady rain of arrows and fire missiles and
the savage attacks by Prince Ekid's horse-soldiers. But now, for no reason Narasan could determine, the
bug-people had ceased their attacks, and for al anybody in Gundasfort could tell, they'd abandoned the
dope and gone back out into the barren Wasteland.

To make things even worse for Narasan, Queen Trenicia of the Ide of Akalawas nowhereto be found
in the fort, and her absence troubled Narasan more than held care to admit, even to himself. Treniciawas
boi sterous, sometimes arrogant, and prone to take terrible chances when they weren't necessary, but
Narasan felt adreadful isolation when she wasn't around. Shed irritated him many times during the war in
Lord Dahlainé's domain in the north of the Land of Dhrdl, and it wasfairly obviousthat sheintended to
continue that herein Long-Pass. "If shed just tell me where shewas going,” he muttered to himself ashe
stood on the high front wall of Gunda's fort looking down the snow-covered dope toward the
Wasteland. "1'm not going to order her around, but | need to know where sheis.”

"Ah, there you are," Narasan's friend, Sub-Commander Padan, said, joining Narasan on top of the wall.
"Arethereany dgnsat dl of the bug-people on that dope?”

"Nothing at all," Narasan replied. "'l supposeit's possible that they've gone back to burrowing.”

"That would take them years, Narasan,”" Padan scoffed. "I came up here to advise you that we've got
company coming up Long-Pass."

"Who'sthat?'

"Our dear old friend, Sorgan Hook-Beak. A runner just came up the passto warn you that he'son his
way up hereto scold you about something. The runner told me that Sorgan's very discontented about
something.”

"Now what?' Narasan grumbled.
"I haven't got aclue, glorious leader,” Padan replied.
"Do you always have to do that, Padan?' Narasan complained.

"Every now and then, yes. Shall we go down and greet him and see what he hasto say? Or would you



rather find someplace to hide?'

Narasan's friend, the burly Sorgan Hook-Beak, reached the rear gate of Gundasfort about ahaf hour
later, and he had his shaggy Matan bison-robe pulled tightly around him. "Is there some kind of
emergency up here, friend Narasan?' he demanded.

"Our enemies aren't charging up the dope to the west of Gundasfort,” Narasan replied. "I wouldn't cdll
that an emergency, though. Let's get in out of the cold, and then you can tell me about your problem.”

"It isabit crigp up here," Sorgan agreed. "L ead theway, my friend. I'll be happy to follow."

At Padan’s suggestion they went through along corridor that led to the kitchen of Ara, the mate of the
farmer Omago. It was the warmest place in the wholefort, and Sorgan, after hislong hike up the pass,
was probably hungry.

"We don't want to intrude, Ara," Narasan said, "but Captain Hook-Beak here has been out in the cold
for severd days, and I'd imagine that something to eat might make his belly very happy.”

"It doesn't disturb me at dl, Narasan," the beautiful Arasaid. "Warm him up abit, and I'll givehima
lunch."

"That won't hurt my feglings onelittle bit, malam,” Sorgan said, pulling off hisbison-hide cloak. "Y our
mate has probably been away for severa daysnow," he added. "That'swhy | came up hereto talk with
friend Narasan here." Then helooked at Narasan. "That'swhy | asked you if there was some kind of
emergency up here. Omago came down to temple-town looking for Rabbit. | guessthey talked for alittle
while, and now we can't locate either one of them. It'salmost like they just disappeared.”

"Was Rabhit doing anything important?'

"Very, very important, Narasan. We found tons and tons of gold in Lady Araciastemple, and Rabbit's
been modifying gold bricks for us, but now he's gone. I've got severd other men working on the
modification, but they're not nearly as good as Rabbit."

"Just where did you find thisgold, friend Sorgan?"

"Y ou're not going to believe this, but the walls of Lady Aracias throne room were made of solid gold
blocks."

"When did that happen?' Narasan demanded. "When | was down there, her throne room was made of
ordinary bricks."

"They might have looked ordinary," Sorgan replied, "but somebody down there was clever enough to
digguisethem.”

"How did they do that?"

"As close aswe were able to determine, they sprinkled sand on the molten gold while it was till cooling
in the molds. The sand stuck to the gold and made it look like clay bricks. I'd say that one of thoselazy
priestswas clever enough to disguise the gold—to keep us from finding out that it wasthere.” He looked
around. "Have you got anything to drink around here?" he asked.

"I'll go fetch ajug or two, Captain,”" Padan said, walking toward the door.



"How can people live in aplace where it getsthis cold?" Sorgan asked Narasan.
"Those bison-hide cloaks help quite abit," Narasan replied.

"I'd hate to spend much time outside if | didn't have one, that's for sure,”" Sorgan agreed. "Oh, beforel
forget, I'm going to need several more of your ships down there in the harbor before long. The
Ascension isanice enough ship, | guess, but she can't carry dl that gold by hersdlf.”

"How much are we talking about here, Sorgan?”

"What's the next word up from 'tons," Narasan? We're along way above 'tons aready, and there's il
more that we haven't pulled out of thetemple yet."

"I'd like to see some of it, Sorgan. I'm not calling you aliar or anything, but still—"

"| thought you'd never ask, Narasan," Sorgan said. Then he untied aleather pouch from his belt, opened
it, and poured severa fairly small gold blocks out onto the table just as Padan returned with two fairly

largejugs.

"Pretty," Padan said, looking at the gold scattered across the table, "but why are you making such small
chips?'

"I'm stedling another ideafrom you Trogites," Sorgan admitted. "We don't have gold coins over inthe
Land of Maag. Weve got copper coins, brass ones, and afew made of silver, but for some reason,
nobody there has ever considered gold coins.”

"Square ones?' Narasan asked. "I don't think I've ever seen square coins.”

"It was Rabbit'sidea. He said that if we put out square coins, everybody would know that they came
from the Land of Maag."

"Shouldn't you stamp a picture of somebody on those blocks?' Padan asked.
"A picture? Of who?"

"Y ou, probably. Y ou're the one who came up with theideg, after dl, and if your pictureis slamped into
every one of them, the other Maags will think of you astheir emperor.”

"That never occurred to me," Sorgan admitted. "How do people go about doing that?"

"Etch the picture on the end of an iron rod, set the rod on the face of one of your gold blocks, and then
rap the blank end with ahammer.”

"How did you plan to distribute your new coins, friend Sorgan?" Narasan asked.

Sorgan shrugged. "I'll buy things—ships, houses, land. When you get right down to it, | probably will be
the emperor of Maag, since I'll own everything there, and I'll be ableto hire an army to make everybody
there bow down to me. And friend Narasan here will be able to buy the Trogite Empire too, snce half of
the gold will behis."

"How did you come up with that idea, Sorgan?' Narasan asked, more than alittle surprised.
"We're partners, friend Narasan, and | never cheat apartner. Y ou should know that by now."

"l seem to be about neck-deep in emperors,” Padan said. Then he pulled the cork out of one of the jugs



held just carried into the room. "L et's drink to that, shall we?" he suggested.

"| thought you'd never ask," Sorgan declared with abroad grin.

Arahad been checking her assorted ovens, and then, with a sort of reluctant expression on her beautiful
face, shejoined Narasan and Sorgan at the large table where they'd been talking with each other for the
better part of an hour. "I think there's something you gentlemen should know," she said.

"It'sadmost supper-time?' Sorgan asked her with agrin on hisface.

"Very funny, Hook-Begk," shereplied. "I don't want to ruin your day, mighty soldiers, but my mate has
decided to put an end to thiswar right about now."

"So that's why he came down to temple-town and filched Rabbit,” Sorgan said.
"I think you just lost me, friend Sorgan,” Narasan said.

"The farmer's clever enough to redlize that Longbow, Rabbit, and your man Keselo have made an
excdlent team during the previouswars. I'm fairly surethat if we looked around we wouldn't find any of
them herein Gundasfort.” Helooked at Arathen. "As| understood what people have been saying
correctly, you and your mate can stay in touch with each other even if you're athousand miles gpart. That
suggests that you know exactly what he and hisfriends are up to.”

"Oh, yes, and athousand miles only beginsto describe how far we can reach when we need to. Up until
quite recently, he wasn't fully aware of that. Then he had a Dream that went much farther than the
Dreams of the children.”

"A Dream about what's going to happen out in the Wasteland?' Narasan asked.

"No. That's sort of beside the point, though. Omago's Dream told him just who—and what—heredlly is.
Now he knowsthat he can eliminate the VIagh and all of her puppies. He picked up that team that's been
5o useful in the past, and they went across the Wasteland to the nest of the Viagh.”

"lsn't that sort of dangerous?' Narasan asked. "Asfar aswe can tdll, the Wasteland's crawling with the
children of the Vlagh."

"Not anymore," Arareplied, "and even if they were out there by the thousands, they wouldn't be able to
seeour friends.”

"When would you say that they'll reach the nest of the VIagh?' Narasan asked.
"Actualy, distance doesn't mean anything to Omago, and neither doestime. They're there dready.”
"What's at the core of his scheme?' Sorgan asked.

"He's blotted out the sound of her voice. Shell try to give her children orders, but they won't be ableto
hear her. Omago has usurped her voice, so now her children are obeying him instead of her. The Vlagh
just recently laid amillion or so eggs. When the eggs hatched, VIagh's children went to the ‘caregivers;
who are supposed to care for each new hatch. Since Omago had blotted out the Vlagh's ordersto the
‘care-givers,' they didn't recognize the baby bugs, so they ate them.”

Sorgan suddenly gagged. "They're egting their own children?' he exclamed.

"They don't know that the new hatch comes from the Vlagh hersdf," Arareplied. "To them, the new



hatch is nothing but small caterpillars. Omago advised methat the VVIagh started screaming when the
‘care-givers ate every single puppy she had created. Omago's certain that shelll scream for along, long
time"

"How long?" Narasan demanded.

"Omago used the word 'forever' when he explained it to Longbow. Y ou might not want to accept this,
but Longbow put his arrows away after Omago told him ‘forever.’ He had obvioudy planned to kill the

Vlagh, but when my mate told him that the Vlagh would scream out her grief for millions of years, that
would be much, much more satisfactory than shooting her full of arrows could ever be."

"If there aren't going to be any more hatches, the bug-people will probably die out before long, won't
they?' Sorgan asked.

"Define 'before long,” Hook-Beak," Arareplied.
"I don't know," Sorgan admitted. "A year or so at the mogt, I'd say.”

"No bug has ever lived that long,” Arasaid. "Four to six weeksis about asfar asthey can go. The Vlagh
will il bethere, but shell be done—and screaming—for the next million years—or 0."

"If that'swhat's happening, you and your men don't need to stay here, friend Narasan,” Sorgan said.
"Y our men would be much more useful down there in temple-town guarding dl that gold.”

"What's been going on down there since Lady Araciavanished?' Narasan asked hisfriend.

"l think it's called 'mutud extinction,” Sorgan replied with awicked grin. "The priests have been killing
each other every chancethey get. That little priestess Alcevan gutted poor old Fat Berdaright in the
throne room. Berdahad usurped Lady Araciasthrone, and little Alcevan came up to him and knelt
down asif shewanted hisblessing. | guess he wasthinking it over, but then Alcevan jumped forward
with aknife and gutted him right then and there. | didn't seeit mysdlf, but I've heard that hisinnards
spilled out al over the floor of the throne room. It'samessy way to kill somebody, but it does
work—eventualy."

"I've heard quite abit about that Alcevan," Arasaid. "l think I'll make a suggestion to my mate. It might
not be abad ideato send her back home to the nest. Then shelll be able to Sit somewhere and listen to
her mother scream out her grief for the next million or so years."

"She couldn't possibly live that long," Narasan protested.

"Throw 'possbly’ away, dear Narasan," Arareplied. "If | want Alcevan to bein the nest listening to her
mother's screamsfor the next million or so years, she will, | can guaranteethat. Killing is one way to get
revenge, but not killing is sometimes more stisfactory.”

It was about mid-morning the following day when the warrior queen Treniciacame up the dopethat led
down to the Wasteland, and she was accompanied by Prince Ekial.

"Where have you been?' Narasan demanded when Trenicia entered Gundasfort.
"My," shesaid, "aren't we grouchy thismorning?'

"I've asked you severd timesto let me know before you go scouting around.”



"Youdidnt really think | paid any attention, did you? Y ou needed some information, so | went out and
gathered it for you. That dope appears to be deserted, but it's not. There are thousands of bug-people
down there, but they're al dead.”

"Who—or what—xkilled them?' Narasan asked, more than alittle sartled.
"I'd say that it was the wegather,” shereplied. "Isn't that the way you saw it, Prince Ekid?"

"She'sright about that, friend Narasan,” Ekid replied. "The peculiar thing isthat every one of them we
saw was il standing up.”

"Let'sgooninsde" Narasan suggested. " Sorgan Hook-Begk is here, and helll want to know about this
too."

"It isjust abit chilly out here," Treniciasaid. Then she reached out and patted Narasan's cheek. "Y ou
worry too much, Narasan. I'm abig girl now, and | do know how to take care of mysdlf.”

They went on inside the fort and found Sorgan, who was talking with Gundaand the pretty lady Ara
"What's happening, Narasan?' Sorgan asked.

"It appearsthat the dope to the west of thisfort isn't as deserted aswe all thought it was," Narasan
replied. "There are still bug-people down there, but they're dl dead.”

"Arrows?"' Sorgan asked.
Narasan shook his head. "Cold westher, I've been told. Tell him what you saw, Trenicia."

"It seemed abit peculiar to me that the horde of bug-people who'd been charging up that dopefor
severd weeks had just vanished—without even leaving any footprintsin the snow,” Treniciatold
Hook-Beak, "so | went on down to have alook. The bug-people are il there, but they aren't moving.
I'd say that they all froze to death.” She drew out her heavy sword and ran her thumb aong the edge of
the blade and winced. "It's going to take me weeks to grind away al those nicks," she complained. "I
chopped severd of the bug-people into pieces, and they were al frozen solid. For some reason they just
stopped moving, and the weather turned them dl into blocks of ice.”

"The bug-people aren't very clever,” Sorgan said, "but standing out in the open whenit'sascold asit's
been herelatdly is sensdess.”

"Of courseitis" Arareplied. "The bug-people don't have any sense. That's what ‘the overmind was all
about. Now that Omago has shut down the Vlagh's voice, the overmind can't contact her children.
They'rewaiting for orders, but they aren't getting any. They don't know what to do, so they just stand
there and freeze."

"It seemsthat they stood there for much too long,” Sorgan observed.

"Not too long for me, they didn't,” Narasan said with afaint smile.

"I'dtakeit asagreat kindnessif you'd let me know where you're going before you go running off,
Trenicia," Narasan told the warrior queen again when they were donein Narasan's quarters. "When |
discovered that you were gone, | thought that I'd lost you, and that almost made me want to die. Please
don't do that anymore, dear heart."

Trenicias eyes suddenly went very wide as she stared at Narasan. Then quite suddenly they werefilled



with tears. She threw her arms about him and held him tightly.
"Areyou dl right, Trenicia?' Narasan asked.

"I'm just fine," she replied with tears streaming down her face. "Y ou just called me 'dear heart,’ and that
meansthat you love me, doesn't it?"

"| thought you areedy knew that."
"Wll, | had some hopes, but you never cameright out and said it before.”

"Wed have gotten to it eventudly,” Narasan told her with afaint smile. "Please forgive me, dear heart.
I've never had these fedlings before, so I'm just abit clumsy when | try to et you know how | fedl."

"You're doing just fine, dear heart," she said, wiping her eyes. "The only problem | can seeisthat I'll
probably break down and cry every timeyou cal me 'dear heart.”

"That'sal right," he said. "It should wash the dust out of your eyes.”
"Must you always be so practica ?* she complained.

"Practica iswhat I'm supposed to be, Trenicia," hetold her. "It keeps my people dive. Why don't | save
impracticd’ just for you?' Then he laughed and fondly embraced her.

THE
NEST

Chapter One

Kesd o was having more than alittle difficulty with the true identity of the farmer Omago. Herealized that
he should have had some suspicions, in view of the evidently unlimited capabilities of Omago's mate. For
some reason, however, it had never occurred to him that Omago could probably hurl disasters on the
Creatures of the Wastedland in much the same way that Aracould.

The more that Keselo thought about it, though, the more he realized that Omago could amost certainly
"tamper" with those around him so that they'd al ook upon him asjust an ordinary farmer with no
unusud taents.

Of course, if what Omago had told them back in Gunda's fort had been true, Omago had even deceived
himsdlf. In his search for understanding of the people of the Land of Dhrall, Omago had erased dll
knowledge of just who—and whai—heredly was, and hed grown up asjust an ordinary farmer who
planted grain and vegetables, watched them grow al summer, and then harvested them when autumn
arived.

It appeared, however, that acertain part of Omago's mind knew exactly who—and whai—herredlly
was, and when it became necessary, that part of Omago's mind stepped over the "farmer” subterfuge and



took over. That meant that Kesdlo and his friends were dedling with an entirely different Omago—one
who could, and would, step over "impossible’ whenever it suited him. Hed gone down to Aracias
temple-town, picked up Rabbit, and returned to Gunda's fort at the head of Long-Passin dightly more
than an hour. Then, to make things even worse, Omago had made them al "unnoticeabl€'—evidently a
variaion of invishility—and then had started taking ten-mile steps across the Wasteland toward the nest
of the Vlagh—up until Longbow had firmly suggested that those long jumps might cause some problems.

And S0 it wasthat latein acold winter day they had reached "the net”" of the Vlagh.

"Arewe going to go through that cave to the VIagh's main chamber, or are you going to 'poof usin
there?' Rabbit asked Omago.

"Poof?" Omago asked, sounding just abit puzzled.
"Y ou know what | mean," Rabbit replied. "Lady Zelana'poofs every time she gets achance.”

"Let'sjust walk in," Longbow suggested. "I we happen to get into trouble in the main chamber, we might
need to know which way to go when we run away."

"You gill don't entirdly trust me, do you, Longbow?' Omago asked.

"Youredoing fineso far,” Longbow replied, "but if anything can possibly go wrong, it probably will. If it
doesn't though, we can dl be pleasantly surprised.”

K esdlo was awestruck when Omago responded to his question about the peculiar shape of the peak that
was the nest of the VIagh by describing erosion in amanner that indicated that he'd actualy witnessed
something that had taken thousands of yearsto occur. Then he remembered that Longbow had told him
that Omago and Arahad been around since before the beginning of time.

Rabbit seemed to be concerned about the probability that the entire nest would betotaly dark, "since
bugs don't know much about building fires, do they?"

Keselo reached back to what One-Who-Heals had taught him and remembered something the shaman
had briefly mentioned about bugs caled fireflies that generate light ingde their bodies. "But thereisn't any
fireinvolved," hesaid. "Or so I've been told. I've never actualy seen one of them mysdif.”

Asdusk settled down over the nest of the VIagh, Omago led them to the mouth of the cave that dmost
certainly led to the home of the Vlagh herself. He stopped before they entered, however, and asked his
friendsagain if they could hear abuzzing sound. They al listened carefully, but it seemed that Omago was
gtill the only one who could heer it.

"Isit possiblethat you're listening to the voice of the VIagh hersdf?' Kesdlo asked.

"It isapossbility, | suppose,” Omago conceded. "Let's go on into the cave. The sound might become
more clear when we get closer to the Vlagh."

The cave had seemed to be anatura opening in the sde of the mountain peak when they'd seen it from
the outside, but just afew yardsin, the wals were very smooth, and they even looked polished. There
were quite afew bug-people moving around in the cave, and Keselo was dmost startled when he saw
severd of them who glowed in the dark.

"Living lamps, | see," Rabbit noted. "The Vlagh seemsto think of dmost everything, doesn't she?!



"I'd say that she'sbeen filching again,” Keselo added. "I'd swear that I've dready seen thirty or forty
different varieties of bugs—beetles and ants and locudts, and flies—aswell as severd that have wings.”

"Then there are the onesthat look like worms—except that they've got fifty or ahundred legs," Longbow
added.

"There are alot of other varieties that we haven't seen yet aswell,” Omago said.

"How does she manage to keep the peace?’ Keselo demanded. "It's more than alittle weird to see
naturd enemiesdl bunched together likethis"

"That might turn out to be very useful,” Omago sad. "If these bugs start killing each other, we won't have
to do very much except stand around and watch.”

"Those are the very best kind of wars,” Rabbit said. "Am | going to keep on being invisbleevenif | go
on ahead?' he asked. "We probably ought to know what's there, wouldn't you say?"

"They won't see you, friend Rabbit," Omago assured the little smith. "It probably wouldn't be abad idea
for you to go have alook, now that you mentionit. I don't like surprisesal that much.”

AsKesdo, Longbow, and Omago moved through the seemingly endless cave, they noted that the more
recent hatches of the Vlagh were much larger than the ones that had preceded them. "It would seem that
the VIagh was grestly impressed by the Maags," Longbow observed.

"That's not really avery good idea,” Keselo said. "Bigger children have bigger appetites, and there's not
redly that much food out herein this desert, isthere?"

"Other bugsisabout dl," Longbow replied. "Of course, that might have been part of theidea. There are
other nests and ‘queens,’ if we want to use that term. If the Vlagh'sideawasto eiminate all the other
bug-tribes out here in the Wastdland, 'hungry children’ could be quite useful .

When Rabbit came back with adightly awed expression on hisface and told them about the big, open
chamber at the end of the tunnel, Omago became very quiet.

Kesdo explained that the big cluster of spiderweb Rabbit had seen was caled a cocoon. Though Rabbit
and Longbow were listening to him, Keselo noticed that Omago was standing off to one side, listening to
something that only he could understand.

"Don't make any noises," Longbow cautioned them. "We'd better take alook at this'cocoon'’ thing."

Omago came aong behind the rest of them, but Keselo wasfairly certain that their friend was very busy
now with something dse.

They entered what Rabbit had called "the throne room," and Keselo was stunned by theincredible
number of assorted bugs crawling across the floor and up thewadlsin the dim light given off by the few
glowing "fireinsects." Kesdo turned to speak to Omago, but Omago had alook of intense concentration
on hisface, and he waved Kesdlo off.

"Wheré'sthis ‘cocoon’ thing you mentioned?" Longbow quietly asked Rabbit.

"I'd say that it's probably in the very center of thiscavern,” thelittle Maag replied. "It'salittle hard to see
from thisfar back, because there are thousands of bugs between us and that slly bird's nest.”



Kesdowinced dightly. "Bird'snet” didn't exactly fit.

"Get back againgt one of thewalls,” Omago told them. Kesdlo noted that their friend had awicked sort
of grin on hisface. " Several thousand of these servants are just about to leave, and we don't want to get
trampled.”

"Aren't they supposed to stay here and tend to the baby-bugs?' Keselo asked.
"They just received new orders,” Omago replied.

"TheVlagh told them to go away?"

"They think she did, but I'm the one they're obeying."

"How did you manage that?' Rabbit asked.

Omago shrugged. "'l shut off the buzz that was coming from the Vlagh, and then | buzzed anew set of
orders. | told them that invaders were coming across the Wasteland, and | ordered most of the
care-giversto go out of the cave and fight off al those evil people-people. A few of them will stay behind
to care for the new hatch that's just about to come out of the cocoon. I'm almost certain that the Viagh
will come out of the cocoon before the new hatch does, and | want enough care-givers here in the cave
to make the Vlagh bdieve that everything'sdl right. She'sin for avery nasty shock beforelong, and her
screaming will probably go on for quite along time—along, long, long time, if I've donethisright.”

"Haveyou ever done anything wrong?' Keselo demanded, feding morethan alittleirritated.

"Not that | can remember,” Omago replied.

After thelast of the departing care-givers had left the vast central chamber of the nest of the Vlagh,
Omago assured hisfriendsthat they were still "unnoticesble’ so they crossed the now virtudly empty
central chamber of the nest to take acloser look at their enemy.

The upper part of the cocoon began to bulge out, afair Sgn that the VIagh was squirming her way out
into the open.

Kesdo gasped asthe Vlagh cameinto sight. " That'simpossible!™ he exclaimed.
"Not readly,” Omago disagreed. "We probably should have expected this."
"That's not the real Lady Aracia, isit?" Rabbit demanded.

"No," Omago said. "She's gone for good. She was the ruler of the Eagt, though, and she was behaving as
if shewasthe queen of the entire Land of Dhral. The Vlagh thinksthat she's the queen, so her
duplication of Araciamakesa certain amount of sense. Y ou might want to approve, Rabhbit. Y ou don't
redly want to seethe real Vlagh. Ninefeet tal thelast time | looked and with Six legs, waving antennae,
and mandibles that could turn rocksinto dust. Araciawasn't quite as beautiful as Zelana, but shewas
much nicer to look at than the Vlaghisin her red form.”

"There's something moving in the bottom of that cocoon,”" Longbow said then.

"The new hatch," Omago said. "They won't resemble adult bug-people—or Araciaeither, for that
metter."

The bottom of the web began to give way, and acluster of worm-shaped infants came wriggling out.



"Caterpillars?' Rabbit said in avoice charged with disbelief.

"It'sthe standard form of the infant bug-people,” Omago explained. "After they've been fed for aweek or
30, they assume the shape the Vlagh's got in mind for them. They have plenty of feet to get them from
here to there and an overpowering appetite. The remaining care-givers have alot of work ahead of them,
I'd say. But | don't think they'll be doing much ‘caring.™

"They're dtill wriggling out of that cocoon,” Kesdlo said. "How many of them would you say have just
hetched?'

"A quarter of amillion anyway," Omeago replied. "More, probably. The Vlagh needsa lot of servantsjust

The new "puppies’ scurried across the floor of the vast chamber toward the grestly reduced
"care-givers,” and they were making sounds not unlike the crying of newborn humans. Keselo couldn't
trandate what the infants were saying, but he was quite sure that "feed me!" was a sgnificant part of it.

The"care-givers' didn't ssem to be very interested—at least not until the howling newborns reached the
area near the west side of the chamber.

Then something happened that wasn't supposed to happen. One of the "care-givers' reached down and
snatched up one of the babies and examined it asif the care-givers had never before seen any infant

bugs.

Then, evidently satisfied with what it saw, the servant stuffed the caterpillar-like infant into its mouth and
bit down hard. The other "care-givers' watched closdy, and then they too snatched up infant bugs and
duffed them into their mouths.

"They're egting the babies!" Rabbit exclaimed.
"So it would seem,” the farmer Omago agreed. "Isn't that nice of them?"
At that point, the imitation Aracia standing near the cocoon began to scream.

"Now | think you'll put your arrows aside, Longbow,” Omago suggested. "The Vlagh's doing exactly
what we want her to do."

"How long would you say that she's going to continue the screaming?' Longbow asked.
Omago shrugged. "Forever, most likdly," he said.
"It won't redlly be very hard for her to lay anew batch of eggs, will it?" Longbow asked.

"Not in theleast,” Omago replied. "Of course, the eggs will never hatch. That's the main reason we came
here, friend Longbow. The Vlagh won't produce any live servants now. I'd say that the Viagh will never
have any children—or warriors either. From here on until the end of time, the Vlagh will never produce
another child, and after about six weeks she'sgoing to be dl alone herein her nest—weeping and
screaming. Doesthat satisfy your need for vengeance, mighty hunter?”

"Her screaming is sort of beautiful, isn't it?' Longbow agreed, "and | wouldn't for al the world want to
interrupt her." Then he carefully did the arrow held been holding back into his quiver.



THE
LAST
GENERATION

Chapter One

It came to Rabbit that they shouldn't really be surprised that Omago was more than just afarmer.
Omago's mate, the beautiful Ara, could do things that not even the gods of the Land of Dhrall could
duplicate. A woman with that kind of power wouldn't be very interested in aman whose maingod inlife
was to grow lots of turnips. So Rabbit was not surprised that Omago understood the nature of the
creatures that confronted them in the throne room of the nest.

The bulging eyes of every bug on the chamber floor, those who were partway up the wdls, and even
those clinging to the celling were fixed on the strange cocoon asif it were some kind of holy object.

"We seem to have arrived right on time, then,” Omago said. "The Vlagh isingructing the horde of
‘care-givers to take good care of this new hatch.”

Omago was garing at the cocoon, and then he suddenly laughed. "I think that doesit,” he murmured.
Then he frowned again, and what appeared to be dmogt dl of the bug-people in the vast chamber
suddenly rushed toward the narrow tunnel that led back to the outside.

"Why didn't you just send them all away?' Rabbit wanted to know.

"I need the few that areleft, Rabbit. They're going to do something that's probably going to make the
Vlagh start screaming, and shelll probably keep it up for along, long time.”

Since Rabbit and the others were il invisble to the remaining bugs, they crossed the now nearly empty
chamber to get closer to the cocoon.

It was then that the cocoon split with aripping sound as avery familiar figure came crawling through the
web.

Rabbit flinched back. "I thought she was dead!" he exclaimed.

"That's not quite accurate, little friend,” Omago said. "What we'relooking &t is not areborn Aracia. I'd
say that Alcevan told the Vlagh that Aracia had been the queen of the East, and the Vlagh evidently
decided to dter her form until she resembled Zelanas elder sgter. It is quite abit more attractive than the
Vlagh'sreal form could ever be, and the Vlagh has dways adored adoration. In someways, the Vlagh
and Araciaare very much like sgters. Even bugs have a certain sense of vanity. Then too, the Viagh
might have a certain amount of deception in what passesfor her mind.”

The Vlagh, disguised as Lady Aracia, made a peculiar buzzing sound as countless many-legged worms
scrambled across the nearly empty floor of the nest. They rushed to where the bugs called "care-givers'
werewaiting, and they all began to make a sort of squeaky sound.



"I don't speak bug," Rabbit told Kesglo, "but I'd guessthat the puppies are dl saying, 'feed me, feed me,
feed me"

"That probably comesfairly close, yes," Keselo agreed. "Now that Omago has chased out most of the
puppy-feeders, the baby bugs might haveto wait in linefor quitealong time.”

"Do you think they'd know how to stand in line?"
"Probably not,” Kesdo replied. "I'd say that we're about to see avery interesting fight any minute now."

It wasn't exactly afight they saw, however. The full-grown bugslooked at the tiny wormswith legsfor a
moment or two, and then they began to eat them, snatching them up with their front claws and biting off
their heads.

The Vlagh began to scream, but the "care-givers' paid no attention and continued their feast.
"| think the Mdavi cdl that ‘thinning out the herd,’ don't they?" Rabbit said.

"I believe I've heard them use that term, yes," Kesdlo agreed.

"Big Mommy doesn't seemto like it very much," Rabbit added.

"| think you might have spent too much timein the vicinity of Eleria" Keselo suggested. Then helooked
at Longbow and Omago. "I'd say that our friend Longbow might be having abit of a problem right now,"
he said. "He'd really like to shoot adozen or so arrowsinto Big Mommy, but her screams are probably
the most beautiful music he'sever heard.”

"It is apleasant sort of sound, isn't it?" Rabbit agreed. Then helooked around &t the vast chamber.
"What do you think, Kesdlo? Should we stay here and listen to Big Mommy sing, or should we snoop
around in the other parts of the nest and find out how all the other buggies are reacting to this disaster?"

"That might not be abad idea," Kesdo agreed. "I'm fairly sure that the other bug-people arefilled with
confusion, but maybe we should go look and make sure.”

Chapter Two

"If it'sal right with you, Omago,” Rabbit said to their friend, "Keselo and | talked it over, and it seemsto
usthat taking aquick look at the other parts of this fort—or whatever it is—might be agood idea. If the
bugs are dl coming apart, fine and dandy, but if they look like they're about to go charging out to kill all
the people-people in the vicinity, we ought to know about it."

"That'savery good idea, Rabbit,” Omago said. "Weve dl spent so much time concentrating on the
Vlagh that we haven't redly paid much attention to her children. Now that her mind isn't functioning
anymore, her children might try to do dmost anything, and wed better know about it."

"They don't redly live very long, do they?' Rabbit asked.

"No. Four to six weeksis about al. Now and then you might come across one that's seven or eight
weeksold, but | don't think well ever see one that's older than that.”



"I think we're going to need atorch,” Keselo said. "There are probably bugs out there that can seeinthe
dark, but my eyes aren't quite that good.”

Omago reached into the canvas bag hanging from his belt and took out apale, round object that
gppeared to be glass. "Usethis" he said, handing the glass ball to Kesdlo. "When you need some light,
squeezeit, and itll giveyou dl the light you need. When you want darkness, loosen your grip.”

Kesdo examined the round ball rather closdly. "'l don't redlly see anything in thisthat could produce light,”
hesad.

"Itisn'tinthere," Omago said with afaint smile. "It'sin here." And he tapped his forehead.
"Oh," Kesdlo said. "1 probably should have redized that."

"That's our Kesdlo for you," Rabbit said. "He seemsto need to know how everything works. Don't let
him get too close to the moon, Omago. Hell probably take her gpart to find out what keeps her up in the

night sky."
"Curiogity isn't abad thing, Rabbit,"” Omago replied.

"l wasonly teasing,” Rabbit said. "It'sal right to tease your friends, isn't it? Come dong, Kesdo," he said
then. "Let'sgo out and seeif we can find any of Big Mommy's puppies.”

"Big Mommy?' Omago asked, sounding a bit perplexed.

"It's sort of what's called an 'in-house joke," Omago,” Rabbit said. "I'd explain it, but it'd take much too
long. Shdl wego, Kesdo?'

"Wemight aswell," Kesdo agreed.

Thefar wall of the vast main chamber was at |east amile from the place where the " care-givers’ were
eating the Vlagh's babies, but the VIagh's screams were dtill quite audible. " She's got abig mouth, hasn't
she?' Rabbit said to hisfriend.

"Oh, yes," Kesdlo agreed. "I wouldn't want to try to deep anywhere within ten miles of thisplace.” Then
he pointed at a part of the back wall about fifty yards off to the left. "It looks to me like therés aszegble
holein thewall over there. It might lead to another part of the nest.”

"Squeezethat light ball," Rabbit suggested. "L et's make sure that it works before we go crawling into any
dark places."

"Omago wouldn't lieto us, Rabbit.”

"I'm not saying that he would. Thelight ball probably works just fine when he squeezesit, but let's make
asurethat it'll work for you aswell. Alwaystest equipment before you need to useit.”

"If it makes you happy," said Kesdlo, squeezing Omago'stoy.

When the glass ball began to glow, Rabbit nodded. Then he looked around at the vast chamber that was
gtill echoing to the screams of the Vlagh. "This might take us quite awhile, Keselo," he suggested. "If this
mountain—or whatever we want to cal it—is jam-packed full of bug-people, there could be hundreds of
chambers where they hole up when they're not out in the open esting people-people.”

"Well never know for sure until wetakealook," Kesdo said. "The more we see, the more well know."



The holein the rear wall that Keselo had seen was not exactly what Rabbit would have called a
doorway, but there were many signsthat it was used fairly often by the assorted children of the Vlagh.
When Rabbit and Kesalo crawled through the hole, they came out in what appeared to be a shaft that
reached far, far up in thisimitation mountain.

"I think werein trouble,”" Rabbit said.
lld,]?l
"Wedidn't think to bring aladder.”

Kesdlo squinted up. "Thewalls of this shaft aren't really very smooth,” he noted. "It [ooksto me like there
are plenty of handholds on the sdes of the shaft.”

"Bugs have hands now?" Rabbit said, pretending that he was astonished.
"Funny, funny, Bunny," Kesdo replied sarcadtically.
"Bunny?' Rabbit protested.

"| filched that onefrom Eleria," Kesdo replied with afaint smile. "Let's seeif we can make our way up
this shaft. If it getstoo risky, well go back and seeif Omago can creste aladder for us.”

They climbed dowly up thewall of the shaft, and Rabbit noticed that there were many, many small round
holesin the solid rock. Evidently generations of bugs had been climbing up and down the shaft for
hundreds of years. "It looksto me like there are quite afew openingsin the walls of thisup and down
corridor,” he said.

"Separate quarters, most likely," Kesdlo suggested. "I'd say that the various kinds of bug-people avoid
each other when they possibly can.”

"Just ahead," Rabbit whigpered. "'l just saw abug pokeits head out of that hole in the wall just ahead of
lﬁ"

"Do you think it might have seen us?'

"Probably not. It seemed to be looking up the shaft instead of down. To get down to the bald truth,
Kesdo, I'm not redly thrilled by the notion of crawling into aholein thewal that might just befilled to
the brim with hungry bugs.”

"I'm with you dl the way on that one, Rabbit,” Kesdo replied. Then he leaned back dightly and peered
up the gloomy shaft. "There'samuch larger opening about fifteen feet above thelittle one just ahead of
us. That one might be asafer oneto investigate.”

"l do liketheword 'safe,” my friend,” Rabbit agreed.

They carefully climbed up the rugged shaft wall until they reached the larger opening. Rabbit quickly
poked his head around the edge of the opening and then jerked it back. "No bugs,” he whispered. "Are
wedill invisble?"

"| think the word Omago used was 'unnoticeable,™ Kesdo replied. "I'd say that it'still in place. If any
one of the bugs had actudly seen us, shed be making alot of noise by now."

"I'm never going to get used to theideathat dl our enemies are women.”



"I wouldn't think of them as‘'women,’ Rabbit,” Kesdo said. "Femaeis onething, but ‘women' is
something entirely different.”

Thelarger opening appeared to be the mouth of a cave of some sort, and, much like the cave that had
led to the vast chamber down below, this cave also led to amuch, much larger room. When the two of
them reached that chamber, they stopped. There were thousands of bugs there, but they were not al of
the same variety, and the different kinds of bugs were staying away from each other, for some reason.
Each group was all clustered together in the same place, and it seemed to Rabbit that therewas a
growing antagonism in the clusters of some varieties of bugs. Some of the groups seemed to be speaking
inaudible sounds and others were reaching out with their front legs to touch the front legs of others. "I
don't imagine that you learned bug-language when you were going to school,” he whispered to hisfriend.

"We don't have the right kind of equipment to talk bug, Rabbit,” Kesdo replied. "Most of thetime, bugs
communicate by touching each other. If their language involves sound, like ours does, they makethe
sound by rubbing their legs against each other. Bug language would have to be quite smple, | think. They
aren't really overloaded with brains, after dl. I'm just guessing here, but I'd say that 'kill, kill, kill," is about
asfar asthelanguage of bugswould go."

Something suddenly occurred to Rabhit. "Are you up for an experiment of sorts, friend Kesdo?' he
asked.

"That might depend on just what kind of experiment were talking about."
"Omago can do dl sorts of peculiar things, wouldn't you say?"

"l think I'd take it quite abit farther than 'peculiar.’ What did you have in mind?"
"Why don't you hold out that light ball Omago gave you and squeezeit?"

"Do you want to announce that we're here to about a haf-million unfriendly bugs? Are you out of your

"I don't think they'll seeit, Kesdlo. Omago wouldn't give us something that'd put usin any danger, would
he? I'm surethat we'll seethelight coming from that glassbal, but I'm just as sure that the bugswon't.”

"A light that only we can see?'
"Something likethat would be sort of Omago-ish, wouldn't you say?"

Kesdo frowned. "That was arotten thing to do, Rabbit,” he complained. "It is adefinite possibility, and
it'sraised my curiogty so much that | dmost have totry it."

"Y ou worry too much, Kesdlo," Rabbit said. "If it workstheway | think it will, well have atremendous
advantage.”

"And if it doesn't work?"

Rabbit shrugged. "We've got a clear path back to that shaft. We can escape if weredly haveto. Try it.
Think of the advantage. Well havelight, but the bugswill still bein the dark.”

Kesdlo took the glassball out from under his shirt. "Just don't get in my way if we have to make arun for
it, Rabbit."

"Don't worry about athing, friend Kesdlo," Rabbit said. "I can run at least twice asfast asyou can, 0|



won't get inyour way a al.”

"I've got to find out if your absurd ideawill actualy work, Rabhbit,” Keselo complained. "It shouldn't
work that way, but I'll fly gpart if | don't try it and find out." He raised the glass bal up over his head, and
the growing light coming from Omago'stoy grew brighter and brighter as Kesalo's hand squeezed it.

"You can let it go now, Light-Bearer Kesdlo," Rabhit told hisfriend. "The light's as bright as the noon
sun, but the bugs out there don't seem to be ableto seeit.”

"Oh, the poor babies," Kesdo said. He began to squeeze and release in rapid succession, and the light
went on and off asKesdo'shand told it to.

" Show-off," Rabbit scolded. And then he laughed.

They came across severd familiar bug-people as they went farther back into the huge chamber. There
were alot of the snake-bugs that had made things so unpleasant in the ravine above the village of Lattash
in one area, and Rabbit was abit surprised to see severd of the glowing fire-bugs mixed in with the
snake-bugs. "It looks to me like the fire bugs are dmost welcomein the vicinity of nearly every other kind
of bug," hesaid to Kesdlo.

"You're probably right,” Kesdlo agreed. "Light can be very useful. | wouldn't be at al surprised if the
other bugs even feed the onesthat glow in the dark.”

"The bug-people pay for light, you mean?

"It'snot out of the question, friend Rabbit." Then Kesdlo stopped and pointed &t the ceiling. "Bug-bats,"
hesad.

"Itsamogt like old times, isn't it?" Rabbit said. "Let's not get them excited. | didn't bring any fish-nets
dongthistime.”

Asthey moved farther back into the chamber, they encountered several more of the familiar varieties of
bug-people, and quite afew others they'd never seen before. "What would you say that shaggy one
whose hands drag on the floor might be?' Rabhbit asked.

"Some sort of ape," Kesdlo replied.
"I don't think we ever came across any of those, did we?'

"Not that | recall, we didn't. It's probably avariety that didn't turn out very well. The Vlagh experimented
all thetime, I'd say, and she probably turned out more useless creatures than good ones.”

"Junk-bugs?' Rabbit suggested.
"That's probably as good aterm as any,” Keselo agreed.

Then akind of roaring sound came from farther back in the chamber. "If that'swhat | think it is, we're
very lucky that we didn't encounter any of them in these various wars. It sounded very much likealionto
rrE.ll

"What'salion?'

"A very, very large cat. I've heard that afull-grown lion weighs abouit five hundred pounds, and it's got
long, sharp teeth and deadly claws. It'satropica animal, though, so it probably wouldn't have been of
much usein the Land of Dhrall—except possibly down in Vetan's Domain.”



The roaring continued, but there was a'so another sound echoing from the walls up ahead.
"It soundsto melike thereésafair amount of ‘'unfriendly’ on up ahead,” Rabbit noted.

"That'snot at al unlikely,” Kesdlo agreed. "Aslong as 'Big Mommy' was running things, her children
probably tolerated each other, but Omago broke her grip on her puppies, and now her children are dl
trying their very best to kill each other.”

"Something to eat might beinvolved aswell,” Rabbit added. "Thisisn't called ‘the Wastdland' just for fun.
Therée's nothing to eat here except rocks—and the neighbors, of course.”

"Good point," Kesalo agreed. "Let's have alook and seejust how savage dl of thisredly is. The nest
might be empty much sooner than we dl thought it would be.”

"What ashame,” Rabbit replied with mock regret. And then he laughed.

"l don't think I've ever seen asix-legged cat before," Rabbit said as the two friends moved along the
chamber wall toward the violent encounter between severd varieties of bug-people.

"The Vlagh probably blundered on that one," Kesdo replied. " She's never fully understood why many
creatures don't need that many legs, S0 it seemsthat Six legs show in these imitations quite often.”

"She must have paid more attention when she conjured up that one called Alcevan, then," Rabbit said.
"Shelooked like ared woman—alittle smal, maybe, but she had everything else that awoman's

supposed to have.”

"I'd say that Alcevan was the best onethe Vlagh ever produced. In many ways Alcevan is even better
than the VIagh hersdlf, and when you add that odor, the little imitation priestess came very closeto
winning thewar in temple-town.”

"Y ou might say that she even won awar for us when she gutted out Taka Berda. Torl waswatching
when that happened, and Tori's seen alot of nasty things happen to people, but he told Cap'n Sorgan
that he amost threw up when Alcevan spilled poor Berdasinsides dl over thetemplefloor.”

"It couldn't have happened to anicer fellow," Kesdo agreed. "We might want to stay back just ahit,
Rabbit," he said then. "I see severd varieties of bugs approaching those lion-bugs, and | suspect that
open war isjust about to break out.”

"Youreright there, friend Keselo," Rabbit agreed. "I see adozen or so very large spiders on the other
side of this chamber, aswell asthe lion-bug, some beetlesthat look like they're wearing armor, and some
wasp-bugs flying around with their stingers held at the ready. Do all bugs have those greet big eyes?'

"They want—and need—to see everything, Rabhit." Then Keselo gasped. "What is that thing?' he
exclamed.

Rabbit stared at the creature Keselo had just pointed out. " She actudly tried to imitate Longbow!" he
exclamed.

"It looks that way to metoo,” Keselo agreed, "but it has six limbsinstead of only four, and it's carrying
two bowsinstead of only one."

"Now this | want to see," Rabbit declared. "If that thing shoots two arrows at the sametime, it can kill
more of its enemies than any other bug thing could ever manage.”



Kesdlo and Rabhbit watched closely, and sure enough, the archer bug was killing two lion-bugs—or
beetle-bugs—at the same time. The dead bugs with arrows in them began to pile up.

"She'lsgood,” Rabbit reluctantly admitted. "L ongbow never misses, but he only uses one bow."
"Look out!" Kesdlo exclaimed as aheavy crashing sound came from overhead.

Rabhit and Keselo pulled back from the large chamber as the overhead celling began to shatter. They
could see anew kind of bug above them, and they had big rocksin their claws.

"They're huge!" Kesdlo exclamed. "They haveto be at least ten feet tall, and they're damming boulders
down on thetop of the celling. The whole thing will collgpse any time now."

Then aflock of the bug-bats came flapping in overhead, and they began attacking the lion-bugs and the
bug-archers.

"That'sit!" Rabbit declared. "Let's get out of here, Kesdlo. It'stimeto go on back and tell Omago what's
going on in this part of the nest. Give them a couple of days, and there won't be any bugsleft dive
anywherein thisnes.”

"What ashame,”" Keselo murmured, and then the two of them ran back toward the centra shaft, and they
didn't even laugh very much.

Chapter Three

When the two explorers returned to the main cavern, the Aracia creature was still screaming, but no
other bugs were around anymore.

"l wasn't surejust what 'Vlagh' was supposed to mean back in the old days," Rabbit said. "That'swhy
we cdled her Big Mommy. But | do know what it means now."

"Oh?' Kesdlo stepped in. "What's that?"
"I'd say thet 'dll alone’ comes pretty close, wouldn't you?'

"Not quite, friend Rabbit,” Longbow said. "If you listen carefully, you'll hear some other screams coming
from adifferent part of the nest. The pretty lady delivered another screamer while you two were roaming
around in the nest. The one called Alcevan is back home now, and shelll be ableto listen to Big
Mommy's screamsfor along, long time.”

"Except that she won't live for along time, will she?' Kesdlo asked.

"Pretty Aratook care of that before she brought Alcevan here,” Omago replied. "Alcevan will livefor as
long as Big Mommy keeps screaming. Artistic screaming deserves an audience, wouldn't you say? There
are solid stone walls between those two, so they won't see each other or be able to speak to each other.
They'll exchange screams, and that'sdll."

"Duets are abit nicer than solos," Kesdo said.

"It'sal over, then, isn't it?" Rabbit said, fedling just abit sad that hisdaysin the Land of Dhrall were



coming to an end.
"Areyou saying that youll actudly miss thiswar, Rabhit?" Longbow asked.

"Not the war as much as I'll missthe friends I've made here." Then he snapped hisfingers. "What do you
think, Kesdo?' he asked. " Should we tdll Longbow about the imitation of him that Big Mommy made
just awhile back?'

"Areyou surethat it won't offend him?' Keselo asked.

"It'sred hard to offend Longbow, friend Kesdlo," Rabbit said. "Anyway, Longbow, it seemsthat you
really impressed Big Mommy with your bow and your arrows—enough, anyway, that she made her own
verson of you. It wasn't at al bad, either. Of course, it was abug, so it had six legsinstead of only four.
After it'd learned to stand up on itstwo hind legs, it had four armsto work with. That meant that it could
hold two bows and shoot two arrows at the sametime. It wasn't a half-mile away like you are, but up to
ahundred or so paces away from its enemies, it could kill them two at atime.” Then an odd notion came
to him. "I'd be willing to bet that Omago here could modify you just abit and give you an extratwo
arms—or maybe take a quick look at an octopus and give you six ams atogether. Y ou could kill a
wholearmy dl by yoursdf if you were built that way."

Longbow smiled faintly. "Very interesting, friend Rabbit," he said. "And just where were you planning to
set up your arrow factory after Omago gives me dl those extraarms?1'll need a lot of arrows, you
know."

Rabbit winced. "I'll forget dl about thisif you will, friend Longbow," he said.
"Whatever seemsright to you, littlefriend." Then helooked at Omago. "Are we finished here?' he asked.
"Unlessyou'd liketo stay and listen to the Vlagh scream and wall," Omago replied.

Longbow shrugged. "After you've heard afew hours of screaming, it startsto get abit boring. Why don't
we go back to Gundas fort and let everybody know that the war's over now, and that it's not very likely
that it'll come back."

"Good idea," Omago agreed. "Let'sgo.”

"Why didn't you just drive adozen or so arrowsinto her, Longbow?" Sorgan asked the archer after
Omago had described the current condition of the Vlagh to their friendsin the large room at the center of
Gundasfort afew dayslater.

Longbow shrugged. "Omago persuaded me not to," hereplied. "She might have taken aminute or so to
dieif I'd driven an arrow into her. Now that al her children are dead and shell never lay any more eggs
that will give her other children, shell remainin that nest screaming in agony until theend of time. Ina
certain sense she's paying for each and every one of our friends that the bug-peoplekilled. I'd say that
she probably wanted meto kill her, but I've dways made a point of never giving the Vlagh anything she
wanted."

"So she'sdl donein that holein the ground screaming her lungsout,” Sorgan said. 'l think I'll go with
Longbow on this one. Let her scream. She's not close enough to any town to keep the people awake.”

"Not exactly all done, Captain,” Omago said. "My dear Aragrabbed the bug-woman caled Alcevan and
jammed her into the Vlagh's nest aswell. Shelll never see her mother, but she will hear her screaming.
Shelll scream aswell—and probably for just aslong. I'm sure that most of you have cometo redize that



you never want to do anything that offends my mate, and Alcevan stepped over that line when she
pushed Araciainto Lillabeth's playroom. Aracia ceased to exist, but Alcevan will exis—and suffer—for
al eernity.”

"That goes quite a bit farther than getting a plateful of raw beans for supper,” Rabbit said.
"A lot farther, yes."

"That pretty much brings an end to al these wars herein the Land of Dhral, doesn't it?" the Trogite
Commander Narasan said as Zelanaand her young brother Veltan entered the room.

"Not yet, friend Narasan," Rabbit's captain declared. "Things aren't over here until we've stored al that
gold wefound in Aracias temple on board our ships." He pursed hislips and then spoke to Zelanaand
Vetan. "Why don't we just forget about the gold you two offered usto come here and fight thiswar?* he
sad.

"Generogity, Sorgan?' Zelanasaid with acertain surprise.

Sorgan shook his head. "Not redly," he replied. " Caution would be more accurate. We've got tons of
gold down therein the temple, and too much gold would probably sink our ships."

"Wise decision there, Captain Hook-Begk," Vetan agreed.

Then Eleriaand her big Sster Balaceniacame in to join them. "Where have you been, Bunny?' Eleria
demanded.

"Severd of us had to go out into the Wasteland to put the Vlagh out of business, baby sister,” Rabbit
replied.

"lsn't he just the nicest person we've ever seen?’ Eleriasaid to the others as she climbed up into Rabbit's
lap. "You do owemealot of kisses, though, Bunny,” shesaid. "Fair isfair, after dl. When you dl took
off like that you didn't leave anybody at dl hereto give mekisses, soit'stime for you to start paying me
what you owe me."

"I'll get right on it, baby sster,” Rabhbit promised.

The discussion of what had happened in the nest of the VIagh went on for most of the rest of that day.
Then at the supper table when they were dl feasting on Aral's magnificent cooking, the warrior queen
Treniciaturned to Commander Narasan.

"Now that thisisal over herein the Land of Dhrdl, what are our plans, brave leader?
"We have plenty of timeto discuss that, dear Queen Trenicia," Narasan replied.

"How much time?"' she pressed.

"I'd say therest of our lives, glorious Trenicia," Narasan replied bluntly.

"You sad what?" she demanded.

"| thought it was very clear, dear queen,” Narasan said. "Get afirm grip on this, Y our Mgesty. Y ou will
not leave me—not ever. Y ou are mine now."

"And you are mine," shereplied just asfervently.



"We can discuss thiswhen were dlone," Narasan said, looking dightly embarrassed by hisown
possessive remarks.

"Right," Treniciareplied, sanding up. "Let'sgo. I've been waiting for this particular discusson for months
now." Then she paused. "What took you so long?" she asked.

Narasan actudly blushed at that point.

It was much later that night, but Rabbit found that he just couldn't deep. His memories of dl thethings
that had happened herein the Land of Dhrall kept coming back to haunt him. In an odd sense, hewas no
longer totally aMaag. He till hungered for riches, of course, but that wasn't adl that unique. Kesdlo found
gold to be at least as pretty as Rabbit did, and Prince Ekia was also attracted to gold. Longbow,
however, wasindifferent toit. His centrd god in life had aways been the destruction of the VIagh and dll
her offpring. At the last moment, though, Longbow had set his arrow aside after Omago had advised
him that in her current state of total isolation, the VVIagh might have welcomed four or five arrowsto end
her eternd grief.

"Thisisthe strangest place," Rabbit murmured as he wandered around the dark corridors of Gunda's
fort. "I'm quite sure that | will missit—and thefriendsI've met snce |l came here. My life will seem sort
of empty for along, long time, I'm afraid.”

Then hedrew in along breeth. "Thisisn't going anywhere," he muttered. "1 might aswell go back to bed
and seeif | can get some deep.”

He was quite sure that he wouldn't, though, but he went back to giveit another try.

EPILOGUE
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Chapter One



"I'm not surethat thisisredly avery good idea, Vash," Balaceniasaid to her brother asthe younger gods
and their ders gathered in Dahlaine's home inside Mount Shrak. "Dahlaine's people-people have access
to this place. I'm sure that they're nice enough, but thisis a matter they probably shouldn't know about.
There are dmost certain to be some arguments, and | don't think we want people to know that the gods
don't agree about everything, do you?'

"Y ou may have apoint there, dear sster,” Vash agreed. He squinted at Omago and Ara, who were
standing somewhat apart from the others. "I'll go mention your reservationsto Mother and Father. Where
would you say we should go?'

"Where dse, Vash?' Bdaceniareplied.
"That placeis ours, Balacenia," Vash objected.

"I know, and it's so beautiful that dl the others should agree with dmost anything we say. We have had a
few vistorsthere from timeto time, and they've dways agreed with anything we tell them."”

"I'll seewhat | can do, mighty leader."
"Why areyou throwing that in my face, Vash?'

"You might aswell get used to it, Balacenia. Y ou will be the Dominant thistime. I'll go see what Mother
and Father haveto say."

"Oh, blessyou, Vash," Baaceniareplied.
"Bless?'

"Just practicing, baby brother. I haven't been the Dominant for along, long time. If | remember right,
blessngs make the others wiggle like puppies.”

Vash grunted and went off to speak with Omago and Ara.
"Do you pick on him likethat al thetime, Big-Me?' Eleriaasked.
"Only whenit's necessary, Little-Me."

After Vash had spoken briefly with Omago and Ara, he came back across the chamber. "They agreed
that this might not be the best place to have thismeseting,” he reported. "They'll speak with Dahlaine about
it. Hell listen to them, but he might resent it if you and | were the ones who make the suggestion.”

"Those two can be very useful," Baaceniaagreed.

"I don't see what's wrong with Mount Shrak here," Dahlaine objected. "'l can keep dl the local people
out of here”

"I'm sure you can, dear Dahlaine," Arasaid, "but it'swinter here and sort of gloomy. I've seen thisLand
of Dreams Vash and Baacenia created out of pure imagination, and it's probably the most beautiful place
in the entire universe. We have an important decison to make, and beauty will makeit nicer.”

"| ill don't seewhy it's necessary to go there," Dahlaine grumbled.

"| learned along time ago that it's not wise to offend the lady who runsthe kitchen,” Omago said.



"I don't need food, Omago," Dahlaine replied. "Kitchens don't interest me, because | don't eat.”

"Y ou ought to try it sometime,”" Omago suggested. He frowned just abit. "I suppose there might have
been some obscure reason for that 'don't eat or deep' rule, but | think it's out of date now."

"How do we get to thisimitation place?' Dahlaine asked.

"Y our Dreamer, Ashad—who's redlly Dakas—knows the way, big brother,” Balaceniatold him. "We
had a meeting there awhile back. There were several things we needed to agree about, so we al went to
the Land of Dreams to make some necessary decisons.”

They al went on out through the long tunnel to the cave-mouth that opened out onto the snow-covered
grasdand. Then each of the Dreamers—or younger gods—took his or her elder by the hand, and they dl
rose up into the chill winter sky.

Unlike the others, however, both of Baacenia's hands were full. She and Eleriacould not merge asthe
othersdid, so shewas obliged to carry both Zelana and her aternate. Balaceniawas quite certain that
Eleriawasthe only possible successor for Aracia, but she wasfairly surethat Eleriawould violently
object. There had to be something that only Araand Omago could offer Eleriathat would make thelittle
girl willing to accept divinity. "I think I'm going to have to work on that abit,” she murmured.

"l didn't quite catch that, dear,” Zelana said.
"Just thinking out loud, Zelana. It'sa habit | picked up back in the days before people existed.”

"That wasavery lonely time, as| recall,” Zelanaagreed. "1 used to recite poetry to trees and sSing songs
to Mother Sea.”

"Did shelike your songs?"

"Some of them, yes. | could dwaystell which songs she liked, because shed fill the sky with rainbows.”
"And if shedidn't like them?'

"Hailstorms, as| recdll.”

Bdaceniawinced. "Did you ever teach Eleriahow to sng?'

Zelananodded. "It was amistake, though. Her voiceis so beautiful that it'd fill Mother Seals eyes with
tears. It worked rather well if the weather had turned dry, though. Eleria can probably stir up athree-day
rangorm if weredly needit. Isthis Land of Dreams much farther away?'

"No," Balaceniareplied. "It could beright here, if Vash and | wanted it to be. Vashis stirring up the
aurora, though. Nobody argues with anybody else when the aurorasin bloom.”

The younger gods gently lowered their eders down onto the Land of Dreams, and Balacenia saw that
Vash had outdone himself in the creation of the current aurora. They usually sort of lingered along the
horizon, but this one seemed to be rising up from meadows and mountains on al sides of the Dreamland,
and the beauty amost took Baacenias breath away.

"Tell me, Vash," Veltan said to thered verson of Y dtar, "whatever possessed you and Baaceniato
conjure up this beautiful place?’

"It was along, long time ago, Uncle. There weren't any people—or animds, for that matter—and



Baaceniaand | werelooking at twenty-five eonswith nothing to do except maybe watch grass grow.
After afew centuries of that, we redly needed something elseto look at. Balacenia had caught abrief
glimpse of an auroraaong the northern horizon, and then she and | drifted on up north—actually into the
Domain of Dakas. | suppose you could say that we stole an aurorafrom Dakas and then planted it ina
placethat didn't really exist—except in our Dream, of course. We spent centuries here soaking in the
beauty of our Dream. It made that empty cycle bearable.”

"I'll concede that it's much, much prettier than the moon was when Mother Seasent me there,” Vetan
admitted. "Of course the moon lied to me when she told me that Mother Seawas till angry with me for
tampering with her color.”

"You can't redly trust the moon, Uncle" Vash said.

Dakas gently lowered Dahlaine onto the Land of Dreams, and old Grey-Beard, evidently till abit
irritated, glanced around. "We have something very important to attend to," hetold them dl, "and looking
at theimaginary scenery hereisjust awaste of time."

"Therésno great rush, Uncle" Dakas said. "Time doesn't redlly exist here. When Baaceniaand Vash
brought us here last summer, it seemed like we'd been here for months and months, but that was only a
dream. When we woke up again, we were al back home and only one night had passed. We can take
our time making our decision because time doesn't mean anything here. A century—or even an eon—can
crawl pagt, and the world won't be aday older."

Omago and Arawere still caught up in the glory of the aurora, but Vetan, with adightly worried look on
hisface, quietly approached them. "Just how are we going to create agod to replace sster Aracia?’ he
asked them.

"She'sadready here, Veltan," Omago replied. "All we have to do is persuade her to take up the
position—if that'stheright term.”

Veltan looked around. "I don't see any unfamiliar faces" he said.

"Of course you don't, dear Veltan,” Mother Arasaid. "Y ou've probably known her since shewasa
baby. You did vigt Zdanain her grotto afew times after the children arrived, didn't you?"

"Well, yes, but—" Vedtan stopped, and his eyes went wide as he stared at Eleria. "Are you saying that
you're going to pile two Domains on poor Ba acenias shoulders?!

"Wewouldn't do that, dear Vetan," Arasaid. "Eleriaand Baaceniawere separated along, long time
ago." She paused briefly. "That's in baby-terms, of course. Eleriawas too independent, and Balacenia
enjoyed her company so much that she didn't put any restrictions on her. It could be, | suppose, that
Mother Sea and Father Earth knew that Araciawould destroy herself eventudly, so they made Eleria

very specid.”
"Why iseverybody awaystaking about melikethat, Big-Me?" Eleriaasked.
"Because you're so Specid, Little-Me," Balaceniareplied. "lsn't being specid alot of fun?”

"Not for meitisnt,” Eleriasaid. "I'm not fedling the least bit goddish, so tell the othersto go pick
somebody dse.”

"Who?" Baaceniareplied. "There's nobody else available. Y ou spent your childhood playing with the
pink dolphins, and that separated you and me so much that well never be ableto meld into asingle



person again. Y ou aready have as much power—or even more—than any of the rest of us—elder or
younger—have. Likeit or not, you will replace Araciawhen Endlagarts feding deepy.”

"I don't want it!" Eleriaamost shouted, samping her foot on the ground.

" 'Want' has nothing to do with it, dear Little-Me," Balaceniasaid rather bluntly. "Likeit or not, you will
be the goddess of the East when Enallagoesto deep.”

Eleriawas definitely sulky after Balaceniahad harshly dropped the truth on her. Eleriahad dways been
able to persuade various people to do what she wanted them to do, but Balaceniahad just deliberately
dammed that door in Eleridsface. She gave her swest little dternate some time to sulk before she moved
on. "Stop pouting so much, Little-Me," she said. "Zelana's coming, so don't get her al upset.” Then she
paused. "You do know that we absolutely must replace Aracia—soon."

"What do you mean by 'soon,’ Big-Me?" Eleriademanded. "Enalla—or Lillabeth—will runthingsinthe
East for the next twenty-five eons, won't she?"

"Yes, shewill, and that gives you twenty-five eonsto grow accustomed to the new Eleria™
"No! No! No!" Eleriascreamed, stamping her foot on the ground again.

"Don't do that, Little-Me," Balaceniascolded her. "You'rejust being silly.” Then she paused and spoke
more quietly. "You do redlize, don't you, that the real gods, Omago and Ara, will haveto give you
anything you want to persuade you to accept Aracias silly temple?!

"Anything?' Eleriareplied, |ooking suddenly more interested.
"You nameit, Little-Me, and they'll haveto giveit to you."
"Areyou absolutely certain sure about that, Big-Me?"!

"Tdl them to kick down dl the mountains or grab the moon and throw her away, and they'll have to do
what you tell them to do."

"Well now," Eleriareplied. "lan't that interesting?"

Chapter Two

Baaceniaand Eleriawent acrossthe Land of Dreamsto anearby grassy hilltop where Arawas showing
the aurorato her mate.

"It'sbeautiful, dear heart,” he said to Ara. "It looks dmost like the whole sky is suddenly in bloom.”

Arasmiled fondly. "Y ou have dways|oved blossoms, dear heart, but | doubt that you've ever seen the
sky in bloom before.”

"When Vash and | were congtructing thisland, we spent alot of time making her pretty. The outside
world way back then wasn't redly very attractive, so Vash and | concentrated on beauty,” Balacenia
explaned.



"And you did very, very well," Omago sad.
"Do you suppose we could get down to business here?" Eleria asked rather tartly.
"Mind your manners, Little-Me," Baaceniachided.

"I'm being aspolite as| can, Big-Me. I'm not the least bit interested in replacing that monster who
destroyed hersdlf trying to kill Lillabeth. | do not want atemple, and | do not want any part of a
priesthood pretending to adore me. I'd much rather go back to the pink grotto so | can play with my
dolphins and tend to the Beloved while she's adeep. Why does there have to be an extragoddessin the
East anyway? Just tear down that silly temple and tell the fat prieststhat their life of luxury isover. Let
Lillabeth and Endlatake care of thingsthere.”

"It won't work that way," Omago explained. "They will return to being one single identity, smdl one."
"That's'Little-Me,"" Eleriacorrected.
"l didn't quite follow that," Omago conceded.

"Everybody knowsthat Balaceniais'Big-Me," and I'm 'Little-Me," Eleriareplied. Then she gave Omago
an arch—and very familiar—Ilook. "Now you owe meahug,” shetold him.

"I'd bejugt alittle careful dong about now, Omago," Baacenia cautioned. "Elerias been hugging people
into submission for years now. When she wants something, shelll hug it out of you.”

"Tattle-tae," Eleriaaccused her dternate. Then she looked back at Omago and Ara. "What's so
important about having two goddessesin the Eagt?!

"Baance, Little-You,” Omago explained. "If there aren't two divinitiesin each region, it will be out of
balance, and it could very well irritate Mother Seaand Father Earth. Y ou saw what happened when

Y dta—who'sredlly Vash—unleashed those volcanos &t the head of the ravine above Lattash, and they
were only toys compared to what Father Earth can do if he'sirritated. Let's keep things safe, Little-Y ou.”

"I like him," Eleriasaid to Ara. "Does he hug good?'

Aralooked morethan alittle startled by that question. "Asfar as| can remember I've never had any
reason to complain,” shereplied, blushing dightly.

"Good. Hugs are very important, you know."
Omago actudly looked just abit embarrassed, and Baacenia covered her mouth to conceal her grin.

"All right," Eleriasaid. "All thistaking is very nice, and now we know each other much better, so here
comes the question you've been waiting for. What'sin thisfor me?'

"You'll beagoddess, Little-You," Arareplied.

"Why would | want anything that silly?1f | asked my pink dolphinsto adore me, they'd giggle meright
out of thewater and never let me go back in again. Y ou're going to have to come up with something
better.”

"Such aswhat, Little-You?' Araasked.

"Don't rushme" Eleriareplied. "I'mworking onit. I'll get back to you as soon as| make my decison.”
Then she turned and started on back down the hill again. " Are you coming, Big-Me?" she asked



Bdacenia

They went on down the hill and paused in agrove of blossom-covered trees.

"You did very, very well, Little-Me," Balaceniapraised her little blonde dternate. Y ou were blunt
enough to get their immediate attention, and then you left them both up in the air when you told them that
you hadn't yet decided what you redly want.”

"That'seasy, Big-Me" Eleriareplied. "1 want themto leave me done.
"They won't do that, Little-Me. What's your next choice? Make it asimpossible as you can.”

"What | redlly don't understand iswhy they want to drop thisthing on me. If they wanted somebody
who'd done more than anybody el se to defeat the Vlagh, they'd have chosen Longbow. He's the one
who actualy won the war against the bugs, you know. Not only that, he's just about the best in the world
when it comesto hugs.”

"Isthat dl you ever think about, Little-Me?' Baaceniademanded a bit peevishly.

"Hugs are important, Big-Me." Then Eleria peered out through the blossom-covered tree-limbs. "Here
comes the Beloved. Maybe she can solve this problem for us"

"What are you two up to now?" Zelana asked rather shortly.

Baaceniashrugged. "Little-Me doesn't want to be a goddess, and she definitely doesn't want to replace
crazy Aracia"

"Benice" Zdanamurmured absently.

"l wasjust telling Big-Me here that if Omago and Arawanted to e evate somebody to godhood, they
should talk with Longbow. If anybody in the world has earned immortdity, it's Longbow. If he hadn't
been there, al the outlanders—and the native peopl e as well—would have been eaten by the bugs.”

Zdanasghed. "Even if Araand Omago offered him the position, Longbow would turn them down. He
doesnt redly want anything. Hislife has been totaly empty since the degth of Misty-Water."

"That'sthe answer then," Ba acenia declared.

"Revive Misty-Water, you mean,” Eleriasaid. "We may not ook very much aike, Big-Me, but we think
amogt exactly the same—or hadn't that cometo you just yet?' Then sheturned to Zelana. "Araand
Omago could do that, couldn't they, Beloved?'

Zdanafrowned. "It's dtogether possible, | think. They'd have to go back in time, but they do that al the
time"

"And then wed have a happy Longbow instead of the gloomy onewe al know and love. I'd say that it's
worth trying. If | tell Araand Omago that Misty-Water ismy price, they might decide to go pester

somebody ese”

Bdacenia had astrong feding that she was missing something that might be extremely important, but she
just couldn't put her finger onit.

"It is theoretically possible, dear heart,” Aratold her mate after Eleriahad laid her demand upon them.



"I know that, yes, dear,” Omago replied, "but won't it disrupt many, many thingsthat have dready come
to pass?'

"They won't have cometo passway back then, will they?' Eleriadisagreed.

Then severd things clicked together for Baacenia, and it made everything so smple that she dmost
laughed. "As| understand it, you two can move events forward or backward in time, can't you?”'

"It'snot redly dl that difficult, child. In the past welve had to correct many mistakes. Worlds are not
redly as solid as they might gppear to be," Araexplained.

Then Baacenialooked at Omago. "Y ou recently destroyed the Vlagh, didn't you?"

"No. All I did was render &l the incipient eggs she'd been bearing in her abdomen for eons and eons null
and void. She might still be ableto lay eggs, but they'll never cometo life.”

"Y ou can move things backward or forward in time, can't you? If you'd done that along time back, the
Vlagh wouldn't have posed any threet to the Land of Dhrall, would she? And, if shewasn't athrest, the
€elder gods wouldn't have had any reason to go hire outlander armies to come here and fight awar, would

they?"

"That's brilliant, Balacenial" Araexclamed. "Theway things stand now, there will dways be adanger
that outlander gold-seekerswill invade the Land of Dhral. But if they don't even know that it's here,
they'll never eventry toinvade.

"And Longbow will be mated with Misty-Water," Eleriainssted, "and the world will be more beautiful .

"And you will agree to accept the Domain of the East asits goddess with no more arguments, right?”
Omago asked shrewdly.

"Ononly one condition,” Eleriaanswered.

"And what isthat?'

"Y oull give me hugswhenever | need them," Eleriains sted.
Omago smiled. "I think | can managethat, little one," he replied.

"Y ou see how easy things are when you do themright, Big-Me?' Eleriasaid to Baacenia

Chapter Three

There was never any question that the gods—both elder and younger—would attend the ceremony that
would unite Longbow with Misty-Water, the daughter of Chief Old-Bear. One of the advantages of
divinity wasther ability to make themsdaveslook familiar to the ordinary man-things of Old-Bear'stribe.

Bdaceniafound the deerskin clothing worn by the natives quite attractive, actualy.

The one thing that startled Balacenia—and dl the other gods as well—was the appearance of the young
Longbow. The more familiar elder Longbow almost never smiled and there seemed to be perpetua grief



in hiseyes. The young Longbow smiled dmost continually, and thefirst time Balacenia saw the beautiful
Misty-Water, she knew exactly why. Baaceniahad seen many, many beautiful women in her dmost
endlesslife, but Misty-Water was far and away the most beautiful Balaceniahad ever encountered. Her
hair was black and glossy, but her skin was pae white. Her eyeswere very large, and they were almost
permanently locked on Longbow.

"Sheis apretty one, isn't she?' Zelana said between yawns. Had it not been for the upcoming ceremony
that would join Longbow and Misty-Water, Zelanawould dmost certainly be deeping by now.

Oddly, sincethisjoining had been her idea, Eleriadidn't seem to like Misty-Water very much. " Could
you maybe put a pimple on her nose, Beloved?' she asked Zelana asthe day of the ceremony grew
closer.

"Why in the world would | want to do something like that, dear child?' Zelana asked mildly.

"| hateto admit it, Beloved," Baaceniasaid, "but I'm catching afew hints of jealousy in Little-Me's
behavior."

"Does she have to bethat pretty?' Eleriademanded. "L ongbow's always been mine, and now she's
gealing him right out from under me." Then she looked at the young Longbow. "lsn't he gorgeous?’ she
demanded.

"I'm not sureif 'gorgeous is customarily used to describe male humans,” Zdanareplied. "He looks much
nicer without that perpetua scowl on hisface, though.”

It was about noon when the shaman of the tribe, One-Who-Heal's, came out of hislodge at about the
sametimethat Chief Old-Bear escorted Longbow, dressed in golden deerskin, and Misty-Water,
garbed in white leather, out to the open area at the center of the village. Old-Bear spoke quite formally
when he addressed his friend. " These two children would be mated, Wise Shaman, and | have therefore
summoned you to determineif it might be s0."

"And doesthis union have the gpprovd of their parents, mighty Chief?* One-Who-Hedlsformaly replied.
"l am the parent in question, Wise Shaman,” Old-Bear replied, "and | do fully approve.”
"And isthisyour true wish, brave Longbow?" One-Who-Heals asked.

"With al my heart, Wise Shaman,”" Longbow replied in avoice much richer than Balaceniahad ever
heard coming from him before.

"Andisthisaso your truewish, far Misty-Water?"

"I have no other wish, One-Who-Hedls," the beautiful young woman replied in avoice that was amost
musicd. "And know this, Wise Shaman. Should you refuseto join us, | will surely die before tomorrow's
dawn. Longbow will ever be my heart and my soul, and without him, my lifewill have no meaning.”

"I wouldn't crowd that one," Balaceniamurmured to her rdatives. "If One-Who-Healsisfoolish enough
to refuse her, helll probably be dead before the sun goes down.”

"I didn't fully understand Longbow before," Veltan admitted. "But everything just fell into place. I'm quite
sure that when this ceremony is over, well be looking at the two happiest peoplein theworld.”

"And perhaps the saddest aswell," Balaceniaadded, pointing at Eleria, whose eyes werefilled with tears.



"Does any member of the tribe object to thisunion?' One-Who-Heals asked.

"That wouldn't redly be avery good idea, would it?' Balaceniasaid quietly to the other gods. "If
Longbow didn't kill the objector, Misty-Water probably would.”

Then One-Who-Hedl s straightened and raised his hand. " Since none objects, it fallsto meto declare that
Longbow and Misty-Water are now joined, and never will they be parted.”

The members of thetribe all cheered—at least most of them did. There were afew young men, and
severa young women, who chose not to cheer. They were wise enough not to denounce the joining,

though.

And then the cel ebration began. Quite nearly every member of the tribe spoke briefly with Longbow and
Misty-Water, congratulating them on their joining. Balaceniawas dmogt positive that One-Who-Hedls
was really redundant. Thejoining of Longbow and Misty-Water had long since taken place in their hearts
and minds, and nothing would ever separate them.

The congratul ations of the members of the tribe continued until dmost evening, and then, to Baacenias
astonishment, Zelana approached the happy couple. "Know ye both," she said quite formaly, "that your
joining was decreed by the gods of the Land of Dhrall—both elder and younger—eons ago—for in your
joining lies perfection. Love has now found ahome, and she will stay with you forever."

Then Zelana seemed to amost dump as if she were about to collapse.
"Get her home!" Dahlaine rasped. " She should have gone to degp months ago.”

"Take her other hand, Little-Me," Balaceniatold Eleria "Let's get her back to the pink grotto and put her
to bed before the sun goes down.”

"I'll comewithyou," Arasaid. "Zelanais our most precious child, so let's seeto her well-being.”

"What were you thinking of, Zelana?' Arademanded when they reached the pink grotto and bedded the
Beloved down in her own bed.

"There was an emergency, Mother," Zelanareplied. "I doubt if | could have dept at dl if | hadn't seen it
al theway through to the end. Balaceniais good, mind you, but | knew what was in the wind and how to
veer it away. Of course asit turned out, she's at least as clever as| am. Toward the end of my cycle,
though, | was very worried about what would happen if Eleria had to take charge. Until just recently, |
didn't even know Baacenia"

"We're encouraged to keep it that way, Beloved," Balaceniareplied.
"Beloved?' Zelanaasked with afaint smile.

"That's Elerias term, of course, but it seemsto have rubbed off on me, for some reason. Sleep well, dear
Zdana. 'Little-M€ and | will keep things going asthey should.”

Zdanasghed. "It'stimefor meto deep, | think." Then shesmiled & Eleria "Tel me 'night-night,' little
one, and I'm surethat I'll dip right off."

"Have some nice dreams, Beloved," Eleriasaid, tucking Zelanas blanket up under her chin.

Baaceniahad dowly backed away. "It just occurred to me, Mother, that we're going to lose dl of our



outlander friends, snce they won't be coming here now."

Eleriaquietly moved away from Zelanas bed. "Y ou didn't sound very happy, Big-Me," she said. "What
isit now?"

"My clever notion has just robbed us of agood number of very close friends. Rabhit, Kesglo, Gunda,
Ox, and dl of our other friendswon't be coming here because we won't need them now. The Viaghis
gone now—or at least totaly aone—so shewon't be stirring things up.”

"I'm going to miss Bunny," Eleriasaid, "and Kesdo aswell." Then she blinked. "Oh, dear,”" she said.
"Yes, Little-Me?' Bdaceniareplied. "Was there something?”

"Wewent to alot of trouble to attach Treniciato Narasan, and that just went out the window. Trenicia
has no reason at al to even recognize Narasan."

Bdaceniafrowned. " ou might beright there, Little-Me," she admitted.

"Why don't you girlslet me take care of that?' Mother Arasaid. "Narasan eventualy will haveto take
charge of the Trogite Empire, and I'll arrange things so that Treniciawill pay him acal—sometimein the
pag, | think. Trenicia's almost as good as anybody el se with her weagpons, and Narasan will bein alot
of danger if hetamperswith the Empire. Treniciawill be ableto protect him. Then, intime, well
probably see something very much like what we saw thismorning. Treniciaand Narasan will be joined.
I'll seeto that persondly.”

"lan't it handy to have Mother around like this, Little-Me?' Balaceniasaid. "I'm sure that well want to
stay here until Zelana goes deeper into her deep cycle. Then you and | had better go talk with Endlla. I'm
farly surethat shelll knock that silly temple al to pieces before long, but you're going to need someplace
to deep. It'sgoing to be along, long time before you wake up and take over in your Dominion."

"Wouldn't it bedl right if | just stayed here with the Beloved, Big-Me? | know that when | wake up, I'll
have to go over to the East and take charge, but until then I'd redlly rather deep here with the Beloved.”

"What do you think, Mother?' Balaceniaasked Ara.

"I don't see any problemswith her staying here with Zelana, Big-Me," Mother replied. "There are many
things shelll need to know, and if she's herein the pink grotto, I'll know whereto find her."

"Whatever you think best, Mother," Balacenia agreed.

Bdaceniawasfully aware of her position asthe dominant god of the Land of Dhrall during thiscycle, but
shewas quite sure that Dakas and Vash could get along quite well without her interference for afew
hundred years. Endlawas probably busy tearing down Aracids temple and chasing off the fat men who
caled themsdlves priests. Mother Arawas there to keep Endlafrom going too far, and that gave
Bdacenia some free time to consider things. She knew that she was going to miss anumber of the
outlanders who'd been such good friends this past year. Her suggestion to Father that he move thetime
when the Vlagh had logt al her children had eiminated any need for outlanders—friends or not.
Bdaceniasighed. "They were delightful and very dear to me,” she murmured, "but things are much better
thisway. Nobody dies, and | till have dl those memories.”

She let those memoriesreturn as she sat in the pink grotto with blessed Zelana and dearly loved
Little-Mewhile shelet her mind drift back through the year that had just passed. That year no longer
existed, of course, but her memories of it were precious. "1 think I'll keep them tucked away," she said



out loud. "I'll be able to share them with children—and others as my cycle movesaong.”
"Did you say something, Big-Me?" Eleriaasked, emerging from her deep.

"Just thinking out loud, Little-Me," Baaceniareplied. "Go back to deep and join once more with the
Beoved."

"I'll do that, Big-Me," Eleriareplied, "just as soon asyou stop dl this chattering.”
Bdacenialaughed then and looked fondly at her aternate. "'l really could use ahug, though,” she said.

"Why didn't you say so inthefirst place, Big-Me?' Eleriareplied. "Come over here, and I'll hug you dl to
pieces. | am the best hugger in dl the world, you know."

"Indeed | do, Little-Me," Bdaceniasaid. Then shewent to Elerias small bed and collected severd years
worth of hugs.



