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PROLOGUE

Though your heart may burn with righteous desires, your noblest hopes will become fuel to fire
despair among mankind.

That which you seek to build will crumble to ash.

War shall follow you all of your days, and though the world may applaud
your slaughter, you will come to know that each of your victoriesis mine.

And thus | seal you, till the end of time....
—Asgaroth’s curse upon Fallion

The tree riveted Shadoath as she stalked into Castle Coorm. It was no more than a sapling, perhaps eight
feet tal, with adozen branches spreading wide in aperfect umbrella. But the Sght of it smote her at even
ahundred yards, urging her heart to melt. Every winding branch was perfect. Every crook of every twig
seemed to have been preconceived by an artistic genius before being executed. The leaves were darkest
green above, amellow honey beneath, and looked something like an oak. The bark wasthe rich golden
color of ripewhesat, warm and soothing, inviting to the eye,

Shadoath had seen such atree once before, countless ages ago, on another world.
No, shethought. It can’t be.

But she knew that it was. It wasn't just how the tree looked. It was how it made her fedl. Her eyes
wanted to drink it in from the distance. Her arms wanted to embrace it. Her head and shoulders yearned
to shelter beneath it. Her lungs ached to breathe the perfumed air that exuded from itsleaves. Her eyes
longed to lie benegth it and stare up, and dimly she recalled the ancient days, when those leaves emitted a
soft golden light during the nights, and those who took pleasure beneath it would peer up through layers
of foliage and try to make out the light of distant stars. The sight of its limbs made her yearn for
perfection, to be better than she had ever been, to do more than she had ever done, to change for the
better.

The tree was dangerous, she knew. Left dive, it would grow and develop, rising up like amountain,
ingnuating its branches for milesin every direction. It would slently tug at the minds of men, urgethemto
becomeits servants. Left alone, it would do even more. It would silently nurture the souls of men, urging
them to become virtuous and perfect.



Every indinct in her shouted, Kill it now! Burn it down!
Only the shock of seeing it stayed her hand.

There were mighty changes going on in Rofehavan. The children born in the past generation were more
like Bright Ones from the netherworld than children of the past.

And now the One True Tree had risen again.

She wanted to be sure. She studied the knotty roots coming up from the grass. The tree had been
planted in the green at Castle Coorm, in the center of aroundabout. A small rock wall, perhaps four feet
tall, surrounded the tree. A fountain rose at the back, water splashing down gray stones from the mouth
of agargoyle. At onetime there had been a pleasant rock garden here, rife with flowering vines. A few of
them 4till remained, trumpet flowers of red.

But Shadoath could not look for long. The tree drew her eye, the golden bark rising from the grass,
where the small roots were aready beginning to splay wide, questing for purchase; the bole of thetree
twigting asif in torment; the branchesrising up to embrace heaven.

Shadoath stood peering at it, and all weariness seemed to leave her, dl of her aches and worries. It was
asif shelaid asde every care, and an upwelling of hope rose inside her, strange longings.

Thetreeismy master, and | am its servant, her body told her.
But avoice whispered inside her, the voice of thetree. “Y ou are my magter; how may | serveyou?’

Animage of their true relationship formed in her mind. Neither was whole without the other, the tree told
her. Neither of us should live aone.

Damn, sheredized, the young tree has dready gained consciousness. Left aone, it would becomewise
and venerable and forbidding.

There was arustling sound behind her, one of the guards on the castle wall. Across the courtyard,
Warlord Hale was stumping down from the tower, lugging his great weight dong asfast ashe could. She
had amost forgotten that he existed, even though he was the one who had sent the urgent message asking
what to do about the damned tree.

“So,” agirl asked, “do you like my tree?’

Shadoath shook her head, let her vision clear, and suddenly spotted the young woman there beneath the
tree, squatting cross-legged upon arock. Shadoath had been so captivated that she hadn’t seen the girl,
even though she sat in plain Sght, as quiet and motionless as a mushroom.

She was some indeterminate age between twelve and sixteen, Shadoath imagined, with hair so pae
ydlow it was dmost white, and eyes as pa e as seafoam. Her skin had the greenish cast of one who was
wizardborn, and she wore arobe that looked not to have been woven, but to smply have grown around
her asrootsthat interlocked. It was the pale green of new leaves. She bore a staff of golden wood, hewn
from thetreeitsdf.

“I loveyour tree,” Shadoath said.

The girl smiled broadly, stood, and raised a hand, beckoning Shadoath to come forward, to rest beneath
itslimbs



Shadoath could hear Warlord Hale pounding down the wooden tairs, his huge bulk an assault upon
them. He was nearly to the door of his keep.

Now that her mind had cleared, Shadoath realized why the young wizardess had chosen to plant the tree
herein the courtyard of Castle Coorm. It wasto honor the last Earth King, Gaborn Va Orden, of
course. This had been hisresidence before he wandered off into the wildernessto die.

So the wizardess had brought the tree here in his honor. She wanted to restore him to the people's
memory even as she and her damned tree created a new world order.

Shadoath reached the rock wall, and the young woman stretched down to give her ahand.
That's when Shadoath struck, as quick as the thought touched her.

Shadoath had taken the body of awarrior thistime, apae n from Inkarra, with skin whiter than
bone, hair the color of spun silver, and pae blue tattoos that covered her arms and legs. Shadoath’'s
speed was blinding, and her curved dagger bit into the wizardess s armpit with greet force.

Shadoath grabbed the proffered hand, for Earth Wardens, as this young wizardess surely was, had grest
skill at both hiding and hedling. Shadoath held on while the young wizardesstried to leap back and buck,
like ayoung deer. She saw the girl’ s pleading eyes as warm blood pumped over Shadoath’ s hand.

Shadoath twisted the blade, and she saw strange visions. Suddenly she seemed to be standing in deep
rushes a the edge of a pond while ahuge grouse thundered up from the ground. Obvioudy thevision
was meant to tartle her, get her to loosen her grip, but Shadoath held on.

Suddenly she seemed to be holding a great bear whose vicious fangs were mere inches from her throat.
Shadoath drew out her blade, plunged it beneath the young wizardess s sternum, and let it quest for her
heart.

The bear disappeared, and for amoment she saw the wizardess strue face, her pupils congtricted to
pinpricks, and she saw an image of the One True Tree as it might be someday, with tens of thousands of
peopleliving benegth it, giving it water and food, giving it life, even asit sheltered them from the dements
and from the eyes of al enemies.

And then the young wizardess was dead, nothing but apiece of bloody meat gurgling and jerking at
Shadoath’ sfeet.

Shadoath pulled her away from the tree, for she knew that the treeitself had healing powers, and might
even be able to raise the newly dead if her body remained benegth its boughs for long.

“Why?" thetree begged.
Shadoath merely smiled secretively as she dragged the bloody girl far acrossthe green.

The bloated form of Warlord Hale appeared at the door of the keep, his head towering above those of
his guards. he trundled across the cobbled pavement to meet Shadoath.

“Killed"er, | 32?7’ he said. “ Glad you were uptoit. | tried it mysalf adozen times, but couldn’t seem to
get near her, even though she never went more than adozen yards from that tree. What do yawant me
to do with the damned tree now, chop ’er down, burn it?’

Shadoath consdered as Warlord Hale babbled on inandly.



“It' sone of those trees, ain't it?1 told the boysit was, aWorld Tree, just like the old tales. Didn't know
what to do with it. Didn’'t want to just let it stand—bad for morae. That’swhy | sent for you.”

Hae obvioudy yearned for approva, so Shadoath said, * Y ou did well, sending for me.”
“So, do | chop it down?’

The human spirit would revolt at such atask. It might even break. She doubted that many of Hale' smen
could doit. But Hae wasfar enough gonein theways of evil that he could hardly be caled human
anymore.

Shadoath considered. She wanted the tree dead. But there was one thing that she wanted more—Fallion
Orden. For nearly ayear now, since she had lost the battle at the Ends of the Earth, she had been
considering waysto subvert him—or barring that, to destroy him. She had been taking deep counsd with
others of her kind, and they had begun to devise atrap. All that they lacked was the right bait.

Could thisbeit? Falion Orden craved to restore the Earth, make it whole, asit had been before the
cataclysm. And the very fact that the One True Tree had been reborn was asign that the
restoration—somehow, beyond Shadoath’ s understanding—was moving forward rapidly.

Fallion did not know it yet, but he would need the wisdom of aworld treein order to advance his plans.
Given that, would not the spirit of thistree cal to his? And would not his spirit cal to the tree?
And when the two met, would it not be agood time to thwart both of their plans?

“Thereisgood newsin the Netherworld,” Shadoath told Warlord Hale as she considered what to do.
“The Queen of the Loci has escaped. The Glories sought to bind her in aCage of Brilliance, but their
powersfaled them. They are not as strong asthey werein ages past, and we have managed to free her.
Sheis gathering armies more powerful than ever before. Remain true, and your reward shall be great and
endless”

“Glad to hear it,” Warlord Hale said. “I—I am true to you, you know.”

Therewas mdicein hiseyes, she saw, and desire. He wanted to give hissoul to her, let his spirit become
the home of alocus. Because her kind had trained him from youth, he believed that in doing so hewould
gan atype of immortadity, that his soul would be bound into the black soul of the locus, and carried down
through time.

Hewasfit for it, she knew. His soul was ablack pit. There was true and monstrous evil in him, and he
would be a comfortable abode for alocus. But he yearned to be possessed so badly that she could not
ress the urge to deny him thisreward.

“Soon,” she promised. “Y our timeis coming.”

Sheturned to the tree, regarded it coolly. “Leaveit divefor now. | want Fallion Orden to seeit.”

1
THE HOMECOMING

| do not know when | first began to dream of healing the Earth. There was so much pain in the



world, so much suffering and heartache. It could have been when | was among the Gwar deen.
One of our fliers, a small boy of six named Zel, was feeding a hatchling graak, and the great
reptile took the boy’s arm. It was an accident, | am sure. But try as | might, we could not staunch
the flow of blood, and Zel died in my arms. | remembered thinking, In a better world, | could have
saved him. In a better world, children would not have to die this way.

It was only three years later that | began to be haunted by a dream of a wheel of fire, a vast rune,
and | began to suspect that there was a way to heal our broken world.

—fromthe journal of Fallion Orden

They came creeping through the woods just before dawn, four of them, weary but resolute, like hunters
onthetrail of awounded stag. They hdted at the edge of the trees, Slently regarding summer fields thick
with oats and the brooding castle beyond.

“Cadtle Coorm,” the leader, Fdlion, whispered. “ Aspromised.” The sight of it filled him with nogtdgia
and soothed hisfrayed nerveslike mulled wine.

The pre-dawn sky till had one bright star in it, and the castle mostly lay in shadows, the limned walls
looking soft blue instead of white. There were pinpricks of yellow in the tower windows, and watch-fires
burned outside the city gates like blistering gems. The dancing fires, the smell of the smoke, beckoned
him. But Fallion merely stood slently regarding the scene. The castlewasfaling into ruins, but was
obvioudy gill inhabited.

He had seen too much devastation, too many ruined cities sSince hisreturn to Mystarria. The Courts of
Tide had been laid waste. Its once-fair streets were now dark lanes, blockaded by gangs that fought like
wild dogsto protect their few scraps of food and clothing. The women and children there had a haunted
look. They had suffered too much rape, too much plunder.

Thesght of it had left Fdlion redling. In amore perfect world, he told himsdf, the women would wear
flowersin their hair, and children would not learn to fear Strangers.

Upon the death of Falion’sfather, Gaborn Va Orden, assassins from a dozen lands had descended
upon Mystarria, hoping to strike down Fallion and his brother. These weren't ordinary assassins. These
were powerful runelords that had taken brawn, stamina, speed, and grace from their subjects, making
them warriors that no commoner could hope to withstand. And though Mystarria had been awealthy
country then, with many strong runelords of its own, it could not withstand the sustained ondaughts of
such men.

Only by strengthening its forces could it hope to survive, but that required forcibles—magica branding
ironsthat could draw out an attribute from avassa and then imbue it upon the lord.

But there was a dearth of forcibles. The rare blood metal from which they were made was running out.
Rumors said that the lords of Kartish, far to the west, were hoarding whét little they found, intent on
protecting their own realmsin the dark timesto come.

Chancdlor Westhaven, who had been |eft in charge of Mystarria, had even taken ajourney to Kartish,
hoping to sway those who had once been allies.

He had never returned. Some said that his mournful spirit could be seen a night in the towers a the
Courts of Tide, wandering the hallways, rummaging through the empty lock-boxesin the treasure room.

And so Mystarria had been attacked on adozen fronts, like agreat bull taken down by jacka s that



ripped it gpart and gorged themselveswhile leaving their prey gtill only haf dive. Itstreasuries had been
looted, its towers knocked down, itsfarms and cities burned, its lands divided. The Warlords of
Internook held the coast, while Beldinook took the east, and Crowthen to the north split the rest.

Frankly, after the rapes, the looting, and the murder, Fallion did not see that there was much of a country
left worth fighting over.

He eyed the remains of Castle Coorm, dully surprised to seeit ill intact.

The towers of the castle stood, but dark stands of ivy grew up them, looking like rentsin the darkness.
The eastern-most walls were adecrepit gray, most of the lime having washed away after years of winter
storms. A lone bullfrog bellowed amid the placid reeds of the moat.

Fdlion held to the shadows. He wore agray half-cape, fastened with asilver cape pinin the form of an
owl, long black hair siweeping back over his shoulders, brown eyes so full of light that they seemed a
perfect mirror for the distant fires. A naked blade gleamed silver in his hand.

He studied the fires, and for an instant an image came to mind of avast rune made of flames, encircled by
flames—The Sedl of the Inferno. It had been dmost three years ago that he had first seenitinadream
while staring into the hearth after amidwinter’ sdinner. Since then he had begun practicing hisskillsasa
flameweaver, ligtening to the many tongues of fire, seeking ingpiration in sunlight. He knew which
direction the sedl lay, deep in the Underworld. The whed of fire haunted him, came to mind ahundred
timesaday. He could not so much as glance at the sun or even asilver moon without seeing the
afterimage of the runeimprinted on hisretina.

He had crossed the oceansto find it. Just a couple hundred more miles now, and he would descend into
the Mouth of the World, hoping to locate the Sedl of the Inferno and repair the damage to it. By mending
its defects and binding it to the Seal of Heaven and the Sedl of Earth, he hoped to restore balance to the
world, to remakeit in the perfect image of the One True World of legend.

Behind him came Rhianna, following so close at Falion’ s back that she touched him. Her fierce blue eyes
looked troubled, and she clung to her quarterstaff asif shewaslost a seaand it wasthe only thing that
might save her from drowning.

“I remember thisplace,” she said, her voice shaky. “I remember...”

She placed ahand on Fallion’ s shoulder and just stood. Her flawless face was white with shock, a
grimace of pain formed by the dash of her lips.

For nearly a decade, Rhianna had blocked out her memories of this place. But now, Fallion could see,
they threatened to overwhelm her.

At her back stood Falion’ s younger brother, Jaz, followed by their foster sister, Talon. Jaz carried awar
bow carved from ruddy red reaver’ s horn. Talon bore alight saber that some dainty gentleman might
have worn for anight on the town, but in her practiced hands, the blade would never be confused for a
mere adornment.

“What do you remember?’ Falion asked Rhianna.

Rhianna s brows drew together in concentration; she recalled racing down amountain on aforce horse
that had been richly endowed with runes of brawn and metabolism. Fallion sat in the saddle ahead of her,
and sheclung to him for dear life. Even then sheredlized that shewasfaling in love with him. She
remembered thinking him strong and handsome, and she prayed that he would be able to save her. They



must have been traveling at eighty miles per hour, for the pines at the margin of the road seemed to fly
past. Her heart pounded asif trying to beat itsway out of her chest, and in her young mind, she could not
imagine that she would live until she reached the castle. Her ssomach had ached, and she worried that
something was egting her. A strengi-saat had placed its eggsin her womb to hatch, and the young were
eating their way out. She remembered it dl.

“We were being chased by mongters,” Rhiannasaid, suddenly planting her staff firmly in the ground. She
had been a child back then, with achild’ sfears. But for years she had been practicing with weapons, and
she was growing dangerous. The staff that she bore now was begeweled and covered in runes. It had
once belonged to the Earth King himself. She grimaced. “ Now we' re back, and we' re the mongters.”

Jaz laughed. He dways seemed to belight of heart lately. Rhianna had come on thisjourney because she
loved Fallion, because she would throw herself in death’ s path to protect him. But Jaz had come
because, ashe'd sad, “I’ ve been following him around since | could crawl. | don’t see why | should stop

Jaz said, “| was sure we' d blundered past this place ten leagues back. And ook, there are people indde.
Y ou think if we beg nicely, they’ d part with amug of de?’

Jaz sat down and tried pulling off aboot. It had mud inside and came free with a sucking sound.
“Peoplewill do astonishing things for money,” Fallion said, “even part with perfectly good de.”

He turned back to the castle. Thelong war had taken itstoll. A village had once thrived on the hill below,
aplace named Weeds. A few dozen cozy mud-and-wattle cottages had grown up here with roofs
thatched from whesat straw. Asachild, Falion had imagined that they wereliving things, lounging among
the herb and flower gardens, partitioned with rock walls. The homes had been shaded in the long summer
by fruit trees.

He regarded the ruins of a cottage on aknoall, and suddenly had amemory from when he was achild of
three. Init, hisfather had come home from hiswanderings, and had taken him out into the village among
the crowds. Falion had ridden on hisfather’ s shoulder, until hisfather stopped beneath a cherry tree on
the knoll. There, Falion pulled the red cherries from the tree, and they were so ripe that they burst at his
touch, and juiceran thick down hisfingers. Helicked it off and picked hisfill, al thewhile begriming his
father, he was sure now.

But hisfather had only laughed with ddlight.

Fdlion remembered riding upon the shoulders of aking, being taller than everyone, 1ooking down upon
men that had dwarfed him, wishing that he could be that tall forever.

He smiled. It was agood memory, and one of only a handful that he recalled of hisfather. The journey
across the ocean had been worth making just for that.

But no cottages graced the fields anymore. Nothing was left but burned-out remains: their rocky husks
down in the distance looked like dead bestles.

Thefolk in the castle had probably burned the houses so that the monsters would not be ableto hidein
them. Strengi-saats, the enemy was cdled in the old tongue, the “ strong ones.”

And it was rumored that worse things had begun to haunt the woods. It was rumored that one of them
might even haunt Castle Coorm.

“Castle Coorm has become an idand, arefuge of stone besieged by awilderness of trees,” Fallion



mused. “Now there s not ahamlet within thirty leagues.”

“We should know,” Taon groused. “We just floundered through every bog between here and the Courts
of Tide.” She crouched, resting on her hedls.

Fallion was more leg-sore and hungry than he had ever been. Worse, he had abad cut on hiscdf. It
wasn't much, but the smell of congealed blood drew strengi-saats.

Hewasn't sureif he should try to rest here. He had heard a strange rumor of this place, the strangest that
he'd heard in hislife. It was said that severd years past, awoman of Coorm had given birth not to a
child, but to atree—ashort, stunted tree with a handful of roots and two gnarled limbs. Thetree, it was
said, had bark that was aruddy gold. Fallion wondered at the tale. It was said that the woman'sflesh
was green, like one of the wizardborn filled with Earth Powers, and some speculated that her offspring
wasa“World Tree,” like the One True Oak of legend that had spread its brancheswide, giving shelter to
al of mankind a the beginning of crestion.

Among the peasants, theidea of awoman giving birth to aWorld Tree somehow did not seem beyond
the realm of posshility. After al, snce the coming of the Earth King, Fallion’ sfather, theworld had
changed. The children born after his coming were stronger than men in times past, wiser and more
purposeful, even as the world around them grew stranger and more treacherous. Men were becoming
more perfect.

Sowasevil.

Thetree, so the tale went, had been planted in the castle green, where it could be protected and admired,
but then abandit came from the woods, Lord Hale, aman of great power.

It was said that he daughtered the wizardess.
Many had fled from Coorm then, and for years now, there had been no news from the castle.
Suddenly, awoman screamed down below.

“What' sthat?’ Jaz asked. He pulled on his boot, legpt up. It was not the drawn-out wail of someone
grieving past loss. It was announced firgt by grunts and short yelps of pain, shrieks of terror.

“Someoneisfighting,” Fdlion said.
“Someoneisdying!” Rhiannacorrected.

From acrossthefidlds, at the eastern verge of the woods, a deep snarl erupted, like the sound of thunder
on the horizon, followed by the strange bell-like cry of a strengi-saat.

In thewoods just up the hill, apair of crows suddenly cried out, “ Claw, claw, claw.”

Falion glanced up. The woods here and been burned back, blackening the great oaks, searing away the
brush, leaving the strengi-saats fewer placesto hide, Fallion speculated. Up in the nearby trees, he
spotted the crows. The birds were half adeep, but they watched the castle asif it were the sprawling
carcass of adying giant.

Thewoman screamed again, her voice echoing from the castlewals. Falion, willed his heart to dow, and
listened.

The sounds of the scuffle at Coorm cameto him with unnatura clarity, as often happened in the



mountainson aclear morning.

He wished for more, half-wished that he had taken endowments of hearing or sight from others. Some
had offered when he left—the children that had served under him in the Gwardeen, there in the outposts
at the Ends of the Earth. But he had declined. It was an evil thing to take an endowment from aman, for
if aman gave you his strength, his heart might fail thereafter. Fallion could not bear the thought of using
another person that way. Still, he had nearly three hundred forciblesin his pack as part of hisinheritance,
and if the need was great enough, he knew that someday he might yet have to take endowments.

Therewasagruff cry, aman shouting, “Damn the wench,” followed by asmack, the sound of afist
pummeling aface. “ She bit me.”

Thewoman'swail went slent, though she grunted and struggled till.

“Open the gates!” the attacker cried in his deep voice. “Open the damned gates, will you?’

In the hills, strengi-saats roared.

“They’ re going to give awoman to the strengi-saats,” Rhiannawhispered.

The thought horrified her. She found her heart pounding so hard that she was afraid it would burst.

The strengi-saats wouldn't smply eat the woman. Though they were fierce carnivores, with clawslike
reaping hooks and teeth like scythes, they didn’t smply rend one' sflesh. No, one of the femaleswould
rape the woman, inserting along ovipostor into the woman’ swomb so thet it could incubate half adozen

|lesthery eggs.

Then the strengi-saat would drag the woman into the woods, hide her high among the limbs of atree, and
keep her, terrified but dive, until the eggs hatched, and the young ate their way from the woman’ s body.

“Fools” Falion growled. “What are they thinking? In killing her thisway, they only reinforce the numbers
of their enemies”

“Something more heinousis going on here,” Taon concluded. “ Perhgpsthat is what they want—to
increase the numbers of the strengi-saats.”

The castl€' s gate began to creak open. Talon clutched her blade, which was aslong as her arm and two
fingersinwidth.

Falion studied the sentries along the wall. He could see their shadowed forms, pacing. There were no
more than haf a dozen. Two were peering down inside the gates, watching whatever struggle was
occurring, but the others showed better judgment, and kept their watch till.

The castle gate swung out, and a pair of burly guardsin chain mail and helms dragged the woman
outside, hurled her to the ground. The guards turned, trudged back into the castle, and dammed the gate.

Fallion could see atangle of blond hair on the woman, awhite night dress ripped and dirty. Shecried in
terror and tried to pull her torn dress up, covering her breasts.

She looked forlornly at the gate, went and pounded onit.
“Better run, lass,” one guard shouted from the wall. “In ten seconds, our archers open fire.”

She peered across the darkened fields. There was no shelter out there, only the ruins of afew cottages.



An arrow bounced off the ground at her bare feet, and then another. She legpt away from them, gathered
her courage, picked up her skirt, and took off running.

West. She was heading west, toward atall hill where alip of woods protruded closest to the castle.
“Not that way, slly wench,” Rhiannahissed.
From the western hill, astrengi-saat raised abarking call, one that Rhiannarecognized as ahunting cry.

The woman stopped in her tracks, pun, and headed east, closer to Rhianna s direction, racing along a
muddy track that looked black among the fields.

Rhianna saw where it would reach the woods, just two hundred yards to the north. With any luck,
Rhiannathought, | could meset her there.

But it would be arace, with the strengi-saats hot on the woman’ strail.
Rhiannaleapt forward, racing through the dark woods.

We Il haveto fight them, Falion realized, chasing after Rhianna, legping over afalen tree, running through
apatch of ashes. Themorning air waswet and full of dew, thick in his nogtrils, muting the biting tang of
old ash.

Falion pumped hislegs, driving hard.

In amore perfect world, he thought, arescuer could run with infinite swiftness.

As heraced, crows came awake, squawking and taking flight in the night air, black wings raking the sky.
“The strengi-saats are coming!” Jaz warned, as he and Talon raced up behind Falion.

Out acrossthe fidd, severd large, nebulous shadows moved in from the east. Fallion could not see what
lay within them. The Strengi-saats drew in the light, degpening the darkness all about them. Inthe night, in
the woods or upon alondly street, so long asthey remained still they would stay hidden, camouflaged
among their shadows. But running across the fields, their strange ability did them little good. True, their
formsremained indistinct, but their presence was easly detected.

The woman reached the woods just ahead of Rhianna, then halted and dropped to her hands and knees,
gasping for breath, looking up to peer about in wide-eyed terror. She glanced in Fallion’ s direction but
seemed not to see him. 1t was not until Rhianna s boot snapped atwig that the woman leapt in terror,
risng up with asmall branch as her only weapon.

“Don’'t beafraid,” Rhiannawhispered. “We refriends.”
Rhianna turned and took a guard position, peering among the trees, her staff at the ready.

The young woman stood staring at them al, holding her stick out like arapier. Apparently she could not
believe that anyone would be out herein the forest by night, among the strengi-saats. “Who are you?’

Fdlion peered hard. The woman looked to be eighteen or nineteen, alittle younger than he. Her face was
familiar.

“Tenyearsisalongtime,” Jaz offered. “But not long enough so that | would forget your name, Farion.
Y our father was agood teacher.”



Farion stood rooted to the ground, shaking. “Jaz?” she said, incredulous, then looked to Fallion.
“Milord?’” she cried, dropping to one knee. Tears began to flow fredly down her face. “1—we thought
you dead. | thought you had died ages ago.”

“We're sorry to haveleft,” Falion said. “Our enemies were too numerousto fight. It had to look asif we
were dead.”

“Have you come to take back Castle Coorm? Where’ syour army?’ she looked back into the woods, as
if hoping that thousands of runelords marched at his back.

“Thereisno army but the four of us” Falion admitted.

The words seemed to break Farion’s heart. She sagged to the ground, asif all hope were lost, and just
began to sob. Nearby, Falion heard the rumbling growl of astrengi-saat.

Dawn was gill minutes away, but it was dark here in the woods. He knew that afire would keep the
monsters at bay. It would also aert the soldiers at Castle Coorm to his presence.

“All islogt then,” Farion muttered. “All islogt.”
“Not dl,” Falionsad. “I'll gather an army soon.”

Farion shook her head. “Lord Hae tried to force me to his bed. | fought him, and he threw me out, asan
exampleto the others. I'm afraid...he'll make an example of my sgter. Sheisonly thirteen.” Shelooked

forlornly to each side of the woods. Then she peered up into Fallion’ s eyes. “Please, she'sdl that | have
left.”

“Damn,” Jaz swore, looking to Falion, urging Falion to fight. He added hopefully, “ The men onthewals
have ashen bows. Mine has afarther reach.”

“So,” Fdlion sad, “you'll fire on the guardswhile | batter down the gate? | think your jokes are getting
better.”

The group had not planned to stop at Coorm. They had more urgent business farther on.

Now they had to stop, Rhiannaredized. They couldn’t leave these women to suffer. A woman aone
might live anight or two here in the woods, but the Strengi-saats would get her in time. Rhianna knew by
thelook on Jaz' sface that live or die, he would not leave Castle Coorm without a fight.

But Fallion seemed reticent.

What' s wrong with you? Rhianna wondered. We both know what it' s like to be children, to be held in
the clutches of an enemy. Don't you darewak away from this, Fallion. If you do, | will stop loving you.

But Fdlion looked to the west longingly, unsure.

He wants to mend the earth, Rhiannathought. The need presses him, and it breaks his heart to hold
back, even for aworthy cause. He must weigh the risk that many might die during the timethat islost
againg the certainty that thisone will die.

“All right,” Falionsaid at last. “I’ll free your city. But afterward, we will have to redouble our speed.”
Rdief flooded through Rhianna. I’'m right to love him, she thought.

Fdlion kicked someleavesinto apile, kndt over it, and sparked someflint againgt the hilt of his sword.



Theleaveswere dry in midsummer and caught fireingtantly. If Farion thought it strange that they took fire
so fagt, it did not show in her face. Only relief wasreveded there.,

In moments afiercelittle blaze was going.
“Isyour father well’?” Fdllion asked. “1 have often missed his counsd.”

“His Dedicates were killed years back,” Farion said. “Helost hiswit, his stamina, his metabolism. All of
thelore that he once knew, it'sal gone. For awhile, Lord Hale made him hisfool, but now heislittle
more than asimpleton for meto carefor. He fetches wood and can feed the cats, but he' sno use for
aught dse”

Falion grieved slently. In dl of the realm there had not been aman who loved learning haf as much as
her father, Hearthmaster Waggit. Among the many ruinsthat Falion had encountered in the week since
his return to Mystarria, this one seemed to sadden him the most.

He peered into the flames for along moment, and the Sedl of the Inferno appeared, like aburning whed,
imprinted upon hisretina. He pulled alog onto the fire. The dancing flames seemed to beckon him.

Off to hisleft a shadow moved, perhaps thirty pacesfrom thefire. A strengi-saat. He peered inits
direction, and the shadows thickened.

“Jaz,” Falion warned. He picked up astick from thefire and hurled it toward the shadow. Thetwig
flipped end over end, hit something and blazed bright, reveding the strengi-sat.

It was alarge one, perhaps eighteen feet from noseto tail, but had looked smaller asit bellied low to the
ground. Its jaws were wide enough to carry aman whole, and its head was | eathery and seemed to have
scaesingtead of fur like that found on its back and belly. Ugly black hide stretched over aface as naked
asabuzzard's. It had no ears, only tympanums, round membranes the size of plates, just behind its
enormous eyes. It whirled to race away.

Jaz fired. Thearrow plocked into the monster’ s chest, skewering alung. Black blood gushed out ina
fountain as the strengi-saat roared and began rolling among the pine needles. Rhianna shouted and rushed
toward it, her staff at the ready, and the monster legpt away, hoping to escape. It lunged off into the
shadows, leaving Rhiannafar behind. Fallion knew that it would only find aquiet placeto die.

The sun had not yet risen, but the sky was growing light. In amoment, the bright disk would riseand
hang like a shied upon the shoulder of the world. Fallion warmed hishands by thefire, let itsenergy seep
into him for afew momentslonger.

For the past year, he had been seeking to master the flameweavers' artsin earnest. He could fed the
energy building indde him, a hidden inferno. When he judged that he could hold no more, he abruptly
stood and announced, “Let’sgo deal with thisLord Hale.”

Far above Fallion a star shone so dimly that it could not be seen, a light so distant that even upon
the darkest of nights it was only a hazy malformed speck in the vastness of space, unremarkable,
unknown. Fallion had never seen the star, for only those with many endowments of sight could
discernit. He had never gazed up from a meadow at night and wondered whether worlds spun in
lazy circles about it. He had never dreamt that it might harbor people similar to his.

Yet upon that world a young man, not entirely human in form, faced challenges of his own....



2
UPON A FAR WORLD

When the great Rune of Creation was shattered, the One True World shattered with it into a
million million Shadow Worlds, each a distortion of the perfect whole, each diminished.

Do men even exist on such worlds? | used to ask. | believed that they must, at least on some of
those worlds, for the Bright Ones dwelt upon the One True World, and we are but shadows of
them.

How many times had | wondered if upon one of those shadow worlds there was another me, a
twisted mockery of what | am, or a shining example of what | might yet become.

If I were to walk upon such a world, I wondered, and happen upon my shadow self, would | even
recognize myself?

But never did | guessthat it would happen in my lifetime. | do not blame Fallion for what he did.
None of us could ever have guessed the terrible consequences of what would come.

—the Wizard Binnesman
The Great War wasfinadly near an end, and mankind had lost.

The castle at Caer Luciare was now alast and lonely refuge perched on the sides of amount. The
forbidding wastes below were arocky tumult. To the north, west and east, the ruins of ancient cities
climbed above the scree. The vast oaks that had once refreshed thisland were gone, tree and acorn,
razed during battles with the wyrmlings, and now the fields boasted little but boulders, weeds, and
thigtles. Only in afew digtant fens could green sill be seen.

Refugees had swelled Caer Luciare’ s numbers to more than thirty-eight thousand. The High King himself
had come after the fal of Gonart, and the Light of Dalharristan had resorted here with hisfamily now for
six years. And this past month aone, four hundred good K artoche warriors with skin whiter than bone
had journeyed north to take refuge among Caer Luciare sranks.

Everyone said that the warlords were preparing for some fierce assault againgt the evil that dwelt in the
north, at Rugassa.

Had you been walking the tower at Caer L uciare that morning, you might have seen Alun, ayoung man
of nineteen who still seemed far more aboy than a man, down on the green outside the gatesamid a
swarm of dogs. The hounds around him bayed excitedly at the promise of the hunt, while mastiffs
woofed.

Alun kndt with his neck and back bent like awillow frond as he groomed an old hound. Alunwasa
gangrel, he was, with a crooked nose, stick-like arms, and a head and hands that were too mesty for his
body. Hisleather trousers and red wool tunic were matted with hair and smelled of dog.

The dogslooked fierce in their masks and cuirasses of boiled leather, their wicked collars bristling with
pikes. Y et the nubs of their tails wagged furioudy, belying their fierce gppearance. Their tailswagged
despite the fact that some of the dogs knew that they would die in this day as the warriors scoured the
foredt, hunting for wyrmling “ harvesters.”



There weren't enough dogs for the hunt, Alun knew, not enough hedlthy ones. He had othersin the
kenndls, limping on mangled paws or with bellies ripped open; right now he was preparing to send
Wanderlugt into the fray.

“What do you say, love?’ Alun asked the hound as he combed. He wanted her to look nice, in case she
died today.

Wanderlust was old. The black hair on her snout had gone gray. Her joints were swollen, and as Alun
held her muzzle, peered into her loving brown eyes, and strapped on afighting collar, she barely managed
adow wag of her tail, asif to say, “Another battle? I’m so weary, but | will go.”

At firgt glance, shedidn’t look like much of adog. But Wanderlust was more than a common hound. Her
mother was a sand hound, a breed so named for its sandy color, renowned for its good nose. But her
father was a brute, descended from three strains of war dog. Wanderlust wasamost aslargeasa
madtiff, and she had awarrior’ s heart. Evenin old age, if she smedled awyrmling, she would befirst to
thefray.

Alun put on Wanderlust’ s mask, as red as a bloodied skull. He had fashioned it himsdlf, and it reminded
him that al too soon there be nothing left of her but askull. If thewyrmlingsdidn’t get her, age would.

A hound named Thunder rushed up and bayed in Alun’sface. Alun gave Thunder a stern look, warned
him to go sit, then Alun twisted over to dig in his big rucksack for Wanderlust’ s cuirass.

A shadow fell over Alun; helooked up. Warlord Madoc stood above him, atall manin hisforties,
astonishingly big-boned and broad at the chest. He was a powerful man, asrelentlesdy bred for war as
any of thedogsin Alun’s care. Hisbald head was painted in ared war mask, though he had not yet
donned hisarmor. At his back were histwin sons, Connor and Drewish, both eighteen, in masks of blue.
Alun drew back reflexivey, for Drewish had often kicked him.

“G'day, milord,” Alun said. “Niceday for ahunt.” He nodded toward the wastes. The risng sun sprang
above the fog-shrouded vales, staining the mist in shades of rose.

“Fagh! | grow weary of hunts,” Madoc groused, histone equally full of fatigue and disgust. He nodded at
Wanderlugt. “ Sending the old bitch out?’

“Aye milord.”

Warlord Madoc grew thoughtful. “Y ou’ re grooming her for her burid. She deserves such honor. But |
have amore vita task for her today—and for you, | think.”

“Milord?’

“Magter Finnestells methat your dog has anhose so strong that she can track thetrail of aquail aday
after it hastaken to ar—evenif it flies over open water.”

“True enough,” Alun said, his heart suddenly pumping, excited to hear that Wanderlust might get a
reprieve.

“Then, | need you to track. .. someone.”

Alun wondered whom. He had not heard of any criminals that had escaped the dungeons or highwaymen
hiding in the wastes. No one dared stray outside the castle these days. “Who, milord?’

“Swear on your eyes and your handsthat you won't tel 1?7’



That was aserious oath. If Alun brokeit, Warlord Madoc would require his eyes and hands as payment.
“I'll nay tell nobody.”

“I want you to track Daylan Hammer.”

“Milord?" Alun asked, surprised. Daylan Hammer was a hero. No, he was more than ahero, hewasa
legend, not some common crimind to be hunted and spied upon. Tales of his exploits stretched back for
centuries. It was said that he wasimmortal, thet in his youth he had traveled to another world, where he
had drunk a potion that somehow let him cheat deeth. Some thought that he might even be from another
world. He could not be killed, yet he had a habit of disappearing for decades on end, then showing up
again. He had cometo Caer Luciare last summer, a the end of the month of Whest, and had been
wintering al season.

“Y ou heard aright,” Madoc said. “Daylan Hammer has a habit of abandoning the hunt, taking off into the
wastesdone. Thereisapatterntoit. If I'mright, he'll leave the hunt today. | suspect him of foul deeds. |
need to know where he goes.”

Alun must have looked worried. At the very least, he did not know how to answer.

“Areyou up to the task?’ Madoc demanded. “Would you risk the wastes a one, with nothing but that
dog?’

“I’'m—not afraid,” Alun said. “Wanderlugt will warn meif thereis any danger about.”

“Dothisfor me” Madoc said, “and I’ [l make you Master of the Hounds....” Hefdl slent, letting thissink
in. “With the title comes your freedom and agrant of dl of the rights owed to awarrior of theclan....”

Alun’sjaw dropped in astonishment. He and his ancestors had lived as serfsfor generations. They were
the most ill-bred of mankind—the servant caste—made daves by nature. Asachild, Alun had often been
told that warlord Madoc would geld him when he got older so that he wouldn't pollute the blood lines.
Alun had never dared to dream of rising above hisfate.

But asawarrior of the clan, he would gain the right to own property. He would someday be able to buy
himsalf afine houseinstead of deeping in the kennels among the dogs. He would egt at the warlord's
table and drink the warlord’ swine, instead of eating scraps. He would be digible to marry afine woman,
awarlord’ sdaughter. “Master Finnesis growing old,” Madoc explained. “He tels me that you know
dogsaswdl asany man dive, and you will be agreat serviceto the clan. You areready to move upin
thisworld.”

Alun ligtened, but worried. Compliments, he found, were like grease on an axle. When applied liberdly,
they will speed one along on ajourney—but soon wear out.

Madoc was offering too much for this one smal act of service. There was more going on here than
Madoc let on. At his back, Drewish only leered.

Madoc is afraid to his send his own sonsto spy on Daylan Hammer, Alun redlized. Thisgameis more
dangerousthan it appears. It'snot just the wyrmlings | have to feer—it's Daylan himsdif. If he’ sinvolved
in some plot, he might kill to cover it up. That'swhat Madoc fears. That’ swhat he suspects.

Indeed, Sir Croft had died under suspicious circumstances on the hunt some four weeks padt, off on the
trail done. Now that Alun thought of it, hadn’t someone said that Croft had gone out to search for
Daylan Hammer?

But at thetime, Alun hadn’t given that a second thought. He d imagined that Croft wasdain by a



wyrmling before he found theimmorta.

Daylan Hammer seemed to be avirtuous man, wise and brave. He was as handy with ajoke or asong
as he was with abow—and after centuries of practice, no one was handier with abow. Everyone
admired him. Hewas...the kind of lord that Madoc could never hopeto be.

IsMadoc’ sjedousy clouding hisjudgment? Alun wondered.
“Y ou suspect him of Croft’sdeath,” Alun said.

Wanderlust inched forward, pressing her muzzleinto Alun’s chest, reminding him that she needed her
cuirass. Up at the castle gate, hooves thundered on the drawbridge asa pair of warriorsissued forth, and
inthe fields below the castle, amurder of crows began to caw and fly up out of afield of oats.

Madoc grinned. “Smart lad,” he said. “ There’ smore to you than meetsthe eye. | suspect him of murder,
and more. If heisthetraitor that | think heis, I'll tie his hands behind his back and |et the headsman take
afew swingsat him.”

Drewish laughed, “Thenwe Il find out just how immorta heredly is”

If | follow Daylan Hammer and find something to accuse him of, what then? Alun wondered. If Madoc
succeedsin taking vengeance, for the rest of time people will remember me as the man who betrayed
Daylan Hammer.

Madoc seemed dmost to read hismind. “It ispossible,” he said, “that Daylan Hammer isasfair ashe
seems. But | havefound that it isarare man who can redly be trusted. Every man’s hand seeks his
brother’ s purse, especidly in dayslike these. And if Daylan Hammer sees some advantage in betraying
us...

“I’d send awarrior again, or Connor or Drewish, but you have a chance to succeed where they would
fall. If Daylan catchesyou, you can tell him that you were out hunting for alost dog. That is, after dl, your
lotin life, and it would sound feasible that you would go out and hunt for an animal that you love.”

“I think...” Alun sad, “that Daylan Hammer isagood man.”

“Good to who?” Madoc asked. “Is heloyal to this kingdom? Of course not. He was born before it was,
and it will fade and die long before he does. We are like dreamsto him that come vividly in the night and
just as soon vanish. | make plansfor my lands. My serfsknow that we will plant barley in the field for
threeyears, and let it lie fallow for two. But think how Daylan Hammer must scheme. What does he plan
for these landsin ahundred years, or athousand, or in ten thousand?

“Moreto the point, what will he do to bring those plansto bear? Will you and | suffer for it?’

Alun grunted thoughtfully, stroked Wanderlust on the back. Mot likely, he would find that Daylan was
guilty of nothing, and by humoring Warlord Madoc, Alun would earn his gratitude. But if Alun discovered
anything of import...he'd be wdl| rewarded.

“I'll doit, milord,” Alun sad.

AsWarlord Madoc and his sons strode across the greens well out of earshot, Drewish asked hisfather,
“Youwouldn’t redly grant him clan rights, would you? Mother thinks he should be gelded. He's more of
acur than any of the dogsthat he degpswith.”



“I'll keep my end of the bargain,” Madoc said. “1 must prove to my people that my word isgood. Let
him marry awarrior’ sdaughter, if he can find one who will degp with him. We Il send him and his
offspring to the head of every battle.”

“What if Daylan discovers what we're up to?” Drewish asked. “Heis a persuasive man. Alun would
gladly follow him, I think, right into akezziard’ s maw, if the old man asked it of him.”

“We can trust Alun,” Warlord Madoc said. “ Daylan Hammer has no coin to buy the lad, and we're
offering him...more than he could ever dream. He |l betray Daylan Hammer.”

“How can you be sure?’ Drewish asked.

“Hisdogs,” Madoc replied. “Every day, Alun sendsthem to their deaths, betraying those that love him
best. HE' s grown adept at betraya.”

A WARM RECEPTION

In my dreams, it was always the same. | stood in the underworld, and a great wheel of fire was
emblazoned before my eyes, the Seal of the Inferno.

There were other Seals, the Seal of Heaven, the Seal of Earth—but those were already mended, or
at least, were far along the path.

| stared into the rune. To a commoner it would have looked only like a bowl of fire, tongues of
flame in greens and reds and blues, sputtering aimlessly. But to my eyes, | read purpose and
meaning in those flames. They whispered to me, telling me their secrets. And | watched how they
subsided and reappeared in patterns that could not have been random, and | began to understand.
The pain of the world, its despair and torment, was written in those flames. They were bent and
tainted, cruel and deformed. | knew that with only the smallest changes, the slightest of twists, |
could fix them. And in mending them, | would mend the world.

—fromthe journal of Fallion Orden
Falion strode purposefully down the rutted road toward the gates of Castle Coorm.

Thesunwasrisng now, abrilliant gold rim of light on the horizon and not acloud in the sky. Behind him,
the others followed.

Each of them bore atorch, though Falion made sure that his burned the brightest.

“Torch-bearer.” That was Falion’s name among the flameweavers. Somehow, as he bore the torch
toward the castle, he wondered if it was only descriptive, or if it was prophetic.

The castle gate was closed, the drawbridge had been raised again. Fallion could see apair of mallards
grabbling in the serene waters of the moat, splashing and preening, while their chicks bobbed about in
their wake. But whenever he looked to the drawbridge, he suddenly had aflash of light that pierced his
eye, and he saw the Sedl of the Inferno, burning ingde aring of fire.

“Look,” Jaz muttered. “There sthe old rock where | used to hunt for that bullfrog. Do you think it’ s till



there?

Fdlion glanced at the rock, there at the side of the moat, with rushes growing up around it. He smiled at
the memory. “Go and seg, if you want.”

Jaz laughed. “Hey, can rocks shrink? Thiswhole castle seems much smaller than it used to be.”

The guards atop the castle wall had taken notice of them, raising their bows and nocking arrows,
crouching between the merlons atop the castle wall. There were eight archers. One guard raced down
into the depths of the castle.

Falion marched right up to the edge of the moat, where he and his brother had fished as children.
“That will befar enough!” aguard shouted dangeroudy from the wall. “ State your name and business.”

“My nameismy own affair,” Falion said. “1 have cometo challenge Lord Hale to persona combet, to
avenge the honor of thisgirl, the Lady Farion—and to avenge the honor of the land of Mystarria.”

Fdlion heard a gruff laugh and the sound of heavy boots pounding up wooden stairsin the gate tower,
just to hisleft. Lord Hale did not come swiftly. He came in a measured pace, ponderously, thump, thud,
thump. By the creaking of wooden steps, Fallion could tell that he must be a hill of aman.

But when Lord Hale appeared, leering down over the battlements, Fallion was not sure that hewasa
manat all.

Lord Hale was huge, nearly seven feet tall and four feet wide at the shoulder. There was no beauty or
gracein him. Hisflaccid jowls were so pale that he might never have spent aday in the sun, and hissilver
eyeswerelifelessand hollow, like pits gouged in ice. Hewas bad on top, with acirclet of long greasy
hair that covered hisears. It seemed to be silver on the ends, but looked amogt asif it wererotting at the
roots, like atuft of cotton that has festered in its boll through the winter.

But it wasn't just the man’ s hair that seemed to be rotting. There were blotches on hisforehead, yellow
fungal growthslayered over apatch of dirty warts.

Hewastoad of aman, afestering toad, dying from cankers.

And then there was his expression, his manner. He leaned hisfat elbows upon a merlon and peered
down upon Fallion with asuperior air, and there was such malevolent intent lined upon every inch of his
face, that Fallion had seldom seen thellike.

Itisn't just hishair that isrotting, Falion thought. It isdl of him. Theevil in himisso strong, it srotting
him away.

Fdlion peered a him, through him. He could detect no locusin the man’s soul, no festering evil from the
netherworld. But Falion had learned that not al evil men harbored the parasites. Greed and stupidity
aone accounted for much evil intheworld.

“I know you,” Haeleered. “1 knew you’ d come back. | told her, | did. | saysto Shadoath, ‘Let me
watch the castle here. They always come back.””

So, Fdlion redlized, the man worked for Fallion’s old enemy. Hale had manned his outpost for years,
and even now perhaps was unaware that the war was over and that Shadoath had lost. The very fact that
Hae had come with Shadoath though, gave Falion pause. And briefly Fallion wondered if Shadoath had
returned—if the locus had taken anew body.



Perhgps Haleis not human, Fallion thought. Shadoath had brought fallen Bright Ones and golaths with
her from the netherworld, dong with her strengi-saats. It was possible that Hale was something other
than human, some breed of giant.

Hale studied Jaz, Rhianna, and Talon, gave an approving nod. “ So, | knew you' d come back,” he said
smugly. “But | didn’t know you’ d come back like sdlmon—to spawn.”

He burgt into around of crude laughter, and some of the archers on the wall followed suit.

He plansto kill us, Falion knew, but he won't try it yet. He wants to savor the moment, draw it out.
“S0, | remember you,” Hale said. “Do you remember me?’

Fallion shook hishead. “No.”

“We vemet before,” Halesaid. “I'll give you ahint. It was on that day you run off.”

Falion remembered. Lord Asgaroth had brought troops to the castle, surrounded it, and then demanded
that Fallion’ s mother offer up her sons as hostages.

Fdlion himsdf had stood on the wall and given his answer, commanding the archersto openfire.

“I remember,” Fdlion said, not completely sure. “ A fat man on apony, agiant of atarget, rushing off. |
remember afleeting thought, ‘ How could they missthat one!’”

Lord Haeroared in glee. Oh how he was savoring the moment. Falion caculated that in an ingtant, he
would command histroopsto fire.

So Fdlion took theinitiative.

“I did not command my mentofirelightly,” Falion sad. “Itisagravething to take another’ slife, evenif it
must be doneto satisfy justice.”

Hale mocked his choice of words. “Oh, it isindeed a grave thing to teakealife. Ain't it [ads?’

“I’m sorry now that | must take yours,” Falion said. “1 offer you one last chance. Surrender yoursdlf, and
| will belenient.”

It was asncere offer, but Hale merdly grinned patiently and said, “Come and take my life, if you think
you can.”

Falion raised hishand, as he had upon that fateful day, and called out to Lord Hal€' stroops. These were
no men that he recognized from the old days when hisfamily held this castle. These were roguesand
banditsthat had crawled out of the hills.

“Y ou men upon thewals,” Falion shouted. “1 am Fallion Sylvarresta Orden, heir to Gaborn Va Orden,
and rightful lord of thisrealm. | bid you to join in helping restore peace and prosperity to theland.”

He looked toward Lord Hale, and shouted “Firel” as he made a pulling motion with hisfist.
None of the archersfired upon Warlord Hale. But then Fallion hadn’t expected that they would.

Halelaughed in derision, looked right and left toward his archers. At his glance, the men stiffened, drew
their bowsto the full. His patience was at an end, Fallion could see. He wastired of playing.



In gpparent resignation, Fallion said, “If your men won't obey my command, perhaps the heavenswill.”
Heraised his hand a second time and shouted “Firel”

Helet go of somethe energy that had been stored in him, sent it questing behind him, used it to heet the
torches so that they all flared up in an instant.

He gathered that heat and sent it racing through the air. The torches sputtered out as a dozen ashen war
bows suddenly superheated and burst into flames. The well-oiled strings and the lacquer made perfect
fud.

At that ingtant, Fallion’ sfriends scattered, and Fallion drew awresth of smoke about him, just in case
any of the archers had the presence of mind to try to fire onelast shot with the flaming bows.

A couple did, muttering curses as the arrows flew. But the sudden flames had spoiled their aim, and the
worst that happened was that afiery arrow blurred past Fallion’ s shoulder.

Lord Hae barely had time to register his surprise. Perhaps he had not seen the unnatural gleamin
Fdlion’ s eye, or perhaps he had not recognized it asthe mark of aflameweaver. Too late he saw his
mistake.

Fdlion reached into the sky, sent his energy out and used it to gather motes of light from the heavens, as
if trapping flieswithin aweb.

From horizon to horizon the skieswent black. Then he drew thelight toward himin afiery funnd, an
infernal tornado that dropped white hot into his pam.

For hdf aningtant, helet the fire build, and then hurled it toward Warlord Hale.

Thefireball struck, hitting the warlord' s cily skin, his clothes, and Hale shrieked and tried to bat the
flames away. But Fdlion only intensfied them, sent energy streaming into him so that as an outer layer of
hair or skin or fat burned, steam rose from the inner layers, drying them until they caught flame too, then
the layer below took fire.

It happened quickly, afew seconds at mogt, but Fallion burned the man, turning him into afiery pillar of
blackened ash and pain.

Only hiseyesFdlion left untouched, so that Hale' s men might see the horror in them.

Lord Hdeflalled about, shrieking, and then just staggered over thewall and dropped into the moat like a
meteor, where his carcass sputtered and fumed in the water.

The guards dl dovefor cover, lest Fallion target one of them next.

Cheers arose from the commonersthat Lord Hale had kept as his davesin the castle, and suddenly there
was the pounding of feet on stairs as some of them began rushing the guards, intent on taking vengeance
for years of abuse.

Fdlion and those outside the castle could do little now except wait for the drawbridge to open.

He peered at the bridge, and a Sedl of the Inferno blossomed in hismind, afiery whed, striking him like a
blow.

It seems S0 near, he thought. The seal must be nearer than | imagined.

He wiped his eyeswith the back of hishand, trying to clear hisvison.



There were screams and the clash of arms coming from the castle. He worried for the peasantswho
weregiving their livesin thisbattle.

Hedid not like the brutality, but he could not deny the people their well-deserved vengeance.

They hunger for it, Falion thought, and by the Powers, after the horrorsthat I’ ve seen, I’d like my fill of it

mysdif.
A
TAKING COUNCIL AT TWILIGHT

Better to die a fair death than to live as a wyrmling.

—asaying in Caer Luciare
Dogs can tak, Alun knew, and right now, Wanderlust wastelling him that she smelled awyrmling.
Oh, ahound doesn’'t speak in words, but their bodies can tell you volumes,

Wanderlust stood with her muzzle pointed down adank trail in the deegpest shadows of aswamp,
growling far back in her throat. Her tail did not wag, asit would if she only smelled astag or abear.
Instead, her flanks quivered nervoudy, and the nub of her tail was as steady asastone.

She turned and looked back at him, imploring with her eyes, asking what to do. If the wyrmling had been
near, she' d have taken smal leaps backward while peering in its direction. No, the trail was hoursold.

“Leaveit,” Alunwhispered, gripping his short spear. “We ve got better thingsto do.” He pointed to
Daylan Hammer’ s printsin the mud.

After accepting the honor of the hunt, Alun had gone to hisroom and retrieved hisleather bootsand a
light spear. He took no armor, no heavy sted, sacrificing safety for speed. Daylan Hammer was smdll,
but it was said that he could run with the speed of three men.

Catching the immortd’ s scent had not been hard. Alun had smply gone to the barracks where Daylan
dept and stuck Wanderlust’ s muzzle into his bed. From there, the hound easily tracked him through the
woods, even though Daylan rode on horseback.

Alun had to race to keep up al morning, but at no time had Daylan Hammer ever gotten more than two
or three hours ahead of him.

As Madoc had predicted, Daylan Hammer had broken off from the hunt early. He' d ridden south of the
cadtlefor nearly ten miles, through the rocky Hallow Hills and down into the swamps benesth. Then he'd
left his horse when the muck got too thick, and set off on foot.

Hewastraveing fast. Evenin amire he could outrace acommoner, it seemed, especidly one who had to
worry about making any noisethat might dert hisquarry. Alders and willowsraised their leafy branches
al around, and Alun had to make sure not to step on falen twigs.

Fortunately, Alun had figured out where Daylan Hammer was going. There was ahill not amile ahead, a
smdll rise where, in some distant past, the ancients had raised a sand-stone tower. Large images had
been carved into the inner walls of the stone—Iikenesses of six beautiful women; thusit was called the



Tower of the Fair Ones. Though the wind and rain had ravaged the outer ramparts, the women were ill
there today, safe and protected. Legend said that it once had been the home to awealthy merchant who
kept his daughters under strong guard, safe from the attentions of ill-bred suitors

Infairer times, it had been apopular retreeat for lovers.

Alun hurried dong through the brush, with Wanderlust silently urging him on. She had never been onefor
barking much, and Alun had taught her not to bark at al when on thetrail of an outlaw.

Because the ground was soft and he did not want Daylan Hammer to know that he was being followed,
Alun took his path parallel to the hero’ strack. Asthe ground rose, cover became dense. Blackberry
bushes tangled among afew evergreens and fern thickets. The water in the nearby swamps waswarm,
for much of it came from hot springs and geysers high on Mount Luciare, and was diverted through the
castleto hedt it, even in winter. Because of this, the plants here had an easy winter, and were larger and
lusher than inthe valeys nearby.

When Alun finally spotted the old tower rising above the woods, he hated. He was only ahundred yards
off, and he could see Daylan Hammer there with his back to Alun. Theimmorta had leaned alog against
the tower, which was only abouit forty feet high, and now was climbing the log, using it to scae the tower
wadl.

Alun retreated beneath the low branches of an evergreen for cover and lay in the shadows with one arm
resting around Wanderlust to keep her quiet.

Daylan Hammer reached the top. The roof had caved in ages ago, and so theimmortal merely balanced
upon the narrow rock wall. After amoment, he took off his cape and threw it to the ground, then
unshesathed hiswar hammer and let it fall, too.

He relaxed for along moment, shook out his auburn hair, and just stood, gazing up toward the sun, asif
taking hisrest, daydreaming.

Daylan Hammer looked like ayoung man, perhapsin his mid-twenties. He was short of stature, even
among the poorly bred, but of course was dwarfed by those of the warrior caste. He had aweathered
face, hisbeard cut short. But there was agelessnessto his blue eyes, asif he had seen far too many
horrors and had loved far too often and had grown weary of life,

Alun wondered what the immortal dreamed about. Perhaps, heimagined, Daylan Hammer had beenin
love with one of the beauties whose image was housed inside. Perhaps he comes here only to mourn her.

As minutes stretched into hours, Wanderlust grew bored of the watch, and soon lay in the shadows of
the evergreen, snoring. Asthe sun began to drop toward the horizon, Alun fell to dreaming himsdlf. There
was a chance that he could be freed. And he began to think about what that would mean.

Wanderlust whimpered in her deep. Her pawswerein the air, and she waved them just alittle. Dreaming
of the hunt, of rabbits or harts, Alun figured from her smile.

He could understand dogs. Their body language spoke volumes. Not like women. Y ou can look at a
pretty lass and never have an ideawhat sheisthinking, if sheisthinking at all.

Alundidn’t have alover, had never even kissed agirl. He had once gpproached Gil the fishmonger and
asked for his daughter’ s hand in marriage, but the man had laughed in hisface. “What? An oaf who stinks
of dogswantsto marry my daughter what stinks of fish? What malodorous little tadpoles you would

soawn!”



The fishmonger’ s daughter was nice to look at. She had long brown hair and eyes as solemn asan old
hound's. And she didn’t talk much. That was afinetrait, in Alun’s estimation. He had been teased rudely
asachild, and couldn’t bear the presence of gossips or scolds.

Once | become aclansman, heimagined, Gil will bring his daughter by the hand and beg meto marry
her.

And what will | say?

“What, you want me to marry your daughter what stinks of fish?’
He d laugh and turn the man out.

Andthen I’ll be done again, he thought.

Soif not the fishmonger’ s daughter, who will | marry?

There were plenty to choose from—daughters of old warlords who were penniless, daughters of wedthy
merchants who would hopeto add atitle to their fortunes.

Why not marry the best? he wondered.
And suddenly he dared imagine the impossible.

The best. The best would be well bred and wealthy. She would be beautiful to look upon, but she would
a so be generous and good of heart. She would love him, and not disrespect him for coming from alow
breed.

A young woman came to mind. He had never thought of her before, not in that way. Her exated sation
had been too far above his. Her name was Siyaddah, and her father was the Emir of Daharristan.

She had spoken to Alun often, for as ayoung woman she had loved to come to the kennels and play with
the new pups, petting them and bringing scraps from the kitchens and bones for the pupsto wrestle over.

Siyaddah had the brownest eyes, dmost as black as her hair. They sparkled when she laughed, and her
skinwas dark and silky.

She had aways treated Alun as more than adave. She had laughed with him asif he were afriend, and
once she even laid her hand upon his arm; highborn women amost never did that. He had wondered if
she had fedlingsfor him.

Once my rank is secure, Alun thought, | could ask her father for her hand in marriage. Hewon't go for it.
But if he said no, what would | have logt?

He strongly doubted that the Emir would say yes. There were rumors that he was saving his daughter,
that he hoped to marry her to High King Urstone’ s son.

Alun thought, But that will never hap—

A huge shadow fell over him, followed by the pounding of heavy wings. Alun’s heart legpt in his chest.
He suddenly felt as amouse must feel when touched by the shadow of the hawk.

He peered up in terror and saw some beast. It wasn't adrake. Thisthing had vast trand ucent wings of
palest gold that rippled in the air like sheets moved by the wind.



A wyrmling Seccath! Alun thought, fear rising in histhroat. Alun had seen a Seccath only once, nineyears
ago, when he was but aboy. The High King himself had captured it and brought it to Castle Luciare,
where it was stripped of itswings and held prisoner deep in the dungeons, even to thisday.

The Seccath winged itsway straight toward Daylan Hammer, and Alun had the forethought to redlize that
theimmorta had no wegpon to protect him.

Just as Alun was about to shout awarning, the Seccath folded its wings and dropped to the tower wall,
opposite from Daylan Hammer.

“Wdl met,” Daylan Hammer said.

The wyrmling settled onto the wall. She was a pa e-eyed woman with blond hair shaved short and with
huge bones. Her neck and forehead were tattooed with cruel glyphs, prayersto Lady Despair. There
was no beauty in her that Daylan could see, unless one considered that brutality could be considered
comdly.

Not for thefirgt time, Daylan consdered how decency and innocence were inextricably mingled with a
human’ s concept of beauty. On amost every world he had visited, in any nation, a person whose face
was smooth, childlike—innocent, and compass onate—was considered more beautiful than one who was
not. Not so among thewyrmlings.

Indeed, it was believed that the wyrmlings ancestors had been human, but they had been bred for war
over so many generationsthat they had evolved into something else. So there was an inbred cruelty and
wariness to the woman—a rough and hawkish face, a scowl to the mouth, blazing eyes, and awary
stance, asif she only hoped for achanceto gut him.

Her artificia wingsfolded around her now, making her look asif shewere draped in tranducent yelow
robes. Behind her, the dying sun hung just above the horizon like abloody eye.

Thewyrmling peered a Daylan, cold and mocking in her rage. The wyrmlings could not abide light. It
pained their eyes and burned their skin.

Humans feared the darkness, and so they had agreed to meet here now, in the half-light.

The sight of her sent ashudder through Daylan. Thoughts of compassion, honor, decency—all wereaien
to her, incomprehensible. The maggot that infected her soul saw to that.

“Well met?’ she asked, asif trying to make sense of the greeting. “Why would it be well to meet me?
Y our body trembles. It knows the gaze of a predator when it seesit. Y et you think it well to meet me?’

Daylan chuckled. “It is only acommon greeting among my people.”
“Isit?” thewyrmling demanded, asif helied.

“So,” Daylan said, “you asked for proof that your princessis il dive.”
“Can you namethe day she drew her first blood?’

It was adifficult question, Daylan knew. The wyrmlings kept great beaststo usein times of war—the
world wyrms. Among wyrmlings, time was messured in “rounds’ which lasted for three years—the length
of timethat it took between breeding cyclesfor afemaewyrm. Each day in around had its own name.



Thus, there were over athousand daysin around, and if Daylan had to lie, he would have had adim
chance of guessing theright day.

“Princess Kan-hazur saysthat she drew first blood upon the day of Bitter Moon.” That wasdl that he
needed to say, but he wanted to offer ample proof. “It wasin the two hundred and third year of thereign
of the Dread Emperor Zul-torac. Shefought in the Ve of Pearls againgt the he-beast Nezyallah, and
broke his neck with her club.”

Daylan knew abit about politics among wyrmlings. As he understood it, the “he-beast” wasin fact the
Princess' s own older brother. He would have been larger and stronger than her, but the princess claimed
that her brother was dso lessviolent, and therefore less“ableto lead,” by wyrmling standards.

“Aaasah,” thewyrmling sighed. “A fine battle it was. Kan-hazur won scars both of flesh and of the heart
that day.”

“Yes” Daylan said. “ And now, do we have abargain?’

5

ALIGHT IN THE HEAVENS

Death never comes at a timely hour.
—a saying of the netherworld

Alun waited for the two to leave—the wyrmling flying back north, while Daylan Hammer climbed gingerly
fromthewall.

Helet Daylan Hammer have afive minute lead, and then hurried for the casile.

I’'min ared fix now, Alun decided. It was eeven miles back to the castle, and he’ d never be able to
make it before dark. The wyrmling harvesters would come out by then. Indeed, the last diver of sun
dipped bel ow the horizon as he began hisrace, and he knew that he had perhaps a half an hour of light,
and there would only the faintest waning moon tonight.

Maybe I'll get lucky, he thought. The lords have been hunting the harvesters hard. There can’'t be many
around the cadtle,

But he had little hope. Wyrmling harvesters butchered humans, taking certain glands that the wyrmlings
used for dixirs. Thus, the cadtle attracted the wyrmlings like wolves to a carcass.

So Alun ran, heart pounding, swest streaming down his forehead, his back, his neck and face. He came
up out of the bogsinto the wastes and kept to arocky ravine, the dry bed of creek.

The shadows grew long and deep, and he struggled to keep up with Wanderlust.

The dog will warn me of danger, he thought—until he rounded a boulder; something large lurched in front
of him.

He heard the sound of stedl clearing a scabbard, and Daylan Hammer’ s boot knife pressed up againgt
Alun’'snose.



“What are you doing?’ Daylan demanded. “Why are you following me?’ Daylan sudied him with acold
eye.

“I, 1, 1 uh, waslooking for alost dog,” Alun explained, coming up with thelie. “Wanderlust hereismy
favorite”

The dog growled at Daylan Hammer but didn’t dare attack. Oh, she'd try to take him if Alun so
commanded, but Alun knew that if he ordered her to kill, Daylan’ s knife could plunge through hiseye
before the hound could even get a bite of the immortal.

Daylan smiled, sheathed hisknife. Apparently he decided the Alun didn’t represent much of athrest.
“You've followed mefor hours.”

“| didn’t see nothin’'!”

“Y ou didn’t see me meet with awyrmling Seccath?’ Daylan amiled at thelig, asif it were nothing.
“No!” Aluninssted.

“Thenyou're aterrible spy, and not worth the half of what they’ re paying you.”

Daylan sat down on alarge rock and patted a spot next to him, inviting Alun to rest. Alun was gasping
from fear and exhaustion. Daylan suggested, “Lean your head between your knees. Catch your breath.”

Alun did as he wastold, unnerved at the redlization that there was nothing he could do to protect himself
from aman like Daylan Hammer. “What are you going to do with me?’

“Y ou mean do to you?" Daylan laughed. “Nothing. If | wanted to kill you, I’d leave you herein the waste
for thewyrmlings. They’ d take ameager harvest from you. But | won't leave you aone, and | won't
harm you. | just want to know one thing: who sent you?’ Histonewas mild, affable, asif hewere asking
what Alun thought of the wegther.

Alun sat gasping for amoment. It was no uselying. If helied, Daylan might leave him for the wyrmlings,
and that would be that.

But there was something moreto it.

Heliked the way that Daylan had asked. When Madoc had come, he' d stood over Alun with hisbrutish
sons at hisback, and had taken an intimidating stance. There were subtle threats implied, Alun suddenly
redized.

But even when he made the mildest of threets, Daylan didn't sound serious. Indeed, he was amiling, asif
sharing ajoke.

“Warlord Madoc,” Alun said at last. “Warlord Madoc sent me.”
“What did he say about me? What does he suspect?’
“Hethinksthat you're atraitor, that you killed Sir Croft.”

“Sir Croft got himself killed,” Daylan said. “Hefollowed me, asyou did, but he didn’t keep to his cover
aswell. | didn’'t see him, but the wyrmling did. She caught him. By thetime| heard Croft’ scries, the
harvest had been taken.”

Alun sad nothing.



“Did you hear our conversation?’ Daylan asked, “Mine and the Seccath’ s?’
Alun shook hishead. “1 wastoo far awvay to hear anything. | didn’t daretry to get close.”

“Ah,” Daylan said. “| am trying to make a bargain with the wyrmlings. They have High King Urstone's
son. They’ ve held him hostage now for more than a decade. And as you know, we have Zul-torac's
daughter. Zul-torac has forsaken hisflesh, and lives only as a shadow now. He cannot spawn any more
offgpring, and so his daughter is preciousto him. | hope to make an exchange of hostages.”

“Prince Urgtoneis Hill dive, after dl these years?’
“Bardy, fromwhat | understand.”

“Andishe even human?’ Alun asked. “ Surely by now they’ ve put himin acrystd cage and fit himwith a
wyrm.”

“He sressted the cage, and thewyrm,” Daylan said. “Heis <till human.” Alun doubted that anyone could
resist the cagefor so long. It was said that the pains one endured there made a person long for deeth,
long for release. Better to let awyrm infest your soul, lose your humanity, thanto resst. “ Through a
messenger, | have put questionsto him,” Daylan explained, “mora questionsthat no person infected by a
wrym could have answered correctly. The crystal cage destroys most men, but othersit only purifies,
filling them with compassion and the wisdom that can only come from having endured greet pain and

perfect despair.”

Alun peered up, hopein hiseyes. If Daylan wasright, then the prince was the kind of hero that men only
hear of in legends.

Daylan Hammer grasped Alun by thewrigt. “Old King Urstoneisfailing. Hewon't last much longer than
that dog of yours.

“In three days, athousand of the strongest warriorsin Caer Luciare will ride north to attack the
wyrmlings, to take back the fortress at Cantular. In seventeen years, no attack so bold has been
attempted, for word of such an attack might well drive Emperor Zul-torac mad with bloodlust, and the
life of Prince Urstonewould beforfeit.

“And so | am trying to negotiate an exchange of hostages—before the attack takes place.”
“But, once we give up their princess,” Alun asked, “won'’t the wyrmlings attack Caer Luciarein force?’
“Of coursethey will,” Daylan said.

Alun didn’'t understand. The immortal was giving up their hostage, the only thing that had protected the
Caer for more than adecade. If Alun understood him aright, with the hostage lost, the wyrmlings would
attack, and by the end of thisweek, everyone that he knew could be dead.

“Thisismadnessl” Alun shouted. “Y ou’ ve gone daft! King Urstone would never agree to such aplan.
What do we gain?You are just hurrying our end!”

“The end iscoming, whether welikeit or not,” theimmortal said. “Warlord Madoc has convinced the
othersto make this assault in an effort to secure the borders. Madoc is afool who dreams of rebuilding
the kingdom. Others aretired of hiding, of watching our numbers dwindle away day by day, and so they
hopeto diefighting, aswarriorswill.

“But once Madoc takes Cantular, the prince slifeisforfeit, and Emperor Zul-torac will retaliate. The



wyrmling code demands vengeance. They have asaying, ‘ Every insult must be paid for in blood.’
Zul-torac’ s honor will demand that he hit us hard, even if he must cut hisway through his own daughter to
doso.”

Alun ill didn’'t understand. There was no justification for giving up their hostage. Daylan Hammer was
making atoken gesture, trying to save two lives for what...aweek?

“| don't seeany vaueintrying to savethe prince,” Alun said. “If we are dl to die, why not just hit them,
and |et the prince be damned?’

“That's how Madoc would haveit, isn't it?" Daylan said. Alun redlized that he wasright. “It sounds
courageous, daring. Many lords applaud his courage. But think: what if mankind is not wiped out? What
if afew hundred or even thousands of you were able to run off into the wilderness, or hidein the caves
beneath Caer Luciare? What then? If the prince dies and Madoc manages to win the battle, who will the
kingdom fal to when the High King dies?’

“Warlord Madoc,” Alun said, for the High King had no other heir.

“Madoc himsdlf might not be abad High King,” Daylan Hammer said. “ But what of hissons? To put
them on athrone would be adisaster. If Madoc or his sonswereto learn of my plan, you know that they
would opposeit. They could easily sabotage it. No one would blame them if they put the wyrmling
princessto the sword.

“I'm not hoping just to save just our prince, Alun, I'm hoping to save our kingdom, our people.”
A chill wind suddenly swept over the rocks, down from the mountain.
Therewere too many ifsin Daylan’s argument.

“Let’'ssay you'reright,” Alun said. “Let’ s say thet the lords take Cantular, and the wyrmlingsin afit of
rage come and wipe usal out, as seems most likely. Then...what will al of this have accomplished? The
sum of al your actsiswhat, to save one wyrmling princess?’ The thought was absurd. “Isthere
something you' re not telling me?’

Daylan smiled, and suddenly helooked old and weary and bent. “ Thereisindeed,” he admitted. “|
believethat it istimeto free the princess. | believe that we should stop using her asashield, evenif there
isno hope for our people.”

“How 07" Alun asked, asudden fear rising in him. Would Daylan Hammer throw away their hostage for
nothing?

“No one should be put to such indignity. No life should be so abused. Y ou’' ve stolen her freedom,
terrorized her, and victimized her. She was but a child when she was captured. Does your weakness as a
nation, your cowardice, justify such behavior?’

“They did it to usfirgt,” Alun pointed out.

“They took awarrior captive. Y our people took achild. It's not the same. But even if the actswere
equal, does that mean that because the wyrmlings are cruel and craven, you would fall to their etate?
Don't you redize that that is precisely what they want? The maggots that infect their souls cannot possess
your body so long as you remain pure enough, innocent enough. As a people, you cannot let yourselves
snk tother level. Thereisgreat power in doing what is right, and | etting the consequences be damned. It
isthe safest course, even when the peril appears grest, for it is better to lose your life than to throw away
your soul.



“Alun, I'm not trying to just freeapair of hostages. I'm hoping to lift this pall of shame that covers Caer
Luciare. I'm hoping, in some small way, to redeem this people.”

The drawbridge fell open, and dl that Fallion saw within the courtyard was the tree, seemingly tall now,
nearly thirty feet. Every branch, every twig, seemed to be awonder, the product of some superhuman
atidry.

The villagers, bloody and bedraggled, were crowded around it, shouting in joy, cheering for Falion, for
freedom, their voices seeming to come from a grest distance, like awind rushing above avast fores.

“Milord,” one old woman shouted, “remember me?’ Falion smiled. He did indeed. She had been a
scullery maid in the castle; she had taught him how to cook a pudding.

“And me, milord?” aman cried. It was the cobbler who had given Fallion his pet ferrin asachild.

And asthe bridge lowered, dl of theweight of hisjourney washed out of Falion, and hefelt
renewed—not just rested in mind, but refreshed in spirit.

It was more than the homecoming. It was the tree that influenced him.
Now wasthe timeto do things. Now was the time to become a better person, to seek perfection.
The urge cameto him so clearly it was dmost acommand.

But asthe bridge dropped farther, Fallion began to redlize that something was horribly wrong. There was
darkness among the branches, alingering shadow, and the tree had dmost no leaves, and those were
only on the top-most branches, though it was high summer.

And as he saw the bole of the tree, scarred and blackened by flames, he began to understand why.

The bridge dropped, and he saw it now. The tree was surrounded by acircular wal of stone. And within
that wall of stones, worms of green flame sputtered and burned, while white-hot sparks shot out from
timeto timeamid arune of fire. It wasthe Sedl of the Inferno.

Theimage smote him, went whirling before his eyes, filling hisvison. He blinked and turned away, sought
to clear hissight, but the image could not be pushed aside. He stood before the Sedl of the Inferno, and it
forced itsdlf upon him.

Serve me, avoice demanded in the whispering tongue of flames. Giveyour al to me.
Fdlion dropped to one knee and held hisforearm againgt his eyes.

It wasn't supposed to be here. The Seal was supposed to be in the Underworld, linking the Sedl of
Heaven to the Sedl of Earth. By smoothing out its flaws, Falion hoped to bind the shattered remains of
the One True World back into asinglewhole.

But thisthing before him, it was lying naked in the open, like afestering wound.
Even with his eyes clenched, the rune thrust itsalf on his consciousness.

You cannot escape, it whispered.

“Falion?" he heard Rhianna calling desperately. “Fdlion, what’ swrong?’



“The Sedl,” Falion shouted. “It’ s breached! It—has been sullied, warped.” He could think of no other
way to describe the damage. The rune had been twisted, subverted by some malicious power. It was
raging, wanton. It should have been controlled, ashining thing of golden light. All that he saw now was
dangerous wreckage.

The same power that had broken the Sedlsin the beginning did this, he redized—the Queen of the Loci.
“Canyoufix it?" Rhiannaasked, her voice seeming to come from far away.

A tremendous fear welled up in Fallion. The Sed shouldn’t have been here. He knew of no human-born
flameweaver who was powerful enough to have re-created the Sedl. Only the Queen of all Loci could do
that. He worried that she might be near.

In hisdreams, fixing it had been so easy. But now, confronted by the abomination itsalf, he wasn't sure.

Seeking fue, Fallion reached up into heaven and grasped the light, pulling it down in fiery cords, letting it
build.

He opened his eyes, staring into the whed of fire, searching for itsflaws.

Shapes began to emerge. To acommoner, it would have only looked like abowl of flames, endlesdy
burning without asource, but to Falion, there was meaning within those shapes.

One had to watch, to study the patterns, see where new flames appeared, where old ones died, how
they twisted and flickered, how tall they rose. He could read the meanings of their movementsif he had
enough time to study them. But how much timewould it take? Weeks, he suspected. Months. Y ears.
There were runes hidden within runes here, amaze of them. He would have to pace himsdlf, work in
short sessions.

Fix the biggest problemsfirgt, he told himself.

Blue tongues of flame erupted and spouted seemingly at random, and white phosphorous airs rose and
sputtered. He could hear tongues of flame muttering and cursing in torment at how they had been twisted.
But those were mere digtractions.

A serpentine incandescence burrowed through the rune, emitting sparks.
It represents the worm at the world’ s heart, he redlized. But why isit so large?

Hefollowed its shape backward, saw itstail wrapped around the bole of the golden tree, searing it, even
astheworm drew away the light from its branches.

What an abomination! he thought.

Fdlion hurled abdl of flame, used its energy to sever thetail that bound the world worm to the One True
Tree. There was a crackling sound, aroar of fire, and the shadows fled from around the tree.

The flames cursed Falion, and struck back, like someliving thing. A blast of heat surgedinto him, filling
him.

Almog, Falion burgt into flames. Theinferno begged Fallion to let go, to leave hisflesh behind and
become one with Fire, as his master had years ago a the battle for Shadoath’ s Castle.

“No!” Fallion shouted, knowing that he had no choice but to fight. The Sedl of the Inferno was adeadly
puzzle. Either he had to hedl it, or it would destroy him.



In hisdreams, he had aways repaired the rune. The dream came every night, and it had aways been the
same. The flames spoke with amillion tongues. In his dream he tamed them, taught them to spesk with
only one.

He looked to the field where abowl of flames should be, and saw the flames. But dmost instantly they
snuffed out, leaving only two.

For amoment, he knelt with mouth agape, unsure how to proceed. Thisiswhere hewasto bind the
worlds, bring dl of them into one. But only two flames remained in this bowl. Each flameflickered and
swayed in its own dance.

For long seconds Falion held Hill, waiting for the other flames to regppear.

The heat continued to build in him, threatening to overwhelm him. He could fed it in the back of his
throat. Steam began to rise from his cloak.

Desperate, Fallion lashed out, hurling back the hegt that threatened to overwhelm him, and bound the
two flamesinto one.

Thefires of the Sedl lashed out, roaring toward Fallion, and then died in an instant.
Suddenly dl that remained was aring of smoke rising around the golden tree.

In the ensuing silence, Fallion found his heart pounding and swest rolling down hisface. Therewasno
voice coming from theremains of thefire. Therewasno voicein thetree.

“Isit over?’ Jaz asked.

All around them, the world seemed to return to normal. Fallion could hear the morning bird song as
robins and larks worked the nearby meadows. The rising sun stood golden in the sky. A faint breeze
gtealing down from the mountains cooled his skin.

And overhead, agreat light began to fill the sky.

Daylan Hammer fdl slent for along moment, leaving Alun timeto ponder hiswords.

“Can’'t, can't you help usin some other way?’ Alun asked. “Y ou vidt the netherworld it issaid.
Surely...thereis some wespon that you could lend us?’

“Y ou think that better weapons can save you?’ Daylan mused. “Y ou ask for adangerousthing. I've
heard tales of entire worlds that have been leveled—all because one like me handed out such weaponsto
thosein need.

“It isforbidden.

“Evenif | gavethem to you, they could not save you. In time, your enemies would capture them and turn
them againg you.

“Beddes, you have dl of the weapons that you need to destroy thisworld.”
Alun tried to imagine what he could be talking about. Swords? War clubs?“What wespons?’

“Hate,” Daylan answered. “Y our people don't just live under the shadow of the wyrmlings. Y ou have



fdlen far beneethit. In ageneration, there will no longer be any difference between them and you.”
Daylan fell silent, then at last asked, “ So, what will you tell Warlord Madoc?’

Alun thought hard. If hetold the truth, he might gain his freedom, untold riches. He could marry well and
live hgppily.

Andif helied....

Then Daylan would free Princess Kan-hazur, leaving his people to withstand the full ondaught of the
wyrmlings. Prince Urstone would cometo rule, hopefully to help any who escaped.

Evenif my people survive, Alun wondered, will House Urstone ever rewvard me?
He had never caught the eye of the High King. It seemed too fanciful anotion to entertain.
Suddenly therewas abright light in the sky, asif astar had been born.

Alun did not become aware of it al a once. Instead, it seemed that for several secondsit became
brighter and brighter.

Helooked up, and saw apde disk, ashigasamoon. A gar isfadling, Alun thought. It's coming right at
us

Thelight grew brilliant, and suddenly Alun recalled hearing atale of ameteorite that had crashed into the
mountains years ago, filled with iron from the stars. But he redlized that anything asbig asthiswould
surdy smash himwhenit hit.

Fallion peered up at the growing orb. He could see blue—vast seas, and the actinic white of clouds
whirling above them. He saw the blush of the morning sun striking clouds at the terminus. He spotted a
continent, with agreat red desert and snow-topped mountains. He could make out silver veins of rivers,
the emerald green of forests, alake shaped like akidney.

People around Falion began to cry out in astonishment and fear, and some threw up their handsto brace
for the impact.

“What'sthat!” Alun shouted, still peering at the coming world. He could not believe that hislife was over.
He wanted Daylan Hammer to explain the sight away, offer some comfort.

Helooked at Daylan Hammer, whose eyes were wide with wonder. “It’ sthe end of theworld,” he said
asthe huge disk suddenly filled the whole sky.

“Thisistheend!” Taon cried.

Fdlion stared at the coming world, fear coursing through him like abolt of lightning, and whispered, “No,
my friends, it isonly beginning.”



The ground trembled and groaned, and amighty blast raked Alun’ sface. There was afirein the heavens.
Wind roared al around him, and tornados of light touched down.

Alun threw up his handsto protect his eyes, and gritted histeeth.

Two worlds collided, folding into one. There were no crushing rocks faling from the sky, no vast craters
formed, no plasma spewing from the far sde of aruined world.

Instead arain of atomsfdl, sizzling past one another through the vast empty spacesthat exist between the
nucleus of one atom and another.

To Fdlion, theimpact felt asif agreat wind roared through him. He could fed it pelting him on the head
and shoulders, driving through him, and leaving through the soles of hisfeet. Bolts of static dectricity
raced everywhere, across the surface of the castle, and there was a rushing sound so loud, accompanied
by screams, that it felt like the end of the world.

And suddenly the ground whirled and began to lurch benesth hisfeet. He could fed ahill risng benesth
him, the ground shooting up so fast that his knees buckled.

Thewadls of Castle Coorm trembled and rolled asif during an earthquake. The east wall bucked, spilling
into the moat, and the queen’ stower canted to one side and collapsed. Huge stones surged up through
the ground, their faces seeming weathered by centuries of erosion.

Suddenly the atoms diding through empty space halted, joining together astightly asakey inthelock of a
manacle, according to some pattern laid out in the master rune an eternity in the past.

The ground lurched to ahdt, and Falion felt an impact. No blow by a human hand could have been so
devadating. It was asif agiant dgpped him, sending him into oblivion.

6

A NEWWORLD

When we plow a field to ready it for planting, much islost. The holes and homes of mice and
snakes are torn apart, the struggling roots of last year’s herbs are broken. To me, the mouse and
the herb are wondrous things, to be enjoyed and treasured. But we lay them waste—all in the
hope of some distant harvest. Thus in making one marvelous thing, regretfully we put an end to
another.

—the Wizard Ssel

Fallion woke with agroan, only becoming consciousin dow increments. His eyesfluttered open, but the
dust in the air was so thick that he soon had to close them.

Everywhere, the townspeople were screaming for help, and Jaz was shouting, “ Fallion, there’ s something
wrong with Taon!”

Lying still for asecond, Fallion tried to collect his strength. He felt half-dead. He was so feeble that he
could hardly lift ahand. It was asif he had suffered an endlessillness, and only now might be on the way



to recovery though hefdt ashe might just aseasly die.
“Fdlion? Can you hear me?’
“Coming,” Falion managed to say.

Fdlion looked toward Jaz, could see his dim outline through ahaze of dust asthick as any fog, crouching
above Taon. Rocks had risen dl around, ajumble of them.

Fdlion felt so weak, he didn’t know if he could stand, so he summoned al of his strength and tried to
crawl toward Taon on hishands and knees, but as he lifted hisleft hand, he found that athick vine was
latched to the mesaty part of hispam.

Hetried to pull away, but it hurt too much. Upon closer inspection, he saw that the vine wasn't latched to
his pam—it was growing through it. Thetrunk of the vine, about a quarter inch in diameter, ran cleanly
through the meat of his pam and continued out the other side.

He peered at hispam for half an instant, trying to understand.

Two worlds combined, he redized. And upon those worlds, two living things had occupied the same
space.

So avine grew through him. But what was wrong with Tdon?

Dread surged through him as he drew his dagger, hacked through the vine, pulled it out asif it were an
arrow, and then clasped his hand and tried to staunch araging flow of blood.

Tadonwas hurt, Jaz had said. What if she has abush growing through her, or atree?

Why did | even bring her? he wondered. He hadn't needed her. She could have stayed home, found
some boy to love. But she' d wanted an adventure.

He peered up, but the dust was too thick to make out Talon. His energy was coming alittle better now.
He climbed to hisfeet. The gritty dust got in hiseyes, and he had to stagger, haf-blind, toward Jaz.

By the time that he got there, Rhianna and Farion were circled around, both of them having crawled too,
both swearing and uttering curses.

She' sdead, Fallion thought. Our little Talon is dead. He' d dwaysthought of her asasigter, afiercelittle
sster, and he tried to imagine how he would break the newsto Myrrima, their foster mother. Their foster
father, Borenson, was awarrior, and he would take it stoutly, though it would break his heart. But
Myrrima....she was too tender to bear such news.

Ashegot close, hergoiced to see that she was breathing, her chest rising and falling.
“She'sout cold,” Jaz wastelling the others.
Jaz |ooked up, moved back for Falion to get a better view, and Fallion gasped.

Their Talon had changed. At first, he thought that it was only amatter of growth. Talon had aways been
adiminutive girl, combining her mother’ slithe body and her father’ s strength. But she was diminutive no
more.

“What do you think?" Jaz asked. * Seven feet tdl? Maybe more?’



That looks about right, Fallion thought. And three across the shoulder. Shelooked asif sheweighed a
good three hundred pounds, dl of it muscle.

Her face remained much the same, or, a least Fallion could still see Tdlon'sresemblanceinit. But it
stretched in an odd way. There were two strange humps above her brow, like those on acalf that is
about to sprout horns, and her forehead seemed thickened, asif abony plate had grown there. Her
cheekbones were smilarly armored. She groaned, opening her mouth asif to curse at some bad dream,
revealing incisors that had become over-large.

“What happened? Jaz asked.

Falion suspected that he knew. Some other creature must have been standing where Talon was, on that
shadow world, and the two of them had become one.

7
THE HUNTER AWAKES

There was a time when the Knights Eternal were Lady Despair’s most fear some weapon. But as
her powers grew, so did the powers of her minions, and the walking shadows, the Death Lords,
began to haunt our dreams. With the merging of the two worlds, though, we should have guessed
that it was only a matter of time before the Knights Eternal reestablished their dominion.

—theWizard S

Gongsweretalling in Rugassa, their deep tones reverberating among the rocksin the fortress, sseming to
come from everywhere and nowhere, thundering up from the center of the earth.

Upon thetall, Vulgnash awoke in the tower crypt, and with apowerful kick threw off thelid of his coffin.

Gripping itsSdes, heinspected hisrotting flesh. His skin had dried, becoming gray and leathery, and his
flesh had cracked and wrinkled. Maggots had burrowed trails through hisarms.

How long, he wondered, since last | walked the earth? He had hoped to remain dead for eternity this
time

But Lady Despair summoned him, and herose at her bidding. He had promised his service to the Greet
Wyrm, whether it bein life, or in desth, and now he had to answer the call.

Besides, he would rather be summoned into the presence of Lady Despair than into that of the Emperor.

From the condition of his hands, heimagined that it had not been long. Three years since last he woke,
perhaps five, no more.

Y et Vulgnash felt asif he had been pummeled. Every musclein hisbody ached; he had seldom felt so
wesk.

He climbed from the coffin, and stood for a moment, staring down through atower window. People
rushed everywhere athousand feet below him, like beetlesin adung hill.

Thefortresswasin ruins. Walls of black basalt looked asiif they had split during an earthquake.



He peered out beyond the city gate, to seeif the fortress was under attack, and stared in awe. There was
astrange and wondrous change in the land: aforest stood out on the plains before the cagtle. The plains
should have been barren. Last he knew, they were burned twice yearly so that no army could draw near
without being seen.

But herewas aforest of hoary pine treesthat looked to be a thousand years old. And strange birds flew
up out of it, like none that he had ever seen before.

How long? he wondered. A thousand years? It can't be. My flesh would have turned to dust, and |
would be beyond the power even of Lady Despair to call.

And now the gongs were sounding, announcing that the Great Wyrm demanded his presence.

Vulgnash swore, strode to his closet, and drew on a crimson robe to hide the ruin of hisface, then went
griding down the sairs, into the grest hall.

Hefelt so weak, he needed sustenance; and so as he entered the great hall, where servants went
scurrying about in terror, their eyeswidein fright to see him, he grabbed asmall girl of eight or nine.

“Your lifeismine,” he whispered, then placed five fingers upon her skull—one between her eyes, two
upon each of her eyes, and histhumb and pinky finger upon her mandibles.

At thistouch, the girl’ sblood turned to ice water in her veins, and she wet herself.

The girl tried to withdraw in terror, but hisfingers held to her flesh asif it were hisown. Some of the
servantsthat saw groaned or looked away in horror; one cried out the girl’ s namein mourning, “Ah, little

Wenyal”

With awhispered incantation, the girl’ s passons—her longing for life, her hopes and ambitions—and the
firein her soul that drove them were drawn away.

The spell went to work, and the girl’ sflesh, rife with water, began to sag and putrefy, even asVulgnash's
own flesh gained heft and aless unwholesome color.

When he was done, he let the girl fal away, adry and rotting husk. He felt refreshed, but not refreshed
enough. He would need to feed on others before he regained hisfull strength.

But the gongs weretolling, and he had no timefor it.

He grabbed atorch from a sconce, then went striding down to the lower levels. Powerful guards cringed
interror as he passed, for they knew what V ulgnash was.

The black basalt tunnels were cracked and broken, and often the passageway was littered with rubble
and boulders. V ulgnash waded through or climbed over asthe need took him.

Isthiswhy she summoned me? he wondered. A mere earthquake? But no, he knew that there must be
some gregter threat to the realm.

In hisweakened state, the race left him drained.

The great fortress of Rugassawas built upon the crown of avolcano, and his spiraling journey downward
fdt like aplummet. All the while, the gongs grew louder, moreinastent, until at last he had gonefar
enough, and the corridor opened into the audience chamber.

Two others had arrived before him and stood at each side of the chamber like an honor guard, robed dl



in crimson. Thul and Kryssdiawere their names.

She has summoned three of the Knights Eternal, Vulgnash realized, afull quorum. Great need must be
upon her.

A platform jutted out above alake of boiling magma, which heated the room like ablast furnace. Tunnels
high up alowed the hot air to escape, while lower vents, one of which sat directly behind the platform,
dlowed cold air to rushiin.

Thus as V ulgnash reached the end of the platform, he found himsdlf a the mouth of the vent, a chill wind
whirling al about him, making his blood-red cape flutter like acaged bird. Without the refreshing wind,
no mere morta could have withstood the heat of this place. Even Vulgnash would have succumbed in
time. He peered down, hundreds of feet below, into the pool of magma.

“Lady Despair,” Vulgnash cried. “I hear your summons, and obey.”

The lake of magmabelow him was red hot. Suddenly it boiled madly and the |ake began to rise. Molten
stone churned, and the level kept rising, until it seemed theat the platform itself would be swallowed by

magma.
Then the mouth of the grest wyrm appeared, rising from the molten flow.

Shewasahundred yards in diameter, and her mouth, which had five hinges, each jaw shaped likea
spade, could have swallowed asmal fortress.

She rose up, and magma streamed off of her.
Vulgnash dropped to one knee and bowed until the bony plate on his forehead touched the hot floor.
A great rushing voicefilled the room. * Speak, Vulgnash. | fed that your mind is clouded by questions.”

Vulgnash dared hardly admit it to himsalf. He was not used to questioning his master. But he could not
hide histhoughts from the Great Mother. The wyrm that was within him spoke to her, reveding his
deepest secrets.

“How long?’ he asked.
“Four years, sncelast | summoned you.”

“But...thereisaforest growing outside the gates,” Vulgnash objected. He knew that he had to have dept
for centuries.

“A great and strange thing has happened,” the wyrm said. “ The world is changed, made anew by a
powerful wizard, named Fallion Orden. He has combined two worldsinto one, hisand ours. Heis our
enemy. He must be dedlt with.”

That any one wizard could have such power seemed unimaginable. “Y ou have but to command me, my
magter, and | will throw mysdlf into battle no matter how fearsomethefoe. But...how do we fight such a
Cregture?’

“Have no fear,” the Great Mother said. “1 brought Fallion here by design. In hisworld, his power was
great. But in thisnew world...he cannot withstand you. He is aflameweaver, taented in some ways, but
heisonly achildin hisunderstanding....”

Vulgnash amiled, hislips pulling back to reved hisoverlargeincisors. If there was onething that he



understood, it was the weaving of flames. He had been magtering his skillsfor millennia

The Great Mother continued. “ Take the three into the woods south of the ruins at Caer Golgeata. Y ou
will find agolden tree there. Destroy it, root and limb.

“Youwill dso find humans, smdl in sature, led by the wizard Fdlion. Bring him, and prepare his spirit to
receive awyrm.”

Vulgnash knew that powerful enemies sometimes required wyrms of great power to subdue them.
Knowing which wyrm was to take him might make a subtle difference asto the type of tortures VVulgnash
would useto prepare the victim. “Isthere a particular wyrm that | should prepare him for?”

The answer struck Vulgnash with awe.

Lady Despair answered, “1 may well possess him mysdlf.”

8

TALON

Lifeis an endless awakening.
As a child, we awaken to the wonders and horrors of the universe.
As young adults we awaken to our own growing powers, even as young love enslaves us.
As adults, we awaken to the worry and responsibility of caring for others.
Last of all, we awaken to death, And the light beyond.
—High King Urstone

In the tallest tower of Castle Coorm, Fallion kicked open the door to asmall room and stood for a
moment, letting his eyes adjust as motes of dust floated in hisview.

The room had served as his bedroom as a child, aroom for both him and Jaz. But as Jaz said, it had
grown smaller over theyears.

The room wasfilled with trash—broken chairs from the king’ shdl, a broken whed from awagon,
various tools with broken shafts—all things that had some worth but needed the tender care of agood
wood-wright.

Beneath the litter, Jaz' s bed sill remained, but Fallion’ swas gone. Gone aso were thelr treasures—the
princely daggersthat had hung on thewall, thefine curtains that had once hung over the window, the
carved and painted animalsthat Jaz had played with asachild.

Falion had hoped to find something to remind him of his childhood, but there was nothing. Nor had he
found much of worth in Warlord Hal€' s chamber. It seemed that everything of worth had long ago been
destroyed, sold off, or stolen.

He closed the door, then climbed the stairs to the uppermost tower, where his mother’ s far-seers had
once kept vigil.



There, upon amossy roof that was growing weak from rot, he peered out across the atered landscape.
Rocks rose up in atumult, twisted and eerie. It was not asif they had just thrust up from the ground,
broken and new. Instead, they looked to have been sculpted by wind and rain over millennia. Their forms
were graceful, strange, and utterly out of place.

In the past hours, the dust had begun to settle, and though ayellow haze obscured the heavens, in the
distance the ruins of ancient cities could be seen in haf-a-dozen directions, their sonework marvelous
and otherworldly, and their broken towers soaring high.

Y dlow moths of atypethat Fallion had never seen fluttered everywhere, clouds of them rising above the
forest, gpparently unnerved at the vast change.

Fdlion felt unnerved, too. The sun wastoo bright, and rested in the wrong place in the sky. The plants
seemed to have astrange metdllic tang. A grest weariness was on him, sapping his strength. Hefelt on
the verge of collapse, and feared that if he dowed down, if he stopped for even aminute, he would just
lie down and never regain the strength to rise again.

Rhianna climbed the stairs behind him, came up to him wordlesdy, then just sood stroking his back.
“Has Tdon stirred?’ Falion asked.

“Not yet,” Rhiannaanswered. Talon was gill unconscious, resting in the hovel where Hearthmaster
Waggit lived. Fallion had come here to search for richer quarters, but Warlord Hale' s room had been a
pigsty, full of rotting food and foul odors.

“Thisisatrap,” Falion said as he peered out above the woods. “ Thiswhole place isatrap. We should
leave”

“Not without Talon,” Rhiannasaid. “I couldn’t leave her, and neither could you. We Il have to wait until
she'sready to travel.”

She had been unconscious for hours. Fallion worried that she would die. Certainly, there had been others
inthe village that had died. One had been crushed under rocks when awall buckled; others had perished
from wounds received in taking the keep. Two elderly men apparently died for no reason at al, except,
perhaps, from the shock of the change.

And there were other oddities. Another young man had grown large and distorted, like Taon. Hetoo
Was unconscious.

Four people had apparently vanished altogether; Fallion suspected that they lay crushed somewhere
beneath the rubble. Fallion could hear their sons and daughters even now, down among the castle
grounds, cdling out their parents namesin vain.

Another young girl had alarge gorse bush grow through alung during the change and would not make it
through the night.

Tdon might not makeit, elther, Fallion knew. Whatever she had become, it might not survive.
“Y ou should go down among the people,” Rhiannasaid. “ Thereistak of throwing a celebration tonight.”
“I’m not in the mood to dance or sing,” Falion said. “ They shouldn't be, either.”

“Y ou saved them,” Rhiannasaid. “ They want to honor you.”



“| didn't save dl of them.”

“Perhaps not,” Rhiannasaid, “but | heard awoman talking down there. She said that * Under Warlord
Hae srule, wewere dl dead. But good Fallion has brought us back to life” That seemed reason enough
to honor you.”

Rhiannatook his hand, squeezed it. She wanted to infuse him with the love that shefdlt, but she knew
that it was incomprehensible to him, for the love that she felt was not something that she had learned in
her mother’ sarms. Her love was degper, and more profound. She had once given an endowment of wit
to aseaape, and had learned to see the world through its eyes. It had been as devoted to its master asa
dog would be. It had adored its master. There were no words to describe the depth of its affection. And
now, Rhiannafdt that way about Fallion. Only long years of practice allowed her to keep from constantly
following him with her eyes, or from stroking his cheek, or kissng hislips. She dared not let him know,
for she knew that it was aburden for one to have to bear unrequited love.

“If the villagers want to honor me,” Falion said after amoment, “tell them to post a heavy guard. And tell
them not to wait until tonight. There may be worse things in those woods than strengi-saats now.” He
sghed, stood resting with his pams upon the head of agargoyle for amoment, asif bestowing ablessng,
and then when he had regained his strength, said, “1’ll go check on Talon.”

He stalked down the stairway in afoul mood. As he descended, he found himself in darkness, until he
came out upon the green. Three women were tending the tree, tenderly wrapping the scarsonitsbark in
tan linen.

A few hours ago, Fallion remembered hearing them cheer as he freed them from Warlord Hale.

Unbidden, words came to mind, acruel voice speaking in ahiss. “ Though the world may applaud your
daughter, you will cometo know that each of your victoriesismine.” In hismind' seye, he saw hisold
enemy Asgaroth upon hisfine blood mare, atall man in black, wrapped in shadows. And once again
Fdlion felt his shirt tear open, felt the words scrawled upon his chest formed from runes of air, like
insects marching over hisskin.

Fdlion bit hislip. A cold certainty was upon him. The crowds had gpplauded his daughter not hours ago,
when he d killed Warlord Hale, but the taste of victory was sour.

Fdlion gazed a the tree for along moment. He felt Strangein its presence. It made himwant to bea
better man, and he recalled hearing itsvoice earlier, its cry for help. But now there was only adeep
dlencein histhoughts. It was asif the tree were fast adeep.

He hurried down a back street where cobbles had come out of the road, leaving it pitted and muddy. He
ducked into Waggit’ s hovel, saw Waggit puttering about the hearth, looking here and there, asif trying to
decide whether it wastimeto build adinner fire. Waggit' s endowments had aged him. Hishair had gone
slver, and it waslong and unkempt. He still had the height of awarrior, but the musclesin his chest and
shoulders had grown thin and wasted.

Helooked up from the hearth, “Fallion!” he said in glee. “ Y ou’ ve come home!”
So much had changed over the years, Fallion felt surprised that Waggit even recognized him.

Waggit shouted in glee and danced a step. “It’ s good to see you, boy!” He legpt across the room, gave
Fdlion ahug, and burst into tears.

“Good to seeyou, too, old friend,” Falion said, taking the proffered hug. And it was.



Waggit's summer jacket wasworn and old. To Fdlion hefdt too thinin theribs.
“Where have you been—" Waggit asked, “ off fighting reavers?’

It was ground they had covered only hours ago, but Waggit had already forgotten. “Nothing so grand,
I'mafrad,” Falion said. “I went sailing to the Ends of the Earth, to Landesfalen.”

“Ah!” Waggit said. “1 hope they fed you good.” It was the best reply he could come up with. He stood
with head cocked to one side, asif hoping to be of some help.

“| atewell enough,” Fdlion said. “ Any word of advice today, old friend?’

Waggit peered hard at Fallion with rheumy eyes, hisface growing desperate as he tried to recal some
tidbit of forgotten lore. Hislower lip began to tremble, and he cast his eyes about the room asif searching
for something. At last, he merely shrugged, then burst into tears.

Fdlion put hisarms around the old man. “There now,” he said. “Y ou’ ve given me enough wise counsd to
last mealifetime”

“I...can’'t remember,” Waggit said.

“I'll remember for the both of us,” Falion said. He hugged Waggit once more, wondering at the cruelty
of forcibles.

Waggit had not been born afool, he oncetold Fallion. But he had dipped into anicy creek asachild,
while fetching water for hismother, and had nearly drowned. After that, his ability to remember was
gtolen, and he ended up working the silver mines.

But when the reavers attacked Carris, he had fought them with his pick, actudly killing afew. For his
courage and strength, he had been granted afew forcibles, and with afew endowments of wit and
stamina, had made himsalf a scholar, one of thewisest in the land.

Now thefolk who had granted the endowments, his Dedicates, were dl dead, and with their deaths,
Waggit' s ability to remember had died too, along with the lore that he’ d once mastered.

Did my father do well or ill, granting him endowments? Fallion wondered. Would Waggit not have been
happier to remain afool than to gain great wisdom and loseit dl?

Fdlion fought back his sadness and ducked through a curtain into the cozy room where Talon lay upon a
low cot. She had grown too largeto fit onit.

Jaz had covered her with a coarse blanket, and now he knelt beside her, his shoulders dumped from
weariness, o sill that he looked asif drawing a breath was amost too greet a chore.

“How isshedoing?’ Falion asked. “Any change?’

Jaz shook hishead dightly.

“Thereisachair hereinthe corner, if youwould likeit,” Falion offered.
Jaz shrugged. “I know. | wastoo tired to get up and Sit.”

Fdlion dumpedinthe chairr.

Jaz did not turn. As he gazed a Talon, hisface waslined with grief.



“I thought for sure,” he said softly, “that when you healed the worlds, we' d get cloudbursts of beer, and
the meadows would sprout dancing girls as pretty asany flower....”

“Sorry to disgppoint you,” Fallion said.

“What' swrong with us? | fed like aburrow bear that’ s been pulled out of itsholein mid-winter. | just
want to deep for afew more months.”

“Jaz, we haveto go away,” Fdlion said. “We haveto get out of here, now.”
“What do you mean?’ Jaz did not move. Helooked asif he wastoo tired to care.

“That rune, it was atrap. The tree was the bait. Once my mind touched the rune, | knew that | had to
mend it or die. But it couldn’t be mended, not redlly. It was meant to do only one thing, to bind two
shadow worldsinto one. | didn’'t bind al of theworldsinto one. | didn’t heal anything. | fear I’ ve made
thingsworse.”

Jaz nodded dmost imperceptibly, asif he couldn’t muster the energy to care.

“Jaz, no human sorcerer made that rune. 1t was beyond the power of any mortal to form. | know who
madeit: our father’ s ancient enemy, the Queen of the Loci.”

Now Jaz looked a him, cocking his head just abit, peering at him from the corner of hiseye.
“She shere, Jaz, somewhere. She knowswhat |’ ve done. Shetricked meinto doing it.”

“Maybe, maybe she was just testing you,” Jaz suggested. “ Maybe she wanted to seeif you redly could
bind the worlds. If the wizards are right, she was never ableto do that. If she'd been ableto, she'd have
bound all of the worlds together into one, under her control.”

“It wasatest,” Falion agreed. “But in passingit, | failled usall.”
Jaz findly drew adeep breath, asif trying to muster the energy torise.

“Go then, if you must,” hesaid. “I can't leave Taon behind. And we can't let the Queen of the Loci
catch you. If she does, we both know what she will try to force you to do—bind the worldsinto one, all
under her control.”

Fdlion hedtated. He couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Tdon, not like this. He wasn't certain what was
wrong with her. Perhapsin the melding, her organs had become jumbled up. Perhaps the cresture that
lay before him had two hearts and only half alung. He couldn’t be certain.

He only knew that in binding the two worlds together, he had not done it perfectly. There had been
mistakes, dangerous errors. The vine that had grown through his hand was just one of them, and the
stinging pain and the bloody bandage that he now wore were constant reminders.

What if I'd tried binding al of the worldsinto one? Fallion wondered. What if those little errors had been
multiplied amillion milliontimesover?

It would have been a catastrophe. | would have destroyed the world.
Maybe that iswhy the L ocus Queen set this trap—to see what would happen if | succeeded.

There was a pitcher of water on the bed stand. Fallion felt thirsty but too tired to take adrink. Still, he
knew that his body would need it.



Taon suddenly groaned in her deep. “Ishnal Ishnal Bolandakal” She thrashed from sideto sde. Her
voice was deep and husky.

“Wheat did she say?’ Jaz asked.
Falion shook hishead. It was no language that he had ever heard, and he was familiar with severd.
Hewondered if it were just a@mless babbling, the ranting that came with afevered dream.

Fallion got up, found atowd on the bed stand, and poured some of the cool water from the pitcher onto
the towd.

He knelt beside Talon and dabbed her forehead, held the rag there with one hand and touched her cheek
with the other, checking for afever.

Shewas definitely warm.

He had been holding the rag on her head for all of thirty seconds when her eyes sprang open wide, filled
with terror, and she backhanded him.

Falionwent flying asif he' d been kicked by awar horse.

In an ingtant, Tadon sprang to her feet, asif to do battle, knocking Jaz aside. “Wyrmlings!” she shouted,
her eyes darting about the room, trying to take everything in.

“Taon, it sokay!” Jaz said. “You'redl right! You rewith friends.”

Taon stood, gasping for breath. At seven feet tall, she dwarfed dll of those around her, dwarfed the tiny
room. Every musclein her arms and neck seemed strained, and she took a battle stance. In that moment,
she seemed afearsome warrior, more terrifying than any man that Fallion had ever seen. Her eyes darted
about, asif she wastrapped in some nightmare. Slowly her vision cleared. She recognized Fallion and
Jaz, but merely stood in shock, trying to make sense of the Situation.

“It'sdl right,” Jaz assured her. “'Y ou were only dreaming. Y ou were just dreaming. Do you know where
you ae?’

Taon peered down at the floor, so far below her, and then peered a her hands, huge and powerful, asif
trying to make sense of them. “Am | gill dreaming?’

Shestudied Fdlion, who lay on thefloor, holding his arm where she had hit him.

Fdlion remembered being trampled by abull and taking far less hurt. He tried moving hisarm
experimentaly. He didn't think that it was broken, but it would be black and blue for weeks.

“No,” Jaz said. “Theworld has changed. Two worlds are combined, and | guess...you changed with
them. We re not sure what happened....”

Fallion waited for areaction. He had thought that she would weep for her lost humanity or St and sulk.
Instead, shock and acceptance seemed to come almost at the same moment.

“I see” shesad, peering a her hands asif consdering the implications of hiswords. Then with asigh she
sad, “Let’' sgo seethisnew world.”

More than anything, this showed Falion the depth of the changein Taon. Gone was the young woman
Fdlion had known.



Taon reached down to take Fallion’s hand. He proffered his good hand, but when she grasped it, Fallion
cried out in pain. “Not so tight!”

Shelooked a himin disbdief. “ Sorry. |, uh, barely touched you.”

Hefdt surethat shewastelling the truth. He also felt sure that if she wanted, she could tear hisarm off as
eadly as she could rip the wing off of aroasted chicken.

She pulled Fdlion to hisfeet, then stalked out of the room on unsteady legs, asif trying to become
accustomed to her new size,

She strode out into the street, went to the gate tower, and by the time she reached it she leapt up, taking
the stairs up four at a stride. Then she just sood for along moment until Fallion caught up.

“Damn,” she whispered when he drew near. “Y ou’ ve made amess of things.”
“What do you mean?’ Falion asked. “Areyou ill?’

“Fdlion,” Tdonsad, “I fed great. | fed...better than I’ ve ever felt before.” She turned and peered at
him. “Y ou’ ve done me no harm. In fact, it isthe opposte. | fed more...whole, than | ever felt before.”

Fdlion understood what she meant, partly. It was said that al of the worlds were but shadows of the
One True World, and some wizards suspected that aman might have shadows of himself on each of
those worlds.

Somehow, Falion suspected, he had bound Taon to her shadow sdif.
“Nightfall iscoming,” shesaid. “The...wyrmlingswill comewith it. We have to get away, get to safety.”

Fallion couldn’t imagine any place safer than the castle, eveninits poor repair. Nor did he know what a
wyrmling was. But thisworld wasin ruins. And the wyrmlings were the cause.

Thereisaruleto war. Thefirg rule, Fallion had been taught, was to know your enemy.
“What are wyrmlings?’ he asked.

“Giants”

“Likeyou?’

“Larger than me,” Taon laughed. “I am human, bred to be one of the warrior clan, large and fierce. My
ancestors were bred to be thisway, much as you breed dogs of war to increase their size, their
viciousness. And though | am larger than ahuman of feral stock, the wyrmlings are more than ahead
taller than me, and outweigh me by hundreds of pounds. We are but feeble imitations of the wyrmlings.
And wetrue humans are dmogt dl gone. There are fewer than forty thousand of us|eft.

“Thewyrmlings hunt by night,” Talon explained, “for they cannot tolerate light. They eat only mest, and
they worship the Lady Despair.”

“l see” Fdlion said.

“No, not redly,” Taon answered. “There smoreto tell, and it will take hoursto do so. But firgt, we must
get away from here”

“Where do we go?’



Taon peered into the distance, closed her eyesin congternation. “I can’t remember.... It' slike adream.
| seetheplace, but | can’'t put anametoit.”

“Then give yoursdf amoment to wake,” Falion said.
Taon peered into the distance for along minute. “Luciare. Thefortressiscaled Luciare.”
“Whereisit?’ Fallion asked.

Taon closed her eyes, concentrated. She could see her mother and father there. Borenson was much the
same in both worlds she decided, but Talon's mothers were not the same woman at al. How would that
work? she wondered. Whereis my father—in Luciare, or back in Landesfallen? And what of my ssters
and brothers?

She wanted to find them, make sure that al of them were well, that they had survived this transformation.
But the world had shifted, and she was on strange ground.

Taon shook her head. “I'm not sure. Everything's...wrong. I'm not sure I’ ve even been here before.
She nodded to adistant pesk to the south, one with a distinctive hump upon the eastern flank. “ That
could be Mount Shuneya. That meansthat Luciare would be west, west by southwest, maybe—a
hundred miles, or ahundred and twenty. We can’'t make it tonight, or even tomorrow....”

They wouldn’t be able to makeit evenin four days, Fallion suspected, not with himin his current
condition. But he could hear the urgency in Talon’svoice.

Helooked up at her and wondered, Why don’t | have abody like hers? Why didn’t | combine with my
shadow sdf?

Instead hefdt frail, worn.

Thiswhole placeisasnare, Falion redlized. The one who st it couldn’t know for sure when | would
come, or even if | would come. But now that the wire has been sprung, the hunter will be upon us. Falion
suspected it, and Talon seemed to fed it in her bones.

“How long before the wyrmlings get here?’ Fallion asked.

“They have fortresses nearby, within thirty miles” she said. “And there might be hidden outposts even
closer than that. If theloca commanders know to watch this place, they’ll cometonight. Even if Lady
Despair hasto send assassins from Rugassa, they could be on our trail by dawn.”

So, Fdlion thought, araceison.

“WE |l have to keep under the cover of trees, lie low in the woods during the night, and run through the
days....”

“How do you know all of this?’ Falion asked. “How can you be sure?’

A look of confusion washed over Taon'sface, and she shook her head. “My father, the man you know
as Sir Borenson, is...Aaath Ulber—High Guard. |...we are Warrior Clan.”

So Fdlion felt even more convinced. Talon hadn’t merged with some beast. She had merged with her
shadow sdlf, with the woman she had been on thisworld.

Aredl of them so large? Falion wondered. It would explain the strange ruins, so high and soaring. But
no, Talon had been but agirl, and had been diminutive at that. The humans of thisworld wouldn't dl be



50 large. He suspected that most would be larger.
I’ve brought usto aland of giants, he redized, giantsthat have dmost been destroyed by the wyrmlings.

A sudden fear took him. Whatever was coming, he didn’t think that he could fight it. He d faleninto a
trap. He had been forced to join these two worlds together, and he saw the ruin that had followed.

He could not fix what he had done. He had no idea how to un-bind the two worlds.
And he suspected that his Queen of the Loci was rejoicing in what he had done.

Perhaps the best way to thwart her plan, he considered, isto continue my journey to the Mouth of the
World and finish binding dl of the shadow worldsal into one.

But he consdered the damage he had done, and wondered now at the wisdom of that.
If he bungled this further, he could destroy the world, not hedl it.

And there was a second worry. Perhaps that proposed course of action was exactly what the enemy
wanted.

Tdon turned to Falion, gave him a caculaing gaze. Then her eyes snapped to Jaz who was Hlill feebly
making hisway across the courtyard bel ow, too weak to keep pace.

Fallion marveled at the changein Taon. Shelooked vibrant, energized.
“How soon can we be ready to go?’ she demanded.

“I'm ready now,” Fallion lied, fegling too fragile for aforced march. “But you ve been adeep for hours.
We thought that you would die. The question ishow do you fed ?’

She smiled, showing her overlarge canines. “Never better,” she said, atone of wonder creeping into her
voice. She peered down at her hand again, clenched it and unclenched, asif redizing it wastrue. “I fed
likel could crush rocks in these hands.”

“I think you'reright,” Falion said. “Y ou nearly crushed me.”

9

THE COUNCIL

A king who is weak and ineffective is a kind of traitor, and bringing such a man down can be an
act of patriotism.

—Warlord Madoc
Alun struggled up toward Caer Luciare, his mouth agape.

There were trees everywhere, huge firs on the skirts of the mountain, white aspens dong itstop. They
had grown in an ingtant, appearing asif in avison, their shimmering forms gaining substance.

He had seen them as he fainted, and when he woke, aching and weary, everything had changed. The sun
was gtill up, marveloudy drawn back in the sky, and the hillswere full of dust clouds and birds.



Daylan Hammer was nowhere to be seen.

Wanderlust had stayed at Alun’ s side, and once he got to hisfeet, the dog set out on Daylan Hammer's
trail again. The dog was ableto track him through the thick sod, heading straight for Caer Luciare.

But as Alun neared, he peered in stunned silence at the devastation. Thefortresswasin ruins. The
mountain it had rested upon had dropped hundreds of feet in eevation, and with the drop, thewhole
structure of the mountain had changed. A stone cliff had broken away, exposing tunnels hidden benegth it
like the burrows of wood wormsin arotten log.

Steam from the hot pools beneath the castle hissed out of adozen rents, and the streams above the castle
had been diverted. Waterfdls now emptied down the cliffs from three separate tunnels.

Everywhere, people were rushing to and fro like ants in a broken nest, and Alun staggered up to the
castlein adaze, feding wearier than he' d ever been.

He worried what would happen if the wyrmlings should attack. With the rentsin the fortress, they’ d have
easy access. It might well beindefensible.

He put Wanderlust in the kennel, made sure that the dogs al had food and water, then went looking for
Warlord Madoc.

Hefound him in the battle room, with the High King and hislords, having a shouting match. Daylan
Hammer was there, too, and the Wizard Sisdl. High King Urstone looked haggard upon hisdais, as
much shocked by the devastation as Alun. The Warlords standing in the audience hdl appeared angry, as
if seeking atarget for their frusirations.

“| say we strike now, and strike hard!” Madoc roared.

“And leave oursalves defenseless?’ the Emir asked. “ There are breaches in our defenses. We need men
to repair them, strong men like our warriors, and we need time.” The Emir wasatall man for one of his
kind. He was shorter than Madoc, and much narrower of shoulder. But he held himself like aking, and
thus seemed to cast along shadow.

“And if the wyrmlings have such breachesin their defenses,” Warlord Barrest asked, “would it not be the
chance of alifetime? We might break into their prison with ease, and rel ease the prince, and send out
nsagang Zul-torac.”

“What weapon would you use to pierce his shadow?’ the Emir asked. “ Can it even be dain?’
“It can,” Madoc sad, “with cold iron and sunlight.”
“That isbut apresumption,” King Urstone said. “No one has ever killed aDeath Lord.”

TheWizard Sisd said, “I think it is more than a presumption, it isacalculated chance. Sunlight would
loosen the monstrous spells that bind his spirit to thisworld. 1t should weaken him to the point that he
could bedan.”

King Urstone was a bit taller than Warlord Madoc, but narrower at the shoulder. He wore no badge of
office. Instead, he wore ashirt of plain chain mail, covered by abrown cape, asif he were but another
soldier in the castle. Hisface was wise and lined with wrinkles, and his beard, which was light brown
going gray, made him look wiser till. He said reasonably “Attacking Zul-torac isfoolhardy. Y ou can't
reach him. He never leaves the warrens beneath Mount Rugassa. He hides among the shadows with the
other Death Lords. Y ou'll never expose him to light. And if you wereto attack, his reprisalswould tear



our realm agpart. L et there be no talk of antagonizing Zul-torac. It isonly because we hold his daughter
hostage that we have enjoyed what little peace we could find these last few years. So long as Zul-torac
lives, we can hopetolive”

The Emir had dways been wisein counsd. Now he bent his head in thought. “Even if wetried to Strike at
the north, we might well find that this devastation—this spell—is but alocd affair. It may have no effect
upon Rugassa.”

He looked to theWizard Sisdl. “What think you, wizard?Isit alocd affair?’

The Wizard Sisel leaned upon his staff and bent his head in thought. His face was burned by sun and
wind, with cheeksthe color of aripe apple. His hands and fingernails were dirty from his garden, and his
robes |looked bedraggled. But he carried himsdlf with dignity despite hisragged attire.

Hewas a powerful wizard, and it was his wards and enchantments that had long helped protect Caer
Luciare. All ears bent ashevoiced hisopinion.

“Itisnolocd affair,” thewizard said. Of them dl, only his voice sounded cam and reasonable. “We saw
aworld fal from the sky, and now the whole world has changed. Grave changes have occurred. | fed it.
Theearth groansin pain. | can fed it in the soil, and hear it among the rocks. What the causeis, | do not
yet know. But this| can say: it istimeto prepare for war, not go to war. Did awyrmling cast this
gpell—perhaps even Zul-torac himsdlf? If so, he may have known the destruction it would bring. Leaving
the castle now, leaving it undefended, would mean that we are playing into the enemy’ s hands. And even
if it was not awyrmling who caused this destruction, this spdl will rilethem. Cagting it islike beating a
hornets nest with astick. My feding isthat the wyrmlingswill strike & us, no matter what.”

“Then it iseven more imperative that we take Cantular now,” Madoc said. “ By taking the bridge and
holding it, we can forestal| any attempt at a more serious atack.”

“Your argument is persuasive,” King Urstone said. “Almogt, | would ride to war now. If Sisdl isright, the
wyrmlingswill soon be on their way, and my son'slifeisforfeit, for I cannot put my love for him above
the needs of my people—

“However,” King Urstone continued, “I would have the counsd of Daylan Hammer on this, for he has
wisdom gained over countless ages. This spell that is upon us, Daylan—this new world thet fell from the
heavens—have you heard of the like?’ Urstone was an aging man, much worn by his office, and looked
asdrained as Alun fet. But he was of the warrior caste, and he was a powerful man. Indeed, Alun had
never seen the king show a hint of weariness, until now.

Daylan Hammer strode to the center of the audience hdl and pulled himself to hisfull height. Among the
warriors, hewas asmal man, for none of them werelessthan afoot taller.

“There has never beenthelike,” Daylan said, “in dl of thelorethat | know. But upon the netherworld
there has been the hope that such athing would be.”

“A hope?’ King Urstone asked in dismay.
“There has been the hope that someone would someday gain the power to bind worlds together.

“Long ago, there was but one world, and one moon, and al men lived in perfect contentment, in perfect
peace. There was no death or pain, no deformity, no poverty or war or vice.

“But one went out from among our forefathers who sought power. She sought to wrest control of the
world from the others. The control of the world was bound into a great rune, the Sedl of Creation. She



sought to twist it, to bind it to her, so that she would become the lord of the earth.

“But in the process of twigting it, the Seal of Creation was broken, and the One World shattered into
many, into thousands and tens of thousands and into millions—each aworld orbiting its own sun, eech a
flawed replicaof that One True World.

“Theworld that you live upon,” Daylan said, “is but aflawed shadow of that world, like a piece of
broken crystd that can only hint at what it once was.”

Daylan Hammer paused, and High King Urstone demanded. “Why have | never heard thislore?’
“It has been lost here upon your world,” Daylan said. “But it is remembered el sewhere, on other worlds.

“There has been ahope, a prophecy, that one among us would gain the power to bind the shadow
worldsinto one. If s, then | know who has done this. It may be that he has gained that power at last—"

“Or?’ King Urstone demanded.

“Or it may bethat the enemy has gained such control. Long has she endeavored, hoping to learn how to
bind worldsinto one. But that skill has uded her.”

“Thisismadness,” Warlord Heddick cried. “What proof do we have that any of thisistrue?’

“If itisproof that you want,” Daylan said, “look insde yourselves. Some of you must fed the change. In
the past two hours done | have heard a dozen peopletalking of strange dreams, of other lives that they
remember. If | am right, many of you have combined with your other sdf, ashadow sdf. And our
captainstell usthat thousands of our people have just vanished. | suspect that they are scattered across
the earth, having adso combined with their shadow salves. Those ‘dreams’ that you are having are not
dreams, they are memories. They are the proof that you seek, and if you question those who have them,
you will find that their stories, their memories, corroborate one another. Do any of you have them?”

Severd warlords looked dumbfounded. Of them al, Warlord Madoc seemed most affected by Daylan’s
words. His face went pale with shock, and he stood, trembling.

The Wizard Sisdl bent his head in profound thought and muttered, “ This matter. . .demands attention.”

It was at this moment that Warlord Madoc happened to glance toward the doorway and saw Alun
standing there. He smiled secretively, nodded toward Daylan.

Immediately the blood drained from Alun’ sface and his heart pounded. He feared that he would be
called upon to betray Daylan Hammer, to spesk against him herein public, and hewas dmost as afraid
of gpeaking before the king as he was of dying. He swallowed hard, looked around.

Daylan had asked Alunto liein hisbehalf. Daylan claimed that his own plans were superior to those of
Warlord Madoc.

But werethey?

Did Alun dare let theimmorta stedl off with the Princess Kan-hazur? Did they dare throw aside their
shield now, when the castle had burst apart at every seam?

“What do you advise?’ King Urstone asked Daylan Hammer.

“I think,” Daylan said, “that the Wizard Sisdl speskswisdly. | think that you should ook to your
defenses, mend the walls of your fortress. It has served you wdll for many years, and you will need al of



your grength to hold it now.”

The king nodded his head in thought, and Alun knew that he was persuaded to keep histroops home. It
was the safest course, and to provoke the wyrmlings would be to condemn his son to death. Even after
these many years, the king was loath to do so.

“Wait!” Warlord Madoc said, stamping hisfoot to gain attention. Y our Highness, before we give heed
to the counsd of Daylan Hammer, there is something that you should know. Thricein the past Sx weeks,
he haseft the hunt and gone off on his own. Four weeks padt, | sent Sir Croft to follow him, and Sir
Croft wasfound dead. Today, | sent young Alun here.”

Heturned abruptly. “ So, what did you learn?” Warlord Madoc demanded.

Alun caught his breath. If hetold the truth, the warlords would test to see if Daylan Hammer truly was
immortd.

If helied, it could mean death for everyone else.
And then there was the matter of hisreward...
“Daylan Hammer went to the Tower of the Fair Ones. There...he met with awyrmling—" Alun said.

There were howls of outrage from thelords, “ Traitor! Death to him!” Ingtantly the room flew into a
commotion.

Therewas no time for questioning Daylan Hammer. He reached for his saber in ablinding flash, even as
he tried to dodge toward the door. The angry lordstook thisasasign of guilt.

Among commoners, he would have escaped easly.

But he was among warriors, men bred for battle for five thousand years. War clubs were thrown, and he
dodged one, took another in the back. It sent Daylan sprawling, and he flashed his saber and negtly
diced the hamstring of Warlord Cowan. Madoc's son Connor took that moment to lash out with a
vicious kick to the head that knocked Daylan Hammer halfway acrossthe room, right into the arms of
Madoc himsdlf, who grabbed theimmortal and pinned him to the floor with his bulk.

Therewere shouts of “Hold him!” “Grab him!” “Ow, damn!” “Throw him in the oubliette; maybeaswim
inthe pisswill settle him down!”

Soon, half adozen of the younger warlords each had a piece of Daylan—an arm here, aleg there—and
though Daylan thrashed and kicked at them, they went lugging him past Alun, taking him to the oubliette.

Alun saw Daylan’ sface red with rage and exertion as he passed.

“Alun?’ Daylan said in dismay, astonished that the lad had betrayed him.

And then the young warlords were gone, dragging their prisoner to the oubliette.

The king hunched upon his dais, looking old and bewildered, while the warlords waited upon hisword.

Alun found himsdf staggering forward. He wanted to explain what Daylan had done, his reasoning, for he
was sure that that would earn Daylan some leniency.

But the very notion that Daylan was conspiring with the wyrmlings proved histreachery asfar asthe
warlords were concerned.



“Uh,” Alun began to say, but a huge hand dapped him on a shoulder, startling him. It was Drewish,
leering down a him threateningly.

“Well done,” Drewish whispered. “Y ou will dineat our family’ stable tonight. And tomorrow, you will
come with usinto bettle, as one of thewarrior clan.”

At the promise of reward, Alun fell silent.
The old king nodded at his men, hisface filled with endless sadness.

“Madoc isright. There may never be a better timeto attack,” the king said. “For long I’ ve hoped to win
my son’sfreedom, and I’ ve listened to Daylan’s counsdl. But | can hesitate no longer. The good of my
people must outweigh my own sdlfish desires. Prepare for battle.”

10

A MAN OUT OF FAVOR

Peace can be found in any clime, and any circumstance. He who has learned how to face death
and dishonor without fear cannot have his peace taken from him.

—Daylan Hammer

Daylan Hammer struggled againgt his captors as they bore him to the dungeons. He thrashed and kicked,
but even with four endowments of brawn, he couldn’t match the combined strength of the warrior clan.
These men had been bred to battle over too many generations and were too large. In fighting them, he
only risked bresking his bones.

S0 he battled them, but at a measured pace. He didn’t want them to guess his true strength.
They dragged him to the dungeons.

There werefine cells a the top, places where nobles had been held captive in ages past. Now, only a
few scraggly paupersfilled the cells. Justice in Caer Luciare didn’t lend itsdlf to long prison stays. A few
lasheswith awhip for disturbing the peace, alopped-off hand for steding, aday in the stocks for
guestioning alord’ s character—those were the kinds of punishment that were dealt out. The prison was
used mainly to hold criminasfor afew hours before sentencing.

So Daylan hoped for anobleman’s cell. But they bore him below, past the torture chamber where tongs
and forges and bloodied knives gave mute testimony to past retributions.

The Princess Kan-hazur wasin a cell near the door. He saw her sitting, dressed in gray rags, her dark
hair aragged mat. Shewas larger than most of the warriors, topping eight feet, and though she was but
eighteen, her long, powerful armslooked asif they could sngp amanin half.

She growled asthe warriors passed, and lunged, grabbing one by the collar and ramming his head into
the bars.

Daylan kicked hard then, using the diversion to nearly bresk free.

But years of confinement had |eft the princess week, and within amoment the warrior had her by the hair,
twisting her head around until he could get her in astranglehold.



Thewarriors carried Daylan past her cell, to asmdl grate, and Daylan fought fiercely at that point,
managing to kick onewarrior in the face and loosen afew teeth, just before they shoved him into afoul
hole.

He did down arough incline perhaps forty feet, before he landed in apool of feces and urine that was
chest-deep.

Therewaslittle light in this place. He peered up above, perhaps a hundred feet. Light shone through a
few privies. He was below the soldiers’ barracks.

Thewallswere dick with excrement, the dope far too steep for aman to climb.

The dark waters were hot and smelled of sulfur. Obvioudy, they had trickled in through some crack in
the rock from the hot springs that were used to warm the city in the winter. The water was too hot for
comfort.

Therewas ajangle of keys up above as his captors locked the iron grate. Someone laughed and shouted
down & him, “Dinner!”

A loaf of bread came bouncing down the dimy dope, to land with awet plop. Daylan picked it up. It had
been old and crusty.

For along moment he stood, assessing the Situation.

The smell was atrocious, but he knew that you could get used to any smell. He had been in somedire
placesin hislife, but nowhere asfoul asthis.

There was nowhere to Sit, nowhere to rest. The cesspool left him only asmall space to stand in, perhaps
only ten feet across. And he imagined that when he got tired enough, he could try to float.

But the excrement in the cesspool had the consistency of quicksand. A layer of water and urine covered
the top, perhaps to a depth of four inches, and al beneath that was a sordid stew.

Totry to rest would be to drown.

Of course, that was what he was here for. That was historment. He could stand in the muck while
soldiersrained their urine down on him, or dropped afoul hail upon him, waiting for dayswithout food or
drink, until the High King decided that it wastimeto fish him out, bring him to histria, and, hopefully,
condemn him to a speedy desth.

Or he could choose to rest, and thus to drown.

Hetried wading a bit, found that objects that were sharp and hard rolled and shifted beneath his
feet—the bones of those who had chosen to drown.

After afew minutes, the sound of the captor’ s harsh laughter died away, and he was | eft to himself.
| am supposed to ddliver the princess to the rendezvous point tomorrow, he realized.
That will take some doing, he thought, emitting abark of painful laughter.

So much had changed in just afew hours. He wondered if the wyrmlings could keep to the bargain now,
evenif hedid manageto deliver her.

He thrashed about, trying to find a comfortable place to stand.



Perhapsif | can climb up to the grate, he thought, | could squeeze through the bars.
But the climb looked impossible. Without arope it was hopeless.
Even endowments of brawn and grace would not |et him negotiate that dick dope.

I’ll have to dig my fingernailsinto the rock, he thought, to get any purchase. Maybe then, | could climb
out.

But even to try would attract attention. Once news of a captive broke out in the barracks, many acurious
eye would be amed down the privy holes.

That is, until tomorrow, Daylan redized.

Thetroopswereto leave a dawn.

Asif to confirm hisworries, someone called out from above, “Look, there sarat in the pisser.”
“Wadl then, you know what to do,” agruff voice laughed.

A deedy yelow rain begantofal.

“Youmen sat a my table,” Daylan shouted up. “Which of my songs or jokes offended you so?’
There was no answer from above.

With no other recourse, Daylan Hammer merely folded hisarms, closed his eyes, and tried to remember

farer days.
11
UPON A BED OF STARS

Not even a villageidiot will honor a lord of poor character, and any man who builds a noble
character—whether he be low-born or high—will find himself honored by all.

—Hearthmaster Waggit

It was with a heavy heart that Fallion left Castle Coorm. There were over ahundred and eighty people
left in the castle, mostly impoverished families with grubby children, too little food, and no way to protect
themsdves

If Tdlon wasright, they would bein grave danger so long asthey stayed in Coorm.

“Leave here,” Fallion warned them. “ Stay in the caves beneath the castle tonight. There are boats that
can take you out through the underground river in the morning, so that the little oneswill not have to wak
sofar. They'll carry your food, too. Whatever you do, don’'t show your faces above ground tonight. Stay
hidden till morning, then make your way north to Ravenspell, or east to the Courts of Tide. There should
be people there, greater safety. Travel only by day, and hide yoursalves at night.”

Helooked at ayoung boy, no more than three, terrified and vulnerable. Hisright cheek was bruised, and
his eye swollen shut.



Fallion patted his head, whispered some words of encouragement.
In amore perfect world, he thought, children would never know such fear.

He wished that he could do more for them. He was tempted to stay behind, lead them to safety himself,
but Taon had objected. “If we' reright, you' re the one that the enemy is searching for. Staying with the
refugees would only dow you down—and place them in greater danger.”

So Fdlion left amid sad farewdls, hugging Hearthmaster Waggit and Farion, departing the castle an hour
before sunset, taking only his three friends and some food. At the castle gate, Fallion and the others
raised their swordsin salute, crying out, “ Sworn to defend.”

The people cheered, not redlizing that the salute carried sad memoriesfor the four. For it was on just
such ajourney from this cagtle that they had first sworn their oaths to one another.

Falion took onelast longing look at the golden tree, tried to let its form become etched in hismemory.
For along moment, he listened, hoping to hear itsvoice in his mind once again. But there was nothing.

Regretfully, he struck out through the meadows, heading toward the mountainsto the west. The air was
full of the smell of pines, clean and refreshing, and the warm sun beat down on thefields.

With every step, Fallion found himsdlf threshing wheat and oats, knocking the full kernesfrom the salks.
Grasshoppers and honeybeesrose up in small clouds as they passed.

Soon his party reached the coolness benesth the woods. Sunshine danted through the trees, casting
shadows, whilelight played upon motes of dust and pollenintheair.

The woodsfilled with the chatter of jays, the thumping of woodpeckers, the peeps of nuthatches and
occasona coo of amourning dove.

It would have been aperfect walk, if Fallion hadn't felt so drained. The weariness lingered with him, left
him so sapped that he could hardly walk, much less keep up with Taon’ s grudling pace. Still, she urged
himon.

Jaz often complained, for he was as weary as any, but Rhiannamerely kept slent, following at Fallion's
back like a shadow, sometimes whispering encouragement.

The old road to Hay was aroad no longer. In this new world, it was filled with rocks and scree, gouged
by canyons and blocked by hills. Sometimes along the path, Fallion saw further evidence of the damage
done by his spell—trees growing up insandly through boulders, a nuthatch impaed by atuft of grass,
speared through by adozen smdl blades, struggling vainly to bresk free.

And he wondered at the damage done to himsdlf. Why am | so weary? He found sweet rolling off of him,
asteady sheen, even though the day was codl.

But not dl of the “accidents” were bad. Asthey waked aong near sundown, they came upon avine
growing in the shadows of some rocks. It looked like some kind of pea, with afew brilliant white
blossoms and it had berries on it—perfectly white berries, like wild pearls, that glowed brightly among
the shadows.

Rhianna stopped and peered at them in wonder. “What are these called?’ she asked Tdon.

Tadon merely shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ ve never seen them before, never heard of
them—not in ether world.”



Fallion could only imagine that two plants had combined, cregting something that was better than on
either world. Whether the light-berries, as he decided to call them, had ever existed on the One True
World, he did not know, but he liked to think that they had.

Rhianna picked a dozen berries, carried them in her palm for aways.

It wasn't until they stopped that night in arocky grotto, shielded on three sides by rocks and from above
by ahuge pinetree, that Fallion came up with atheory for hisfatigue.

They plunged into the blackness of the grotto, a place that would be decidedly easy to defend from
strengi-saats. Jaz threw down his pack, dropped onto a bed of pine needles, and said dramaticaly, “I'm
dead.”

Fdlion brushed some twigs off of amossy bed. A firefly flew up out of anearby bush, then others began
to shine, turning into lights that danced and weaved among the trees.

Rhiannalaid her light-berries down, but Fallion saw that they were fading.

That’ swhen the redlization struck. “ Of course you're dead,” Falion told Jaz. “And so am |, and
Rhianna”

Rhianna hated, peered at him in the shadows, asdid Talon. “All three of us are dead—at |east we were
onthisworld.”

“What do you mean?’ Taon asked, standing above him like ahulk.

“Taon, you said that humans were amost gone from this shadow world. How many areleft?’ Falion
asked.

“Thirty-eight thousand.”

“Y et on our world, therewere millions” Falion said. “Taon I’ ve been wondering why you joined with
your shadow sdif, but we didn’t. Now | understand. We have no shadow selves here.”

The others peered at him, and Falion talked in arush, thinking doud. “We were hunted as children, Jaz
and |, from before our birth. Rhiannawas, too. On thisworld, our other selvesfailed to survive. That's
why wefed s0...dead.”

Therewasalong silence. “ Y ou' re scaring me,” Rhianna said. She sat down on unsteady legs, nearly
collgpsing from exhaudtion.

“1f we died on thisworld, wouldn't we remember at least some of our lives?’ Jaz asked. “ Shouldn’t we
remember being children?’

“Does dust remember?’ Talon asked.

There was adrawn-out silence as Falion considered the implications. He wondered if he even had a
history on thisworld. Had he died, or had it been one of his ancestors? Perhaps he’ d never been born
here.

“Fdlion,” Rhianna asked with rising concern. *Y ou came on this quest because you want to hedl the
world, bind the shadow worldsinto one perfect world. But have you considered the possibility thet in
that world, perhaps none of uswould exig?’

“Wefed haf-dead now,” Jaz said. “Would we dieif dl the worldswere bound?’



Fdlion had noidea.

If I bind the worlds, hed them, Fallion wondered, isit possible that | would be doing it for others, and
not for mysdf?

And what about those unfortunate souls like me? Would | doom them to oblivion? Or would we dl live,
filling asingleworld to the bregking point?

He had no answers. But suddenly he redlized that he had to stop his quest to mend the worlds. For years
now he had felt driven. But now he needed some answers before he could proceed.

“Tdon,” heasked. “In the city of Luciare, isthere an Earth Warden, awizard that we can talk to?’

Tdon thought for amoment, then nodded. “Sisdl ishisname. Our warriors are strong, but | think that it is
by his powers more than any other that the city has been preserved.”

“Then | mugt talk to him when we reach the city,” Fdlion said.

The party laid down then, Rhianna cuddling up at Falion’sside. Tdon took the first watch. Everyone
seemed to be lost in their own private thoughts for along time, and soon Falion heard Jaz begin to snore
while Rhiannafel into afitful deep.

Fdlion laid abed that night, under the gloom of the trees, the brief flashing of fireflies nearly the only
source of light.

A few gtars shone between the branches of the trees. His mother had taught him that stars were only
distant suns, and that worlds like his drifted around them. He wondered what the worldsthat circled
these sunswere like, and he wondered if somewhere up there one of his shadow selves might be looking
down upon hisown world.

Fallion kept an eye on Taon, who merely rested with her back to the rock. There waslittle chance of
them being discovered by wyrmlings, but Fallion had to worry about strengi-saats, and perhaps beasts
that he'd never evenimagined.

“Tell me gories,” Falion asked Talon when the otherswere dl adeep, “about your lifein the castle,
about your father.” He wanted to keep her awake as much as he wanted to hear stories.

“I...don’'t remember much,” Talon said softly. “1t’sal like adream, one that you' ve forgotten and then
gruggleto recall in the morning. | remember things, but they're so...digointed.”

“Then tel me what you remember the best.”
And shedid.

On thisworld, Borenson had married awoman, but not Myrrima. She was awoman of thewarrior clans,
afit mate, and Borenson had dutifully sired seven children upon her.

Tdon had been raised in acréche with the other warrior children, trained to fight. She had been taught
her duties asawarrior, and saw breeding as one of those duties. Her father’ s rank was so high that she
was greetly desired by other men, but few were considered suitable mates. Her father had been
consulting the geneal ogies, trying to decide which man would win her asthe prize.

Hers had been agrim life, and narrow, Fallion thought. There were no happy childhood memories, unless
one counted a score of victoriesin mock combat—or the daughter of her first wyrmling at the age of



fourteen—as happy memories.

The news saddened Fallion. He had hoped that life on other shadow worlds might be happier than life on
hisown. At theworst, he thought it would be a distorted reflection, but areflection nonetheless.

He had to look hard to see any amilarities between the worlds. Theland wasn't the same. Thelow hills
of Coorm were mountains here, and much else had changed. The warrior clans of Shadow, ashe
decided to cdl the other world, hardly looked human.

But the more he considered, the more that he saw that the worlds were dike. There were pine trees and
bears on both of the worlds, harts and hares.

He asked about reaversin the underworld, and Talon assured him that they existed. “ But the wyrmlings
went to war with them a century ago. They don’t pose athreat. Not like they did on our world.”

Perhaps, Fallion thought, but he could not be sure.

“Andyet...” Falion mused. “In both worlds, the plight of mankind is great. My father used his Earth
Powersto save millions. If not for him, our world would have been destroyed, as this one has been
destroyed.”

Fdlionfdl slent for alongtime.
“So theworldsredly arereflections of each other,” Talon mused.

“No,” Fdlion said. 1 think that they are not reflections so much as distortions, distortions of the One
True World. | think agreat war isgoing on there, and few are left among mankind.”

The thought had never occurred to him before, but it felt right. It was said that the Queen of the Loci had
tried to seize control of the Great Sedlsin ages past, and during a battle she had rent them, breaking
them.

Fdlion had awaysimagined that the story ended there. But the battle for contral still goes on, he thought,
upon countless shadow worlds.

Rhiannacalled out softly in her deep, “Falion?’

He glanced back at her, lying beneath the shadows of the pine. Sherolled over in her deep, using her
amsasapillow.

“Fdlion,” Talon whispered, “what happened to dl of the people on our world? Arethey dl ill dive? Did
you bring them dl with us?’

Fdlion had been worrying about this very thought through much of the evening.

“I believe s0,” Falion said. “ Jaz, Rhianna, and | are al hdf-dive. Thefolk in Coorm too, though some of
the older ones, it seems, could not endure the shock.”

“Y ou don’'t sound certain.”

“Theproblemis,” Fdlion sad, “in both worlds, this areawas awilderness. There might be millions of
peopleliving in Indhopal, but that is athousand miles away, and until | seethem, | can’'t be sure”

“I'll bet they'realittle confused!” Taon smiled, showing her oversized canines. “Millions of humanson
thisworld again—that will be good newsto thefolk of Luciare. Father will dance when helearns of it.”



“But will they be worth much, fighting your giants?’ Fallion wondered. He knew that they wouldn't, not if
they had only their own strength. “ Are forcibles used among the clans?’

Taon shook her head. “ Such magic has not been heard of. The three hundred forcibles we brought with
uswill beagrest prizefor thecdans”

Falion started to speak, but Taon reached over and threw ahand over his mouth.
“Shhhh...” shewhigpered, “Wyrmlings.”

Jaz seemed to be snoring loudly in the sudden silence. A few cricketsfilled the night with song. Fallion
listened for the tell-tale pad of running feet through the forest, the crack of twigs.

But what he heard was a flapping, like the leathery wings of a graak.

Taon looked up. Falion could see patches of night sky through the tree branches, the burning fires of
distant stars. He could hear flgpping nearby, and another pair of wingsjust downhill.

He dared not speak. Jaz kept snoring, and Fallion leaned down and covered his mouth lightly.

Theflapping was not close—perhaps two hundred feet in the air and another three hundred feet to the
south. The cresture would never be able to hear over the sound of itswing noise.

Fdlion craned his head, trying to get alook at it, but rocks and the tree barred it from his sight.
“You didn't tell methey had wings,” Falion whispered when the cregture had flown on.

“They don’t,” Talon said. “Not dl of them—only the highest in rank, the Seccath. Thewings are very
rare and magica. Those wyrmlings are hunting for us, | suspect.”

Fdlion wished that he had seen them. He wanted to know how the wings worked, but Talon could not
tdl him.

Taon went to bed awhile later, and Fallion stayed up long enough to make sure that shefell adeep, and
then woke Rhiannafor her turn a guard duty.

He briefly told her of the wyrmlings, and asked her to listen for the sound of wings.
Helay down. Hewas so tired, he was hdf afraid that if he fell adeep, he might never wake.

But dl of theworries of thisday kept him awake. He worried for Waggit, for Farion, for some nameless
boy with a swollen face. He wondered how many had died this day and how many more might suffer
because of hismistake.

In amore perfect world, | would be a better man, he told himsdf.

Ashelay therefilled with such gloomy thoughts, Rhiannalay down beside him, stroked hisface once,
and then kissed him passionately.

She leaned back afterward and peered into his eyes.
There, shethought. Now I’ ve shown him.

The last time she had kissed him thus was when his mother died. To Rhianna s knowledge, he hadn't
been kissed by another girl since, save once, when ayoung lady of the Gwardeen had shown her



afection.

He stared up at her in wonder. The light-berrieslay upon the moss around him, and it seemed to Rhianna
that hewaslyinginafidd of gars.

He had never hinted that he might love her. But | am born of the roya housesin both Crowthen and
Fleeds, shetold hersdlf, and | am asworthy of hislove asany.

“I know what you' rethinking,” Rhiannawhispered.

She straddled him, asif to hold him, then leaned down and kissed him again.

For two years she had hidden her desires. She could hide them no more.

Falion stroked her cheek, and she could see the want in his eyes. But tenderly, he pushed her back.

“What isthis?’ he asked. “I know how you fed. I’ ve seen your love growing in the way that you look at
me, at theway you linger in my presence. Y ou are one of the most beautiful women that | know. But you
and | aretoo much like brother and sister.”

Sheloved him. Fallion knew it. But he had dways kept himself aloof. He had done so in part because he
knew that someday he might have to marry another in order to sedl apolitica aliance.

But Fallion had remained doof for amore important reason: he knew in his heart that he did not love her
intheway that sheloved him.

She smiled secretivey. “I know that you want me.” He did not deny it. “ And every day, | want you
more.”

Fdlion knew that Rhianna s mother was from Heeds, aland where women ruled, and where they chose
their mates much asthey chose their gdlions. In hindsight he should have known that she would try to
clam himin thisway. “So why do you choose to profess your love today?’

“It'sjugt,” she said hesitantly, “today, more than any other, | wanted you to know that you are loved.”
“I see” Falion said, aforlorn chuckle rising from histhroat.

“You saved my life” shesaid. “And you saved my soul. And you'll save thisworld, too. Thetimewill
come when the people of thisworld will thank you.”

Hefdt grateful for the gesture, evenif it had caught him by surprise.

Herolled hiships, didodging her, and threw her down into the pine needles. Then he leaned over her,
and returned her kiss gently.

Helooked into her eyesfor along moment, until she asked in hope and wonder, “What isthis?’

“It' satoken of my gratitude.”

12
STRANGERSIN ONE ANOTHER'SARMS



Even the greatest of heroes and men
Are less than what they might have been.
—a saying of Mystarria

Warlord Madoc lay in bed that night, unable to deep. The great changes that had taken place worried
him—the breaksin the castle wall, the rise of forests where only stones and thistles should have been.

There was anew power in theworld for him to contend with—a power greater than his sword, a power
even greater, perhaps, than the wyrmlings.

That power had devastated him. Like so many othersin the city, he had been struck down when the
worlds collided. That did not bother him much. He had been knocked unconscious before.

What bothered him was the waking dreams.

In his dream, he had been afarmer, afree man with but one cow to give milk and abrood of thirteen
children to drink it dl. In his dream, he worked from sunrise to sunset every day, just to feed hisfamily.
In hisdream, he loved hiswife morefiercely than he knew aman could love, and even though there were
no wyrmlingsin the world, he dtill fretted about the future, for ahail storm in the spring could ruin acrop
or grasshoppersin the summer might eat him out, and that might be as disastrous as any wyrmling, and if
his cow dried up because the howling of some distant wolf frightened her, it would be as bad as afamine.

No one of import knew his namein this dream. No king feared him; no warriorsvied for the honor of
eating at histable. He had no rank or title. He had no future.

And yet, most disturbing of dl, in the dream he was a happy, happy man.

Upon awaking, Madoc had thought it only a strange dream, vivid and disturbing. He recdled so many
details—the way that the lilac bush outside his house perfumed the night air, the games of horse he played
with his children, the profound joy that he took each night, sometimes three times anight, in making love
to hiswife, Derdynne.

Could that dl have been red?

Hiswifelay beside him, and he could tell that she, too, wastroubled. He had told her of the war council,
of Daylan Hammer’ swords.

More troubling still, the woman he dept beside was not the wife he' d loved on that shadow world. She
was awarrior woman with bones as big as an ox and an unkind temperament. She had borne him sons,
but took no pleasure in the making of them.

At last she reached out and squeezed his hand, asif to comfort him. It was an odd gesture, one that she
had never performed before.

“| dreamed,” she said, “that | was acobbler’ swife, and that | was childless. We...were wedlthy, |
suppose. We had everything that we could want, except for the one thing that | wanted most—a
daughter. And then the raiders came, the damned warlords of Internook, and they plundered our house,
took all that they wanted, and burned the rest.”

Madoc considered this. He wondered if she might go searching for the cobbler of her dreams. He
wondered if he should go searching for Derdynne. His home with Deralynne had been in a peaceful land
called Toom, where stories of raids and looting in faraway placeswerejust that...stories.



Werethe lovesthat they had forged in another life any less meaningful than the onesthat they had forged
here?

At lagt, he asked the question that burned in him.
“If you could have that life, would you?’ Madoc asked.

“I' would kill anyone, risk anything, not to,” she said. She turned to him then, the moonlight shining
through the window just barely reveding the curve of her face, the glint of an eye.

“Weareawedthy family,” shesad, “held in esteem. Y ou could be High King someday. Y ou should be
High King. What has Urstone done for this people? For years his son has languished in prison whilethe
wyrmlings consolidate their hold. To do nothing in atime of war, that istreason. Urstone should
be...replaced.”

Madoc had never considered murdering the king before. It was arepugnant idea.

Y et he knew that she wasright. The kingdom needed a strong leader now more than ever, and Urstone
had become too enfeebled over the years.

To kill him would be to serve the people.

13

THE WAYFINDER

Death isthe perfect huntress, and she will find us all. Lady Despair, make me worthy prey this
night, swift and elusive.

—a prayer for wyrmling children

Lessthan an hour before dawn, just asthe first birds began to peep queruloudly at the coming light, the
Knights Eternal found the human fortress south of Caer Golgeata, as Lady Despair had promised.

They circled the small castle twice from above, studying its curious workmanship, then dived into the
courtyard. As Vulgnash landed, hiswingsfolded neatly around him like a bloody robe.

Vulgnash studied the tree in the courtyard while his companions began the hunt. The undersides of its
leaves gleamed softly in the starlight, creating anuminous glow. The sound of itsleaves whispering in the
night breeze soothed hisjangled nerves, aroused fedings of hope and longings for decency that had long
snce abandoned him.

As Thul hunched with his cowl around hisface and crept from door to door sensing for living things,
Kryssdiamerely crouched upon awal, watching for guards.

“They’'rehiding,” Thul hissed at last, hisvoice asdry asacrypt. “But they are here.”

“Of coursethey are here,” Vulgnash said. Therewastall grass and vines outside the castle gate, and only
afew pairsof feet had trampled them. If theinhabitants of the castle had fled, they’ d have left alarger
trail.

With any luck, thewizard Fallion Orden would still be here.



Vulgnash leapt up astone wall, strode to the tree. He caressed its golden bark, found it soothing and
pleasant to the touch. It had an exotic scent to it, like cumin, only sweeter.

With hisfinger he drew arune upon the tree, then stepped back afew paces and uttered asingle curse
word.

The bark squedled and shattered, asif lightning took the tree, and suddenly it was blasted with rot. Fungi
the color of butter and snow covered it like a scab, and burst up from beneath the rentsin the bark.
Leaves shriveled and turned the gray of dirty rags.

Vulgnash stood back as the heavy scent of decay filled the courtyard.
In desth most of al, VVulgnash thought, the tree was beautiful.
There was a hiss from across the courtyard, at the mouth of the keep. “Here,” Thul whispered.

Kryssdia swooped down from the wal on crimson wings, like agiant bloodied crow, while Vulgnash
strode to the door in question.

Thul pushed upon it, and the heavy door swung inward.

Interesting, V ulgnash thought. | had imagined that they would bar it. But of course, by doing so, they
would have signaled where they were hid.

Thul stood by the open door, and hislong dark tongue flickered like a snake' s. Vulgnash tasted the air,
too. His senses were acutely attuned to the smell of deeth, and every creature, no matter how much dive,
also had ataste of death to it—an odor of decaying skin, putrefying fat. Y es, there was more than a hint
of deathinthe air. Therewasthe smell of those who were wounded and dying.

Moving dmost as one, the three drew their blades and crept into the keep, walking as softly as shades.
Some smdl sarlight camein shafts through the windows. Vulgnash bent hiswill upon it, scattered it
backward, so that the three became one with the shadows.

They followed the familiar scent of death through the hdls, found agtairwell going down. The scent was
stronger there.

They crept down the stone steps, halted just in front of the door.

The smell of decay was strong. Someone stood just on the other side, guarding the door, a human, an
older man. Therewas no fear in his scent. He did not know that he was being stalked.

Kryssidia pushed on the door, thistime using only the power of his shade.
This door was barred.
The Knights Eterna looked at one another, and then as one bent their wills upon the door.

It shattered inward asif arampaging bull had charged into it. Shards of wood and splinters flew
everywhere.

A frightened old man cried out, “What? What? Who goesthere? 1, |, | have asword.”

Vulgnash had learned many languagesin hislong life, but he did not recognize thisone. The old man's
words were meaningless.



The man shouted, “Help! Someone! Everyone!” He drew a sword and began swinging wildly in the
darkness. Obvioudy, he was hot awyrmling. He did not even have the poor night vision of one of the
warrior clan. Hewas blind and helplessin the dark.

“Shawve zek Falion Orden?’ Vulgnash hissed. Whereis Fdlion Orden?

The old man cried out, lunged forward, aming only at the sound of VVulgnash’svoice. Thul grabbed the
man by the wrist as he passed, and squeezed so tightly upon the gangliaof hiswrigt that thefelow’'s
swords clattered to floor, even as the bones of hiswrist shattered with a crackling sound.

The old man let out agroan of pain, faling to hisknees, and Thul grabbed hisface, preparing to drain the
lifefromhim.

There were shouts down the halway, the sound of more guards coming, and Vulgnash’s heart legpt in
joy. Therewould be enough livesto feed dl three heretonight! Indeed, Kryssidiawas aready leaping
ahead, eager to sate his appetite.

“Wait!” Vulgnash commanded before Thul could take the old man’slife. “I will have an answer to my
question firgt.”

He reached down as Thul held the old man’ s weapon hand, and grabbed the old man’ sfinger. The old
man shrieked and fought as V ulgnash knelt down and cleanly hit it off.

Men began racing into the halway now, five men with torches that threw dancing shadows. They were
shouting as they sought to engage Kryssidia.

The fools did not know that you cannot kill the dead.

He batted them asde asiif they were pups, smashing skulls and breaking boneswith every blow.
Meanwhile, in the weak torchlight, \Vulgnash spat the bloody finger onto the floor, whereit lay twitching.
“Azgan ka u-zek Falion Orden.” Show methe way to Fallion Orden.

Suddenly the finger spun, asif moved by an invisible hand, and then drew to astop, pointing due west.

So, Fdlion was gone, and the old man knew which way he had gone. V ulgnash saw the terror in the old
man' s eyes, revulsion at the bloody finger, a papable sense of betrayd at what it had done. Vulgnash
smiled, gladdened by thissmal act of torture.

The sun was coming. It was probably too late to go hunt for the wizard now. But there wastimeto est,
timeto grow fat from thelife force of others, and dl three of the Knights Eterna were famished.

“Thul,” Vulgnash said, “you may et him now.”

14
THE WASTELAND

To the eyes of the true men of Luciare, every object holds within it various levels of life or death,
and so in formal speech, all nouns end in the appropriate suffix.



A living woman might be named Norak-na, Cloud Alive. But when she dies, her name becomes
Norak-bas, Cloud Departed.

All living trees and animals hold life in them, and thus end with -na. Warmth and water also hold
na, as does fertile soil, the wind, and the clouds.

Things that hold death within them include all weapons, sterile soil, bitter cold, and fire.

Given this emphasis on life and death, it is no surprise that the wizards of our world place so
much emphasis on “ Life Magic,” magic which draws energy from one living thing to another, in
an effort to sustain them both.

And while some might think that death magic is the antithesis of life magic, it is not. Thereisno
power in death. Death lords kill by draining energy from living things into themselves. Thus, their
power is not the antithesis of life magic, merely a perversion of it.

—theWizard S

Bird song filled the woods as Falion woke—nuthatches and wrens proclaiming their territories. Rhianna
lay beside him, her cheek pressed againgt his chest, and he took hiswaking dow. The morning sun
danted through the forest, and as he watched the nightjars and ricks winging through the dim light, it
seemed asfine adawn as Falion could remember.

Sunrisewas gill haf an hour away.

Hefdt rested, and though his normd vigor had not returned, he could tdll that healing was coming. A day
or two more, he thought, and | will be better.

Asthe foursome ate a hasty meal, Talon bore the news. “We have to make good time today, get asfar
away from here as possible. Are you up to running?’

None of them were, but each nodded yes.
And so, without further ceremony, they ran.

They raced over mountain trailsin the haf-light and plunged down a steep dopeinto an oak forest that
was as pretty as any that Fallion had ever seen. The graceful limbs of oaks, thick with moss, twisted high
intheair, with nothing but leaf-mold and afew falen limbs beneath them. The group scared up herds of
deer asthey ran, and hares and foxes, and once Jaz pointed out arare gray lynx asit legpt up into atree.

Therewas no sgn of wyrmlings, no sound of hunting horns behind them, no footprintsin thedirt.

By the crack of sunrisethey left the forest and ran into the open sun, through fields much like those thet
Fdlion remembered from hisyouth, endless fields of grass and black-eyed Susans, with only afew trees
in the distance, winding along the banks of some creek bed.

On hisown world, thisland had been devastated by reavers, left devoid of settlements, and even now
Fdlion worried as heran.

Some primal sense warned him that nothing was quite asit seemed. There were wyrmlings here, yes, and
reavers, and strengi-saats. It was asif enemiesthat he' d never imagined and never fully understood were
al preparing to combine againg him.

Heightening his fears now wasthefact that it waslate summer, and the grass had died off. Only afew



golden strands of straw till stood. There was no cover, no place to hide, and Fallion remembered the
sounds of heaving wings.

There could be wyrmlingsin the trees ahead, or in the trees behind, just watching the fields, marking them
asthey ran. Taon had assured him that wyrmlings would not atack in the daylight. The full sun burned
their eyes, burned their pale skin too easily.

But they could till see. They could be watching from aline of trees.
And so he ached for cover.

Asthey ran, he noted that certain tender flowers and vines had begun to die off in the night. They were
wilted, asif they had been plucked up by the roots.

Once, when they rested beside a brook, Talon squatted to inspect some watercress that |ooked sickly;
her face grew sad. “It' sthe blight,” she said, her voice thick with regret. “1 fear it will take dl of these
plants before |long—the green meadows and fields of flowers, the willows and oaks. Such thingswill only
be amemory, adream. And once again, thisworld will become awasteland.”

“A blight?’ Jaz asked.

“The Death Lords blight,” Talon said. “The wyrmlings put a curse upon the land, years ago. Most of the
plants died off. Only the cruelest of weeds and thorns eke out aliving now.”

“What isaDeath Lord?’ Falion asked.

“They areleaders among thewyrmlings. They are...likewights,” she said. “ They’ re more spirit than flesh
and bone. Indeed, they have no bones at dl, and one would be hard pressed to discern their flesh, for
they are no more substantial than smoke or amorning fog. But unlike the spirits that haunted our world,
the Death Lords are powerful sorcerers who choose their fate. They choose to remain suspended
between life and desth, between our world and the fields of nothingness. Thus, they become masters of
both worlds.”

Fdlion became chill at the thought, and throughout the day as they ran, he noticed more and more that
the plants were indeed failing.

Heworried for farmersin faraway places—the orchards and vineyards of Mystarria, the whest fields of
Heredon. How would his people surviveif thisblight took hold of theland in those places?

And asthe day drew out, he saw more and more tokens that Talon wasright. In two days, maybe three,
the forests and meadows they had passed through would become awasteland.

Once, in the distance, they saw smoke to the north, hanging lazily over astand of trees.
Taon cursed, and they struck south at afull run, until they passed another line of trees.

They skirted in its shadows, following the winding course of a stream, careful to be quiet. In the shade of
the woods, the tdl grass held the morning dew, and they marched aong soundlesdly.

Taon took the lead for the morning, but at one point she stopped them al, her body going taut, her hands
outstretched, and peered into the deep shadows just at the edge of the woods.

Inthetall grass about fifty yards away, ayoung man stood. His chest was naked and matted with fur. His
tawny hair fell down over hisshoulderslikealion’s mane. His eyes were strange and wild.



He stood perfectly il for along moment, and Fallion could not help but notice that there was something
wrong with him. His eyes|ooked terrified, like those of an animd, and he had no arms.

Taon did not speak, but the young man suddenly turned his head asiif looking for an escape.

That' swhen Falion noticed the antlers. At first he had just thought them to be limbs from an dder, but
now he saw them clearly, three tinesto the side, as the young man turned and bounded away like a hart,
on four strong legs, each of them damming into the ground smultaneoudy, and then thrusting him upward
in mighty bounds. Helooked like a hart, sailing through the air and then falling to the earth with each
bound, as he raced away across an open field.

“What isthat?’ Jaz asked in amazement.
“A legend,” Tdon said, “and not one from your world.”
“A legend?’ Fdlion asked.

“A gdladem,” Taon sad. “Legends say that in ages pas, the galadems were friends of the true men.
Those that hunted wolves and bears would often have them come to their campfires, where the galadems
would tdll taes of theforests. They would tell what the trees dreamed of asthey dumbered through the
long winter, and would trand ate the songs of birds into the human tongue. They hel ped guide the men on
their hunts, for the wolves and bears and rock lions were enemiesto the galladems.”

“Canyou tdk to him?’ Jaz asked.

Taon shouted across the fields in a strange tongue, and the galladem halted for amoment, stared back at
her quizzicdly, and then began walking away dowly.

In defeat, Talon said, “1t has been hundreds of years since last agalladem was seen. | fear that we no
longer spesk the same tongue.”

“What did you say?’ Gaborn asked.

“I spokethewords of ablessng in the old tongue,” Taon said. “May thefruits of the forest and thefield
be yours. May you bask in sunshine in the meadow, and find shelter in the hills. May you refresh yourself
with cool water, and never know want.”

Suddenly the creature stopped; it turned its head at a seemingly unnatural angle and shouted back.
Whenit fell dlent, it bounded away.
“What did it say?’ Rhiannabegged. Taon had to think abit.

“It gpokeintheold tongue,” Taon said. 1 think...it said that ‘the earth isin pain. The onescry out in
torment, and jays bicker and the wrenswonder why.” It warned usto watch for wolves upon our trail,
wolvesthat cannot die, and it wished uswell.”

Fdlion wondered for along time. When | melded these two worlds, did | heal them just alittle bit? Did |
help restore a creature to life that was only alegend—or had the galladem been there upon the shadow
world al dong? Perhapsit wasjust arare specimen, thelast of hiskind.

Falion had no way of knowing. Nor could he be sure what its warnings meant.

But soon they were back to running. With each step their feet brushed the full heads of whest and oats,
sent the seeds scattering. Falion imagined that it was music, arattle formed by nature, and the swesat



streaming from him watered the earth like ararerain in the dry season.

Helost consciousness as he basked in the full sunlight, and al that wasin him was mation, the sound of
hislungsworking like abdlows, the jarring of footfals, and Sgh of the wind, the droning of beesand flies
in the meadows.

At noon they found an abandoned “inn,” and Jaz begged for ahalt. Talon's pace was brutd, and none of
them had their full strength yet. Fallion had been loath to mention it in front of the others, but hislegsfet
wesk and rubbery, and his head had begun to spin. During the run, he concentrated on keeping one foot
infront of the other, and hoped that soon he would get his second wind.

But he suspected that he would never get a second wind. So he was glad when Talon called a hdlt,
determined to have abrief rest and aquick medl.

“It looks asif thereisabrook down beyond thosetrees,” Jaz said. “1’ Il go fill some flasksfor us.”
Falion was glad for that. He wanted some water, but it looked too far to go.

“Eat,” Fdliontold the others. “But keep your portions small. Better to take little and often than to eat

He got into his pack, pulled out hisfood. The good people of Castle Coorm had provided well. He
suspected that Farion herself had packed the food. There was fresh bread and well-aged cheese, roast
beef, and asmall savory piethat smelled of chicken and onions. There were even afew fat strawberries.

Fdlion ate those firgt, for their juice was staining his pack. By then, Jaz had returned with the water.
Fallion decided to save the beef and the savory for later, so he took some bread in his mouth and strode
about, studying theinn.

It was like no building that Fallion had ever seen. It waslaid out in acircle, and huge stone dabsformed
thewalls. There were three levels, one atop another, with awatchtower built at the very pinnacle. Each
sone dab in the wall wasthirty feet tal, rectangular in shape, and six feet wide. The dabswerefitted
together so perfectly that amouse could not have squeezed between them, and once there had been fair
carvings embedded in the sone—images of ahunting party riding with hounds, chasing an enormous k.
But the images had been chisdled down by vanda's, and now there were foul markingslaid over thefair,
glyphs painted in black, white, and red.

Tdonwent ingde, and Falion ducked his head in. The building had been gutted by fire, but the vestiges
of campfires showed that it was il used as ashelter sometimes.

Fdlion stepped back out into the sun, for it smelled unhealthy insde, and he studied the glyphswith
mounting curiosity. He had never seen writing that in itself seemed evil. But hereit was—glyphs
portraying agiant spider with a child benegth it, images of warriors decapitating women, aman egting an
enemy’sliver.

“What do these glyphs say?’ he asked Talon when she came back outside.

Tadon glanced away, asif shefeared to look upon them. “Wyrmlings have camped here,” shesad. “Itis
their writing. They paint in only three colors—black, white, and red, for those are the only colorsthat the
wyrmling eye can see”

“Can you read the glyphs?’
1] mne.”



Tdon pointed up at ablack circlewith ared squiggly line coming out of it. “ Thisisthe symbol of Lady
Despair, the great wyrm that infests the world. Like the worm in an gpple, her influence continuesto
spread, until the whole will be diseased. Sheis the one that the wyrmlings venerate, and obey. The rest of
thewriting isaprayer to her.”

She pointed to the white spider above ablack child. “ Thisisaprayer that the Stealer of Soulswill leave
our human children dtillborn. Therest of the glyphs...you canimagine.”

“The Stedler of Souls?’” Fdlion asked.
“Heisawrym, what we would cal alocus on our world, awyrm of great power.”

Fallion’s heart skipped. He' d known that wyrmlings were giants of some kind, like the frowth giants on
his own world. But they were more than just giants, they were giantsinfected by loci, by creatures of
pure evil that fed upon their spirits and led them into deeper perversion.

Falion had faced loci before and sent them into retreat. But somehow, he was't eager to face them
NOw.

Too much had changed. Too much was gtill unknown.
“Tell me more about thewyrmlings” Fdlion sad.

“They aretdl,” Taon sad, “haf-a-head taller than even our largest warriors, and strong. It issaid that
they were human once, but you could not tell by looking at them. For eonsthey have served thewyrms,
thinking it an honor to be possessed by one of the mighty. Thereis no kindnessin them, no decency or
truth. They respect only power. They are motivated only by fear and greed. The best of them have no
wyrmsin them, but even they are dangerous beyond al measure. They would gladly tear you from limb
to limb, hoping only that by doing so they might be found worthy to be taken by awyrm. The worst of
them...” Talon shuddered, turned away.

“What?' Fallion asked.

“Theworgt of them are possessed by powerful loci, sorcerers who remember |ore that should have best
been forgotten when the world was young. These are the Death Lords. Y ou do not want to meet
them...” her voicetrailed into awhisper, “but | fear we have no choice. We heard the sound of wings
last night. They are coming.”

Fdlion shuddered. He peered at the image of Lady Despair, at the world beneath her, and suddenly he
saw awhed of fire again, the Sedl of the Inferno, burning like aforge. He blinked the image away,
rubbed his eyes.

Wasit only in my dreamsthat | could heal the Earth? he wondered.

“Y ou said that the wyrmlings were once human—" Falion said, and athought struck him so sharply that
he legpt to hisfedt.

“What?" Talon asked.

Could it be? Fallion wondered. Every thing on thisworld, he suspected, had its shadow on hisown.
What were the wyrmlings a shadow of ? Certainly not the reavers. Talon had said that the wyrmlings
fought reavers.

Could they have had human counterparts on hisworld?



Skin of white. Eyesthat cannot abide the day. They worshipped Lady Despair. Wasn't it the Inkarrans
who so often worshipped the Dark Lady death? There had been wars between the royalty and the death
cultsfor ages.

“Where did thewyrmlings originate?’ Fallion asked.

“That knowledgeislogt,” Taon said. “They destroyed the southern lands millennia ago, and then moved
to the west, to what we call Indhopal. Only in the past few decades have they come to the north and
eadt. They move like aplague of locudts, destroying everything in their path.”

“Inkarra,” Falion said with some certainty. “They are Inkarrans.”
Surprise washed over Taon'sface. “ Of course, | should have seenit.”

“But knowing that doesn’'t help us,” Fallion admitted. “We weren't facing an Inkarran invasion in our own
world, at least not likethis. It sasif our histories diverged so far in the past, that the two worlds are
hardly the same.”

Tdon grunted her agreement.

Thisworld isasnare, Falion reminded himsdf. Theloci brought me here for areason. They brought me
here because they have an advantage here.

And then he had anew fear. The dreams had begun shortly after he had dain the locus Asgaroth. It was
said that beingsin the netherworld could send dreams across space. Had an enemy sent him these
dreams?

If 0, hedling the Earth might be far beyond his grasp. The enemy might have sent him afalse hope. He
had not really healed this world so much as smply bound two corrupt worlds together.

Isthat al that the enemy wants? Fallion wondered.

He had no way of knowing, but the very question left him deeply troubled. And asthey took off again
that afternoon, he could not shake the gpprehension that he had become the unwitting tool of the enemy.

They ran for nearly an hour, across a broad expanse of plains. Falion glanced back, could seethetrall
they’ d left, the bent stubble pointing the way like an arrow, and it filled him with worry.

At the end of an hour, they saw aline of trees and imagined that it foretold another brook, but when they
reached it the ground dropped suddenly, and there was a broad canyon more than two miles across.

Within it ran araging torrent, brown water churning and foaming, while huge trees torn and uprooted
swirled in theflood. It was asif adam had broken, and the whole world seemed to be washing away. In
Fdlion’sown world, no river like this had existed. But here, the mountains were taller, and the range that
had been called the Alcairs bulged into a different formation. Now it seemed that with the changesin the
land, the river was washing away trees that had stood for centuries. Mogt disconcerting of al to Falion
was that the water was flowing west, when it should have been going east. He could only imagine that the
river snaked back in the proper direction at some point.

“Damn,” Tadon swore. “Thisisthe River Dyll-Tandor. | had hoped that it was farther north.”
“Isit dwaysthistreacherous?’ Rhiannaasked.

Taon shook her head. “Not in the summer. There were some vast lakesin the mountains, With the



change, it looks asif they are emptying.”
“Canweswimit?’ Rhiannaasked.

Everyoneturned and looked a Rhiannaasif she were daft. Fallion’ slegs were dready shaking from
wearness,

“I'mnot uptoit,” Jaz said. “But how about if you svimit, and we'll al climb on top and rideyou, like
you was aboat?’

Fdlion could not escape the feding that this flood was hisfault. “ There has to be another way across.”

At that, Talon bit her lip uncertainly. “ There is—a bridge, downstream, &t the city of Cantular. But it will
be guarded.”

“How many guards?’ Falion asked, wondering at the odds. There were four of them, and though he had
never seen awyrmling, he was up to the challenge of fighting afew, if he had to. Fallion was good with a
sword. Andin thefull light of day, he il had hisflameweaving skillsto draw upon.

“Dozens, maybe hundreds,” Talon said. “There was avast fortress there at one time, and the bridge has
adwaysbeen adrategic point. Thewyrmlingswill have it well garrisoned.” She eyed Fdlion critically.
“Wyrmling archersare good,” she said. “ They use bows made of bone.”

He understood what she was saying. Fallion had skill asawizard, but aflameweaver could diefrom an
arrow wound as easily as any other man.

“Then we will haveto take great care,” he said.

15
THE CHASE

It is said that the Knights Eternal never die. But some would argue that they never have lived, for
the Knights Eternal are recruited from stillborn babes.

—the Wizard Ssel

In the cool morning air, Vulgnash and the Knights Eternd raced through aglen, their long legs carrying
them swiftly. They had fed well during the night. Fourteen strong men they killed, draining the life from
them. They were sweet, these smal humans of the otherworld, filled to bursting with hopes and desires
that humans on thisworld seemed to have forgotten.

Vulgnash could not recall when he had last tasted souls so swest, like fat woodworms. Other humans
that he had taken lately were empty, like the husks of dead beetles.

There had been other small humans at the fortress bes des the men—women and children. Vulgnash and
his cohorts had |eft them. Perhaps the Knights Eternal would go back to feed upon them at another time.

Now, he was sated, full of hope himsalf. He hoped to catch the wizard soon.

Already, the morning sun was coming, danting in from the trees to the south. Kryssidialooked toward it
mournfully, asif begging that they stop and find acavein which to hole up for the day.



“Peatience,” Vulgnash growled. “We may catch them yet.”

The humans had left atrall that was easy to follow. Even without Thul’ sinfalible sense of smdl, Vulgnash
could have followed the scuff marks among the pine needles, the broken twigs and bent grass.

Vulgnash used his powersto draw shadows around them, so that they traveled through alingering haze.
Had anyone spotted them there, they would have only seen an indistinguishable mass of black, loping
through the gloom.

Findly, they reached a grotto, a place where the rocky crown of ahill thrust up, with acliff face that rose
some eighty feet on three sides. A few gnarled old pines cast a deep shadow in the cavern.

“The scent of humansis strong here,” Thul growled. “ The scent of desth is strong on them. They bedded
herefor the night.”

It was agood place to bed down, Vulgnash saw. It had hidden the humans from prying eyes during the
night, from his prying eyes, and its shadows would hide him from the burning sunlight.

“They can't have gotten far,” Vulgnash said. The sun had not yet cracked the horizon. “ They might only
be afew hundred yards on their way.”

Kryssdiahissed in protest, but VVulgnash went racing down the hill, heading west, using dl of hisskill to
run silently over the forest floor, sometimeslegping into the air and taking wing when the brush grew thick
or rocks covered the ground.

Thul raced ahead, loping along, stooping every dozen feet to test the ground for ascent. They glided
down along dope, into aforest of oaks that opened up, inviting more light.

Santing rays of morning sunlight best through the trees, cutting VVulgnash’ sflesh like alash. He drew his
cowl tightly over hisface and bent thelight to hiswill, surrounding himsdf in shadows.

All too soon, they stopped at the edge of awood. Before them lay abroad expanse of golden field, the
morning sun shining full upon it in the distance, so thet aline of light cut hard acrosshisvision.

Kryssdiahissed and turned away, but \VVulgnash squinted, even though the light pierced hiseyeslike nails.

Therein the distance, perhaps only aquarter of amile away, he could see four figures racing through the
endless open fidds of summer straw. Bright yellow flowers grew tal in thefidld, with dark centers. They
bobbed in the soft morning breeze.

So close, he thought. So close.

The humans could not have known that he was on their trail. Vulgnash and his men had moved as softly
as shadows. And though the humans were running, they were not running in their speed. Insteed they
jogged, consarving their strength asif for alonger race.

Vulgnash peered at the bent grassthey |eft in their wake. In the starlight, the trail would look asdark asa
road.

“Tonight,” he said, “we will take our hunt on the wing. Though they run al day, we will be upon them
withinan hour.”
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CANTULAR

Seeto it that no enemy ever crosses the River Dyll-Tandor without paying a toll in blood.
—the Emperor Zul-torac

The sunwasriding low in the sky, drifting down into ayellow haze by the time that Fallion’ sgroup
reached the ruins of Cantular.

They had followed the river for miles, keegping to the edge of the woods, where deer trails and rabbit
trailswould hide their track, and suddenly they rounded abend, and saw the city sprawling therein its
ruin. A vast sone fortress made up the bulk of it, hundreds of feet long and afull forty feet tall.

Whether it had been deserted for five years or five thousand, Fallion thought that it would look much the
same. The massive sandstone dabs that made up the walls of the city were monoalithic, and looked asif
they might stand for eternity. Here, holes had been dug, and the dabs had been made to sand up like
pillars. Then enormous stone dabs were laid atop them, forming massive roofs.

A thousand wyrmling troops could be hidden inside, and they’ d have taken up only acorner of the
fortress.

There were no fieldsfor crops or pensfor animals. Those had been razed long ago. But even from a
distance he could see the remains of orchards, the larger trees standing in even rows, their fruit having
gonewild, while saplings grew in their shadows.

“It looks deserted,” Jaz said hopefully.
“Looks are often deceiving,” Talon said.

A gresat bridge sill spanned the river. Colossal stones served as bastions againgt the raging flow, and
though trees and wreckage battered them, the foundations of the bridge till held. The waterline was high,
though. If it rose even another two fedt, it would swamp the bridge. Beyond the bridge, out in the
lowlands, the waters had flooded an areathat was mileswide. Fallion suspected that he might be
witnessing the birth of anew sea

At each end of the mile-long bridge squatted another massive stone fortress with a drawbridge, guard
houses, and crenellated towers. Even from here, Fallion could see that the drawbridge at each end had
been raised.

“The mgority of the garrison will be on thefar Sde of theriver,” Talon hazarded. “In fact, I'm not sure
how well-guarded it will be here on the north. There might be only afew. There might be no guards at
al”

“So we might be able to fight our way through the north tower,” Falion said, “but even if we do, we have
to ded with the fact that there is another drawbridge at the far end.”

“True,” Tdon sad, “but say that wefight our way through the tower on thisside. We canrunamile
before we hit the far sde. From there, we can jump into the water and swim. It might be a distance of
only thirty yards, rather than aswim of amile”



Fdlion didn't carefor the plan. Even if they did swim to shore on the far side, they could find themsalves
trying to swim though ahail of arrows.

And then what? I they madeit to shore, the wyrmlingswould be on their trail a nightfall.
“Right, then,” Rhiannasaid. “Let’sgettoit.”

“Inthemorning,” Fallion said. Hewasn't the kind to hesitate, but the more he studied the Situation, the
lessheliked it.

“Inthemorning?’ Jaz asked. “Why not now?’

“It'stoo closeto nightfal,” Falion said. “ The wyrmling troops are waking. If we attack now, we'll attack
them in their strength. And even if we break through to the far sde of theriver, we' |l have to worry about
them dogging our trail for the rest of the night. We should wait until morning, hit themin thelight of day.”

Taon nodded her assent.

“Where will we stay then?” Jaz asked. He didn’t like the idea of camping in the open. The treesdong the
river had been fairly thick, but in the flood, many had washed away. The scrub that was left could hardly
hide apair of rabbits.

“Well degp inthere” Fdlion said, nodding toward theruins.
“Among thewyrmlings?’ Jaz asked.

Fdlion liked the idea. He was certain that the wyrmlings were hunting him, as Taon feared, and tonight
they would be scouring the fields and forests. But the last place they would ook would be here, in the
heart of awyrmling fortress.

“Likel said,” Rhiannasad, “let'sget toiit.”
And sointhefailing sun, they crept dong the riverbank, keeping low.

Therein the shadows, they found avine thick with light-berries and picked afew. The vine had begun to
wilt, and Fallion guessed that in aday it would be dead.

So they made their way to the edge of the ruined city. A great wall had once surrounded it, but the
wyrmlings had knocked it down in adozen places. Enormous battering rams, huge logs with iron heads
shaped like foul beasts, till lay abandoned outside the gates. Evil symbols had been scrawled on the
broken walls. Falion could see the glyph of Lady Despair.

It wasin the final approach, when they ran across an open field and legpt through a gap in the broken
wall that they were most exposed.

But a the mogt, they were only visible for afew seconds.

They ran up to the side of abuilding and hunched, waiting to seeif an darm sounded. If they were
attacked, Falion wanted it to be therein the open, in thefailing light, rather than in the corner of some
dark building.

When no darm sounded, they crept down an empty street, keeping closeto thewalls.

Fresh tracksin the dirt showed that wyrmlings walked down the street often.



They werein an old merchant quarter. Stallslined both sides of the streets, and in some placesthe
merchandise still moldered. Bolts of cotton and flax sat rotting in one sal, broken chairs and ababy crib
in another, clay potsin athird.

Down the gireet, agruff laugh sounded, dmost asnarl. The wyrmlings were avake.

Fdlion did not dare venture farther into the city. Fallion spotted alikely place and doveinto an
abandoned smithy with acircular forge, abellows, and an overturned anvil.

In the back, aleather curtain formed adoor, separating the smithy from the living quarters.
They raced insde.

“Up or down?” Talon asked while Falion's eyes were il adjusting to the gloom. He redlized that in the
change, she must have improved her night vison. When he could finaly see, he made out awooden
ladder leading up to aloft. Another went down to a pantry.

A partid skeleton lay sprawled upon the floor, afew scattered bones wrapped in arotten dress. The
skull had been taken.

The ladder was rotting, too. Fallion imagined that a giant would have to worry about bresking arung as
he climbed. So Falion decided to go up it. Besides, if the group was attacked, Falion would rather
defend from above than benesth.

“Up,” hesad, racing quietly up the ladder.

He reached the top, found a bedroom. A child’ s bed, with amattress made of straw over some wooden
dats, rested near the chimney, and awooden horse lay on the floor. Otherwise the room was bare. A
window stood closed, the last of the sunlight gleaming yellow through a pane made of scraped hide.

The dust on the floor had not been disturbed in years.
“Thiswill do,” Fdlion said.

He peered about the room. The walls were formed from sandstone and looked to be a good two feet
thick. Theroof itsaf wasagreat dab of stone.

Hefelt safe here, protected, like amousein its burrow.

Everyone climbed into the room, and Fallion considered pulling up the ladder. But he suspected thet if
anyone was familiar with this place, they would notice what he' d done. Better to leave everything

undisturbed.
17
A TURN ON THE DANCE FLOOR

An undeserved reward cankers the soul.
—Daylan Hammer

At thefeast in the great hal in Caer Luciare that night, Alun threw the remains of agreasy swan'sleg



over hisback, food for the dogs. The king' s mastiffs were quick to lunge from their beds by thefireto
scufflefor it, and as the growls died down, Alun could not help but turn just abit, to see which dog had
won.

It was a pup of nine months, young enough to be fast and hungry, big enough to hold his own.

Much like me, Alun thought with asatisfied grin. Hewas haf drunk on the king' swine, though the medl
had hardly begun.

It would be abig feast tonight. The warriors would need their strength tomorrow asthey ran north for the
attack. The big men would keep agrueling pace. A warrior was expected to run ten milesin an hour, a
hundred milesin aday, and the run would last from firgt light to full night.

Only by covering the ground in asingle day could the warriors hope to gain the element of surprisein
their attack.

Alun could only hang his head in despair. He could never make such arun. It would soon be gpparent to
al that though he might be named awarrior, he wasin fact only afraud.

Indeed, now that the lords were finishing the main course, the festivities would begin. There would be
jugglers and dancing, afool who gped the lords.

But fird—

Madoc stood, and his men began banging the table with the butts of their knives, with mugs or
bones—whatever they had at hand.

“Good drrahs,” heroared for quiet, for the room was huge and hundreds of people sat at the tables.
There had not been afeast so well attended since last summer’seve. “Good sirrahs and ladies,” Madoc
roared. “I have an announcement. Today let it be known to all—to lord, to lady, to warrior and
commoner aike, that Caer Luciare has anew Master of the Hounds, our very own Alun.”

There were shouts and cheers from the many nobles gathered about, as Madoc brought out alarge gold
cape pin that bore theimage of three racing hounds upon it. It was alovely thing. More importantly, it
was the badge of his office, and with great ceremony, Madoc pinned Alun’s cape with it, inserting the
prong and then twisting until the spira pin waslocked in place. Then hetook Alun’'ssimple old brass
cape pin and set it upon the table.

The applause died down quickly as the guests prepared to return to conversations, but Madoc roared,
“And, let it be known that Alun has proven himsdlf this day to be aman of great courage, aman of
decisive wit, of firm resolve, and aman of uncommon character. Indeed, heisno longer acommon man
a al intheview of House Madoc. Not avassdl. It iswith heartfelt gppreciation, that | name him a
warrior of Clan Madoc, and adefender of the free.”

At that there wasfar less clapping. Many of the noblesjust stared in confused silence for amoment. Alun
was not awarrior born, after all. He was an ill-bred gangrdl. Everyone could seeit.

Y et, sometimes, the honor was won, every generation or so.
There were excited whispers as women went asking their men what Alun had done.
What will they think? Alun wondered.

Hedid not care, or at least hetold himsdlf that he didn’t. He peered across the room, to theroyal table



off to hisleft, where the High King ate. There, to hisright, in aplace of honor, sat the king' slong-time
aly and best friend, the Emir of Daharristan, resplendent in a coat of gold silks, hiswhite turban adorned
with afiery golden opd.

And four seats down sat his daughter Siyaddah, her dark eyes glistening in the candlelight. Shelooked a
Alun and smiled gently, asif we coming him to the nobility.

Sheremembers me, Alun redized. And she thinksfondly of me.
His heart hammered and his mouth grew dry.
Sheisnot so far above my gtation. | am awarrior now.

Hetook adrink from the goblet of wine, but asingle swallow did not satisfy histhirst, so he downed it
dl, arichredwineinaslver goblet.

He had never taken adrink from agoblet before. He picked it up, looked at it. It was a beautiful thing,
with two feet like aswan on tall legs, and feathers on the outside, and aswan’slong neck bent and
formingahande.

Such amug, he redlized, was worth more than hislife had been worth asadave. Withiit, he could have
bought hisfreedom twice over.

Now?

He nodded to one of the serving children that waited against thewall. A boy of sx ambled forward,
struggled tofill the mug from aheavy cask of wine.

Alun sat and waited. He waited while the fool went strutting around the room, aping the lords and ladies.
He waited as minstrels sang while the dessert pastries were passed around.

Hewaited until the king called for adance.
Then he downed another mug of wine and went to ask Siyaddah to join him upon the dance floor.

Hisfeet were unsteady and hisaim went afoul as he veered across the room, avoiding collision with those
on the dance floor only by swerving wide.

He was greeted with astonished looks as he got to Siyaddah’ s table, bowed, and asked, “Y our
Highness, may | ask you to dance?’

Alunlooked to her father, the legendary Light of Da harristan, whose face remained expressionless, but
who merdly gave adight nod.

“I think you just did,” Siyaddah said.
Alun had to stand there thinking for along moment before he figured out the logic to her words.

She joined him on the dance floor. Alun had never danced like this before. It was a stately court dance,
with lots of strutting about together while the men occasiondly stopped and raised the ladies handswhile
they twirled.

Alun had no knack for it. His overlarge feet kept getting tangled, and he didn’t know when to let alady
twirl, and twice he imagined that he was supposed to twirl, too. He heard somefdlow laugh, and Alun’'s
face grew red as he redlized that a great deal of the problem had to do with the fact that he was



faling-down drunk.

He stopped dancing then, and Siyaddah gave him awarm smile. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I’ sonly
your first dance. You'll catch on.”

And then the tense moment was over and she was moving again, and he was content to prance and
watch her twirl. Therewaslight in her eyes, and laughter, and light in her hair. It seemed to sparkle, until
he redlized that she had apowder in her hair, apowder made from diamonds, he imagined.

“Congratulations,” shesaid at last, “thisisagreat day for you. Y ou should be proud—Master of the
Hounds”

He liked the sound of that, coming from her lips. But it reminded him. He had not gone to the kennels yet
tonight. He had severd hitchesready to whelp, and he redly thought that he should go check on them. It
was agood time of year to be Master of the Hounds, with the puppies coming.

“WEe re expecting new litters soon. Hart' s Bresth, she should have her firgt litter tonight or tomorrow. Do
you remember her?” Siyaddah had played with her as apup, not more than two years ago.

Siyaddah shook her head no.

Of course she doesn’'t remember, Alun thought. She played with so many pups. She didn’t know their
names. Y ou are such afool, hetold himsdlf.

Embarrassed, he quit talking. It wastime for Siyaddah to twirl again.

She looked lovely, so dainty. Her dark skin, dmaost chocolate in color, contrasted sharply with her white
slks. And benegath the silks, he could see the shapely contours of her body.

That isthe whole reason for the dance, heredlized, to dlow young bachd ors like himself to oglethe
maidens.

“Tell me,” Siyaddah asked, “what great deed did you do to deserve such an honor, being raised to the
warrior clan?’

Cold fear ran through hisveins, and Alun found that histongue would not work. He did not want to tell
her what he had done. “ Oh, nothing,” Alun said.

He hoped that she had not heard the truth yet. He hoped that she would never hear.
“Wasit for spying upon Daylan Hammer?’ she asked.

“I...yes” he admitted. He stuttered to a stop for amoment and then continued prancing.
“Andtell me,” Siyaddah said, “how was that brave?’

ShethinksI’m afake, Alun thought. She knows|’'m afake.

“Itisthought...that hekilled Sir Croft.”

“And did he?” Syaddah asked playfully, but Alun discerned more than playfulnessin her voice. There
was abit of achalengeto her tone. There was a smile on her face and light in her eyes. She was not
trying to show disrespect toward Alun. But it was obvious that she thought well of Daylan Hammer, that
she doubted hisguilt.



“I don't believe so,” Alun whispered, lest anyone overhear.

Sheflashed him abrief smile. “Y our view conflictswith countless others,” she said. “ There are some who
arecaling for Daylan’ s head, claming that there can be no good reason that he would be meeting with
the enemy. They say that questioning would do no good, for hewould surely lie. Othersthink that he
should be dlowed to defend himsdlf. 1...find it hard to believe that heisin league with the enemy.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Alun said.

“Stll, it required no less bravery on your part to follow him, to take therisk,” Siyaddah said.
Weasit bravery, Alun wondered, or greed?

“And he did meet with awyrmling?’ she asked.

“Most assuredly.”

“That must have been frightening,” she said.

Not very. | was hiding, Alun thought.

“Towhat end did they meet? | wonder,” she said.

Alun stopped dancing. His heart was hammering and he suddenly felt over-warm. All of therich food felt
asif it wasturning to aball of greasein his ssomach. He feared he would retch.

“Sometimes,” Siyaddah said gently, without condemnation, “it takes great courage to do what isright.”

Alun turned and fled, bumping into dancers, hurrying from the great hall. He raced outside, stood gasping
for air asheleaned againg apillar.

Does she know? he wondered. Does she know why Daylan Hammer met with the enemy—risked his
own life, hisown honor to meet with them? Or does she only guess?

She only guesses, Alun decided. If she knew, she would have told me. But she believes him to beaman
of virtue.

It was said that Daylan Hammer ate at the High King' stable. Siyaddah would have been in range to hear
hisjokes, or his songs when he took the lute. She would know his heart better than Alun did. Shewasa
sensitive woman, and perhaps had come to know Daylan better than others around him.

Perhgps she sevenin love with him.

No, that can’'t be, Alun thought. He istoo smdl and strange, too different from us.
Alun went staggering to the kenndls.

Back to the dogs, where | belong, he thought.

There, he found things much as he had suspected. Hart's Bresth had goneinto labor and given birthto a
pup, and had that frightened look that bitches get when they ddliver their first. What iswrong with me?
Hart’ s Breath' s body language asked as she puttered about, her hips quivering, eyes wide as she sniffed
at the pup. What isthat black thing squirming on the floor?

Alun stayed with her, stroking her forehead and whispering words of comfort, while she continued to



deliver. He held up each newborn for her to sniff, introduced the pups by complimenting her. “Ah, you're
such agood dog,” he would say as she licked each pup, “such agood mother. And ook how pretty your
babiesare”

Soon, she wagged her tail at the sight of each new birth, proud of her offspring, and when Alun left her
therelate at night, she was happiest hound in the world.

He was weary and nearly sober when he made hisway back to the King's Keep. Thefeast waslong
over, the tables cleared, the servants gone to bed. Two guards stood outside the door and barred his

way.
“I need to speak with King Urstone,” Alun said at their challenge.
“At thishour?’ one asked. “ Regarding what?’

Digtantly, from up above, Alun heard aman sobbing, the sound faint and distant asit came through an
open window. The king sobbing in his chambers as he mourned.

“It concernsaplan to save hisson,” Alun said.

They did not send a messenger to ask the king if he wanted to be disturbed. The guardslooked at each
other, and one of them grabbed Alun by the bicep and pulled him into the keep asif he'd just
apprehended athief.

Alunfound himself shivering in terror. He was about to tell the king of Daylan Hammer’ s mad plot to
save hisson.

Warlord Madoc will have me stripped of my office when he finds out what I’ ve done, Alun thought.

18

IN THE COLDEST HOUR

There are those who criticized High King Urstone for his weak mind, but it was never hismind
that failed him. Rather, it was his great love that brought him down.

—theWizard S

An hour before dawn, the coldest hour of the night, the Wizard Sisel went to the High King' s door with
Shaun the baker intow. A single knock, and they werein.

King Urstone was Sitting at a desk, writing out orders for work to be done during his absence. He had
commanded that no other work be done until the castle was set in order. No housewife was to wash the
family’s clothes. No merchant was to be found selling in the streets.

Instead, there were dabs of rock that needed to be hauled up and set in place. There were buckled walls
that needed mending. And every man, woman, and child would be required to work at it the next day.

Hewasfully dressed in the same maroon robe and gray tunic that he had been wearing at dinner. But he
looked to bein better spiritsthan Sisdl had imagined he would.

“Sisd,” heasked. “What may | do for you—and Goodman Shaun, isit?” The king had an excellent



memory for names but he ways asked timidly, afraid that he might offend someone by making a
mistake. Thus he gratified and honored them even though his voice held atone of gpology.

“I have something to show you, Y our Highness,” Sisel said. He turned to Shaun. “What is your name?’

The baker looked back and forth between the king and the wizard, and at last he said, “1’m not rightly
Sure anymore.”

King Urstone wondered if the man had taken ablow to the head.

“It used to be Shaun,” the baker said. “But it was Hugheart on that other world, Captain Hugheart.”
Ah, theking thought, thisagain.

“And what was your cdling on this other world?’

“l wasalord, arunelord,” Shaun said. “I...wasaroya guard at Castle Corneth, in theland of Aven.”
“Youclamtobearuneord,” Sisdl asked. “Can you explain to the king what that is?’

“| was given attributes by vassals—strength, speed, stamina, wit. They gaveit to mein aceremony. We
used branding irons, called forcibles, to make the transfer. The brandsleft scarson me.”

Shaun rolled up hisdeeve, displaying hisbicep. On it were adozen smdl scars, burned into hisflesh,
each acirclewith its own design within. King Urstone had never seen the like. But till, the story sounded
like madness.

“Show the king what you can do,” thewizard said.

Shaun the baker, aman that King Urstone had once played with asachild, suddenly leapt eight feet in
the air, somersaulted with the agility of acat, and dropped to a crouch. As he landed, he dammed afist
into atable that was made of date. The table shattered asif it had been hammered with amaul.

The king stared in awe. No man in the kingdom, no matter whether he was warrior-born or not, had such
Srength.

Thewizard reached into a pocket, pulled out asmall red stone. “Y our Highness, behold the most deadly
wegpon in theworld!”

The king peered at the stone. He was an educated man. “ Corpuscite?’ he asked. It was ametal, softer
than lead, and when put to the tongue tasted sdlty, like blood.

“Itiscaled blood metal, upon that world where the runelords dwelled. And it is exceedingly rare there.”
“But...there sawhole hill of it—" the king began to say.

“South of the city,” Sisdl finished. “Wewill need it, if we areto defend oursalves. And | have begun a
search of the city. We will need to find someone who has worked as afacilitator on this other world, a
wizard who can make the branding irons we need and transfer attributes from one person to another. If
we hurry, we could have warriors like Shaun here in place before the wyrmlings next attack.”

“Where are the vassals who gave you these powers?’ the king asked.

“Intheland of Aven, far to the north and east of here,” Shaun said. “I must surmise that they are il
aive, for if they had died, their powers would have been stripped from me.”



S licked hislips. He had obvioudy been thinking much. He continued, “My lord, | have a confession.
Daylan Hammer mentioned that there are some among us, like Shaun, who lived other lives, who had
shadow selves upon that other world. Such people are now two haves, bound into one. | am one of
those. | served as an Earth Wizard in this other world, and | have begun to remember things...strange
things. But the memories come hard. Sometimes, it islike pulling teeth to recal asingle detall. My name
was Binnesman, and | was acounselor to awondrous king, a hero like none that our world has ever
known.”

“Why then,” King Urstone asked, “don’'t | remember anything?’

Thewizard glanced away, asif unsure what to say. “Because you did not exist on that world. Y ou had
no shadow self there. Y ou died in that world before the worlds were sedled as one.”

“I see” King Urstone said. He somehow felt sad, cheated, asif he had lost something.

“Not everyone had ashadow sdlf. There were great wars and turmoil upon that world, asthere are here.
People were being dain by the thousands, by the hundreds of thousands. So some of our lives...did not
overlap.”

King Urstone turned away, went to the balcony and opened the door. Rich flowers and shrubs grew in
pots outside, and their scent perfumed the night. Somewhere among the shrubs, a nightingal e responded
to the light with a heart-breaking song.

Hetried to consder the repercussions of this new intelligence.
“Will the wyrmlings know?’ he wondered aoud, “ about the powers inherent in the corpuscite, | mean?’

“Evenif they don’t, we must prepare for theworst,” Sisel said. “ Others have begun to remember. | went
to the hill to get this corpuscite, and as| gpproached, | found men digging in the night. They ran away.”

“Who?’ King Urstone demanded.

“I saw no faces, but they will be back. If | wereyou, | would send some of my own men there, now, and
have them begin to digin earnest.”

“Of course,” the king said. He looked to Shaun, “ Sir Hugheart, will you seeto it?’

“Asyou wish, milord,” Shaun said. He did not ask for further direction, nor did he hesitate to carry out
the order. Shaun merely spun on his heels and strode from the room, as atrained soldier would.

| am but half aman, King Urstone thought. Men like Shaun, they are completein away that | never can
be. They will have twice the knowledge, twice the wisdom of men their age.

Such men would be of great benefit to the world, the king mused.

When Shaun was gone, the Wizard Sisel peered hard into the king’ s eyes, and whispered, “Thereis
another matter, Y our Highness. Thiswondrousking that | served, this great hero of the shadow
world—isyour son, Areth Sul Urstone. Upon the shadow world where he was born, he was known as
Gaborn Val Orden. | know thisas certainly as| know my own name. He had great powers, greater than
you can imagine. We must seeto hisrescueimmediatdly. If Zul-torac gets even ahint of what he can
become, hislife...will beworth nothing.”

King Urstone began to tremble. Everything seemed to be happening so fast. The men were set to march
on Cantular within the hour, and King Urstone dared not call ahdt. The Dyll-Tandor was flooding,



creating abarrier around hislands, and he needed to take the bridge at Cantular, sedl his borders. But so
much else needed to be done, too.

“Tdl methis,” King Urstone asked. “On this other world, this shadow world, did | diewe |7’

Sisd amiled warmly. “You died in agreet battle, in defense of your family and your people. None ever
died better.”

“Wadl then,” King Urstone said after athought, “let’s see that it doesn't happen again.” He smiled
weakly. “1 have learned that a plan is dready underway to free my son. That iswhy Daylan Hammer was
mesting with the wyrmling. He was trying to arrange an exchange of hostages, my son for thewyrmling
princess. And | can seeto it that the plan moves forward. If dl goeswell, by dawn tomorrow, Areth will
befree”

“Do you trust thewyrmlingsto keep such abargain?’ Sisdl asked after some thought.

“No. But do | have any other choice? What army will | batter down the gates of Rugassawith? How else
will I freemy son?’

But the king began to think—I could batter their gates with an army of runelords.

Thewizard frowned in congternation. “I don't likethis plan. | don’t trust the wyrmlings. And there are
somein our ranks | trust even less. Warlord Madoc has campaigned long and hard to lead an attack. For
years he haswaited. Y ou and | both know what he seeks.”

“I'm afraid,” King Urgtone said, “that | can see no good reason to deny him, and every reason to move
his plan forward. Thisgreat change that has been wrought upon the earth will darm the wyrmlings, and
they are most dangerous when so darmed. If the wyrmlings are coming, we need to take the bridge at
Cantular—as much as we need to save my son.”

The wizard shook hishead. *Y our son isworth more than abridge, believe me.”
“Would you sill counsd methen to halt the attack?”

S shook hishead sadly. “No. | fear, milord, that the enemy iswiser than we would hope. They may
aready know about the lore of the forcibles, and who they now hold captive. And if they know, there
will be no trade for your son, and no saving him. Go forward with your plan, and let us hope for the

19
DARK WATERS

| find that the best way to endure ugliness and pain is to remember beauty. Always in my memory,
it is the face of a woman that gives me strength. Her name was Yaleen.

—Daylan Hammer

Daylight cameto the privy, the softest blush of light shining through the holes up above. With the dawn
came an unwholesome rain as hundreds of soldiersrelieved themselves of the waste from last night’s
fead.



Daylan Hammer stood stoically, head bowed, mouth tightly shut, and endured.

He had been standing so long that once in the night, al of the blood had rushed to hisfeet, and he had
gsaggered and fdleninthe mire.

S0 he had learned, and now he raised hisfeet every now and then, stamping them in the filth, so that he
made sure to keep blood pumping to his head.

It will end soon, he thought. The warriorswill beleaving a dawn.

And after an hour, they seemed to be gone. No more foul rains hurtled down, no crude jests or harsh
laughter assailed him.

He waded to the far end, then reached up and began trying to climb out of the privy.

Therewaslittle to hold onto. The wallswere wet and dimy. Mold and unhealthy funguses grew upon
them, making them dick. There was no brickwork or mortar here, with crevicesthat he might dip his
fingersinto, just solid rock worn smooth over the ages.

Sill, hehad to try.
He pressed hisfingernailsinto a sheet of mold, hoping that it might give him some purchase.
He was wet, soggy, and that added extra pounds.

He pulled himself up dowly, and |et the urine drip off of him alittle, hoping to reduce hisweight. But the
sheet of mold broke free, and he did back.

| would weigh lessif | were naked, he decided.

He did not want to suffer that indignity. He didn’t want to risk having someone see him squirming as he
struggled up out of the privy.

On the other hand, | doubt whether | ever want to wear these clothes again, he told himsdlf.
With grim determination, he shucked off his pants, ripped off histunic, and began the climb.

It took him nearly an hour to get ten feet up the wall. But from there, the dope suddenly got steeper. By
then, hisfingernails and toenails bled, and he was straining every muscle.

He dared not rest. He wastoo wet and dimy. Each time helaid against the wall, he merdly did back into
the cesspool.

If I were dry, he thought, perhaps | could get more friction, perhaps | could makeit.

And s0 he clung in one spot, sweat streaming down his forehead and from his armpits and chest, hoping
to get dry enough so that he might find some purchase.

All of hisendowments of strength and grace could not suffice to get him onefoot farther up thewall. Only
superhuman effort had gotten him thisfar at dl.

Suddenly, he heard a soft thud, and a coil of rope came twisting down out of the darkness.

Who? he wondered. Daylan had seen the grief-stricken look on Alun’s face when he' d been arrested.
Hewondered, Is he trying to make amends?



But it wasn't Alun who spoke. It was the High King himsdlf, his mournful voice echoing in the smal
chamber.

“Daylan Hammer, the troops are assembled at the gate, and soon they will be gone. The guard will be
light. There are those who would thwart you, if they knew of your purpose. But | wish you well. By the
Powersthat preserve us| beg you, save my son.”

20

TROPHIESOF THE HUNT

Thereis a special bond that devel ops between the hunter and the hunted. They share a similar
thrill, a visceral excitement that is only aroused when a lifeis placed in jeopardy. It is Lady
Despair’swill that everyone should learn the joy of the hunt. And in the proper time, everyone
should share the thrill of being hunted.

—Zul-torac

Asthe shadows degpened and grew long upon the land, Fallion and hisfriends huddled in slence. Fear
and anticipation werethick in theair, and none dared gtir in the smal [oft. Every tiny noise, every little
breath, every scuff of afoot asit was rearranged on the wooden floor, seemed amplified, asif Striving to
givethem away.

The heartbeats of Fallion and his friends sounded asloud as drums.
Therewaslittlelight. A handful of dying light-berrieslay sorawled upon thefloor.

Thisisnot naturd, Falion thought, as his pounding heart drummed fater, filling the smal room with its
deep, echoing beat. He peered around the room at the others. Thisisa spell of some sort, perhaps cast
by asorcerer of theair.

Hetried to till hisbreathing, remain quiet. He could not really see the othersin the room. The
light-berries had gone too dim. He could only sensetheir presence by virtue of sound, by body heat, by
scent. Only the dightest bit of starlight shone through the hide window pane. Y et he could tell that they
were struggling to remain slent, too.

“By the Powers,” Tdon swore softly, “the hunters are on our trail.” She spokein awhisper, but the
sound seemed to echo through the room like a shout.

What kinds of hunters have such power, Fallion wondered, that they can magnify the heartbegts of their
prey?

Almog, Falion feared that hisvery thoughts would echo from the sonewallslike asong.

Outside the room, down on the street, he heard marching feet, a hundred or more wyrmling troops.
Therewasthe usua clanking of armor, the swearing in some strange tongue, and the gruff shouts of a
commander.

But there was something more. There was an itching across the bridge of Fallion’ snose, acrawling
sensation that Fallion had learned to recognize long ago. Loci. There wereloci in the soldiers outside,
beings of pureevil.



They’ re coming for us, he thought as sweat dribbled down his brow. He gripped hislong sword firmly,
wishing now that he had taken those endowments of brawn proffered by his friends among the
Gwardeen.

No, | do not wish that, hetold himsalf. They will need their own strength in the days to come. And his
heart went out to them, there across the seg, as he silently wished them well.

He strained to hear if the marching feet would stop at the small shop, to hear if the soldierswould turn.
Perhaps, he thought, someone saw us enter the building. They could comerright to us.

But no, after saveral long minutes, the soldiers marched down the road, heading back east, toward
Castle Coorm.

Perhapsthat iswhere they are going. Perhaps they have ordersto hunt for me.
At long lagt, the sound of marching feet faded into the distance, and everyonelet out asigh.

But the sounds of the room were gill amplified. The heavy breathing still resounded from thewalls, even
louder than before.

They’ re coming for me, Fallion knew, the winged hunters. They’ re coming, and they’ re getting closer.
Any minute now, and they will be here.

He amost wanted to risk alittle light. He had used his flameweaving powers during the heat of the day to
store energy, and right now it was leaking from every pore. To those nearby, his skin would fed fevered.

But he dared not risk it.
So hewaited for along haf hour. The sounds of their breathing, of hearts pounding, grew ever louder.

Something whisked past the window, blocking out the starlight for an instant—an owl perhaps. Falion
hoped that it was only an owl.

A moment |ater, the sounds faded. The room went quiet. Fallion could still hear the blood pounding in his
ears, but it was greatly diminished.

Rhiannagave ardieved sgh, and Jaz whispered, “They' ve left.”

Suddenly the massive stone roof went blasting into the air, asif tossed aside by the hand of an angry god.
The huge dab walls shattered, seemingly hit by battering rams, and Fallion found himsdf Stting exposed
upon aplatform.

Overhead, blotting out the stars, were three beings, floating in the air. Their great wings spread out wide
asthey hung in asoft breeze, every so often flgpping dmost silently.

All three of them were clothed in red.
Fallion had never sensed such evil, not in Asgaroth, not in Shadoath. It was palpable, like astink.

“We'refound!” Jaz shouted, drawing his bow. Rhianna shrieked and legpt to her feet, battle Saff at the
ready.

Tdon cried out, “Ah, the Knights Eterna. We re undone!”



Fallion knew of only oneway to fight alocus. He did something now that he had tried only once before.

He blazed, sending out abright light, as blinding asthe sun. Light bled from every pore, soreading from
him like abeacon. One of the Knights Eternd threw up ahand to shield hiseyes. At that moment, Jaz
loosed an arrow.

It blurred like abolt, striking one of the creaturesin the chest.

The Knight Eternd let out aresounding wail, afreskish cry asif from awounded wolf, and then
crumpled, bits of decayed flesh raining down, even asitswings collgpsed like a sheet in the wind.

Vulgnash whirled, looked to where Kryssdia had been. The Knight' s flesh had come unbound.

No weapon forged by mere mortals should have been able to do that. Only weapons enchanted by a
powerful undine could do that, and V ulgnash had rid the earth of such wizardslong ago.

Thelight intensfied, striking VVulgnash like the sun, lashing a him. The human wizard was powerful, more
powerful than any that he had met in five thousand years.

| know this one, VVulgnash realized. The Torch-bearer walksthe earth again.
Thisdisconcerted him, but did not strike fear into Vulgnash’s heart.

The Torch-bearer had great powers. But he had greater weaknesses.

Fdlion blazed like the sun, widlding the light asif it were asword. He could seetheloci now in his
enemies, as he used thelight to pierce their spirits. The spirits of hisenemieswere like balls of soft blue
light, with tentacles of energy worming through them.

In ahedthy person, the light would be brilliant, effervescent.

But Fallion spotted black parasites feeding upon the husks of the creature’ s shriveled souls—dark forms
that |ooked like enormous water fleas. They weretheloci.

“By the Powers,” Falion commanded, “depart!”

He lashed out, sending his brilliance to burn theloci, hoping to sear them into oblivion.

And as quickly ashedid, thelight faded.

One of the Knights Eternal stretched out ahand, and al of the light Fallion radiated snuffed out.

Fdlion sent asurge of energy, hoping to break the spell, and afiery rope of heat went twisting into the
enemy’spam.

TheKnight Eternal hurled the firebal | back toward Taon, and it took al of Fallion’ s skill to shunt it aside
before it washed over her.

“Flameweaverd” Rhianna shouted.

I"’m defensdess, Fdlion thought.



Jaz tried to nock another arrow, but as he did, one of the creatures dove and pointed afinger.

A blast of icy wind washed over the group, hit them like ablow. Jaz and the others cried out and went
sprawling across the floor. The wind was colder than the tomb, and it sucked the air from Fallion’ slungs.

Fdlion fdl backward, found himsdlf dangling over the edge of the wall. Suddenly he was cold, so deadly
cold that he could not fed hishands, hisfeet, hisface. His heart beat frantically, but Falion could not
move. His muscles would not respond.

Hetried to lift hishand, to cry out or run, but every nerve seemed frozen.
I’m dead, he thought. I’'m dead.

The enemy dropped from the sky, landing to the wooden floor with athud, and came striding over to
him.

Fallion could not so much as blink.

A tal figuredl in robes and a cowl loomed above him, reveded by the light of acrescent moon. The evil
of its presence smote Fallion, washed over him likefilth; Falion tried to crawl away.

Thewyrmling peered a him, then reached down and stroked Fallion’s cheek. Like alover, Fdlion
thought. He stroked me like alover. But, No, he realized. He strokes me like a hunter who admires a
prized kill.

The cowled figure spoke in a strange tongue, yet there must have been aspell upon Falion, for healso
heard words ringing in hismind.

“Wecome, littlewizard,” thewyrmling said, “to my world.”
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SMALL FOLK

As a young man, | was taught that to be a warrior is the epitome of virtue, and that warriors
should be held in greater esteem than other men. We are the protectors, after all.

But what does a warrior create? Should not the farmer pruning his orchard be granted equal
esteem? Should not the mother nursing her child be deserving of greater praise?

All of my life, I have felt like a fraud. | have been humbled by humble men.
Never was it more so than when | first saw the small folk of the shadow world.
—High King Urstone

Alun came staggering into camp on rubbery legsthat night, well after dark. He was supposed to have run
ahundred miles, but of course his energy gave out.

The other warriors drove him anyway, hurling curses and encouragement at him in equal measure.
“You'reawarrior now!” “Move those damned spindly legd” “Doesawolf tirewhen it runsto baitle?’



They laughed, and the tone seemed kindly enough.
But they were going to kill him, Alun knew.
Heredlized it as soon as hislegs gave out, and he went sprawling in the dirt.

Drewish had urged him on with a swift kick to the ribs and a derisive laugh, and had rushed on. But
Connor had only hated long enough to yell, “ Get off your lazy ass. We Il have no laggards.”

Alun had fumbled about, gasping for air, and Connor just rolled hiseyes. At last, he picked Alun up by
the scruff of the neck, haf carrying him, and ran, holding him upright, forcing him to move histired legs.

After afew milesof this, Alun fainted, and woke to find that some burly soldier was carrying him on his
back asif he were a corpse. When Alun groaned, the fellow laughed and dropped him to the ground.
“Come now, no bellyaching. We re off to battle. Let’ s hear awar song out of you.”

And that was when Alun knew they were going to kill him. Madoc had given him the honor of joining the
clan, and now he’' d send him to the front of the line to be daughtered by wyrmlings.

They weren't about to let amongrd like Alun breed with their precious daughters.

That wasit, heimagined. Or else they want to kill me because they know what | did. Had someonetold
Madoc about his meeting with the high king?

The king had assured Alun, “This meeting must be kept private. Tell no one. | want to see my son take
the throne someday. Not just for me, but as Daylan Hammer has said, for you, too, and for your

posterity.”

No, Madoc and hismen don’t know what | did, Alun decided. They only know what | am.

And so heran aswell as he could, and he was dragged and carried and kicked the rest of the way.
Hedidn't makeit ahundred miles. But he had runforty, hefelt certain.

It was a good account for one of the serf-born caste. There were rumors that one of his great
grandmothers had been bedded by awarrior, and thus he claimed some decent blood. But the same
could be said of every serf in the kingdom.

Every bonein his body ached, and when hetried to pee that afternoon, there was blood in his urine from
the pummeling his kidneys had taken during the run. Hefelt too tired to care.

The last few mileswere the hardest. They had reached a strange canyon called the Vae of Anguish.
Here, odd rock formations stood, piles of rubble that often |ooked more like men than rocks should,
amost asif monstrous deformed beings had been turned to stone.

There were cavesin the hills here where the warriors could hide for the night, and get some degp—or
fight, if they were backed into acorner.

But when he got to camp, lit only by starlight and a scythe of amoon, it was abuzz with excitement.

“They found little people—" someone was saying, “tiny folk that don’t know how to talk. They livein
huts made out of stones, with roofs made from sticks and straw. There sawhole village of them, just
beyond the hill.”

Alunwould never have bdieved such nonsense under normal circumstances, but in the last day, theworld



had turned upside down. Forests had sprung up where there should be none. M ountains had collapsed
and rivers changed their courses. Anything seemed possible.

“Little people,” asoldier laughed, “what good are they? Can’t eat ' em, can you?’
For effect, hetore off ahuge piece of bread with histeeth, asif he were rending alittle person.
“Maybe we |l find some use for their women,” another jested, and he wasjoined by gruff laughter.

Alun wondered. He wanted to see these little folk, but hislegs were so sore that he didn’t think that he
could walk up the hill. Still, he grabbed aloaf of dry bread from a basket, dong with aflagon of de, and
dowly crept up the steep hill, past soldiers who were feeding and laughing.

He caught bits of conversation as he went. “River’ sflooded up ahead, they say. We' |l have arough swim
of it.”

“I can’t swim,” aheavy warrior said.
“Don’t worry,” thefirg said. “You just float, and I’ ll drag you adong.”

“That’ sthe problem,” the heavy one said. “I can't float. Bones are too heavy. | Sink like an anvil. Always
have. | just hope the king lets us take the bridge.”

Atop the hill, High King Urstone, Warlord Madoc, the Emir of Dalharristan, the Wizard Sisdl, and other
notables al stood beneath astand of sprawling oaks, peering down at a strange little village.

Asthe soldiers had said, there were houses made of small stones, and other houses made of
mud-and-wattle, all with roofs formed from thick layers of grass, tied in bundles and woven together.
There were small gardens around the houses, al separated from one another with rock walls.

There were folks outside of the houses, worried little folk, men with spears and torches, women with
clubs. They weren't as smdll as Alun had hoped they would be. He wouldn't be able to pick oneup in
his hand. But they were short, more like children than adults, that was certain.

King Urstone was admiring their village. “ They'retidy things, aren’t they,” he said. “Clever little houses,
lush little gardens. Perhagps we could learn from them.”

“I suppose,” one of the warlords said. “Though I don’t see much good that will come of it.”

“What will we do?” King Urstone asked the lords around him. “They’ re obvioudy frightened of us, but
we can't just leave them here, unprotected, with the wyrmlings about. The harvesterswould have themin
aweek. For their own sake, we have to get them back to Caer Luciare, even if we must drag them.”

“We could try leading them,” the Emir said in histhick accent. “Perhapsif we offer them bread and de,
they will think well of us?”

“I think...I cantak to them,” Warlord Madoc said, his voice sounding dreamy, lost in thought. Then he
took off, striding downhill.

The small folk began shouting, waving their wegpons, and Madoc unstrapped the great ax from his back,
gently set it on the ground, and called out something in a strange tongue.

Alun had never heard such words before, and he wondered where Madoc could have learned them.

Suddenly, on the northern horizon, awhite light blazed so brightly that it looked asif a shard of the sun



had falen to earth.
Everyone turned to see what was going on. Severa people gasped in wonder.
“It'scoming from Cantular,” the Emir said.

Indeed, even with the naked eye, Alun could see that the bright light issued from Cantular. The sandstone
buildings glowed gold inits brilliance, and long shadows were cast everywhere. The city itself was il a
good four miles digtant, though, and Alun could seelittleelse.

The Emir pulled out an ocular—a pair of lenses made from ground crystal, held together by along tube.
He aimed the ocular toward the city, touched a glyph on the side of the tube, and spoke the name of the

glyph.
Suddenly, an image appeared shimmering in the air, a dozen feet behind the rod.
It was an enlarged replica of the city, far away.

Alun could see clearly that aman stood atop a building, aman so white-hot that he glowed like the sun.
He waved a sword, while above him three wyrmling Seccathsin crimson robes hovered inthe air like
hawks.

“Sweet mercy,” the Wizard Sisdl cried, “the Knights Eterna have been loosed!”

But Alun’sfear quickly turned to wonder. There were people fighting the Knights Eternd, four small
humanslike thosein the village below. A bowman loosed an arrow, and one of the Fell Three plummeted
from the sky.

The bright one blazed even brighter, and light flooded the sky across the horizon.
Then the horizon abruptly went dim.

The ocular showed the scene, ropes of fire twirling between the bright one and a Knight Eternd, and then
the lights went out, the humans dropped in afaint, and apair of wyrmlings plummeted from the sky, like
fa cons stooping for thekill.

What happened next al took place in shadows. The ocular could not reveal much in solittlelight.
The warlords stood staring in dumb amazement.
“You saw that?’ one of them cried. “Their archer dew aKnight Eterna! He killed one of the Three!”

Another warlord asked, “Aredl of these smal folk such warriors?If so, they would be grand dlies! We
had better make them dlies, before they daughter usdl.”

High King Urstone glanced down the hill at the poor farmers with their torches and clubs. Thewhole
village together didn’t look asif it could fend off asngle wyrmling beggar. The king said thoughtfully, “I
think that those four were folks of someimport. They would have to be for the wyrmlingsto send the
Three after them.” There were grunts of agreement.

The Emir said thoughtfully, “ Daylan Hammer said that it was awizard who bound our worlds together.
One of those smdll folk isobvioudy awizard. Could it be that he is the one who bound our worlds?’

“Look,” one of the lords said, “the Knights Eternd are dragging them away. | think they’ ve taken your
wizard captive.”



Madoc, who had been down in the valey, came huffing up the hill, his breething ragged with excitement.
He was |ooking to the north, where the lights had been.

“Then wewill haveto freethe hostages,” King Urstone said. “Perhapsthat iswhy we are here. The
Powers conspired to draw us here, lest some greater doom fall upon us.”

“Y ou would fight the Knights Eternal,” Madoc grumbled, “in the dark, in afortified position? Thet's
meadness. You'll foil our misson!”

The High King bit hislower lip. “Those smdl folk dew one of the Three. If welearn how they did it, we
may be ableto win thiswar once and for al.” He gave Warlord Madoc astern look. “Theworld has
changed. We have more than just our own people, our own vain ambitions to think about. We will attack
an hour after dawn, inthefull light of day, and hunt the wyrmlings down. If any of the Knights Eternd are
gl abroad, we'll take off their heads. If done by the light of day, it might take weeks before they canrise
again. No word of what happens here must reach Rugassa.”
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HIDDEN TREASURE

One cannot be perfect in all things, but one can become perfect in some things.
—Vulgnash

Thul ransacked the prisoners packs, pulling out spare garments, studying trinkets and mementaos, then
cadting everything asde asif it was excrement. The Knight Eterna’ s cowl and robes hid hisface, but his
disgust showed in every angry move.

The prisoners lay frozen upon what was left of the floor of the house, scorched asit was from the battle.
The touch of the grave was upon them, and they lay pardyzed, like mice that have been filled with
scorpion’ svenom.

The spell would weer off by dawn.
“I see only three packshere” Vulgnash said. “Whereisthe fourth?’

Thul glanced around, looking for sign of afourth pack. “Perhapsit fell when we pulled thewals off,” Thul
answered.

“Findit,” Vulgnash sad.

Thul growled in resentment, and then waked around, carefully studying the ground. “1 don’'t seeone. |
think...the wizard istheir leader. He would not carry a pack. He would make the others carry.”

Vulgnash could not argue with that. No wyrmling lord would stoop to such menid chores. He climbed
down to the ground level and grabbed some withered vines, long tendrils of morning glory that had been
burned by the sun. When he had severd feet of them, helegpt in the air, flapped up to the prisoners, and
threw the vines upon Fallion in atwisted hesp.

“Bind them firmly,” he commanded.

The vines began to dither, twisting around the hands and feet of each prisoner, clamping legs together,



cinching the armstight againgt the chest.

When the prisoners were firmly bound, V ulgnash knelt and studied their weapons. He touched the fine
reaver-bone bow that Jaz had held, and recoiled in horror. There was life in that bow, the blessing of a
powerful undine.

Hekicked it over the edge of the house with his boot, studied the other weapons. They were smilarly
accursed. He kicked them dl into the bushes behind the little shop. “ Rust upon you, and rot,” he hissed,
cagting aspdl. In amonth the fine sted would be nothing but mounds of corrosion, the bow turned to
dust, and the wooden staff would be food for worms.

Thul turned away from the packs, went and hunched over one of the smal humans, the smdlest of the
women. Vulgnash glanced at him, saw Thul reaching down to place afinger over each eye.

“Do not feed on her!” Vulgnash hissed.
“But sheissweet!” Thul said. “Besides, we only need thewizard.”

“We need them dl,” Vulgnash countered. “We must get the wizard to accept awyrm. Sometimes, aman
cannot betortured into it, but hewill break if another istortured in his place.”

Thul growled deep in histhroat, whirled, and went back to the packs, began hurling thingsaround in his
rage.

There was a clanking, the sound of some bits of metal, copper perhaps, banging against one another.
Thul dumped abag of rods upon the floor, sniffing at them. “What are these?’ he asked. “1 smell
wizardry.”

Vulgnash strode to him, knelt and peered at the rods, thinking that perhaps they had stumbled upon a
human harvester, and that these were his harvesting spikes. But the rods were not made of iron. They
were made of corpuscite. Each rod was about the length of ahand, from the bottom of the palm to the
tip of the middle finger. Each was about the diameter of asmall willow frond.

And at thetip of each was arune, one of the prima shapes that had formed the world from the beginning.

Vulgnash picked one up, studied the rune. It was easy to decipher for those who were wise enough to
see: swiftness. Attached to the rune were others—seize, confer, and bind.

He had never seen such adevice, but ingtinctively Vulgnash knew what it was. The rod had been crested
to trandfer attributes from one being to another.

“Thisisawegpon,” hetold Thul in rising exhilaration, “amarvel ous wegpon.”

With mounting excitement he poured out the other branding irons, studied each onein turn: resilience,
memory, strength, beauty, sight, hearing, smell, song. A dozen types of runes were represented, and
Vulgnash immediately recognized that he could make othersthat the creators had not anticipated—greed,
crudty, stubbornness—thelist was endless.

“But can you make them work?” Thul demanded.

Vulgnash could not wait to try. But first he had to get the prisoners back to Rugassa. Hiswings could not
carry so much weight. He' d have to take the prisoners overland.

“Taketheserodsto Zul-torac,” Vulgnash commanded. “He |l know what to do. I’ll bring the prisonersto



Rugassain three days.”

“Yes, Magter,” Thul said. He grabbed up the small branding irons, raced to the edge of the platform, and
his crimson wings unfolded and caught the ar. In amoment he was gone, risng up into the starlight.

Fdlion lay petrified, abone-numbing cold coursing through his body, hislegs and arms unable to move,
bound tightly. He was so cold, he could hardly think. He could do little in the way of making plans. He
acted only oningtinct.

He sent his senses out, questing for a source of heat. The sun had gone down long ago. There was no
hest |eft in the tones around him, nor in the Knight Eternd.

Even hisfriendswere periloudy cold. He could not draw from them, not without killing them.

Wyrmlings came from thefort then, filling hisfield of vision. They were like men in some ways, monstrous
men as pa e white as bone, with misshapen skulls, huge and powerful.

One of them heaved Falion over hisback like a carcass, then carried him down the ladder and out along
the stone Street until they reached awagon. Upon it lay a huge stone box. There were no horses or oxen
to draw the thing. Instead it had handles on the front. The cruel contraption was a handcart, powered by
the swest of brutish wyrmlings.

Thewyrmling shoved the stonelid off the box with one hand, afeat that should have required severd
strong men, then tossed Fallion in without ceremony. Momentslater, Taon, Jaz, and Rhianna each
tumbled in beside him, and the lid scraped closed.

Fallion could fed the cold begin to wear off. The numbnessin his hands was fading; he clenched and
unclenched his hands, trying to get the blood to flow.

He reached out with hismind. He could fed heat from the wyrmlings. A dozen of them surrounded the
little carriage. He tried to use hisflameweaving skillsto siphon off their body hest.

He did not need much, just enough to burn the cords that bound his hands.

Ingtantly it felt asif awal crashed down between him and the wyrmlings. The little heat that he had in his
body drained off, and Falion was | €eft reding in pain from the cold.

For only an ingtant, Fallion tasted blinding agony, and then passed out.

It seemed like long hours before his thoughts returned. He had to fight his way through a seeming tunndl
of pain. Histeeth chattered and he shivered dl over.

Hedidn’t have the strength to fight his captor. He didn’t even daretry.
Next time, he feared, the Knight Eternal would drain him of heat completely.

The wagon tilted as one of the wyrmlingslifted the front end, and then the whedls began to cregk asit
jolted down the uneven road.

North, Falion redized dully as hefdt the wagon turn. They are taking us north. But what lay that
direction, he did not know.

Hethought he' d try histongue, even though it felt swollen and foreign in his mouth, asif some dab of



meset were caught in histhroat. “ Taon? Tdon? Where are they taking us?’
Therewasalong slence.

At last Jaz answered, “| think...our sster isdead. | can't fedl her breathing.”
It was blackest night in the box. Fallion turned and peered toward Taon.

In hismemory, they were al back in their little home on the Sweetgrass. It wasthe night before they set
out, and dl of the neighbors had come. Lanterns hung from the peach treesin the front yard, shedding
light upon the bounteous feast that had been set before them—piles of Strawberries and fresh peas from
the garden, succulent greens and wild mushrooms, mounds of spiced chicken, sleaming muffins.

There had been music and celebration with aband that had come al of the way from Rye.

And there had been worry. Falion had seen it in Myrrima s eyes, and in Borenson'’s, for Fallion was
setting sail to the far side of the earth and heading into the underworld, where the reavers dwelt.

Fallion had felt so cocksure of himsalf.

“Take good care of my baby,” Myrrima had begged. She loved Falion asif he were her own son, he
knew. She had never treated him with any less kindness or devotion, even though he was only hers by
adoption. But Talon was her firg-born, and agirl, and Myrrimahad always doted on her when she was

young.
“I'll take care of her,” Fallion had promised.

“Bring her back aive, and whole,” Myrrima begged, fighting back tears. Falion could seethat she
wanted to run into the house, to hide hersalf and cry.

“When we come back,” Falion had said, “it will bein amore perfect world, and Taon will be wholeand
beautiful, more beautiful than you canimagine”

Myrrimahad smiled faintly then, wanting to believe.

Fallion reached out with his senses, could find dmost no warmth in Talon’ sbody. The Knights Eternal
hed drained it al from her.

What have | done? Fallion wondered. He' d brought a change upon the world, but Talon had become a
mongter, huge and grotesgue, nearly as bad as the wyrmlings.

And now shelay at the verge of desath.
Rhianna began to weep. Fallion could hear her sniffling.
“Areyou dl right?’ she asked.

“So cold,” Falion said through chattering teeth. He' d never felt anything likeit, not even in the coldest
arctic sorm.

Rhiannarolled over to him, showing more strength than he possessed. Sheleaned against him, draping
her body over him like ablanket. “Here,” she whispered. “ Take the heat of my body.”

He continued to tremble, hoping that her warmth might keep him aive. No words of gratitude seemed
aufficient. “Thank you,” he managed weakly. And then he redlized that he felt so close to desth, he might



never get a chance to speak to her again. “I love you.”

All through the long night, the wyrmlingstoiled down the road, the wagon shuddering asif it would burst
each timeit dammed into arut, the whed s of the wagon cresking.

It was wearisome, trudging behind that wagon, when Vulgnash could so easily take to the sky. But the
wizard indde the stone box was subtle, and Vulgnash could not leave him unguarded.

Severd times throughout the night, Vulgnash drained the heet from the boy, drawing him into a state near
degth, then keeping him there for long periods, letting him wake just enough to regain some strength
before drawing him back down again.

Vulgnash wearied of the job.

By dawn | could bein Rugassa, he thought, studying the branding irons, uncovering their secrets,
unlocking their powers.

But no. | am condemned to walk, to guard the little wizard.

Vulgnash would do his mistress s bidding. He was flawlessin the performance of hisduties. He dways
had been.

But how he hated it.

So they marched through the night, through afair land where the stubble of wild grasses shone white
benesath the silver moon, through the night where forbidding woods cast |ong shadows as they marched
over thehills.

There wasllittlerisk of attack. These lands had been taken by the wyrmlings years ago, and the warrior
clanshad long sincelogt the will to fight for their return.

Vulgnash saw nothing in the night but apair of wild oxen; some stags drinking beside a pool; and ayoung
wolf prowling in ameadow, jumping about asit hunted for mice.

It was only when they spotted avillage in the distance that V ulgnash took pause. It was avillage full of
new humans, of runts. Their cottages looked restful, lying in thefold of avae. Smoke curled up from last
night’ s cooking fires, and he could see goats and cattle in their little stick pens.

Vulgnash had not given much thought to the runts. The wizard he had caught was one of them, and he
wondered now if perhaps some of the wizard' s kin might not come looking for him.

Asaprecaution, he stopped the wagon. “ Go down to that village,” hetold hiswarriors, “and kil
everyone.”

He stood guard as the wyrmlings loped off acrossfields that glowed golden in the moonlight. A couple of
dogs began wagging their tails and barking as the wyrmlings approached, but their barking grew frantic as
they redlized that some new terror was approaching.

A human man cameto adoor to investigate, just as the wyrmling warriors approached; awyrmling hurled
aspear through him.

Then the warriors were on the houses. They did not go in through the doors. They kicked down walls
and threw off theroofs. They screamed and roared like wild beests, striking terror into the hearts of the



little ones.
And then they ran down anyone who tried to escape.

They made sport of the daughter, ripping off the legs of living men, pummeling mothersinto the dirt,
searching through the rubble of broken housesto find the babes, then squeezing them asif they were
smdl birds

Inall, it took lessthan fifteen minutes, but it wastime well spent.
Vulgnash fdt asif he had accomplished something.

They ran afterward, for more than an hour through the night, the warrior’ s hearts pumping hard from
bloodlust, until they reached an old abandoned hill fort. It had a single watchtower that looked out over
therolling hills, and a great room and a kitchen that had once garrisoned troops. Beyond that, there was
nothing more but some moldering sheds, their wooden roofs weighed down by maoss and blackberry
vines

The birds had begun to sing and the stars were dying in the heavens. Thefort looked like agood placeto

camp for the day. In fact, there was no other place on thetrail behind and no likely spot ahead for many
hours. The old fort was Vulgnash’ sonly choice.

BENEATH THE UGLY STONES

A scholar once told me that he could prove that men of renown lived longer than others. The wise
woman of the village, the hero of battles, the acknowledged master of his craft—whether it be a
baker or smith or only a chandler. Each lived an average of seven yearslonger than others of
their kind.

“The secret,” hesaid, “ispraise. We all need it. It isa tonic that restores both the body and soul.
Children need it to grow up to be healthy.

“ Unfortunately, the stupid and the wicked need it too, and so often are undeserving. Look to the
motives of those who commit crimes, and all too often they do it hoping to raise themselvesin the
esteem of others,

“ And it isalso for the praise of others that good men do well. Thus our need for praise can prod
us down the path of goodness, or onto the avenues of evil.”

—theWizard S

“King Urgtoneisgroping for edls,” Warlord Madoc told his sonsthat night. “ This plan of his—rescuing
this otherworld wizard—it’ savain hope. Heis only forestdling theinevitable.”

“The death of hisson?’ Drewish asked.

“Aye, the death of hisson,” Madoc said. The army had bedded down in the caves, but Madoc and his
ladswerein asmall vale beneath the shadows of three huge sandstone rocks, each looking like some
monstrous face, twisted and grotesque.



“Y ou would think that Urstone would have forgotten him by now,” Connor said. “Y ou would think that
he' d have given him up for dead.”

“Mmmmm,” Madoc grunted in agreement. “It’ sapoint of honor with him. He wantsto be seen asaman
of compassion. Hecan't et it be said of him that the wyrmlings love their children more than he does. It
would make him somehow...calous, tainted.”

“Do you think thewyrmlings do love their children more than we do?” Connor asked.

Madoc scratched his painted chin thoughtfully. “ A mother bear will do anything to protect her cubs. A
wyrmling is no different. They have the ingtinct, and they’ ve got it strong. Zul-torac is as bloody-handed a
wyrmling that has ever led awar, but gill he loves his daughter, and sheis made al the more precious by
the fact that he can bear no more.”

“Canawyrmling redly love?’” Connor asked.

“Not in theway that humans do,” Madoc said. “But they have fedings—greed, fear. What they call love
isbound up in those. Greed because they want to possess a child, to own something that is an extension
of their lusts. Fear because they believe that children confer upon them a sort of eterna reprieve. They
givethelr children as servantsto Lady Despair in an unending succession, and so long astheir lines
continue, they believe that shewill not punish them in the afterlife”

Madoc didn’t really know much about such things. He had never redly studied wyrmling philosophy. He
was only repesting snatches of |ore that were repeated around the campfire. He had never quite
understood why the wyrmlings failed to wipe out Caer Luciare. Kan-hazur was just aworthlesswyrmling
childin hisestimation. It only made sense that Zul-torac would hunt down the last of mankind, evenif he
had to hack hisway through his own daughter to do so.

Y et for adozen years now, the wyrmlings had | et the city go. Never had it been attacked in force. The
only incursions came from wyrmling harvesters that haunted the wood and fields outsde the castle, taking
only theunwary.

Y et Madoc had developed atheory asto why the wyrmlings didn’t attack, atheory so monstrous, he
had never dared to speak of it openly, atheory that had been borne out—in part. Only now did he voice
his concerns.

“My sons,” hesaid. “Thereisagood reason that the wyrmlings have spared us. They need mankind.
Their harvesters need our glandsto make their foul dixirs. King Urstone has never thought thisthrough,
but the wyrmlingswould not dareto kill usal. Instead, they let uslive, like pigsfattening in apen, waiting
for the daughter. It isn't our hostage that has saved usfor so long. It is...necessity.”

Drewish amiled and gazed up into the air. Obvioudy, theideaamused him. “If we are but animaswaiting
to be harvested, why not cage us?’

Connor laughed. “Because it takes work to feed a pig, to keep him caged. Why not et the pigs feed
themsdves?”’

“The caged animd iseasier tokill.”

“There sno sport to hunting apig in its pen,” Madoc said with asmile. “And thewyrmlings are nothing, if
not lovers of blood sport.”

It was true. The wyrmlings were bred for blood-lust. Without men to hunt, they would quickly begin
daughtering themsdaves. Madoc knew that the wyrmlings could indeed harvest glands from their own



kind—Wbut that would soon lead to bloody war.
Connor seemed uncertain. “Areyou surethisistrue?’

“Certain,” Madoc said. “My men captured a harvester last winter. It was only with fire and the tongs that
| could pull the truth from him.

“And five weeks ago, we took another, and did him until hetold the precise sametde.”

Madoc took a deep breath, gave the boys a moment while he let the information settlein. “Now, there
aretheselittle folk abroad. A village here, avillage there. How many of them could there be?’

“Thousands,” Drewish guessed.

But Madoc gave him aknowing look and shook his head. “Millions, tens of millions. On the other world,
there was agreat kingdom in the north, the land of Internook, that wasfilled to overflowing. To the esst,
there were hordes of millionsin Indhopd. In thisworld, there was arare metal, used to make magic
branding irons called forcibles, and with these, the lords of the land would take attributes—strength,
speed, intelligence, and beauty from their vassals. Such lords became men of unimaginable power.”

Madoc held up abit of red stone, showed it the boysin the starlight.
“What isthat?’ Drewish asked.

“Corpuscite,” Madoc said, “what the little folk called blood metal in their own tongue. It is used to make
forcibles. It wasrarein their world. But it isnot sorarein ours. Thereisahill of it near Caer Luciare.
Already | have minersdigging it up.”

Helet theimplication sink in. From Drewish' s unappreciative [ook, it was obvious that the boy didn’t
understand the full implications of the discovery, but soon enough, he would.

Madoc was quickly learning that there were others like himsalf, hundreds who had lived separate liveson
both worlds. Soon enough, he would find someone among the clan who had been afacilitator on
otherworld, a mage trained to transfer endowments, and then Madoc would be in business.

“Itisonly amatter of time before the wyrmlings discover this, too,” Madoc said. “It isonly a matter of
time before they redize what our warriors might do if we unite these smal folk under a single banner and
lead them to war. It isonly amatter of time, before they redlize the threat that we pose, and try to smash
Caer Luciareinto oblivion!”

“What shall we do?’ Connor asked.

Now was the moment for Madoc to speak his mind openly. “King Urstoneisafool, too weak to lead
this people. So long as his son isheld captive, hewon't risk attacking Rugassa. We must. ..diminate the

king.”
“How?’ Drewish asked with atone of rdishin hisvoice.

“In the heat of the battle, tomorrow, when no oneislooking,” Madoc said, “it would be agood time for
agpear-thrust to go astray.”

Connor seemed shocked by the idea. He had always been agood lad, in Madoc’ s opinion. Sometimes,
such decency can be afaullt.

“Stick with me,” Madoc said, “and someday soon, you shal rule anation.”



“Which one of us?’ Drewish asked.
Connor turned to him in obvious confusion. “Me, of course. I'm the oldest.”

“And I’'m better ableto lead,” Drewish countered, legping to hisfeet, adirk ringing from the scabbard at
hisknee.

Connor yelped, legpt back, and drew his own dagger. Hisjaw tightened and his muscles flexed ashe
prepared for battle.

Madoc stood up, placing himsdlf between the two, and glared at Drewish dangeroudly, asif begging him
to attack.

“Two kingdoms,” Madoc promised. “One for each of you.”

24
THE ESCAPE

| often tell myself that | should never under estimate the goodness of the human spirit. Time after
time, | have found that | can count on the mercies and tenderness of others. Perhapsit is because
| constantly look for and nourish the good in others that I am too often dismayed to find abundant
evil in them, too.

—Daylan Hammer

Daylan climbed the rope up to the grate and clung for along moment as he listened for guards. There
was only the sound of the wyrmling princess pacing in her cdll.

There were no other prisoners so far down in the dungeon. Daylan had watched for them as hewas
borne through the hallway. So it was with little concern of being discovered that he felt around at the
lock.

The good king had Ieft him akey. It turned easlly, and Daylan Hammer was free of the oubliette.

He climbed out, and stepped on abundle on thefloor. Init, he found hiswar hammer, a dagger, aflask
and some food. The king hadn't had the foresight to leave Daylan any clothing. Hewas still naked,
covered with filth.

He carried hisfew goods past some cdlls, squinting as he peered in, somehow hoping that there might be
food or clothing in one. Straw in the corners served as the only mattress that a prisoner down here might
get, and with no other recourse, he finally went into an open cell and used some straw to scrape off the
muck.

It didn’t help much.
| didn’t escape the oubliette, he decided. | brought half of it with me.
Heimagined trying to break free of the city, anaked man covered in dung.

That will cause no smdl gir, he thought, fighting back agrim amile.



When he finished, he went to the cell of Princess Kan-hazur. A guttering torch revealed her. Shewas
hunched in acorner, in afetal position, with her elbows on her knees and her hands wrapped over her
face. She peered a him distastefully from the corner of an eye. “Y ou here to rape me?’

“No,” Daylan said ashetried hiskey in thelock. Hefelt asense of rdlief asit clicked open. As he had
hoped, the king had provided amaster key to the prison.

“Too bad,” Kan-hazur said, “1 could use alittle sport. And from the looks of you, that’ s all you could
offer.”

Daylan did not smile a her dry wit. He was s0 befouled, she could not possibly have wanted him. She
was only making jest of him.

“Wheredid you learn to tak sofilthily?’ Daylan asked.
“At my mother’ sbreast,” Kan-hazur said, “but nine yearsin this stink-hole has perfected my skills”
Daylan searched her room. There was a bucket of water on the floor.

“I’ve cometo rescue you,” Daylan said. He picked up the pall, let the water stream over him dowly, and
washed off thefilth aswedll ashe could.

Kan-hazur stared at him for along moment. “1’m not afoal. | don't believe you.”
“It'strue,” Daylan said. “I’ ve set up an exchange of hostages—you for Prince Urstone.”

He had expected her to amile at this point, to weep or show some gratitude. But she merely glared a him
and refused to move.

“Lady Despair teaches that the sole purpose of lifeisto teach you humility,” Kan-hazur said after along
moment. “And true humility only comes when you reach the redlization that no one—mother, father,
lover, dly, the Powers, or any force of nature—gives a shit whether you live or die.

“I have mastered humility.”

Daylan considered the implications of those words. The princess didn’t believe that her father valued her
life, not enough to give up his own hostage, certainly. Was she right? The tone of her words was
forthright. She was convinced.

“Bdieveit or not,” Daylan sad, “I careif you liveor die. | wish you well.”
“Y ou don’'t even know me,” Kan-hazur countered. “1 am awyrmling, and | am your enemy.”

“On someworlds,” Daylan said softly, “it istaught that the sole purpose of lifeisto master love, and the
epitome of loveisto love one s enemies, to wish well those that hate you, to serve those who would do
you harm. It isonly through such love that we can turn enemiesinto dlies, and & last into friends. | have
spent millenniamagtering love.”

Kan-hazur laughed him to scorn.
“Come,” Daylan sad, reaching for her hand.
Sherefused to giveit to him.

“Please?’



“Y ou'retaking me to my death,” she said, “whether you know it or not. My father would lop my head off
infront of you, just to prove how little he caresfor me.”

“That’ salie, whether you know it or not. Even awyrmling caresfor hischild. Itisinyour blood. Y our
presence here has kept this citadel safefor nineyears. If your father cared o little for you, he could have
proved it athousand times over, by attacking.”

Kan-hazur shook her head.

“Evenif hedoesnot loveyou,” Daylan sad, “he has forsaken hisflesh, becoming asthe Death Lords. He
cannot sire another heir.” The princess showed surprise, and hope flickered in her eyes. “Come, what
have you got to lose?’ Daylan asked. “We can stop in the market, get you some good mesat before we
go, let you fed the wind in your face and see the starstonight. Even if your father comesto kill you, as
you believe, wouldn't it be worth the trip, just for one last pleasure?’

“Don’t trademe,” Kan-hazur said, suddenly fearful. “ Take me outside the city, and let me go in the wild.
| can find my way back to civilization.”

Daylan understood. By running away, escaping back to her own kind, she could start anew life. She
might even be heralded as ahero for having escaped. But if she stayed, if hetried to trade her, she was
truly afraid that her father would make an example of her.

“Iwon't lietoyou,” Daylan said. “If | let you go, | would lose any hope of winning back Prince
Urstone.”

“WI,]y?l
“Because, as| said, | have negotiated an exchange of hostages.”
“No,” shesaid. “Why won't you lie to me? People dwayslie. Even humans. Liesare...necessary.”

He understood what she meant. Most people lied, trying to hide what they felt or believed about others.
Such dishonesty was the foundation of civility, and Daylan agreed that such lieswere necessary.

But other peoplelied only to manipulate. A merchant who hated aclient might greet him asif hewerean
old friend, feigning camaraderie while hiding his own persond distaste.

And to gain greater advantage, he might even deceive the client, lying about the vaue of merchandise, or
when ddlivery dates could be met.

Among thewyrmlings, such lieswereaway of life.

And if Daylan had wanted to manipulate her, he could easily have promised to take her out of the city
and let her go, and then reneged at an opportune moment.

“I will not lieto you,” Daylan said, “becausein part | vaueyou. A human isnot atool to be manipulated.
To try to make you my tool would be to demean you. And | will not lieto you, in part, because to do so
would make me alesser man than | want to be. My word needsto be trustworthy aways. If it isnot,
then | can never betrusted.

“That said, Princess, | ask that you come with me on my terms. Or, if you like, you may stay where you
are, and the dedl | have negotiated with your father will beforfeit.”

Kan-hazur crouched in the corner, pondering his words. Daylan had never expected to haveto try to



convince her to leave. But the wyrm that fed upon her soul was a contrary thing. It shunned reason, trust,
and compassion.

He suddenly redlized that perhaps he needed to manipulate her in ways that she understood—fear,
greed, shame. But to do so would violate every principle of the order that he lived by. Gentleness, loving
kindness, gentle persuas on—those were the means that he was alowed to use in such circumstances.

He chose gentle persuasion. “1 have aquestion, princess. Y ou say that the purpose of lifeisto master
humility. But once that is done, what have you gained?’

Sheglared a him. “Once you redlize that the universe isacold, uncaring bitch, it meansthat you have
only one choicein life—to fight for what you want. It forces you to live by sdf-determination, and that is
the mother of dl virtues.”

Daylan nodded. “1, too, value sdlf-determination, and see it as afertile ground from which virtues may
grow. So, | haveto wonder: If you are resolved to lead a self-determined life, how isthat to be done
hereinthiscdl? Are you going to St here and die where King Urstone' s men have placed you? That
does't sound like self-determination to me. It sounds asif you are their pawn. Or would you choose
ingtead to go back and claim your empire, even if it meansthat you must fight your own father for it?”

Sheglared a him. At last she climbed to her feet. Daylan offered her hishand, but she rgjected it.

“I will not take my empire because you giveit to me,” shegrowled. “I will takeit because| can. You
have arranged my release for your own reasons, and | will owe you nothing.”

Daylan shrugged. “It does't matiter to mewhich evil wyrmling rulesthe earth. Y ou'redl much the
samne”

Still, shefollowed him out of thecdll.

In the torture chamber, Daylan found aragged tunic beside arack. Someone had torn it off a prisoner
before flogging him. The tunic was overlarge, but it would have to do.

They climbed the gairs stedthily and found a single guard on duty. He was Sitting at atable, snoring
loudly. In one hand he clutched afindy gilded wine bottle asif it were alover. Obvioudy, the bottle was
agift fromtheking.

Daylan Hammer and Princess Kan-hazur unlocked the prison door, and were unleashed upon the world.

25

THE HARVEST

A hero is not always brave and strong. More often, he is but a common man who finds the
courage and strength to do what he must, while others do not.

—Fallion the Bold
They're going to kill you, Alun thought as he ran in the dawn light. Watch your back in this bettle.

Alun raced aong the uneven highway to Cantular, hulking warriors both ahead and behind. The road had
become aruin since the change. The once-smooth highway, paved with stones four feet thick, was now



broken and uneven. Theroots of great oaks had thrust up through the stone, and old streambeds cut
throughiit.

So Alun watched hisfeet as hejogged. Therewaslittle elseto see. A summer’ sfog left the vale gauzed
inwhite. Trees came out of the mist as he passed.

There was only the heavy pad of the warrior’ sfeet, the clink of bone armor, and the wheezing of breath.

Alun'slegs gtill ached from yesterday’ s run. But he covered the uneven ground well enough. Only so
often would someone shove him from behind, shouting, “Move dong, maggot!” or some other such
inault.

He could not hear well with hishelm. It was made for abigger man, and fit himill. Asachild, Alun had
played soldier and worn wooden buckets on his head that fit him better. The armorer had passed the
bone mail and weapons out at dawn. The armor had been brought here ahead of the war party, secreted
inacave. The bone armor that Alun wore was carved from aworld wyrm. The older it got, the lighter it
became, but it was supposed to be tougher than abear’ s hide.

Alun bore an ax into battle. Once again, it wastoo large to fed right in hishand. But it had abig spike on
one Sde, and another at the end, and he imagined that he could pound a spike into awyrmling' skneeiif
he had to.

Alun peered ahead and behind, searching for Connor or Drewish. They were the ones who would most
likely put aspear in his back. But he caught no sight of them.

So heran, grateful that he only had to run. The troops had been cut into two divisons. Three hundred
men had set out upriver at the crack of dawn to swim across the flood. They would take the fortress on
thefar sde.

Six hundred ran with him now, hearts pumping, each of the warriors seemingly logt in private thoughts.
“Don’'tlook so down,” asoldier said a Alun’s|eft.

He glanced over, saw alarge soldier, an older man, perhapsin hisforties. Alun recognized him. He' d
cometo the kennels a timesto bring the dogsin after ahunt. Alun couldn’t recall his name.

“First battle?’ the soldier asked.

“Yeah,” Alun said. He' d wanted to nod, but he didn’t want to look al out of breath.
“Just remember, they’ re more afraid of you than you are of them.”

“Redly?’ Alunsaid. Hecouldn'timagineit.

“Nah,” another soldier behind them laughed. “He shaving you on. They’ rewyrmlings, damnit, and
you're just the scrapings on their boots.”

Greeves—that was the man’ s name. Greeveslaughed too, and Alun found himsdf laughing just abit. It
felt good to laugh, knowing that you might die.

“Just remember, keep yourself hunched low,” Greeves said. “Don’'t come at the enemy head-on. Veer to
theright or theleft. And when you lungein for astab, don’'t aim high. Pick alow target—akidney or
their knees. Then lesp back. Got it?’

There was sudden shouting up ahead, troops jostling. Alun wasin the rearmost third of the division.



Suddenly he saw the High King and a dozen warlords off to the side of the road, peering ahead. Connor
and Drewish stood at the king' s back, and Alun peered at them fearfully, afraid that they would follow
him, that they would dide ablade between hisribsin the heat of the baitle.

He stumbled, tripping on the hedl of one of the soldiersin front, and then he redlized that a gray shadow
loomed above them al. They had reached the fortress. They had seemingly reached it in an instant.

Thering of metal the cries of dying men suddenly came loud, echoing down from the sonewalls. Alun
was startled to find the battlefront so close ahead. He pounded aong the road, and the soldiers beside
him broke into song:

What shall they say when the day isdone
Of battles fought and glory won?

| wasfirst into battle,

| struck fear in my foe,

| wasfirst to land a bloody blow!

Suddenly they were in a seeming canyon, walls rearing high above them on either sde—the fortress. A
heavy war dart came hurtling from the tower above, clanked against aman’s helmet, and bounced away.
Alun glanced up a the crendlated tower, tried to see the wyrmling that had thrown it, but archersalong
the street sent up arain of arrows and the wyrmling dove for cover.

And then he saw hisfirst bodies, human bodies, men of thewarrior clan littering the roadside—spears
and arrows in them. And then he was rushing beneeth an arch, and there were huge doors that had been
battered down, and Alun raced into a courtyard.

Everyone but him seemed to know where to go. Soldiersto the left fanned out to the l&ft, those to the
right went right. Alun couldn’t see any sign of battle, but he heard criesinthe mist dl around him.

He hesitated.
“Out of theway!” asoldier shouted, shoving him aside.

A black arrow whizzed out of thefog, plunked into the neck of afellow behind. Alun whirled, saw the
man stagger back in shock, pull the arrow free. Blood gushed from the wound, but it wasn’t much, and
helooked a Alun and laughed, “I’ll bedl right.” A second arrow plunged into the man’s chest.

Alun decided that it was safer to be anywhere but here.

A huge warrior went charging past him, shouting a battle cry and bearing an ax in either hand, and Alun
decided: | want to be behind that monster!

He gave chase, and soon he saw the warrior, tearing through a dark doorway ahead, his arms swinging
likemad. A pair of wyrmlings blocked hisway. They werelarger than the human warrior, but they fell
back before the ondaught, and Alun went racing into the building.

Hiswarrior was ahead, across the room, doing battle at another doorway.

The dead littered the floor al around, both human and wyrmling. Apparently the wyrmlings had fought to
secure the doorway, and the battle had gone back and forth. Alun glanced behind him, afraid that
Connor or Drewish might have followed.



Someone cried, “Help!” and Alun peered into the shadows. A man was down, blood gushing from a
wound to his chest. Alun moved to give aid.

He heard agrowl, saw awyrmling commander trying groggily to rise up from the hegp on hands and
knees, his black armor dick with blood. He was reaching for asmall pouch tied to hiswar belt. Hishelm
was cracked, and he had a deep wound to the scalp.

Not degp enough, Alun thought, and buried the pick end of hisax iniit.
Thewyrmling collgpsed, dill clutching his pouch.

Curious, Alun reached down, drew the pouch from the wyrmling’ s dead hand.
Perhapsthere is some treasure here, he thought, imagining golden rings or amulets.

But when he opened the pouch, he saw only three crude iron spikes, rusty and bent, each about four
inchesin length.

Alun gtared at them in wonder, for they were atreasure greater than gold. They were harvester’s
pikes—iron nails encrusted with glandular extracts drawn from those that the wyrmlings had killed. The
extracts granted a man tremendous strength and threw him into a bloodlugt, at least for awhile.

A warrior came rushing in behind. He must have seen Alun finish off the wyrmling, for he shouted to
Alun, “That’ stheway lad!” then stopped and peered at the spikes. “A harvester! Y ou killed yoursdf a
harvester. Use’ em up, lad. Good men died to make those.”

The fellow snatched one of the spikesfrom Alun’ s hand, and Alun thought that he was stedling it. He
protested, “Hey!” and turned to confront the fellow, just asthe man shoved the spike into Alun’s neck,
piercing the carotid artery.

And the dried fruit of the harvested glands surged through Alun’sveins.

Hisfird reaction wasthat his heart began to pump so violently that he feared it would burst. Then his
mouth went dry and he felt nauseous as blood was diverted from his ssomach to his extremities.

And then the rage came, arage so hot that it drove dl thoughts from his mind. Blood pounded in hisears
likethe surging of the sea

Helet out a blood-curdling cry, grabbed an extraax from afalen comrade, and suddenly found himself
charging through amist of red, legping over fdlen foes, lunging past warriors of the clan.

A wyrmling suddenly appeared before him in adoorway, a huge creature with an ax, hisface covered
with beestly tattoos, his oversized incisors hanging out like fangs. He wore thick armor and wielded a
battle-ax and ashidd. Alun felt no fear.

Somehow, in the haze of war, Alun saw aflash, and for an ingtant it was Drewish that stood before him.
Alun went mad with blood rage.

| amimmorta and invincible, Alun thought in ahaze, and helegpt highinthe air. Thewyrmling raised its
shield defensively, but the harvester’ s spikein Alun’s neck had given him super-human strength. He
swung an ax, cleaving the shidd in two, striking through, and burying his ax into the wyrmling’s skull.

AsAlun’ sweight hit the falling mongter, Alun saw three more wyrmlingsin the shadows behind it.



Good, thereare more! he thought, laughing in glee.

And so0 hefought in ahaze of red. The battle was like adance, him legping and twigting in the air,
swvinging hisax.

Some conscious part of his mind warned: Watch your back. They still want you dead!

But that was the last conscious thought that he had.

Sometime later, an hour, two perhaps, he came out of the haze. He wasin aroom, a barracks, where
only thetiniest crack of light shone through asingle door.

He still had one ax, though the head had broken off of the other and he held its haft in his hand. He was
swinging hisgood ax into the corpse of awyrmling, screaming, “Dieyou cur! Die, you damned pig!”

There were adozen wyrmlings sprawled on the floor, each of them hacked to pieces.
Severd human soldierswere standing in adoorway, peering a him and laughing.

Alun’'sheart il raced asif it would explode, and hisarm felt so tired that he did not think it would hedl in
aweek. He had abad gash on hisforehead, and blood was flowing down over his eyes. And the other
soldierswerelaughing a him.

“Herenow,” acommanding voice said, “that’ s enough of that, lad. You killed’em dready.” The soldiers
guffawed.

Alun peered up in shock. It was a captain.

“I killed them?” Alun asked, not believing his ears. But the memories rushed through his mind, ghoulish
gpparitions.

The captain walked up, pulled the spike from Alun’s neck, and gave him abandage to staunch the
wound.

“You'relucky—" the cgptain sad, “alittlefdlow like you, fighting like aharvester.” He held up the
bloody spike. “It gives you strength and speed and murderer’ singtinct, but it was made for awyrmling
that stands eight feet tall and weighs five hundred pounds. Y ou took amonster’ sdose. Y ou' re lucky that
your heart didn’'t explode.”

Alun suddenly felt weak. The glandular extracts were leaving hisbody, and it was dl that he could do to
stand up. He was breathing hard, gasping for breath, and cold sweat dimpled his forehead.

The captain shouted orders to the men, “ Clean this place out! Leave no door unopened, no cubby-hole
unchecked. Be sure of every enemy. The king wants the heads off of them. Bring them out into the light
of day, and throw them in the courtyard.”

So the gridy work began. Alun spent the next fifteen minutesfeding sick, staunching the flow of blood
from the gouge in hisforehead, wrapping his head up in abloody bandage, and hacking the head off of a
dead wyrmling and lugging it out of doors.

Hetried to remember how he had gotten the wound, but could not account for it. He tried to remember
where his helmet had come off, but never could find it.

He discovered that the troops had entered a barracks, had caught the wyrmlings deeping. Many of them
did not even have their armor on.



When he was finished, he was a bloody mess, and the captai ns came through and counted every body,
then went out and counted every head.

The king and the warlords came now, admiring the heads stacked in apile. Connor and Drewish were
dtill there, at the king' s back. Neither of them had bloodied themsalvesin battle.

Drewish leered at Alun, seeming to enjoy the spectacle of him wounded.

Imagine how hewould laugh to see you dead, alittle voice whispered in Alun’smind.

“Two hundred and fifty,” the captain reported to the warlords. “ That would be five squadrons, even.”
“And of our own dead?’ King Urstone asked.

“Ffty and four.”

“Not bad,” someone whispered in the line beside Alun, but he saw the king' sface, saw him mourn. He
had too few warriors asit was. He regretted losing even one man.

“And what of the Knights Eternd?’ the king asked.
“No one saw any sign of them,” the captain confirmed.
King Urstone nodded, |ooked worried, and then the troops headed across the bridge.

By then the fog waslifting, and Alun found that he was unaccountably hungry. Thelong run of the day
before, adeepless night, the hot work—all combined to build his appetite.

So they raced across the bridge, and Alun was surprised to see the water so high, the trees and
wreckage floating down the muddy river.

They reached the far shore, found the drawbridge down. Their own men cheered their entry, and Alun
redlized, We vetaken it! We ve taken Cantular!

It wasthefirst red victory for mankind in many years, and the cheers were bounteous, over-excited.
Like boyswho have bloodied the nose of abully, Alun thought, not knowing that the fight has just begun.

“Search every building!” the king shouted. “L ook in every house, every market sal. | want word of the
Knights Eternal, and of their prisoners.”

The king and his counsel ors went striding down the street, heading toward the east end of town. The men
began to fan out, searching in every direction. Alun just followed the king, striding dong in hiswake. He
was afraid that someone would stop him, make him go and do some red work, but no one did.

They reached the markets, found the stall where the battle had taken place. It wasn't hard to find. The
walls of the home here had pedled back, and the roof had been thrown off. There were scorch marks on
the wooden platform where the battle had been fought.

The king and the warlords climbed the platform, looking around. Alun didn’t feel comfortable following
them up there, and so he went to the side of the house. There were some rags draped over abush, and
he stood by them for a second.

Clothes, heredlized. Too smal for our people.



He peered into the bushes, saw aleather backpack behind the clothes and a sword on the ground.
“Y our mgjesty,” someone shouted. 1 found something.”

Alun grabbed the sword, saw a marvelous battle-staff lying nearby. He grabbed it and the pack, and
began stuffing it with clothes. Then a couple of other soldiers were there beside him, combing the bushes
for more.

Alun raced up onto the platform, and dropped the spoils there on the scorched wood. Others were doing
the same. More clothes, some packs, a bow made of reaver horn, and arrows.

The men laid out the goods on the ground, and the Emir of Dalharristan bent to inspect them. “Don’t
draw those swords. Don't touch anything. We don’t know what kind of curses might be laid upon these

things”

Helooked firgt a the bow of ruddy reaver’ sbone, using the toe of hisboot to flip it over. “Thereare no
glyphsuponit,” hesaid, “at least not that | can see”

The Wizard Sisel reached down with his staff, bent so low to the floor that he dmost touched it with his
head. He sniffed at the bow. “But there are blessingsoniit,” hesaid. “Itisclean. | can smdll the virtuein
it”

The king looked at the wizard doubtfully. “But the power to bless hasbeenlost. That isold magic!”

“Not on the world where these come from.” Sisel peered at the sword as Alun lay it down. “Draw that
blade, young man.”

Alundid. The sted waslighter than stedl should be, and gleamed like polished silver. “ A fine blade,” S
sad. “Their sted is better than ours.”

Sisd peered up a the soldiersal around him. “No one use that blade, at least not against acommon foe.
Thereisablessng onit. Saveit for the Knights Eternd, or better yet, the emperor himself.”

“Who will carry thissword?’ High King Urstone asked.

None of the lords dared step forward, and Alun dared not offer to keep it. But the High King smiled at
him. “Sir Alun, isit not?’ the High King asked asif they had never spoken. “Y ou are our new...Master
of the Hounds?’

“Aye milord.”

The High King looked up to the bloody rag tied around Alun’s head. “Y ou look asif you' ve acquitted
yourself admirably in this battle. Were you able to draw any blood?’

Alun fumbled for something to say, his mouth working aimlesdy. Some soldier nearby guffawed. “He did
more than draw blood. He dew near adozen.”

There were gulps of astonishment from the gathered lords, and Alun saw Drewish, there at the king's
back, glare a him dangeroudly.

“Proof once again that it isnot just the size of awarrior that determinesthe battle,” Sisel said, exchanging
alook with theking.

He staking about the smdl folk, Alun redized. | wonder what has been said?



“Wadl then,” High King Urstone said gently, “it looks asif we have anew champion among us. Will you
do the honor of bearing this sword until we can return it to its rightful owner?’

Alun gripped the sword experimentally. It was strong and powerful and light in his hand, not like the
heavy axesthat he had been forced to bear. “Aye, milord. It would be an honor.”

The king smiled. He studied the marvelous staff, with its gems set near the top, and runes carved along its
length. He peered up a the Wizard Sisdl. “Would you take this?’

Sisa shook hishead sadly. “ That saff was not meant for me. It fitsaman of asmaler sature.” He
looked to the Emir. “It would suit you well.”

The Emir picked it up, svung it expertly, and it was his, at least for the time being.

The men went back sorting through the treasure. In one pack, they found asmall bag, and within the bag
was agolden signet ring. The ring featured an ancient symbol—the face of aman with oak leavesfor his
head and beard.

“Thisisadangerousthing,” the Emir said, shoving it asde with histoe. “ One should not lightly beer it,
especidly among the woods.”

“The glyph of the Wode King?" Urstone asked.
“Spiritsaredrawn toit,” the Emir said. “No man should carry such atoken.”
“Unless—" thewizard Sisdl said, hisbrow furrowed into afrown, “he bearsit by right.”

Sisd himsdlf drew his powers from the earth, and his powers were greatest in the forest. He seemed not
to fear the strangering.

“Do you have theright to bear it?” King Urstone asked.

“No,” the Wizard Sisdl said after along moment of thought, “but | will take the risk, until we find the one
who does.” He picked it up swiftly, shoved it into a pocket of hisrobe.

Suddenly, Alun had astrange feding, asif a cold wind were blowing through him, asif unseen spirits
encircled him. He suddenly found himsdlf wishing that he were anywhere but here.

Thelords pawed through the packs, finding bits of food. There were trinkets scattered among them—a
locket with awoman' sface painted upon it, a bracelet made of shells. But nothing seemed to be of
import.

A soldier came after ahit, dragging apair of red wingswith him. “Wefound thisin their armory—the
wingsfrom aKnight Eternd.”

That was a grest treasure indeed, for anyone could wear those wings, and the king knew that hislords
would fight over them. “By ancient law,” King Urstone said, “1 decree that these wingswill belong to the
man who dew our enemy.” He nodded to the soldier, “Keep them safe until we find the rightful owner.”

It was moments later that one of the soldiers on the ground shouted, “I found another pack.”

This one had not been opened. Beyond the foodstuffs, aman’ s clothes and mementos, thisone held a
leather bag.

When the king dumped its contents onto the floor, the wizard Sisdl whistled in admiration. It held nearly a



hundred smooth rods made from some rusty looking metal.

“Thesearearundord sforcibles” Sisdl said, holding the rods up for the king to see. “We must get these
to the castle a once.”

The king did not speak openly before the men about the forcibles’ use. Instead, he nodded secretively,
then sent adetail of four men to carry them back to the castle.

It was moments later that a captain came and reported, “We ve searched the city. There are no signs of
the prisoners that were taken herelast night, or of the Knights Eternd. But there are fresh wagon marks
on the road north, and many feet havetrod it.”

“So,” Madoc said, “they’ ve gone north.”
The morning was half over. Mogt likdly, thewyrmlingswerefar, far ahead.

“We mugt follow, then,” King Urstone said. “We must reach them before nightfall.”

26

THE TEMPLE OF DEATH

The fiercest battles we fight in life seldom leave visible scars.
—theWizard Ssd

Fdlion cameto, rising up out of dreams of ice and snow. |ce water seemed to be flowing through his
veinsingtead of blood. His hands and feet were frozen solid. He tried to remember how he' d gotten here,
when it had gotten so cold.

“Someone left the window open,” he said. That wasit. Jaz liked to deep with the bedroom window
open, and often timesin thefdl, Falion got too coadl in the night. In his distorted dreams, he imagined that
Jaz had | eft the window open al winter, and that was the cause of his current predicament.

He moaned in pain and peered about, but there was no light.
“Fdlion,” Rhiannawhispered urgently. “Draw heet from me.”

He wondered how she had gotten here. He tried to recall what the weather had been like when he went
to deep last night, but everything was ablank. All that he knew was bitter cold and pain.

“Draw hest from me, Falion,” Rhiannawhispered urgently.

Without thought, Fallion reached out and pulled alittle warmth from her. She gasped in pain, and instantly
Fdlion regretted what he' d done. He lay there trembling from the cold, numb and filled with pain.

Rhianna pressed hersdlf againgt him. She could fed him trembling al over. She' d never known anyoneto
shake so badly. Even as achild, when the strengi-saats had taken her into the forest, wet and nearly
naked, she had not suffered so.

Now, Rhiannabegan to shiver too, and she felt asif she were sinking endlessly into deep, icy water.



Shedared not tdl Fallion that she was afraid hewaskilling her. My lifeishis, shetold hersdlf. It dways
has been, and it dwayswill be.

But something in her ached. She didn’t want to die without redlly ever having lived. Her childhood had
been spent with her mother, running and hiding endlesdy from Asgaroth. Then for years, her mind and
body were taken captive by Shadoath. For a couple of years she had findly been free, but every minute
of her freedom had been atorment, for she had falen inlove with Fallion so deeply that her lifewasno
longer her own.

| don’t want to die without ever having learned to live, shetold hersdlf, and lay there with teeth chattering,
sruggling to give Fdlion her warmth.

Sowly, Falion became aware of his predicament. Hislegs and arms were bound tightly, cutting off the
circulation. It seemed to make the cold keener. He remembered the squeak of wagon whedls, the
jostling. The muggy air in the stone box.

But now they were somewhere outside the box. He could fed an open space above, and suddenly heard
awyrmling's barking growl in ancther room.

We rein abuilding, heredized. Distantly, he heard the chatter of asquirrdl, and if helistened hard, he
could hear nesting birds up above, cheeping to their mother.

WEe rein thewoods, heredlized. It sdaylight outsde.

The night came flooding back to him—the battle at Cantular, hisruthless attackers, the newsthat Talon
was dead. Despair washed through him.

| must get free, hethought. If | don’t do it, no one can. Hetried to clear hismind of numbness, of fatigue,
of pain.

He reached out with hismind, felt for sources of heat. He touched lightly on Rhianna, Jaz, and Talon. She
was gtill warm, too warm.

Tdon'sdivel heredized, tearsfilling his eyes. But the spell that the Knight Eternal had cast had drained
her, leaving her torpid, near death.

“Tdon'sdive,” Fdlion whispered for the benefit of Jaz and Rhianna, “barely.” Rhiannabeganto sobin
grditude.

Fdlion reached out, quested farther, and found the wyrmlingsin another room, off to hisright. There
were severd of them. Their huge bodies were warm.

Hewouldn’t need to drain much from them. He touched them, let their warmth flood him.
There was ashout in the other room. “Eckra, Eckral”

Heavy feet rushed through the door, and Fallion heard the rustle of robes. He knew what was coming.
The Knight Eternd would drain him of al heet.

Unless| drain him firgt, Falion thought.

In adesperate surge, Fallion reached up to drain the life swarmth from the Knight Eternal. To do so
would require more control than he had ever mastered.

But ashedid, he discovered too late that the creature looming above him had no life' s hest. It was as



cold asthe stone floor beneath them.

“Eckra,” it cursed, and suddenly the cold washed over Fdlion again, and hewaslost in avison of winter,
whereicy winds blew snow over afrozen lake, and somehow Fallion was trapped beneath theice,
peering up from the cold water, longing for arr, longing for light, longing for warmth.

High King Urstone sprinted through the early morning, athousand warriors at his back, asthey raced
dong.

With the great change, dirt and grasses had sprung up over the old road in asingle night. It didn't erase
the road so much asleave alight layer of soil over it with clumps of stubble growing here and there. The
wyrmling trail was easy to follow.

Therewas only one set of wagon tracks in the dust, dong with the tracks of a dozen wyrmling warriors.

They stopped at abrook that burbled over the road, and several men bellied down to drink. It wasthe
hesat of the day, and swest rolled off them. A few cottonwood trees shaded the brook, making it a
welcome spot, and King Urstone shouted out, “ Ten minutes. Take ten minutes hereto rest.”

He saw afish legp a agnat in the shadows, and watched for amoment. Therewasapair of fat trout
lying in the water.

Warlord Madoc came up at his back, and asked, “Will we catch them today, do you think?” At first the
king thought that the warlord was talking about the fish. King Urstone shook his head, trying to rid it of
cobwebs and weariness.

“Aye, we'll catch them,” the king assured him. “We got alate start, but it should be enough. The
wyrmlings areforced by their natureto travel at night. But the days are far longer than the nights, thistime
of year. We should be on them well before dark.”

Madoc nodded and seemed to find no fault with the logic. That was odd. It seemed to the king that
Madoc aways sought to find fault with hislogic nowadays.

“It will bearough fight,” Madoc sad, “with two Knights Eternd in the battle.”
“We have wegponsto fight them with,” theking said.

Madoc bore one of those weapons, adainty sword that was nearly usalessin hisimmense hand. He
pulled it from its sheeth, showed it to the High King. A patinaof rust had formed on thefine stedl blade.
“Sisdl said that these had been blessed, but | say they’ re cursed. This rust has been spreading like a
fungus snce dawn.”

TheHigh King smiled, not in joy, but in admiration for the enemies resourcefulness. “I would say that
they are both blessed and cursed. We will have to put that sword to good use before it rots away into
nothingness”

“Y ou gave that fool Alun one of these swordsto bear,” Madoc said. “Will you let him bear it into
battle?”

“You cdl him afool?Y ou are the one who made him awarrior, and he acquitted himsdf well in battle
thismorning, by al accounts. Do you now regret your choice?’



“Oh course not,” Madoc blustered. “But...he has no training with the sword, and it is an enchanted
wegpon!”

“Your point iswdl taken,” King Urstone said. Alun had falen behind thewar party. He didn't have a
warrior’slegs, couldn’t hope to keep pace. The king had assigned some men to help him aong, even if
they had to lug him like a sack of turnips.

The king’s mind turned to worries about his own son, and so he suggested, “ Perhaps we should find
another to bear it. Y our son Connor, heistrained with the sword, ishenot? It issaid that he' s quite
good. Would helike the honor?’

“I, 1, uh—" Madoc blustered. He knew his son was clumsy with the sword. He had astrong arm, more
fitted to the ax. More importantly, he wasn't about to send his son charging into battle against the Knights
Eternal, enchanted sword or no.

King Urstone fought back the urgeto laugh.

Madoc often complainsto hisfriendsthat I’'m afool, King Urstone redlized, but the man has never fared
well in amatch of witswith me. “Have no worries,” Urstone said at last. “1 will bear that sword into
battle, and cleave off the head of aKnight Eternd.”

It was dtogether fitting that the king do it. Urstone had been trained with the sword from childhood, and
there were few men dive who could hope to match him with it. Moreimportantly, it wassaid in Luciare

that “the king bears upon his shoulders the hopes of the nation.” In ancient times, it was believed that the
combined hopes of apeople could give awarrior strength in battle.

These weapons were enchanted with old magic. Perhaps, Urstone thought, thereis old magic in me, too.

Thus, thefight that he was racing to was not just a battle between two individuas. Urstone would be
pitting the hopes of Luciare againgt the powers of Lady Despair.

Madoc grunted, “That would be best, | think. Y es, that would be well.”

Urstone peered hard at him. He doesn't hope for my successin battle, he realized. He hopesto see me
die

Y es, how convenient would that be, King Urstone dain in aglorious béttle, ahero’ s death, leaving
Madoc to rule the kingdom.

But | have ason till, ason who can spail hisplans.
Tonight at dusk the trade is supposed to be made, only adozen hours from now.
“Wish meluck?’ theking asked.

“Most assuredly,” Madoc said. “My hopesrest upon you.”

Nightfall was many hours avay when awyrmling guard came crashing down the sarsthree at atime.
“Humans are coming, warrior clan!” heroared. “The road is black with them!”

Vulgnash legpt to hisfeet. For two hours he had been sitting with nothing to do, listening only to the
occasiond tak of thesmall folk in their room, whispering in their strange tongue, as quiet as mice. He had



strained his ears. He knew that he would not be able to understand the meanings of their words. He had
no context to put them in, but often, he had found, when learning anew language, it was best to begin by
familiarizing himsdlf with the sounds. He had been silently cata oguing the vowels and consonants,
occasondly trying them out on histongue.

Now, with a battle coming, there were other mattersto attend to.

He raced up to the tower. The sunlight was as bright as a blade there, danting down from the east. There
was no cloud cover.

To the south he could see the human war band, sunlight glancing off their bone armor, asydlow asteeth.
Themenraninsinglefile, bloody axesin their hands. In the distance, racing down the winding road, they
looked like ahuge serpent, snaking toward the horizon for dmost amile.

They would reach the fortressin less than haf an hour.
His captain raced up behind Vulgnash. “Magter, shall we evacuate, head into the woods?’

There weretrees dl around. Leaves hung thick upon the oaks and dders. But they would not offer the
protection that \VVulgnash needed. Hiswyrmling troops could cope with the light much better than
Vulgnash could.

“No, wée ll fight them here”
The captain tried not to show fear, but he drew back. Vulgnash was condemning him to death.

“I'll degpen the shadows around the fortress,” Vulgnash said, “and | will place the touch of death upon
each of you, give you my blessing. And | havethese—" he reached to apouch at histhroat, pulled it hard
enough to snap the rawhide band that held it. The bag was heavy with harvester spikes.

“Takethreeto aman,” Vulgnash told him, placing the bag in the captain’ s pam, “no more.”

Thewyrmling commander smiled. He and hismen would die, but it would be aglorious deeth, fighting
gleefully in ahaze of bloodlug, logt to dl mortd care.

“Shdl | have the men kill the captives,” the commander asked, “as a precaution?’

Normdlly, that iswhat V ulgnash would have done. He would have made sure that no matter what effort
the humans spent, they would lose in the end.

But his master’ s command was upon him, and V ulgnash aways executed her commandsto perfection.

“No, leavethem,” he said in resignation. “If the warriorswin through, | may have to come back and take
themagain.”

They're going to kill me, Alun thought, as he raced along the road. Connor and Drewish are going to kil
me now. Don't let the dogs get behind me.

Heworried about Connor and Drewish. The fact that wyrmling warriors might be on the road ahead, led
by theimmorta Eterna Knights, somehow did not seem asSnider.

Of course, he wasfdling-down wesary.



Hislegs had turned to mush, and he could run no more. He was wheezing like a dying man, unable to get
enough air no matter what, and chills ran through him while beads of sweat stood out cold upon his brow.

They charged up ahill through the woods, and Alun stumbled and sprawled on hisface. For amoment
he lay on the ground, laid out like a dead toad, and he was happy, for so long as he was on the blessed
ground, he could rest.

“Upwithyou,” asoldier chided, grabbing him by the arm and yanking. Another soldier took him by the
other arm, and soon they were carrying him, each of them cruedlly holding an arm. “Move those legs,
damn it. There are wyrmlings ahead, and we need you to fight them dl for us.”

Alun knew that he would be no good in thisfight. There had been three harvester spikesin thelittle
packet that he' d found, but he had dropped that somewhere back at the fort. He' d searched the floor for
it, but never found the spikes. He felt dirty and shameful for having used them at dl. They were, after dl,
made from glands taken from folks captured at Caer Luciare. Folkslike Sir Croft, or that little boy,
Dake, that had disappeared last month. The harvester spikes were an affront to al decency. Y et now as
he went into battle, he yearned for the thrill he' d felt before. Without them, he would be lost.

Suddenly there was shouting up ahead, “We ve cornered them! We ve got them!”

And the soldiers went charging up the hill, treeswhisking by on either side, bearing Alunlikea
marionette.

Alun hoped that the battle would be over by the time that he reached the spot, but they came upon an old
hill fort formed from great gray dabs of basdlt. Trees grew up around it, and brush and blackberry vines,
leaving it aruin, hiddenin gloom.

Indeed, the gloom grew thick around it, so dark that one could almost not see the door. The harder that
Alun peered, the deeper the shadows seemed to thicken, until the door wasjust ayawning pit in the
blackness.

Even as he watched, the darkness seemed to readjust. Shadows that should have falen from the east
now twisted, coming from the north or west.

Whatever hid in that fort, it did not want to be seen.

A handcart sat out front, one of the heavy kind that wyrmlings used to haul equipment to war, with huge
whedsdl boundiniron. A stone box lay spilled besideit, tossed on its side, the heavy stonelid lying
upon the ground.

There was no sign of the hostages, no sign of battle. The old fort was deathly quiet. The soldiers
surrounded it, and the High King and his counsel ors stood peering at it, consdering.

“Shall we put thetorchto it,” Madoc asked, “ smoke them out?’

“No,” King Urgtone said. “It might harm the hostages. Nor can we batter down thewall or risk themin
any manner.” He nodded toward a captain. “ Take down agood stout tree. We |l need aram to get
through that door.”

He turned and searched the crowd, until his eyes came upon Alun, who was bent over, panting from
exertion. The king strode over to him, and there was hardly a sheen of swest upon hisforehead. He
peered at Alun with deep blue eyes, and asked, “Alun, may | have the use of the sword?’

Alun drew it from the scabbard and was dismayed to see that the sword, which had reflected light like a



clear lake thismorning, was dulled by alayer of rust.
“Milord,” he gpologized. “I’'m sorry. | should have diled it.”
“It'snot your fault, Alun,” the king said gently.

He turned to the troops.

“Gentlemen, there are wyrmlings in thisfortress, and | mean to have their heads. Most of you know that
the Knights Eternal are most likely holed up with them, like apair of badgers. We |l have a hard time of
it, digging them out. But if al goeswell thisday, we shdl rid oursalves of the Knights Eternal once and for
al”

There was atremendous roar as men raised their axes and cheered.

Vulgnash stood over the bound bodies of the small ones. He stood in what had once been a kitchen.
There was a chopping block in one corner, for the hacking of meat, and apair of stone hearthsto one
side. At his back was awindow that had been boarded up long ago. He had checked it, in order to
make sure that there was no clear passage. Blackberry vines grew beyond the window to aheight of
twenty feet, blocking out the light.

Outsde, the sound of chopping stopped. The warrior clan had their battering ram now, and soon would
be at the door.

Hiswyrmling guard stood ready to receive them.
Outside, therewas a shout. “Y ou in there: release your prisoners and we will let you go free”

Vulgnash knew alie when he heard it. The humans were only seeking assurance that the smdl ones yet
lived.

He congdered taking the small wizard outside, holding him up with aknifeto histhroat, letting them

know the danger of pressing this attack. But too many things could go wrong. The wizard could grasp the
sunlight, use it asawegpon. Or the enemy might fire an arrow, killing the hostage, and leaving Vulgnash
to suffer hismaster’ swrath.

So he crouched and drew hisblade. All the while, his mind was occupied, reaching out to the shadows,
drawing them close, wrapping them around the old hill fort.

Therewas a crashing at the door, and painful light cut through the room.

“Now,” Vulgnash shouted, and hiswarriors shoved the harvester spikesinto their necks. Instantly the
bloodlust was upon them, and they began to howl and shriek like creatures damned as they lunged from
the shadows.

Thewarrior clansmen charged the breach, fear in their pale eyes. Their breath fogged in the cold air of
the room, for Vulgnash had blessed this place with the touch of the tomb.

The wyrmlings grabbed the first warriors to breach the door, long pale arms snaking out of the darkness,
and each used amesat hook in one hand to drag awarrior back while hacking with the other—thus
clearing the path for more victims. A volley of arrows sped through the doorway, taking one of his
over-eager wyrmlingsin the eye. The big fellow fought bravely for several seconds before he staggered



to hisknees. A human lunged through the door and split his skull like kindling with asingle blow from the
ax.

With the first blood spilled and the first degth, the ground was now blessed, and VV ulgnash felt hisown
powers begin to gape wide, like the mouth of apit.

Thefirst wave of warriors burst into the room in earnest and found themsdlveslogt in the suffocating
darkness, unable to spot atarget before they were daughtered.

The dark fortressfilled with screams.

Rhiannakicked Fdlion’sleg, waking him, and Fallion came awake dowly. They werelost in blackness
as the screams of warriors and the clash of armsrang out.

For long minutes, Falion lay, desperately trying to clear hismind.

The sorcerer had his hands full for the moment, and Fallion reached out with hismind, questing for a
source of heat. He could fedl the bodies of creaturesliving and dying nearby, but dared not draw from
them. To do so might aert the sorcerer. Falion realized now that his questing touch had aerted the
sorcerer in times past.

But therewas aroof to this building, astone roof, and the sun had been shining full upon it al through the
morning. The warm stone held the hest.

Ever so carefully, Fallion reached out with his mind, searching, and began to draw the heet into him.

Thereisasaying among wyrmlings. “1n awell-built fort, asingle warrior should be able to hold off a
thousand.”

Vulgnash knew of such fortresses—the seafort at Golgozar, the old castle upon Mount Aznunc. This
was not such afort.

Stll, asthe first wave of human warriors faded, he was proud of hiswarriors. Only one wyrmling had
fdlenin battle, while dozens of thewar clan lay daughtered upon thefloor.

“Drag back the bodies,” he shouted during thelull in battle. “Leave aclear killing fidd.”

Hiswyrmlings complied as best they could, throwing the bodies back, heaping them to the roof. But they
weren't able to finish the job before the second wave burst upon them.

A dozen men rushed the door, each bearing torches, war criesringing from their throats. The light cut
through the shadows, and in that ingtant, hiswyrmlings were vulnerable. The gloom lessened, and the
humans launched themsdvesinto battle.

One of hiswarriorstook akilling blow. An ax dashed through his armor, and guts came tumbling out.
But the bloodlust was upon the wyrmling warrior, and he fought on. Another took a spear to the neck,
and too much blood was flowing. A third got cut down through the knee.

Stll his men fought—not with bravery, but with madnessin their eyes. VVulgnash threw hisenergy into
deepening the gloom, and men screamed and died in the smoky air. The smell of blood and gore
perfumed the old fortress. Corpseslittered the floor; blood pooled beneath the wyrmling’ s fest.



Vulgnash used his powersto feed the frenzy. Death wasin the air. Death surrounded them. Asone
human warrior took ablow, the ax dashed through the armor and grazed his chest.

Vulgnash stretched out ahand, and the skin flayed wide. Ribs cracked and alung was exposed. The
human cried out and fell gasping to the floor before aman could touch him.

Hiswyrmling warriors began to roar in celebration, dancing upon the bodies of the dead.
Only three of hismen had expired, and two hundred humanslay in their gore.

Desth ruled here.

There was no timeto rest before the third wave hit.

A hall of arrows announced the attack, came blurring through the doorway. Even in the shadows they
found some marks. His men could no longer retreat far from the door, for their path was blocked by the
dead.

Five good wyrmling warriors took arrows. Three of them sank dowly to their knees.
And the humans did not rush in. They gave the arrowstimeto do their work.

Thewyrmling soldiersroared in frustration, screaming curses and insults a the humans, trying to lure them
in. But the human forces were well trained, and did not respond to the taunts.

It was fifteen long minutes before the third wave came. Thewarriors rushed in so slently, Vulgnash did
not hear them coming. They came with torchesthistime; every man among them had atorch.

Vulgnash used his powers quickly, snuffed the torches out, sent the smoke circling into the lungs of the
human warriors.

The humans gasped and choked, struggling for breath asthey fought.
And the daughter began in earnest.

Vulgnash hardly needed warriorsto fight for him now. The deaths of so many men, theflegting life
energies, only fed his powers. Hefdt invincible.

Warriorsrushed in, and VVulgnash did not wait for his men to attack. He stretched out his hand, and rents
appeared in men’ sflesh, long dashesthat looked asif beasts had torn them.

The room wasfilled with warriors with torches, amob of them, and V ulgnash pointed to one of hisfdlen
wyrmlings and uttered a curse. The wyrmling’ s body exploded, and giant maggots erupted from its gut,
raining down through the room.

The human warriors shouted as the maggots began to eat their flesh.
Vulgnash felt something odd. The room was colder than atomb, colder even than it should be.
He sent hismind questing, found the little human wizard steding hest.

Vulgnash rushed back, stepped on the wizard' s neck, and reached down, sucking the heat from him. It
came snaking out in afiery cord.

But the wizard' s distraction had served its purpose.



At that instant, more torch-men rushed into the room.

Hiswyrmlings shrieked, blinded by the light, and fought on. They had fought grandly, as harvesterswill,
legping into battle, axes hacking off heads and chopping through armor. They had roared and fought
when they’ d taken a dozen wounds, but it was alosing bettle.

Vulgnash whirled and sent the fire that he had drawn from Fallion hurling into the darkened room. The
humans screamed and died in arush of flames, asdid thelast of hisown wyrmling warriors.

“See what your insolence has cost?’ Vulgnash raged at Fdlion.
The humans retreated from the fire, fleeing the fortress.

Thelast of hiswyrmlings were | eft gasping, propping themsalves up on their knees, struggling to stay
aive. First there were three, then two, and at last one sank to the ground with agroan.

Vulgnash was | eft donein this place of death.

He peered a the lengthening shadows. The warrior clan had been at the attack for an hour. He' d held
them off for that long. But sundown was still many hours away.

“I saw only one of the Knights Eternal,” the captain reported. “He hides at the back, in the doorway to
the kitchen. | think that he has the hostages there.”

High King Urstone sat on arock, sharpening the other-worlder’ slong sword. Oiling and sharpening
seemed to do little good. It was rusting even as he worked.

“Even one Knight Eterna is more than anyone can safely ded with,” the Wizard Sisdl said. “And | fear
that thisis VVulgnash himsdlf.”

“It'sascold asthetomb in there,” the captain said. “My veinsfed likethey are frozen.”

The captain grimaced in pain, reached down his shirt, and brought out alarge maggot. It was perhaps
threeincheslong and asthick as awoodworm. Even as he held it, the maggot swiveled its head this way
and that, struggling to bite him. The captain hurled it to the ground and gave it the hedl of hisboot.

“Evento get closeto Vulgnash bringsasmal death,” Sisdl told the king. “Y ou must bewary.”
“He' snot theworst of Zul-torac’ sterrors,” the king said.

The captain cleared histhroat. “One more thing. Watch your footing in there. Thefloorsare dick. He has
turned that place into adaughterhouse.”

“Not adaughterhouse,” Sisdl said, “atemple—where the high priest of desth administers the ordinances
of deeth.”

King Urstone smiled weskly. Thiswasn't atask that he relished doing. Hundreds of hisforceswere
gone, and he gill hadn’t gotten the badger out of its den.

“Do meafavor, captain. Have some of your men go out back. There should be adoor to the kitchen, or
awindow at least. Get them open.”

“The brush isthick back there,” the captain said. “It will take awhileto get throughit.”



“Makelotsof noise,” theking said. “I could use adigtraction.”

King Urgtone peered up. The Emir sood over him, holding the other-worlder’ s staff, inspecting it. Of all
the wegpons, this one alone had remained untouched by the Knight Eternds’ curse.

“Do you think that will do you any good?” Urstone asked.

“I hope s0,” the Emir said. He would bear it into battle. He was as faithful and capable awarrior asKing
Urstone had ever known, atrue friend.

Madoc himself bore the dainty little sword, while two dozen archers had each commandeered asingle
arrow from the other-worlder’ s quiver.

“Right then,” theking said. “Let’'sgo.”

He gave onefind ook to the Wizard Sisdl and asked, “Isthere alast blessing you might bestow upon
me?’

Thewizard got a bemused expression, stood for along moment asif trying to recall something he' d
heard in the distant past. King Urstone had expected no boon, but he could see the wizard’smind at
work.

Thereis something, King Urstone thought, some lore that he recdls from the otherworld.

“Don’t gointo battlelikethis” Sisd said at last. “Don’'t go in haste, or fear, or rage.” He glanced up to
thetrees. “Take alook around. Look at the trees, the sunlight, the grass.” Hefdl silent, and King
Urstone could hear the sound of woodpeckersin the distance, asquirrdl chattering, and after amoment,
the squawk of ajay. “Thisisalushland, full of life. Look at thisfortress. In better times, it could be put
to useasaninn. It would be a pleasant place to stop and have amedl.

“But Vulgnash hasturned it into atomb.

“Light and life oppose him. In there, he hides from them. Y ou must draw upon these, if you will defeet
him”

Thewizard reached into his pocket, drew out some pea pods that he might have harvested from his
garden. “ Take these with you. Thereislifein them. And after this meeting, you would do well to plant the
seeds somewhere.”

King Urstone noted that the wizard called thisa meeting, not a battle.
King Urstone smiled. It sounded like madness. Taking seedsinto battle?

Thewizard saw hislook, and gently chided him. “Don’t put such faith in your arms. They will do you no
good in there. How many strong men have died this day, putting their faith in such weapons? And don’t
go prepared to die. Nearly every warrior who confronts death prepares himsdf to die. Look inside
yourself and find hope. Can you think of no greet reason to live?’

Only last night, King Urstone had succumbed to despair and had been prepared to go into battle and
lose hislife. But then he had learned of the forcibles, and of aplan to save his son, and of the small folk
who now inhabited the land. All of these things were renewing a hope that he had thought long dead.
“Y our words to me last night gave me hope,” King Urstone said, “great hope indeed, and areason to
live”



Tonight my sonwill befree, he thought.

“Good,” Sisdl said, reaching up and clutching the king’' sarm in token of friendship. “Then go now, not as
aservant of death, but asaminigter of life.” Helooked pointedly at Madoc, “L eave these others behind.
Y ou have no need of them.”

King Urstone did not chargein asthe soldiers had. He was not going to run blindly into atrap. Nor
would he shirk hisduty, or sumble on quavering knee.

He strode resolutely to the mouth of the fortress, of the tomb, and planted himsalf just outside the broken
door.

His breath streamed cold from his mouth, and his blood turned to ice water in hisveins. He could see
heaped bodieslying in apool of black blood. The air smelled thick with degth.

A shadow filled the room before him, ablack mass. He could not make out a human form, but he could
hear |abored breathing, and he could sense amonstrous evil hidden within.

The king advanced toward the doorway, and V ulgnash caught sight of hisweapon, the other-worldly
ded gleaming red in ashaft of sunlight.

Even that brief image undid him. VVulgnash held back ashriek, half blinded by pain, and threw ahand in
theair to shield hiseyes.

Helooked at the king, and heard voices. For half an ingtant, he had avision of King Urstone as ayoung
man, kneeling upon one knee, surrounded by hiswarlords. Each of them laid hisleft hand upon the young
king's head, and awizard spoke for them al. “Upon you we place the hope of al our people. Though
you beking, you areaservant tousall.”

There was great power in such words, whether the humans knew it or not. Vulgnash could fed the hopes
of many surrounding the king, shielding him like abaitle guard.

Vulgnash stretched out his hand, hoping to rend the king from adistance, but his curse could not touch
the man.

And therewaslifedl around him, white-hot life. He carried seeds upon him.

The king hdted, just outside the door, and planted hislong sword in the ground, then stood with his
hands folded over the pommd. The blade was angled so that red sunlight cut through the blackness,
causing Vulgnash greet pain.

What is this? VVulgnash wondered. Where did the humans|earn such lore?

“Vulgnash,” King Urgtone called out. “ Show yoursdlf.”

Vulgnash held to his shadows.

Theking hestated for along moment, and then shouted, “Vulgnash, | offer you your life”
Vulgnash laughed, “ That isnot in your power.”

Suddenly, awizard stood at the king' s back, a plump man with a sunburned face and a brown beard
going gray. He too bore seeds upon him, and the life within him was like awhite-hot fire. “But it isin



mine,” thewizard said. “Come out, and | will heal you. | can giveyou life, fresh and clean, unlike any that
you have ever known. Y ou will beadaveto no one. | can giveyou your own life. | cannot remove the
wyrm that gnaws upon your soul. Only you can do that. A life devoted to clean thoughts and good deeds
will driveit out.”

Could it be? Vulgnash wondered. Could | be granted life, after more than five thousand years?
“I rgjected lifelong ago,” Vulgnash hissed. “I regject it now.”

The king lowered hiseyeidsin sign of acceptance. “If not life, then | can give you oblivion with this
sword,” heintoned softly.  Eternal deep and forgetfulness.”

Vulgnash drew himsdf up, and for thefirst timein centuries, he felt disconcerted. Something was wrong.
Normadly, hisvictimswerefilled with fear, an emation that worked to Vulgnash’ s benefit.

But this king knew better than to hope to day a Knight Eternd in arger. Such hopes were fase hopes,
and would only have worked to his demise.

Y et he advanced anyway, without fear, and offered VV ulgnash something more terrible than desth—life.
He carried seeds upon him, and the hopes of his people, and he bore an accursed sword.

It was asif Vulgnash stood before some mage king who had walked straight out of some long forgotten
legend. King Urstone' s calm demeanor hinted at atremendous reserve of power.

Againg such aman, | dare not stand, V ulgnash decided.

With aroar he bent hiswill upon the door to the kitchen, used his mind to dam it shut. The door trembled
initsframe and dust rained down. He bolted it, then raced to the small ones, glared down at Falion
Orden.

Everything in him warned that he should kill the young wizard. But Lady Despair had commanded
otherwise,

In that moment, \Vulgnash had no choice but to flee.

In the space of a heartbest the roof exploded off the old fortress, fifteen tons of stone hurtling four
hundred feet inthe air.

The watchtower was thrown aside asif it were atoy, dashed aside by an angry child.
Urstone' s men screamed and raced for cover.

Fearing the worgt, King Urstone charged the bolted door, hit it with his shoulder. The rotting wood gave
way, and the door split cleanly down the middle.

He caught sight of histarget, ahunched figure cowled in red, clutching a sword.
The Knight Eterna hunched above the prisoners, motionless.
The roof of the building crashed somewherein the distance, shattering trees and leaving awake of ruin.

Sunlight danted into the building, playing upon motes of dust that danced inthe air.



And the Knight Eternad merdly stood there, unmoving.

King Urgtone peered at him. It was no living man that he saw, only arotting corpse with sunken eyes,
wrinkled skin like aging paper.

The king plunged his sword through, just to be sure. The sword pierced easily, asif he had struck a
wasp' s nest. The organs were desiccated, the bones wesk with rot.

“Heisnot there,” the Wizard Sisdl said softly. “| fear that his spirit hasfled, and that we shall meet again.”
Sisd reached up and touched Vulgnash's cheek.

“We should burn thisdry husk,” one of the king’smen said. “1t will makeit harder for him to
re-corporate.”

“That isjust anold wife stae,” Sisdl replied. “Vulgnash will just find another suitable corpse to inhabit;
by sundown hewill be on our trail. Still, take the heads off of the dead herein thisroom. We don't want
to leave bodies lying handy for himto use”

“Takethewingsoff of him,” King Urstone said. “I claim them asmy own.”

Thewizard looked down at the four hostages, laid out on the floor. The vines that bound them suddenly
loosened and fell away, asif drained of someinferna will.

The doorway behind them filled with men—warlord Madoc and the Emir and dozens of warriors.

The wizard spoke softly to the otherworlders for just amoment, then smiled and said to Fdlionin his
own tongue, “Fallion Orden, I’ d like you to meet the grandfather that died before you were born.” He
nodded toward King Urstone, then spoke in the king' stongue, “And King Urstone, | would like you to
meet the grandsons that—upon your world at |east—were never born.”

21
A PAIR OF KINGS

Hope should never come unlooked-for. It should always be held in your heart.
—the Wizard Ssd
“Y our Highness, thisis outrageous!” Warlord Madoc burst out. “ Surely you don't believe this.”

Madoc was red with rage. He had waited all morning for a chance to take the king from behind, but
there had been no opportunity. The king hadn’t waded into battle until the very lagt, and then he had gone
in alone. Madoc couldn’t put an end to him, for there would have been too many witnesses.

Now this mad wizard was trying to foist these otherworlders off as new-found heirs.

“Outrageous?’ Sisdl said. “I think not. Fallion Orden hereisthe firstborn son of Gaborn VVa Orden, a
king of great import upon his own world. Falion’s grandfather lost hislife in battle before Falion was
born. That man was you, King Urstone, upon that shadow world. He was your shadow self. And so
when the worlds combined, you had no other haf to combine with.



“Inthe sameway,” the wizard continued, “on our world, their mother was |ost while she il carried her
firgbornin her ams”

King Urstone bowed his head in thought. Areth’ swife had died while he was away, killed in awyrmling
assault. The wyrmlings had tried to take her prisoner, but she had dipped from their grasp and thrown
hersdf from the tower wall, with her babe in arms. She gave her life rather than let her child be raised
among the wyrmlings—for had she been taken, her royd child would have been raised as one of their
daves.

King Urstone had dwaysfelt guilty for this. | should have been there to protect her, he thought, instead of
staying out for the night on patrol.

“It doesn't matter who they are,” Drewish shouted. “They cannot be heirsto the throne. Look at them:
they’ re not even warriors.”

King Urstone looked down at the little humans. They squatted on rocksin the last of the sunlight,
shivering, away from the infernd daughterhouse, and rubbed their wrists and knees, trying to get back
somecirculation.

Oneof the girlswaslarge, though, like one of thewarrior clan. Her face was familiar, but he could not
put anameto her.

“It'snot Szethat isthe measure of awarrior,” she said in their own tongue. “ There are few among you
who could best King Orden herein afight.”

Urstone laughed at her feisty tone. “ And how, sweet lady, would you know?’

“Can't youtdl?’ sheasked. “1 am Tholna, daughter of Aaath Ulber. But | also lived upon a shadow
world, where Aaath Ulber’ s shadow sdlf spent haf alifetime training young King Orden herein battle.”

The king knew Tholna. Her father was one of histwo most trusted guards. But he had disappeared after
the change, like so many others. King Urstone had wondered if he were even dive.

Now Tholnaturned up herein the wilds, with these otherworldly humans.

He could detect no change in her. She claimed to be two people a once, but if that was so, it seemed to
King Urstone that the smaller creature had been subsumed, swallowed whole.

“Thisisdl very befuddling,” King Urstone said. “I don’t know what to say. Y ou tell methat these are my
grandsons, but common sense saysthat they are no get of my son’s, and therefore cannot be heirs. And
yet...”

“Y et what, milord?’ Madoc asked, histone atad too demanding.

“I must think this matter through.” To suddenly have two new hers, that would certainly spoil Madoc's
plansfor hisown sons, King Urstone knew. He liked the idea of thwarting Madoc's plans. But claiming
these...otherworlders as heirs might put them in danger from Madoc and his men, and that would be
unfair to the smal humans,

So King Urstone was hesitant to even consder them as heirs. Besides, these children did not reslly come
from his own blood. But he felt a connection between them that could not be denied.

There are smdl peoplein theland now, King Urstone thought. They will need a greet leader. Perhapsthis
young wizard-king will be that |eeder.



Sisd took King Urstone by the bicep and said, “Y our Highness, walk with me for amoment.”

Indl of hislife, thewizard had never touched King Urstone that way, had never dared command him. By
that alone, King Urstone recognized that the wizard felt an overpowering need.

They walked up the road afew hundred feet, well out of earshot of the troops.

“Milord, you must get Prince Fallion to safety. Zul-torac has aready sent the Knights Eternd to
apprehend him. By sunset, Vulgnash will be making his report to the emperor, and a sea of troopswill be
dispatched. He will spare no resource. He will attack usin force. We have two or three daysto prepare
a mog.”

“Areyou sure?’ the king asked.

“Yes. Fallion Orden is the wizard who bound our two worlds together; he represents afar greater
danger than the emperor has ever faced before.”

King Urstone peered at Fallion. He was small by warrior clan standards. He could not have stood more

than six feet, afull two feet shorter than King Urstone himsdlf. He had adender build, though hewaswell
proportioned. But there was something unsettling about him, athrestening gleam to his eye, a confidence
that the king associated only with the most dangerous of warlords.

“I'm beginning to like thislittle fellow more and more,” King Urstone said.

“Don’'t make the mistake of naming him asan heir yet,” thewizard said. “1t will only infuriate warlord
Madoc.”

“Oh, | won't do that,” the king said. “Not until I know him better. But | do value the lad. He cost me
many good men today.”

King Urstone looked to the south. 1 want to see my son, my own flesh and blood. | want to be there
tonight when Daylan Hammer makes the exchange. Will you come with me and the little ones?’

It was along hard run, even for one of the warrior clan—ahundred and fifty milesin lessthan ten hours.
King Urstone would need the handcart to carry the small folk on, and he would need guards. But he
believed that he could make it. He was warrior-born, after al. Hejust wasn't sure if the wizard could
makeit. Still, Sisel seemed to have physical resources far beyond most men of his stature.

“1 wouldn't want to missit,” theWizard Ssd sad.
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FROM DUNGEONS TO DAYLIGHT

Ultimately in life, the heights that we attain depend upon two things: our ability to dream, and the
self-control we exert to make those dreams come true.

—the Emir Tuul Ra, of Dalharristan

“Daylan, what are you doing?’ Siyaddah called out in the marketplace. She was at a spice merchant’s
gal, where she had been studying strands of ginseng root that were splayed out in al of their glory upon
abed of whiteslk.



Daylan swiveled his head, afraid that the city guards would descend upon him. Most of the inhabitants of
the castle were busy working at repairs, usng weights and pulleys to haul massive blocks of sone up the
mountain. The work was proceeding with marvelous rapidity, for most of the damage, it seemed, was
cosmetic. But even with the whole city conscripted into labor, there were people to feed and sick folks
that needed tending, so some of the market stalls were open.

But vendors at their stalswere cdling out to every straggling customer, while women strode around in
groups, ingpecting vegetables and fruits, asif it were any other day. Nature seemed not to notice his
digtress. Golden butterflies and white moths fluttered among the hanging gardens that were a part of
every house and shop. The sweet smell of malow and mock orange flowers wafted through the byways,
perfuming the cobblestone lanes seeter than ababy’ s breath. Swallows that nested in the cliffs darted
among the blue shadows of trees and shops, snapping up bees and moths, their green feathers glistening
like emeralds when struck by the sun. The streets of Luciare were ariot of life.

In the meantime, Daylan grunted and struggled to shove alarge whedlbarrow through the half-empty
greet. The wyrmling princesslay hidden inside, with cotton bags thrown over her while afew dozen
chips of sonelay artfully displayed in the corners.

“What' sgoing on?’ Siyaddah demanded. She climbed to her feet, abroad smile of greeting on her face,
al filled with theirrepressible energy of abounding puppy.

“If you must know,” Daylan hissed as she drew near, “I’ m trying to escape from the dungeons.”

“Oh,” Syaddah said, drawing back a pace, suddenly embarrassed and afraid. She studied the nearby
vendors and shoppers with afearful eye. But no one seemed to have noticed her outburst. No one had
been within forty feet of them, no one except the ginseng vendor, awoman so old that she could no
longer hear. Syaddah’ s had just been another voice in the throng. Suddenly the irrepressible energy was
back. “So, can | help?’

Daylan could not help but smile, “ Dear girl, where were you when | was chest deep in—well,
unpleasantness?”’

Siyaddah drew closg, asif to hug him, but then caught awhiff of him and decided better.

“I’'m here now,” she said. She looked down into the handcart. “|Is there someone under those wraps? It
lookslike someoneisin there!”

“Shhhh...” Daylan hissed in exasperation. “How did you recognize me? | spent hourson this disguise!”

He had indeed spent the better part of the morning sneaking around the city searching for clothes. The
robe that he wore, with a peasant’ s hood, hid hisform and most of hisface. And he’ d cut his beard and
grayed it with ash. He' d then hunched over, like abent old man, as he bore hisload of refuse out of the
city.

“I knew you in an ingtant,” Siyaddah said. *'Y ou’ re the shortest man around.”

“I wasafraid of that,” Daylan intoned. “ That’ s the problem with living among giants.” He shook his head
in resignation, looked down the street. The guards at the city gate were talking among themsdlves
amiably. Some peered out beyond the gate. There was no chance of awyrmling attack on such abright
day, and the biggest problem waslikely to be some street urchin who stole a cabbage. Buit if that
happened, the vendor would raise the hue and cry. Daylan had been relying upon the relaxed atmosphere
to make his escape. After dl, who would ook twice at a grubby old man?



Daylan eyed Siyaddah thoughtfully. She was a pretty young woman, exotic in her way. Her skinwas as
dark as chocolate, and she wore white silksin aflowing style that had once been common in Daharristan
among women who were eigible for marriage. And she was petite, compared to those of the warrior
clan, for thefolk of Daharristan had never been large. She stood perhaps only a hair above six feet.

Shewill do nicely, Daylan thought.

“If youwould liketo be of help,” Daylan said, “go down to the city guards, and flirt. Do you think you
could managethat?’ Hlirting was not an activity that proper young women had engaged in back in
Daharristan. But then, neither were young women in the habit of aiding convictsin their escapes.

“Wadll, I’ ve never done anything like that myself, but | think | can manage,” Siyaddah said. Sheturned
and strode gracefully down the street, aimed like an arrow at the guards. Daylan watched her for a
moment, mesmerized by her walk. She had an engaging way of rolling her hips.

She moves like a swan, he thought, each pace bounding forward just a bit, just enough to make you want
to catch your breath.

He smiled. Ever so subtly, shewasdready flirting. And the eyes of the guards already had riveted upon
her.

Daylan hefted the handles to his whed barrow with agrunt, bent his head and back like an old man, tried
to stand tall so that he looked more like one of the big folk, and followed her down to the gate.

Siyaddah had the guards huddled around her as he passed.

“I heard that there are strawberries down by the brook,” she was saying, “and the thought of them made
me S0 hungry, and everyone isworking so hard on repairs, | thought that some others might like them,
too. Do you think that wyrmlings haunt the place? They eat Srawberriestoo, don’t they?’

“No, no,” the guards dl agreed. “Wyrmlings only egt pretty young girls. But you shouldn'’t find them by
the brook. It' stoo open. Just stay clear of the trees, and you should be safe.”

A look of panic crossed Siyaddah’ s face, and she asked, “Are you sure? | would fed so much safer if
one of you camewith me.”

But of course the city guards dl had their poststo man. A couple of the young ones stood with chests
puffed out ever so subtly, and one suggested, “| would be glad to take you down to pick strawberries
this afternoon.”

Siyaddah smiled fetchingly, the damsd saved, as Daylan breezed past the guards and on out the gate.

The road down the mountain was steep enough so that the wheelbarrow moved eagily, but not so steep
that he had to worry about it running away with him. Still, for the next two miles he plodded aong
quickly, eager to be away.

The changesto the landscape in the past two days were amazing. He marveled at the treesadong the
way, wild hazelnuts and chestnuts filled with squirrels. Mourning doves cooed among the trees, and he
heard the grunt of wild pigs. A stag actualy crossed his path down by the creek.

Such things had not been seen herein ages. Only two days ago this had been awasteland.

Thecity of Luciare had looked especialy lush, too. By law, there were planter boxesin every window
and beside every door. Herbs and wildflowers grew in ariot from them, filling the sireets with perfume,



filling the city with life. The flowers|ooked hedlthier than ever, rguvenated, asif by weeks and weeks of
summer rain.

That was one of the secrets of the city’ s protection: life. Luciarewasacity of life pitted against a
wilderness of death. The power of the Death Lords was weskened here.

Daylan only hoped that the Wizard Sisdl was strong enough to keep the land whole thistime. He had
been fighting alosing battle for decades.

Daylan was just rounding the bottom of the mountain, near the dump where rock wasto be cast off,
when Siyaddah came loping down the hill.

“Daylan,” shecdled excitedly. “Did | dowe|?

Like so many of the young, she had not yet learned that doing well wasits own reward. She craved
praise, which Daylan saw asasign of her immaturity. Her brain till functioned primarily on an emaotiond
leve.

“Yes” he said softly, lest anyone come around the bend. “Y ou did ever sowell.”
“Who have you got hidden under those sacks?” she asked, reaching down to snatch them off.

Her face turned to a mask of shock at the sight of the wyrmling. Her lower jaw began to tremble, and she
shot Daylan alook that said, “'Y ou have five seconds to explain yourself, and then | will begin to scream.”

Asfor her part, Kan-hazur curled up, hiding her face from the sunlight. “My eyes are bleeding,” she
moaned.

“Nope,” Daylan corrected. “They’ rejust streaming with tears. You'll be fine soon.”

Heturned his attention back to Syaddah. He didn’t relish the idea of having to fight Siyaddah, of gagging
her and tying her up in the brush until thiswhole affair was settled. He didn't even havetheropestodo a
proper job, though heimagined that if he tore his cotton bagsinto strips, he might manage to fashion
some cords that would hold her.

But the code he lived by demanded better.

“Princess Siyaddah, | would like you to meet Kan-hazur. | am taking her out of the city, a theking's
command, in the hopes of arranging an exchange of hostages—the princess for our own Prince Urstone.”

Siyaddah studied hisface for amoment. Comprehension didn’t come dawning dowly, asit would on
somedullard. It did across her face in the blink of an eye, and then she was consdering the deeper
implicationsof dl of this

If Prince Urstone was il alive, he might soon be free. Twenty years ago, he had been wed to
Syaddah’saunt. Her father had been the prince' s closest friend and dly, going out on war campaigns
with him many times. Siyaddah knew that her father loved the prince like a brother, and for years had
hoped that Areth Urstone would regain his freedom. Even asachild, her father had said, “1 hope that
someday you can wed aman of hiscaiber.”

Men had tried to court Siyaddah, men from good families, but her father hadn’t approved of them.
Siyaddah knew that her father was grooming her, hoping that she would meet Prince Urstone, and that
perhgpsthey would fdl inlove.



What does shethink of al this? Daylan wondered. Certainly she must look forward to this day with both
some hope and apprehension.

But whatever she fdlt, she kept masked.

“I...am pleased to meet you,” Siyaddah said to Kan-hazur with just the dightest bow. Her manner was
courtly.

“Y ou are not pleased to meet me,” Kan-hazur growled with the bag hiding her face. “1 am not pleasant,
and therefore you cannot be pleased. Why must you humanslie?’

“Itiscaled apleasantry,” Siyaddah said. “ Among humans, we offer pleasantries when we meet a
stranger. A pleasantry is not something that you, the stranger, have earned, it isagift that I, the hogt,

“I want none of your pleasantries,” Kan-hazur said.

“Toolate,” Siyaddah said. “I’' ve dready given it to you. Besides, it isindeed a pleasure to meet you. I’ ve
often wondered about your kind, and it isarare treat to meet you under such hospitable circumstances,
on such abeautiful day.”

Kan-hazur pulled the bag away dightly and squinted at the burning sunlight, her eyes going red and puffy.

Daylan fought back a chuckle. Siyaddah had only just met the woman, but already sounded asif she had
mestered the art of driving awyrmling crazy.

Kan-hazur inhded deeply, asif trying to think of an appropriate curseto hurl, but just growled.

“Don’t snarl & me,” Siyaddah warned in amore abrasive tone. “1 won't tolerateiit. | know how angry
you must be. | too, am aprincess, and have lost my home.”

“Not logt,” Kan-hazur said. “It was ripped from your warriors dead hands. It was stolen because your
people are weak and stupid.”

Siyaddah gritted her teeth. It looked asif she were considering adozen insults, trying to decide which
first to hurl firgt.

“Speak up,” Kan-hazur chalenged, “or are you so dow-witted that you can think of nothing to say?’
“I'll keep my thoughtsto mysdlf,” Siyaddah said.

Kan-hazur’ s face contorted with rage, and she clenched her fiststightly, asif she so wanted to hear
Siyaddah’ s taunts that she planned to beat them out of her.

Siyaddah smiled a the smdl victory. When it came to self-control, she was obvioudy the stronger of the
two.

“There now,” Daylan said, hoping to defuse the Situation. “Look a you—the two of you have only just
met, and dready you're sparring like ssters.”

Kan-hazur fought back her anger, apparently deciding that she wanted to beat Siyaddah at her own
game. “Why...why do you treat melikethis?’

“Daylan here teaches that we should show kindnessto all living creatures,” Siyaddah said gently,
“including toads and wyrmlings”



“Thenheisafoal,” Kan-hazur growled dangeroudly.

“And yet, it may bethat only hisfoolishness haskept you aive,” Siyaddah countered. “When you were
first captured, there were many who wanted your blood. But Daylan here argued againgt it. He argued
that you should be st free.”

“I owe him nothing,” Kan-hazur objected. “If he argued for my freedom, he argued in vain—and he did it
for hisown...obscure purposes.”

“Hedid it out of compassion,” Siyaddah said. “He spoke of you asif you were abear cub that had been
lost in thewoods. He said that you should have been returned to your own kind.”

Where she would have been trained for war and given command of troops, Daylan thought. And having
seen our defenses, she might well have led some devadtating raids againgt us.

That iswhat King Urstone had argued, and though Daylan’ s stand was moraly sound, there was much to
be said for Urstone’ s more pragmatic approach: keep the princess as a prisoner, safe and
unharmed—ybut more importantly, keep here where she could do no harm.

There came the sound of singing down the road, some bumpkin torturing an old folk tune.

Daylan threw the sacks back over Kan-hazur, looked to Siyaddah. “Will you come with me? We do not
haveto go far.” Hedidn't want her to return to the castle, not now. He was afraid that she would have an
attack of conscience, tell the guards what she knew. It would be better if she stayed close.

“Y ou're going to make the exchange now?’ Fear and excitement mingled in her voice. If the exchange
took place as planned, it would be talked about for years. And Siyaddah would be the one that ears
would lean toward as the story wastold.

Daylan did not tell her precisely when or where, lest she warn others. But he nodded just abit.
“Will there be wyrmlings?’

Daylan nodded again. She glanced down at his side, saw hislong knife strapped to his boot. He was
acquitted for battle, if need be, and Daylan’s skill with weaponswas legendary. And he had weapons at
his disposal that she could not see, could not even begin to understand.

“All right,” shesaid. “I will come.”

29

AN EXCHANGE OF HOSTAGES

The enlightened man is incapable of plumbing the depths of a darkened mind, yet he places
himself in danger if he does not try.

—High King Urstone
In amore perfect world, Fallion thought, my father and mother are fill dive.

He sat in the sun beneath the alder trees and dared to dream of this as he peered up. The sun beating
down through layered sheets of leaves created a complex tapestry of shadow and light, al in shades of



green. The day was only now beginning to really warm, and the air smelled sweet and fresh after anight
locked in the stone box.

Fdlion drew heat from around him and warmed himself and hisfriends, so that they quickly dispdled the
bone-numbing chill.

They’ d been so close to death, and now hefdlt that it was amiracleto be dive.

“Canyou believeit, Jaz?’ Falion asked. “We ve met the shadow of our grandfather, and we are going to
seefather agan.”

Beyond dl hope, Fallion thought, beyond my wildest dreams.

Tdon frowned. “We might seehim,” she warned. “ The wyrmlings have been holding him captive.” But
Fdlion could not think in those termsright now. Mights and maybes weren't enough.

No, | will see my father, he promised himsdf. | have come so far, been through so much, itisonly fair
that | should see him.

He held the hopein his heart, pure and clean and undefiled.

The soldiers were busy around the old fortress, taking the heads off of the enemy, preparing the dead.
Some were taking lunch before heading back toward the garrison a Cantular.

But the king was preparing for alonger journey, hand-sdlecting the troops who would come.

Falion peered up into the trees, noticed that the edges of the ader leaves were turning gold. Though it
fdt like high summer, asit had been at home, he redlized that perhaps winter was coming on here, inthis
new world. Or maybe they were high enough into the mountains so that winter came early.

But no, at the edge of hearing, in atree high above him, he could hear the peeping of birdsin anest. He
watched afluttering shadow until it disgppeared in the crook of the tree, and the peeping became loud
and insgtent for amoment, and then fell slent. The birds were nesting.

No, it was early summer, Falion decided. But the leaves were going aready. There was ablight upon the
land.

Fallion peered at Jaz, who merdly sat with abemused expresson. He was off to dreaming, imagining
what it would be like to see hisfather.

One of the big folk approached, ayoung man whose narrow face made him look almost childlike. He
wore a blood-soaked rag around his head, and his brown hair was ariot, with a cow-lick in the back.

He muttered something, handed out their packs full of clothes, somehow managing to hand each of them
the wrong pack. By the weight alone, Fallion knew that hisforcibleswere al gone, probably falen into
the hands of the enemy.

Falion searched his pack, found that it was stuffed with some of Jaz'sclothesand Tadon'stunic. A
bracelet fell out, one made of pae green stones and asingle pearl upon astring. Fallion had never seen it
before.

“That'smine,” Rhiannasaid, snatching it before he could get agood look &t it.

“Wheredid it come from?’ Fallion asked.



“A auitor,” shesad.

“Who?" Fdlion asked, amused to discover that he was jedlous. Many young men had smiled at her back
home, especidly at thefairs and dances. But he hadn’t redlized that she had a suitor bringing her gifts,
giftsthat she kept hidden and treasured.

“Noone,” shesaid. Rhiannaonly hid the bracelet away in her pack.
“Y ou should wear it,” Taon told Rhianna. “It would look lovely with your hair.”

“Doyou think?’ Rhiannaasked, giggling like ayounger girl. It sounded strange, Fallion thought, that she
should sound so carefree after the events of the night. But somehow the woods were hedling that way,
like abam to the heart. Or perhapsit was the newsthat hisfather lived again.

Or perhaps...he looked to the Wizard Sisdl. Fallion had heard that Earth Wardens could affect people
that way—caming their fears, making them fed whole and in touch with nature.

The Wizard Sisdl was watching them with worry lining hisbrow.

Of course, Fdlion redlized. Thewizard is having an effect upon us, healing our mood, filling uswith
renewed vigor.

Fdlion fet grateful for thissmdl favor.

They dl exchanged packs, began dumping things out, each taking hisor her clothing, folding it neetly.
Fdlion wasrelieved to find that he ftill had the silver locket with his mother’ s picture painted inside upon
apiece of ivory, apicture from when she was young and lovely, with the endowments of glamour given
to her at birth. In the picture she was forever young, forever beautiful. It was the only thing that he had of
hers, and he had aways treasured it.

But as he looked at it now, he wondered, Isthere really some shadow world where she il lives?Is
there perhaps some place even where she is young and beautiful ?

If I could combine that world with ours, could | bring her back to life?
The thought made him tremble with excitemen.

“Uh, Fdlion,” Rhiannasaid. She nodded toward the young man who had brought their packs. He was,
with an air of tremendous dignity, holding out Fallion’slong sword, presenting it to him, the blade
un-sheathed. But the blade was covered with athick patinaof rust, and the ebon handle was cracked.

“No,” Fallion said, suddenly afraid to take t. “ It was touched by him—aby the Knight Eternd. | can fedl
the curse uponiit.”

“Takeit,” theWizard Ssdl said, strolling close, “ The curseis upon the stedl. | doubt that it will make you
rust. Besdes, you may have need of it dl too soon.”

Fdlion could see that he would hurt the young man’'sfedingsif he did not takeit. Obvioudy, the blade
had been won in battle, and had been borne here at grest price.

“Thank you,” Falion said, taking his sword.
“Alun,” thewizard Ssd said. “HisnameisAlun.”

“Thank you, Alun.”



The boy smiled shyly.

Sisd bent near Falion. “We found someforciblesin one of the packs,” he said. 1 had the king send
themto Luciare dready.”

“Youfound theminonly onebag?’ Tdon sad.
“Therewere more?’ Sisdl asked.
“We each were carrying some,” Falion explained. “ There were three hundred in all.”

“| fear that most of them have fallen into the hands of the enemy,” Sisdl said. “L et us hope that they don’t
know how to usethem.”

Fdlion sat for amoment, feding disconcerted.

One by one, other warriors stepped forward and presented each of Fallion’s companions with their
wespons—Taon with her sword, Rhiannawith her saff, Jaz with his bow. Each of the wegpons |ooked
to have been cursed, al except for Rhianna s saff, which Fallion had found three years past.

It had once been hisfather’s, the staff of an Earth King, and so was adorned in kingly fashion. It looked
to be abranch hewn from some kind of oak, honey gold in color, and richly lacquered. It had ahandle
wrapped in leather, and benegath the leather were potent herbs that refreshed and invigorated any room
where the staff was housed. Powerful gems encircled the staff both above and below that grip—jadeto
lend strength to the staff, opalsto give light by night (should the bearer be awizard with the power to
release their inner fire), pearlsto lighten the heart, cloudy quartz to hide the bearer from unwanted eyes.
There were hundreds of runes etched into the staff, too, running up and down the length of it, runes of
protection from various sorceries. Fallion suspected that even if the staff had been cursed, the Knights
Eterna could not have succeeded. He knew for afact that its wood could not be harmed by fire, and as
aflameweaver, he could not handle the thing without fegling astrong sense of discomfort. Thus, he had
given it to Rhianna, not because she had great talent with such aweapon, but because he suspected that
there was great healing power in the staff, and given the torments that she had been put through in her
short life, she needed healing more than anyone that he knew.

Not long after their belongings had been restored to them, a strapping warrior picked up the handlesto
the handcart and urged Fallion and the othersto get on.

They sat back, using their packs as pillows, asthewarrior began racing through the woods, pulling the
cart faster than ahorse would have. Fallion marveled at the warrior’ s size and strength, for he was every
bit astal as one of the wyrmlings, and his shoulders looked to be four feet across.

They rode then, with human warriors running behind the wagon and along its Sdes like an honor guard.
We re heading back to Cantular, Fallion redlized, and then south to the human lands.

Fallion longed to see what the human lands would look like, with their enormous stone buildings, until Jaz
laughed and broke out in ariding song. Jaz had a strong, clear voice, and often lately was asked to Sing
a thefairsamong the mingrels. In afairer world, Falion imagined, that iswhat Jaz would have doneto
earnacoin.

Rhiannabegan to sng with him, and elbowed Fdlion in theribs until he and Talon joined in, and they
sag:

Ever the road doeswind dong,



"Tisfaretotravel well,
Ridinginafinecariage,
Whilesinging asong,

Whether in sun or shadowed vae.
Upon aroad so far from home,
'"Tisfareto travel well.

Ridingin afinecarriage,

With agirl thet | love,

Whether in sun or shadowed vale.

The young man Alun was running beside them, doing his best to keep up with thelarger warriors. Fallion
saw himeying Tdon, Straining asheran.

Fdlion saw her catch hiseye, glance away. “Y ou have an admirer,” Falion teased. He did not need to
say that the gawky young man looked to be the runt of thelitter.

Alun said something to Taon in the guttural tongue of this land.
“Hesayswesngwedl,” Tdon sad. “Hethinkswe sing like wenglas birds.”
“Ah, isthat some kind of vulture?’ Falion asked in a self-deprecating tone.

“No,” Tdon said. “They are birds of legend. They were women whose voices were o beautiful that they
gave them flight, so that they rose up on pae white wings and flew through the heavens. From them al of
the birds learned to sing.”

“Oh,” Falionsad. “So he ssaying that | Sng likeagirl?’

“No,” Tdon chided. “He was just offering acompliment. He would like to hear more songs of our
world.”

But Falion couldn’t help but think that he must sound like agirl to these big folk. The men of thewarrior
clan weretaller than the bears of the Dunnwood, and their voices were degper than the bellow of abull.
Fdlion could not help fed that he must look small and effeminate to them.

But Jaz burst out with arowdy tavern song, al about “the glories of de, whether drunken from an
innkeeper’ smug, or guzzled from your father’ sjug, or gulped from afishmonger’ s pail.”

So they sang as they rode, racing throughout the long afternoon. Fallion managed to fal into adeep
deep, and every hour or two he would wake up and look out over the land. The treesweretaler than he
remembered, and the land |ooked strange with its occasiond pillar of wind-sculpted rock.

We arefar from home, Fallion redized. Farther than | ever thought | would be.

He had not imagined how it would be. Nothing in hislife could ever be the same asit had been. He could
not unbind the worlds, re-make the old. He doubted that such a power even existed. He only hoped that
the world that he made would be better than the one he had |ft behind.



The soldierstook turns pulling the cart and kept running through the heet of the day. Even Fdlion's
grandfather, agiant of aman, took his own turn at the handcart.

Every so often, Alun was given achanceto Sit on the cart and gain amuch-needed rest.

So it wasthat in the middle of the afternoon, they stopped in a huge meadow where they could seefor
haf amile around. The sun-bleached grass shone likeicein the blazing light of day.

Fdlion'sfriends had dl gonefast to deep. But Falion stretched hislegs by walking for abit.

Hefdt refreshed for thefirgt timein days, asif he had finaly gotten his energy back, and he wondered if
it was because of some spell that Sisel had cast upon him.

The Wizard Sisdl came and stood beside him silently for amoment, a huge and comforting presence, and
together they just stared out over the slver fidds, admiring avaley down below and the broad river
twiding throughtit.

“It' sbeautiful here,” Fallion said after afew moments of silence. “I did not know that it would be so
beautiful .”

“Yes” thewizard said. “Thisfidd isstrong in life. The grassis good, the trees hardy. L et ushopethat it
staysthat way.”

“Can you keep them dive?’ Fdlion asked.

Sisd frowned. “Not for long, | fear. Can’t you hear it—the voices of the stones, the criesin the brooks,
the lament of the leaves?‘We arefading,” they say.

“All of thetreesthat you see now, these pleasant grasses, came from your world, not ours. They arelike
adream to us, awelcome dream from our past, adream that will soon fade to despair.

“The very stones benesth our feet ache. The earthisin pain.”

The Wizard Binnesman had spoken those words to Fallion’ sfather, and now they seemed an echo of the
past. “What can you do?’ Falion asked.

“There are pockets of resistance, places where the earth’ s blood pools just beneath the surface. In these
places, lifeis still abundant. The wyrmlings have little sway there. A week ago, | had little hope at dl. But
now...thereisawizard at the heart of theworld.”

“Averan.”
Sisd frowned, bent his head like fox that was listening for the rustling sounds of micein the grass.

Averan should be dive, Falion thought. With the worlds combined, it would have changed the great Sedl
of the Earth there. She had healed the earth once, mended the sedl. She could do it again. Falion
imagined Averan, the wizardess with her staff of black poisonwood, franticaly at work.

But Sisdl’ sworried expression spoke otherwise. “Yes,” Sisdl whispered, “my old apprentice Averan. Is
shewd|?1 wonder. Is she even alive? Or has our hope been spent in vain?’

Fallion bit hislip. He wanted to go find her, do his part to mend the world. But he wondered if it was
even possible now.

Moments later, after aquick meal, they set out on the road.



In the |ate afternoon Fallion’ swagon hated onelast time, beneath the shadow of Mount Luciare. Its
peaks were capped with snow even so late in the summer, and Fallion could see the city up on its dopes,
enormous dabs of whitened stone along the castlewall providing overwhelming fortifications. There were
tunnels carved into the mountain, their openings yawning with wide arches, so that they let in the light.
Scrollwork had been cut around the arches and overlaid with gold so that they gleamed in the sunlight.
Huge brazierslined the arches, too, and Fallion reslized that these were not just for adornment. In case of
anight attack, the brazierswould cast abright light, which would reflect from the white walls and gold

fail, blinding any wyrmlings.
Even from agreet distance, the castle was beautiful and inviting.

King Urgtone | eft the handcart, and for severd milesthe small group made their way through awooded
fen. The king brought only Fallion, hisfriends, the young man Alun, and eight strong warriorsto act asa
guard. Dank trees huddled over brackish water where mosquitoes and midges swarmed.

For Fallion, negotiating the swamp was no great matter. The muddy trail was just dry enough to hold his
weight. But those of the warrior clan found themsalves dogging through mud that often reached their
knees.

So it waslate in the afternoon by the time that they reached asmall tower in the marsh, asmple thing of
sandstone, long ago fdlen into ruin. Thetower crowned asmall hill, and to the esst of it wasalarge dry
meadow.

TheWizard Sisdl waked around the tower, using his staff to scratch acirclein theturf. Then he
scratched runesuponit in six intervas. Falion had never seen thelike of it, and so he asked, “What is
thisthat you are making?’

“A cirdleof life)” Sisd sad, after alittle thought. “Herein thisworld, lifeisthe power that | have
Sudied—life magic, the power that can be found within al living things, within animals, and plants, water
and stones.”

“And what power do the Knights Eterna serve?’ Fallion asked.

“They servenothing,” Sisdl said. “ They seek only to subjugate other powers, to twist them to their own
use, and ultimately to destroy the very thing that they twist.” Sisdl fell silent for amoment. He pulled the
stalk from a shaft of wheat, then began to chew the succulent end of it as he stared down over thevalley.
A pair of geeserose up from theriver, honking, and flew adong its shore.

“Lifemagic isdifferent from the magic of your world. It ismore...whole. On your world | served the
Earth, and learned the arts of healing and protection. Hedling is one of the arts| practice here, too. But
there is so much more that one can do....”

Falion dready knew that in his own world, the wizard had gone by the name of Binnesman, and was
gresatly renowned. “ And so now that the worlds have combined, you are amaster of both?’

Sisdl shook hishead. “Not amaster. A servant. Those who serve greater powers should never lay claim
to thetitle of madter.

“Stll, thecirclewill afford greeat protection in case the wyrmlings try to break the accord.” Sisdl glanced
down the smal hill. Though Fallion had heard nothing, Sisel said, “Ah, ook, they're here.”

Fallion glanced down thetrail, saw the wyrmling princessfirst. Her pale skin looked like something dead
in the bright sunlight, and she kept her arm raised to cover her eyes. She wore a sack draped over her



head like acowl, to give her alittle more protection.

Behind her came asmdl man in a peasant’ s brown robe. His beard was graying, and Fallion saw nothing
extraordinary about him.

But last of al came ayoung woman, her dark skin and hair contrasting sharply with adress of white silk,
adorned with aborder of gray at the hems. She wore bangles of gold and asingle black pearl in her nose
ring, and she moved with extraordinary delicacy and grace.

Falion found his attention riveted on her. His heart pounded and his breathing came ragged, and when
the wyrmling blocked hisview of her for an instant, he found himself stepping to the Side, just to catch a
glimpseof her again.

What isit about her? he wondered. She was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, but he
found hisbody responding to her asif shewas. Am | fdlinginlove?

But such questions weren’t warranted, he knew. He hadn’t spoken to her, hadn’t even been introduced.
Y et hefound himsdlf drawn to her like no other.

Thisistheway it will fed, he thought, when you first meet the woman you will love. Whether this meeting
turnsout well or ill, thisishow it will fed.

There was ashriek from Rhianna, who had been sitting on arock at the door to the tower, and suddenly
shelegpt up. “Uncle Ad!” she cried, and went bounding downhill, where she met the wyrmling' s escort,
and threw her asams around him.

Fallion had to search hismemory. He had heard the name of course. Adl was the mysterious uncle who
had taught Rhianna swordsmanship as a child—in the netherworld. Of him, Rhianna had steadfastly
refused to speak.

TheWizard Ssd smiledin greeting and cdled out in arelieved tone, “ Daylan Hammer, well met!”

Fdlion just stood for amoment, rooted to the ground. Uncle Adl was Daylan Hammer, the hero of
legend?

Fdlion nudged Tdon. “ The woman who iswith them, the one with the dark hair, who is she?’
“You met her father,” Talon said. “The Emir. Heisagood friend and counsdor to the king.”
“Why is she so smd|? Shelookslike one of us.”

“Her family isfrom Da harristan. People are shorter there. And most of those that you' ve seen are of the
warrior caste. They arelarger and stronger than those of other castes. Her mother was not awarrior
born, but was of aruling clan, bred for intelligence, beauty, and strong character.”

“Isshe...gpoken for?’
Tdon gave him aknowing smile. “Y ou're not interested in her. Trust me.”

“Redly?’ Fallion asked. It was achalenge. Suddenly Fallion found hisfeet, and in Rhianna swake he
went trundling to meet Daylan Hammer.

After hugging Rhiannafor along minute, Daylan threw his hood back, and stood grinning in the sun.
Fdlion saw that hisbeard was not gray, merely begrimed with ash. “Little Rhiannal” he said. “Why, you
grew up faster than amushroom, but turned out as beautiful asarobin’segg!”



Daylan seemed genuinely pleased, and Fallion found that he envied their relationship.
“And your mother,” Daylan asked. “Is shewel|? s she here?’

“Dead,” Rhiannasaid. “ She' s dead, these eight years back.”

Daylan seemed crestfalen. “I am so sorry. She was agood woman, agreat woman.”

Fdlion found himself wondering how many lives Daylan must have mourned. After so many, could hefed
any red loss or pain anymore?

Y et Fallion could seeit in theimmorta’ seyes. Yes, therewasred lossthere.

Fdlion stood behind Rhianna, and she turned to introduce him, but Daylan stopped her with awave of
the hand.

“Hall, Torch-bearer,” Daylan said with profound respect. He grabbed Fallion by the forearm, aswas
common among soldiers, shaking hands asif they were old friends or dlies who had braved battles
together. “I know you,” Daylan said. “We have met many times.”

Fdlion knew that they had never met, not in thislife-time at least. And so Daylan could only betalking of
past lives.

“Thisisyour handiwork?’ Daylan asked, cocking his head to one side, inclining it toward the valey that
spread out below them, the trees and the grass, and the snow-covered mountain in the background.

“Itis” Fdlion said feding abit embarrassed. He had hoped to bind the worlds into a perfect whole, but
thisflawed thing was al he had been able to manage.

Tearsflooded Daylan’ s eyes, and he grabbed Falion and hugged him close, weeping fredy. “You've
doneit, brother. Y ou'vefindly doneit.”

Fdlion could think of nothing to say. This stranger, thislegend, had called him brother.

Then King Urstone clapped Daylan on the back, and the two began talking in Urstone' s guttural tongue,
and Fallion was excluded from the conversation.

Rhianna came and gave Fdlion asgterly hug while Daylan Hammer, the Wizard Sisd, the Emir's
daughter, and the king’ s men huddled together making plans. The wyrmling princess retreated to the dark
confines of the tower.

Sundown was less than an hour away, and the wyrmlings would be here soon for the exchange.
Rhianna nodded toward Daylan. “ So, what do you think of Uncle Ad?’

“I don't know,” Fdlion said. He was till bewildered.

“Heseemstolikeyou,” Rhiannasaid. “ That'sagood thing. He does not make friends easily.”

“He seemsto know me,” Falion corrected.

Sunset drew near dl too soon for Falion’ sliking. The sun descended in a crimson haze that smeared the
heavens, for there was gtill much dust high in the atmosphere, and in the long shadows thrown by the



mountain it seemed that night wrapped around the smdl band like acloak.

Daylan Hammer assured the king that the proceedings had al been secured under oaths so profound that
even awyrmling dared not break them. He did not expect the wyrmlingsto attack.

But time had taught King Urstone this one lesson: never trust the wyrmlings.
S0 his guards secreted themsalvesin the woods around the tower in case the wyrmlings tried an ambush.

Fallion waited with his hand upon his sheathed sword, now caked in rust, while the king, the Wizard
S, Alun, Siyaddah, and Falion’sfriends al stood together in the tower’ s shadow. Daylan Hammer
and the wyrmling princess climbed the tower and stood atop its ruined walls.

Thefirst star appeared in the sky, and bats began their nightly acrobatics around the tower.
Fallion had begun to believe that the wyrmlings would not show when he suddenly heard aflapping.

A wyrmling rose up out of the shadowed woods, came circling the tower. Fallion was fascinated by her
artificid wings, and peered hard to see them. Her wings were trand ucent and golden, likealinnet’s
wings, but there were darker bands through them, amost like bones, with webbing between the
supports. They reminded him of the leathery wings of agragk.

There was no harness, no sign that the wings were any type of device. For dl that Fallion could seethe
wingsjust sprouted from the woman' s back.

She circled the tower, looking down upon the men, asif she were just another bat.

Then shelet out acry, strange and filled with pain, the howling of some evil besst.
Inthefar distance, severa answering cries rose from the trees among the svamp.

King Urstone clutched his battle-ax and shouted awarning. Talon trandated, “I1t’ satrap!”
“No,” Daylan Hammer warned, “Wait!”

At that moment, wyrmlings rose up out of the swamp. They came winging toward the hill rapidly, vastly
fagter than thefirgt, and the Wizard Sisdl whispered, “Ah, damn.”

It wasn't until they drew nearer that Fallion recognized the source of hisdismay: these wyrmlingswore
red—crimson cowls over blood-red robes, with wings that looked to be made of darkest ruby.

There were three of them.

Each held ablack sword in clasped hands, the handle clutched against his breast while the blade pointed
back toward hisfeset.

“Knights Eternd,” Taon intoned. “But | count three of them. We dew one yesterday, and another the
night before. There should be only oneleft.”

“Yes” S sad, “These Knights Eternad should not exist. Lady Despair has been hiding their numbers,
and each of them isahundred yearsin the making. It isonly by luck that Lady Despair has reveded her
secret. Thisisan evil omen. | wonder how many more there might be?’

Fdlion let the energy in him build, drawing heat from the ground, preparing to unleash afirebdl. The
king’'s men drew wespons, and Jaz bent his bow.



“Hold,” Daylan called down from the tower, lest one of the humans befirst to bresk the truce.
The Knights Eternd flew toward them, crisscrossing and veering, asif to dodge archery fire,
And then a creature rose.

Something vast lifted out of the swamps, three milesin the distance, lumbering above the trees upon
lecsther wings.

It was like nothing that Fallion had ever seen. He had ridden upon seagragksin Landesfalen. But the
thing that came up out of the swamp could have swallowed one of those whole. It was black and sinister
in color, and its wingspan had to stretch a hundred, perhaps ahundred and fifty feet. The length of its
body was more than eighty feet long, and Fallion imagined that asmdll village full of people could have
ridden on its back.

The shape of the body was serpentine, and the creature kept its head bent, as aheron will when it flies.
But it had no heron’s head. Instead, it was ugly and blunt, like the head of ablind snake, with amouth
filled with ungainly teeth. Itslong body seemed to undulate through the air. A leathery tail fanned out in
the back, almost like arudder.

Upon its back, asmal figure clutched at a chain, looking frightened and bel eaguered.
Father! Fallion thought, his heart fedling asif it would bregk.
“What isthat cresture?’ Jaz shouted.

Fdlion looked to King Urstone, whose face was pae with fear, and then to the Wizard Sisel, who merely
shook his head in bafflement.

“Itisagraak,” Daylan Hammer shouted from atop the battlements. “But only of akind that has been
gpoken of inlegend.”

Fdlion stood, heart hammering, in mounting fear.
Did | create that terror when | merged the worlds? he wondered. He had no answer.
There were too many of the Knights Eternal. The darknesswasfalling.

Suddenly, the wyrmling princess gave agreat cry and legpt from the tower wall. Shelanded only feet
from Fdlion, and the ground trembled benegth her weight.

The huge beast, this graak of legend, landed in thefield, two hundred yards away, and the lonely figure
just clung to its neck. The gragk reared up, its ugly neck stretching thirty feet inthe air, and for amoment
Fdlion feared that it would lunge, take them initsteeth and kill them all.

Then it lay down asthe wyrmling princess sprinted through the dry grasstoward it.
“Areth?’ theking cried out. “Areth?
The lone figure raised up, peered in their direction, and let out amournful cry, maost a sob.

Hewas awreck of aman. Hisblack hair had not been cut in years, and it fanned out from hishead in
disarray. Hislong beard reached nearly to hisbelly.

But even from adistance, Falion recognized hisfather’ sblazing blue eyes.



Prince Urstone et go of the beast’ s neck, went diding down itsleathery hide, dropping twenty feet to the
ground.

He got up on unsteady legs, asif he were not used to waking. He began staggering over the grass, caling
out, sobbing.

He sabroken thing, Fallion thought, awretch.
Fdlion heard Tdon sniff, looked over, saw tears of pity in her eyes.

Fdlion, so focused on hisfather, amost did not see the wyrmling princess run and legp onto the
mongter’ s neck, quickly scrambling for purchase. The behemoth let out a strangled cry, then thundered
upintothear.

For aningant, Fallion’ s father was there under blackest shadows, the wind beating down upon him, and
then the star regppeared.

At the edge of the glade, three Knights Eterna flew, wings flapping softly.

Fallion saw hisfather sumble, and King Urstone let out a shout, went rushing acrossthefield, calling
“Areth! Areth. Yagish, hal”

Fdlion found himsdf running, too, legs pumping in an effort to keep up.

“Father!” he shouted. “Father, I’'m here!” Falion so wanted to see hisfather again, that for amoment he
imagined that this* shadow father” might recognize him.

Then hisfather rose from the ground, and came stumbling toward them on unsteady legs.
King Urstone drew to a hdlt, took a step backward and shouted in his own tongue.

That’ swhen Falion saw it. There was something wrong with hisfather’ s eyes. Fallion had fancied that
he' d seen blazing blue eyes amoment ago.

But now dl that he saw were pits, empty pits.
They've blinded him, Fallion redlized. They couldn’t just set my father free. They had to blind him first.

And asthe derdlict came staggering forward, Falion’ sdismay only grew. In thefailing light, he redized
that hisfather’ s skin looked papery and ragged. His hair wasfaling out in bunches. Hisface was
shrunken and skeletal.

“Father?’ Fdlion cried out in horror.
“Falion, get back!” the Wizard Sisdl shouted a heartfelt warning. “ Thereisno lifein that accursed thing!”

King Urstone had falen back, and now he drew hisax in hisright hand and grabbed Fallion with his|eft,
holding Fallion back.

Thewretch drew closer, and with each step, the rotting horror of his features became clearer. Soon he
wasforty feet away, then twenty.

The shape of hisfaceiswrong, Fallion decided. That’ s not my father at all.
Falion felt bewildered, uncertain.



No, hisfeatures aren’t becoming clearer. Heisrotting before our eyes.

The thing came toward Fallion, stlaggering and bumbling, and fell. Almost, Falion reached out to grab
him, but he heeded Sisd’ swarning.

The derdlict suddenly flicked hiswrigt, and aknife dropped from hisdeeve, into hishand. Vicioudy, he
took aswipeat Fallion.

Fdlion raised his sword and dashed the creature swrig, disarming it asthe derelict fell to the ground and
collapsed, itsflesh turning to dust, leaving only ahaf-clothed skeleton with ragged patches of hair tolie at
Fdlion' sfest.

Fdlion stood there, his sword in hand, and peered down in dismay. He looked up at the Knights Eterndl,
but they were aready winging away, over the dark swamps.

One of them threw back his head, and dimly Fallion redized, He slaughing. They’relaughing at us!
There was no oneto strike, no one to take vengeance upon.

The meadow was |eft empty and unbloodied. The wyrmlings had not violated the truce. Nor had they
kept their word. They had their princess, and Fallion had...a corpse.

Sisd came up at their back, stood peering down in dismay. The othersfollowed, the entire small group
converging as one. King Urstone swore and raged at the sky.

“Wasthat my father?’ Fdlion asked, still uncertain.

“No,” theWizard Ssdl said, “just some unfortunate soul who died long ago in prison. The Knights
Eternd must have put some kind of glamour upon the corpse.”

“But,” Rhiannaasked, “the dead walked?’
“Ohyes” S intoned, “in the courts of Rugassa, the dead do more than walk.”
“I...wasafool to hope,” Falion sad, blinking back tears of rage and embarrassment.

“A fooal, to hope? Sisdl said, “never! They want you to believe that, because the moment you do, they
have won. But remember—it is never foolish to hope, even when your hope has been misplaced.”

High King Urstone knelt, his hands resting on the pomme of hisax, and just wept softly for along
moment. There was no one to comfort the king, no one who dared, until at last Alun came and put his
hand upon the king's shoulder.

Theking looked up at him, gratitudein his eyes.
“Thewyrmlingslied,” Joz sad bitterly.

“Itisinther naturetolie” Sisd said. “Thewyrmsin their soulsfind it hard to abide the truth. Daylan
knew that they might try to decelve us. It wasdwaysarisk.”

“A risk?’ Daylan Hammer called out. * Y es, there was a chance that the wyrmlings would seek to cheet
us. But if we had let things go asthey were, the destruction of our soulswas not arisk—it wasa
certainty. You know of what | am speaking, Sisdl. Y ou smelled the mord rot aswell as| did.”

Daylan Hammer came down from the tower now, and went striding up behind the group, peering down



at the corpse.

“l smdled themora rot,” Sisdl said. “It waslike an infected tooth, that threatens the life of the whole
body. Still, | suspect that we could have waited alittle longer before pulling it.”

“And | think that we have waited far too long,” Daylan said. “Themord rot runsal through Luciare
now.” He sighed, studied the body. “1I’'m sorry Falion, Jaz. | had hoped for a happier end than this.”

“What will you do now?" Jaz asked. “Will you go to Rugassaand free my father?’

“We don't have the troops,” the Wizard Sisel said. “We could throw ten thousand men againgt the castle
wallsthere and ill not be sure to breach their defenses.”

“There must be something you can do—" Jaz said, * perhaps a better trade?’

But we' ve dready offered afair trade, Falion thought. | know, he considered sarcastically, we could
offer them me. It seemsonly right. Father saved my life once. Now | can save his.

Tdon got athoughtful 1ook. “The wyrmlings have shown that they cannot be trusted. It wasfoolish to
think otherwise. They will not barter for what they can easly sted.”

Daylan Hammer argued. “Not al wyrmlings are so hopelessly evil. Some can hold to abargain—even
somethat harbor loci.”

“Ah,” thewizard Sisdl objected, “but to do so, they must fight the very wyrm that consumes their souls,
and no wyrmling can resist for long—"

Daylan began to object, but Sisdl cut him off, raising ahand, begging for silence.

He peered up into the air. In the deepening night, a great-horned owl flew up out of thefield, swooping
low over the ground, asif hunting for mice. Then it suddenly glided once around the old tower.

“Fdlion, we can't go after your father,” Sisdl said. “We have more important concerns right now.”
“What?' Fallion asked.

Sisel nodded toward the owl, and then cocked his head asif listening for some far-off cry. A pair of
firefliesrose up from the grass and lit on the end of his staff, then sat there glowing, so that thewizard's
worried frown could be seenin apae green light. Fallion could hear nothing from the woods, could see
nothing to judtify the dismay in Sse’ svoice. “Wyrmlings are coming. Thisisan ambush!”

30

THE BATTLE AT THE GATES

Luciare was never the greatest of castles. It was not the largest. Its walls were not the thickest. It
was not the most heavily garrisoned or the most easily defended.

But of all of our castles, it was the most filled with life. It was not just the trees and flowers, the
birds and the insects that gave it life. It was the spirits of our ancestors that guarded it.

How little we realize the debts we owe to those who have suffered for us, and sacrificed for us,



and gone before. How little do we realize how often they watch over us, or what a vast role they
play in our day-to-day affairs.

—the Wizard Ssd

Daylan gave ashout in the king’ stongue, and suddenly the king drew stedl while guards began sprinting
out from under the trees.

Sisd whirled hisgtaff in the air once, and fireflies began to rise up out of the grass, streaming toward the
king's group from hundreds of yards away.

Theking began calling out to hiswarriorsin dismay, and they peered off toward Mount Luciare. With the
Setting of the sun, the mount waseft half in shadow, but the city suddenly blazed with light, and evenin
the distance, Fallion could see its white walls and golden scrollwork gleaming brighter than any fiery
beacon.

Ssd trandated, “ The king is going to make for the castle.” The king's men pointed to the northeas,
where afire suddenly sprouted on the horizon. Falion had only seen fireworks once before, as a child at
amidsummer’ sfestival when traders from Indhopa had called upon his mother’ s castle, but now he
recognized fireworks soaring up in the distance, two of bright red and one of blue, and each mushroomed
into flame.

“Wyrmlings,” Taonsad. “A large hogt of them. They’re advancing on Cantular!”

Then, to the northwest, another fire sprouted, and four more fireworks soared into the air, three of red,
and one of yellow.

“And alarger host iscoming for Luciarel” Sisdl said, hisvoice trembling. “They planned this. They
planned to attack as soon as the princess was gone!”

They will have the Knights Eternd with them, Fallion redlized. And that beast, the giant graak. And what
other horrors?

S turned to Fallion. The king and his guards began hastening away, striding acrossthe field.

“Fdlion,” Ssd sad. “ The king ismaking for the city. He wantsto be sure of its defenses. | should be
theretoo. But thereisaCircle of Life around the old tower. Y ou can stay there for the night. It should be
safe. Even the Knights Eterna could not find you, so long asyou hide within that circle. But its powers
will fade, eventudly. Y ou cannot stay there forever.”

Fdlion looked longingly toward the king.

“Stay,” Daylan Hammer warned. “Unless you have runes of metabolism, you will only dow thewar clan
down.”

“I'll not leave grandfather to fight done,” Falion said. “ Tell them to run ahead if they must. Wewill catch
up to them when we can.”

Daylan called out to the king, trandated the words. The king responded. “He saysthat if you wish to
gtay, he and hismen will draw off the enemy. But he can’t guarantee your safety, evenin Luciare.”

Fdlion drew hissword, peered at it grimly in the light thrown by Sisel’ sfireflies. The blade was caked
with rust now. In afew hours; it would rust through and be good for nothing. Already, the king’ sguard
was |leading the way down through the trees.



“Let’'sgo,” he shouted to hisfriends, and they were off.

Fdlion sprinted. He wanted to prove himsalf. He didn’t have the breeding of aman of the warrior clans.
Hedidn't havetheir sze and slamina. Nor did he have endowments. But he learned long ago that aman
can by will done make himsalf more than aman. He can exercise until heis as strong as any three men.
He can labor for long hours until it seemsthat he has taken endowments of samina. And Falion and his
friends had been training from childhood.

So they raced under the tressinto the marsh. Cool air was streaming down from the icy pesks of Mount
Luciare, and asit hit the warmer water of the marsh, alayer of mist began to form, fog that hung inthe air
like spider’ swebs.

Overhead, the trees hung in aheavy canopy, their leaves blocking out the stars.

Under the heavy shade of thetrees, the only light came from the firefliesthat circled Sisdl’ s staff,
sometimes hating to rest on a bush, sometimes buzzing ahead asif to show the way.

Thewizard dowed severa timesto strip the kernds of grain from off stalks of whesat. Each time he did,
he would sprinkle the grain over the men, so that grass seeds clung to their hair and the folds of their
clothes.

They traveled like thisfor miles, the king and histroops striding purposefully. Falion and hisfolk
struggled to keep up, and he found himsdlf often dogging the steps of the dowest of the warriors—the
Emir’ s daughter, Syaddah.

Hedid not mind. He preferred the view of her shapely figure to that of one of the over-sized warriors.
And asthey marched, hefound himsdf feding protective of her, promising himsdf, If we are attacked, |
will fight at her side.

For her part, Siyaddah could not help but notice the attention. Severa times she glanced over her
shoulder to catch Falion'seye.

At last they dowed for amoment.

“Let nofear ruleyour heart,” Sisel warned Fallion and the others. “We are encircled by life—the trees
and seeds above us, the ferns and shrubs at our sides, the grasses and mushrooms benesth. The Knights
Eternd will find it hard to spot us.”

“What about your blagted light?” Jaz asked, for the fireflies were surprisingly bright. Hundreds of them
circled now, perhaps thousands.

“My light comesfrom living creatures,” Sisdl proclamed, “Thusit isamost impossible for the eyes of the
dead to see. A torch on the other hand, is only fire consuming dead wood, and is easy for one of the
dead to spot.”

“The dead?’ Jaz asked.

“Of course, the Knights Eternd are dead,” Sisdl said, “or mostly so. And so degth attractsthem. They
know when you are close to your demise.”

Fdlion tried to make sense of this. “ Do you mean they are drawn to us as we approach the moment of
our desths?’

“No, no,” Sisdl answered. “They don’t know when you will die any more than agoat does. But every



living creature has ameasure of degth iniit. Bits of us die every moment—skin flakes off, hairsfall awvay,
and even though we are dive, we dowly decay. Y ou can smédll it onthe old. It isthe decay that drawsthe
Knights Eternd. It smells sweet to them. And if we are wounded, if thelife within us ebbs, we draw their
attention, and they gain greater power over us.”

Fdlion took menta stock of himsdlf. He felt much stronger now than he had two nights ago, when the
Knights Eterna had first begun hunting him. He had wondered even before the knights had begun stalking
him if he was near death, for agreat weariness had been on him.

Onthetrail behind them, perhaps five hundred yards back, an owl hooted once.

It was a common sound in the woods a night, but Sisel immediately tensed, and then whispered, “ Shhh,
they areupon us.”

Theking raised ahand, calling ahdt.
Up intheair, the pounding of wings came heavily.

Fallion looked up to Sisdl, for he wastaller than men on Falion’ sworld, and saw the wizard standing
with his eyes closed, leaning on his staff, mouthing some spell.

Falion gripped his sword, found himsdf studying Siyaddah. If shefet any fear, she conceded it well. She
peered up into the treeswith seemingly aslittle concern as ahousewife might show upon learning that it
might rain on her clean laundry.

Rhianna, Taon, and Jaz only stood as till as aherd of deer, sensing for danger.
The Knight Eternd passed, flying ahead, and Fallion’ s group began their journey again.

They climbed up out of the marsh, into the foothills near Luciare; the mist drew back, and the trees
thinned. Stars shone through bright swathesin the canopy. The hills became like a chessboard with dark
blotches of forest skirting meadows where sun-bleached grasses shone ash gray under the stars.

Falion felt exposed. The king cdled ahdt at the edge of a clearing, and stood for along moment. One of
his guards pointed ahead. There were wyrmlingsin the trees on the far Side of the clearing, just beyond a
gentlerise. Falion could hear the tread of heavy fedt, the clack of bone armor, apair of grunts, followed
by asnarl. There had to be a patrol of at least two dozen of them.

All of thefireflies suddenly winked out, and the king motioned for everyoneto get down. Flion
soundlessy dropped to his knees, ducking behind afallen log. He heard Jaz drawing heavy breathsto his
left, saw his brother nock an arrow and then lie quietly, like a poacher waiting for aboar to come drink at
apond.

Tdon and Rhiannawere just beyond him.

To Fdlion’sright, Siyaddah lay with her face up-turned, listening.

She caught Fallion staring at her, and she just lay there peering into his eyes.

There was agrunt on the far side of the clearing, the sound of afootsteps coming toward them.

Fdlion clutched his sword, loosened it from his scabbard. He didn’t fancy the notion of fighting wyrmlings
inthe dark.

He heard another gruff grunt, and the wyrmlings suddenly hated. One of them began to sniff the air, likea



stag checking thetrail ahead.

They’ ve caught wind of us, Falion redized. He saw his own warriors tensing nearby, gripping
battle-axes, preparing to leap up.

TheWizard Sisd was only ten feet away, just beyond Siyaddah.
Heraised ahand, pointed his pinky finger downhill. Falion spotted the glint of a.golden ring.

Something ominous sprung from the ground. 1t was a boiling mist, numinous and fog-like; the air suddenly
chilled, asif they werein the presence of awight.

The hair sood up on Fallion’ s neck; goose bumps rose dong hisarms as the mist went hurtling through
the brush like an arrow shot from a bow.

It glided dmost soundlesdy away, making only the faintest rustle through the grass and bushes, likea
small wind; its effectswere chilling. A hundred yards away, agrouse suddenly erupted from a bush,
squawking in terror. A moment later, in the field beyond, a hare thumped itsfeet in warning, whileits
fellows hopped in every direction. Farther on, in the oaks beyond the clearing, a hart bounded three
times, itsrack snagging in abranch.

For dl theworld, it sounded asif someonewerefleaingin fear.
With agrowl the wyrmlings went charging south, racing after their invisible prey.

Moments later, once the wyrmlings had departed, the king headed north, and Fallion had to sprint to
keep up.

They reached anarrow ravine that headed up the skirts of the mountain. A small brook ran through the
ravine, itswaters burbling over rocks and moss. The trees overhead grew thick and dark, and had it not
been for thereturn of firefliesto give their light to the wizard, the troops could not have negotiated the
thick brush.

Threetimesthey had to cross the broad road that wound down from Caer Luciare. Each time, the king
sent his scouts to watch for long moments before they made their crossing.

It was not until they neared the castle, perhaps three hundred yards from the gates, that they met
resstance.

The king and his men climbed up out of the ravine, beneath the shadows of the oaks, and reached the last
stretch of road. It was paved with thick stones, each four-foot square and fitted so closaly together that a
knife blade could not have been inserted between them.

Aheed the city blazed. Blue-white lights played beneeth the arches on the mount, flickering and twigting,
like some ethered bonfire, and these lights reflected from the golden scrollwork and the freshly limed
wdls

To Fdlion, it looked beautiful, asif thewalls of the city were made from enchanted crystd, and the
Glories themsalves stood guard benesth the arches.

Little did he know that it was not far from the truth.
Asthey waited, adeep growl came softly from the trees off to their |ft.

Four wyrmlings stepped from the brush.



“Watch out!” Rhiannacried, legping forward with her staff. The king' s guard seemed startled, and many
aweapon was drawn.

One of the wyrmlings held up his hand, three fingers extended in the air.
Jaz let an arrow fly, but Sisel bumped him just as he did, and the shot went wide.

“Scouts,” Sisdl whispered. The wyrmlings began to talk softly and urgently to the king, their voices deep
and gutturd.

“Scouts?” Falion whispered.

“Not dl of thewyrmlingsare evil,” Daylan Hammer whispered. “Not al of them have wyrmsinside them,
and though they are taught that they should desire one, they resist the teachings. They long for peace, just
aswedo. Thesefew here are friends.”

Fdlion looked to Taon, who seemed shocked. “ Did you know about this?’
She shook here head. “I did not know that the king employed such creatures.”

Asthe wyrmlings spoke, Taon began to trandate. “They say that the road ahead is dangerous, and they
were afraid to try to reach the castle. They say that ahorde of wyrmlingsis approaching Luciare, ahorde
S0 vadt that the city cannot withstand it. Another hordeis aready upon Cantular.”

Fdlion nodded. Taking Cantular had been avain gesture, it seemed. The men of Luciare had takenitin
the morning, and the wyrmlingswould haveit again by midnight.

Thewyrmling scouts finished relaying their message, and the king gave anod, waved his men forward
with his battle-ax.

So the men came out of the trees and bracken, and they could not hide any longer. The king’'s men began
to sorint, and the little road filled with light as Sisel’ sfireflies streamed a ong beside them, acloud of
greenfire.

Suddenly there was astrangled cry from Rhianna behind, and Fallion whirled to see something huge and
dark spread itswings. It had been sitting in the crook of an oak, and now the branch went bobbing and
waving asif in astrong wind.

Down the mountain, other cries arose, strange and vile, like the cries of peasants asthey die, and
suddenly the Knights Eternd were winging toward them.

Now it wasjust arace, the king's men sprinting up the even road, calling for help in their strange tongue,
asthree Knights Eterna winged toward them like amurder of crows.

Siyaddah was running just ahead of Falion. Suddenly she ssumbled over something in theroad. Shefdl in
atangle, and Falion saw that it was a dead man, a scout who had not made it to the castlein time.

“Fdlion,” Jaz shouted, “give me somelight!”

Fdlion stood above Siyaddah and reached inside himsdlf, tempted to hurl akilling blaze, but instead cast
afar weaker spell. He sent animbusinto the air, ashimmering bal of heated gasesthat did not blind so
much asit reveded.

A Knight Eternd in blood-red robes was swooping toward the fleeing form of King Urstone, the knight's
dender black blade aimed at the king' s back.



Jaz did to one knee, drew an arrow to the full, and sent it blurring. It took the knight in the belly, six
inches beneeth the sternum.

The Knight Eterna howled in grief like awounded bear, then veered dightly and crashed to the ground,
mere feet ahead of Siyaddah.

A cheer rose from the castle walls, from defenders hidden up in the shadows behind the merlons, and
Fdlion felt asmall thrill of hopeto redlize that they were so closeto sefety.

He and hisfriends ran with renewed vigor.
But howls of rage erupted from the other Knights Eternal, and they redoubled their speed.

Fallion felt agpel wash over him, aninvisible hand. It reached inside him grabbed the hest that he had
stored there, and began to pull.

A flameweaver ishere, Falion redlized.
Fdlion did not fight the creature.

Helet the heat go, even though it would mean that Jaz would not have light to see by. The Knight Eternd
absorbed the heat, imagining that his own powerswere superior to Falion’s.

They were only two hundred yards from thewall, then ahundred and fifty. Falion heard the thud of
heavy wings behind him.

He spun, reached out with his mind, and pulled the energy back from the Knight Eternal. Fire came
whirling from the sky in twisting threads, and before the knight could react, Falion sent it hurtling toward
the creaturein abright bal of flame.

Jaz pivoted, dropped to one knee, and fired another arrow. The knight shrieked like the damned and
veered away.

The arrow sped upward and went ripping beneath the knight’ swing, mere inches from the shoulder.
Fdlion waited to hear the cresture s death scream, but it only went lumbering toward the trees.
A miss, Fdlion redlized, hisheart snking.

The arrows that Myrrima had blessed were few in number, and with the curse laid upon them, their wood
was rotting away. In another day, they would be good for nothing.

“Givememorelight!” Jaz cried.

Fdlion could not help, but Sisel whirled and amed his staff. Fireflies went stresking up into the night sky
like green embers filling the air.

But the last two Knights Eternal whedled back, soaring like apair of hawks above the trees.

Jaz and Fdlion waited along moment, acting as arearguard for the king and histroops, even asthe
castle gate opened, and amighty host spilled out.

Jaz shouted a taunt to the Knights Eternal, “ Come on, will you? We re not that dangerous. Giveit your
best try.”



But the Knights Eterna were gone, soaring away down over thevaley.

Wearily, Falion turned and trudged into Castle Luciare.
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A BATTLE JOINED

Until one has found himself in a pitched battle, where every moment brings the threat of death, he
cannot truly value peace.

—the Wizard Ssel

In Cantular, Warlord Madoc stood upon atower wall and peered to the north with nothing to give him
light but the stars and adender crescent moon that clung tenacioudy to the horizon.

Wyrmling troops sprinted en-massein the distance, sarlight glinting off helms of bone and off of flesh that
was pder dill. Among them, something monstrous crawled, a creature huge and humped, like aliving hill.
Hundreds of wyrmling lords rode upon its back. Madoc could see ahead, vagudly adder-like and
triangular, larger than ahouse, low to the ground. Kezziards ssumped aong too, like giant lizards among
the wyrmlings, their warty skin asgray asatoad’s. They towered above the normd troops, like oxen
among toddlers. The wyrmlings roared asthey came, beating hammers againgt their shields. The sound
snaked over the miles and reverberated among the hillslike agroan, asif the very earth cursed at the folly
it was forced to bear.

Abovethe dark throng, three huge black graaks wallowed through the air. Thiswas not a battle that
Madoc could win. He knew it. Hismen knew it.

But neither could they run. The people of Luciare needed their sacrifice thisday. The preparations had al
been made, the conclusion foregone.

Thewyrmlingswere till two miles away, rushing forward, their baitle cries becoming adull roar.
Warlord Madoc took one last moment to utter defiance againgt the oncoming horde.

“Men,” he shouted, “let us be called brothers henceforth. For here in our hour of darkness our deeds
shall make us brothers, and the bonds we form this day on the battlefield shall make us stronger than
brothers.

“Thisisthetwilight of our race. And if thisbe our find hour, let it so be our finest hour!”

His men cheered and for amoment their battle cries rose above the din of wyrmling troops, the incessant
clash of ams.

“Back home our sons and daughters can huddle in fear, wrapped in the arms of our wives and Ssters.
They can hope that our stout hearts and sturdy arms will be enough to turn back the deadly flow of
wyrmlings. Let their hopesnot bein van!”

His men cheered wildly, but the sound of enemy troops nearly drowned them out. Madoc peered across
the fields. The wyrmlings were running faster now, sprinting into battle. The pounding of their feet made
the earth shudder. They’ d soon be at the fortresswalls, breaking against them like the seain awinter
storm breaking over rocks.



“I will tdll you the truth,” Madoc cried. “We are marked for desth this night. Perhaps none of uswill
escape.” At hisback, his son Drewish made afrightened little moan, asif he’ d never thought of that. “ But
| will tell you agrester truth: Dying iseasy. Anyone can do it. A babe can diein hiscradlein hisdeep,
seemingly from nothing at al. Dyingiseasy. All of uswill doit.

“But living ishard! Staying aive tonight—that will be abattleroya. So | chalenge you, dole out desth
tonight. Let the wyrmlings take the easy path. Let them die. Make them pay for every moment while you
yet livel”

There was athunderous roar as his men cheered, but Warlord Madoc could see that the cheering would
be short. The wyrmlings were charging, less than amile awvay now. He could make out individua troops
in the sarlight, their bone hedmsgilt with siver, painted with evil symbols.

Therewas aflaring of light as archers put their arrows to the pitch pots, then let loose ahail. The arrows
soared out over the battlefield, landed in the dry grass. It would give his men somelight to fight by and

dismay thewyrmlings

Madoc stood tall on the battle tower, then turned and looked down at his sons. He could not bear to
watch them die.

“As soon as the wyrmlings break through thewall,” he said softly enough so that others could not hear, “I
want you out of here. Get to the south end of the river, and then head through the woods. Those giant
graakswill kill any man who daresthe roads.”

Connor licked hislipsand said, “Y es, father.”

Madoc glanced toward the coming wyrmlings, then back down to hissons. “Y ou cannot ruleif you do
not live out this night. Go and warn that fool Urstone what has happened here. Tell him how his men died
glorioudy, but in vain. Make sure that when you reach him, you have respectable wounds.”

Drewish nodded cunningly. “ And what of you, father?’
“I'll direct the battle for aslong as| can,” Warlord Madoc said. “And then | will try to join you.”

Madoc turned back. The grasswas afire now a hundred yards out. The wyrmlings reached the wall of
fire, with flamesleagping thirty feet in the air, but did not stop. They roared in defiance and hurdled
through the flames, while humans made targets of them, hurling war darts.

Clouds of samoke wererisng over the battlefidd, filling the air with ash, reflecting the firelight back down
to the ground.

Wyrmlings took poisoned darts to the chest, bellowed in rage, and continued rushing on. Here and there,
one would stagger and drop, but most kept coming. The poison would be dow to work.

Many wyrmlings rode upon the backs of kezziards, gresat lizards somefifty feet in length. The mongters
werefiercein battle, fighting with tooth and claw, lashing with their tails. The kezziards' claws could
eadly get apurchase on the walls of the fortress, and then the monsterswould scurry in, carrying
attackers. Madoc began crying out, ordering his dart-throwersto target the kezziard riders.

Thewalls of the fortresswere high, but at only thirty-two feet, they wouldn't be high enough. The
kezziardswould reach hismen esslly.

Suddenly the battlefield was white with skull hems as the wyrmling troopsfilled it. Poisoned war darts
began whigtling up from them through the smoke.



Some of Madoc’ s men cried out while others merely fell back and died without a sound, heavy iron darts
gticking from their throats and faces.

The troops were roaring now, his men singing adeath hymn while the wyrmlings hurled back curses.
Madoc spared aglance toward his sons, to seeif they had stayed or if they had aready fled.

He saw them scuffling in the shadows. Drewish had aknife that flashed in the reflected firdlight, and he
lunged with it. Connor staggered away, blood flowing black from the back of histunic. He grunted softly,
fearfully, as he dodged his brother’ sblade.

Madoc did not think. He legpt from the tower into the midst of the fray, used hisround war shield to club
Drewish across the face.

“Damnyou, you brat, what are you thinking?’
“I will inherit!” Drewish said. “I’'mmost fittorule! Firgt I'll kill him, then I’ll take down theking!”

“Not if | get you firgt, you damned coward!” Connor roared, finaly gathering enough witsto clear his
war-hammer from its scabbard.

Hetried to leap past Madoc to get at his younger brother, but Madoc stopped him with an elbow to the
face. Connor staggered under the impact of the blow.

Drewish took the opportunity to lunge, hisknifelashing at his brother’ sthroat, until Madoc punched him
intheear.

Both boysfdl to the ground, besten.

Warlord Madoc put one foot on Drewish’ s shoulder, holding him down, while he grabbed Connor by the
throat and wrestled him around to get alook at hiswound.

Blood stained Connor’ s back just above the kidney, but the wound did not look deep. Already the flow
wasclotting.

“Not too bad,” Madoc judged. “ The armor foiled it, just by abit.”
“I nearly had him,” Drewish spat, trying to struggle up to hisfeet. “But he ran away.”

Madoc glowered. It was bad enough that Drewish tried to murder his brother. It was made worse by the
fact that he had bungled it.

“Here stheded,” Madoc growled. “Y ou will both liveto reach Luciare. If either of you dies—either at
his brother’ s hand or at the hand of awyrmling—I’Il kill the survivor. And, believe me—I’ll take my
pleasure doing it. Understand?’

“Yes, father,” Connor sniveled, fighting back tears of rage.

Madoc stomped on Drewish's shoulder. “Got it?” Madoc demanded. He swore to himself that if thisone
didn’t understand, he’ d dash the boy’ sthroat with his own blade for being too dow-witted.

“Got it,” Drewish findly agreed.

“Good,” Madoc said. “When | get home, we' |l have a council, figure out how both of you can havea
kingdom.” Hethought fast. “ There are these small folk that will need someone to rule them with aniron



hand. They’ll need big folk to be their masters. It will require great work to subjugate them, to properly
harvest their endowments. | need both of you dive. Understand?’

Both boys nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Madoc said. He heard screams along the castle wall, one of his men shouting, “ Get them! Get
them. They're coming over thewadl!”

“Now, drag your asses back home,” Madoc growled. “1’ ve got a battle to fight.”

He turned and studied the castle wall, searching for the source of the commotion, even as a huge shadow
fel over him, blocking out the tarlight. An enormous graak soared over thefortress. And there he saw it,
akezziard' shead rising over the north wall, its face covered in abarding made of iron chains, itssilver
eyesreflecting thefires.

Warlord Madoc listened to his sons scuttle away even as hismind turned to war.

Now comesthe hard part, he thought: staying aive.
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LUCIARE

So often we celebrate life's small victories, only to discover how life is about to overwhelm us.
—Daylan Hammer

“Why arethey cheering s07" Jaz asked, for asthey marched through the city gates, the warriors beat
axes againgt shields and roared. Nor did the applause die, but kept growing stronger.

Taon leaned down and said softly, “Because you dew aKnight Eternd. They saw it, and even now there
aretaescirculating of how you dew another at Cantular. No hero of legend has ever dain two of them.
Thewarriors of Luciare have often driven them back from the castle, and sometimes escaped their hunts.
But never do they day the Lords of Wyrm.”

Asthey entered the city, the warriors cheered Jaz and gathered around, then lifted him onto their
shoulders and paraded him through the Streets.

Fdlion gazed up at the city in wonder. The streets wound up through the market district here, and higher
on the hill he could see astouter wall. Above them, the lights played across the whitened walls of the
mountain, flickering and ever-changing in hue, like an auroraboredis.

Soldiers patted Fallion on the shoulder and would have borne him away, but Fallion shook his head and
drew back. In hismind, the words echoed, “though the world may applaud your daughter, you will come
to know that each of your victoriesismine.”

Fdlion felt awearying sadness. Once again, men applauded him for his capacity to kill, and he could not
help but worry that somehow he was furthering the enemy’ s plans.

Fdlion looked around; people were amiling at him, but they were strange people, oddly proportioned.
He saw aboy that could not have been more than ten, but he was dmost afull head taller than Fallion.



Shrinking back, Fallion felt very small indeed. He was astranger in thisland of giants.

Taon had said that men of the warrior clans had grown large over the ages due to sdlective breeding. But
even the commoners here seemed massive.

Thewarriors seed has spread throughout the population, Fallion realized.

The king was marching up through the throng, the crowd parting for him like waters before the prow of a
ship. He suddenly turned and called out, peering at Fallion.

Taon, who had been separated from Fallion in the crowd, called out the trand ation, from severd yards
away, legping up to catch aglimpse of Fallion. “He thanks you for your help, and regretsthat he must
now go prepare for battle. He says that the wyrmlings will attack before dawn.” There was aquestion
implied in that last bit. He needed help, Falion redized, and wondered if Fallion would giveit.

Falion drew his sword, dismayed at the rust building upon it, and put itstip to the ground. He walked
forward, and the crowd parted until he stood before the High King. Falion knelt upon one knee, bowed
his head, and said, “Y our Highness, my sword and my life are yours to command.”

The king answered, and Talon trandated, “ Y our sword and your life are yoursto keep. | will not
command your service, but | welcome your friendship—and that of your people.”

“That you shdl have” Fdlion sad.

Theking smiled then, warmly, and awistful look crossed hisface. He whispered into the ear of the
Wizard Sisd, then turned and strode up to the castle, his cape fluttering behind him.

Falion retreated from the throng, tried to find a place in the shadows, away from the crowd, but the
Wizard Sisel sought him out. “The king will be taking counsd with histroops. He has battle plans that
must be seen to. But there are matters of great import to both of you that must be discussed. He wonders
if you and your friendswould like to refresh yoursel ves, perhaps wash up, and then meet himin his
council chambersfor amed.”

“Tdl him that | would be honored,” Fdlion sad.

Sisdl headed through the throng. Reluctantly, Fallion and the others followed him up the winding streets,
through the merchants' quarter. The air was perfumed with the honeyed scent of flowers, for beneath
every window was aflower box where blossoms of pink or yellow or white grew in ariot, streaming
down from the second-story windows like waterfals. Flowering vines sprang in curtains from maossy pots
that hung from the lintels. Great bushes struggled up from pots beside the doors, and small forestsrose
up just behind the houses, whileivy climbed every wall. Lush grass and colorful poppiesrioted at the
margins of the road.

Life. Everywhere waslife. Falion had never felt so...overwhelmed by plants. It was dmost oppressive.
Evenin the steaming forests of Landesfdlen, flying among the trees upon his graak, he' d never felt so
dwarfed.

And as he passed through the gate to the upper levels of the city, light was added to the foliage. Three
vast tunnels opened as portalsinto the mountain. The mountain walls were paneled with huge stones, dl
limed abrilliant white, while runes of protection were embossed in gold there upon the walls outside of
eech tunnd.

Beneath each portal squatted a golden brazier, perhaps eight feet across, where pure blue-white lights
flickered and played like lightning, sometimes changing hues to soft pink or fiery red.



They werefires, but they had no source. Fallion reached out with his senses, tested them. Therewasno
heet there, only apiercing cold.

“What are those lights?’ he asked Taon.

She hesitated, asif he had asked her something crude. “ The soul-fires of those who died guarding this
city. They come each night, and guard it dtill.”

Fallion veered to get acloser look as they passed under the arch, but Taon grabbed his deeve and
pulled him away, giving him aslent warning.

“I want aglance,” hesad.

“Peering into the light is considered to be both disrespectful, and dangerous—" Tdon said, “ disrespectful
because you would only witness the refuse of their souls, and dangerous because. .. seeing their beauity,
you would long to become one of them. Leave those sad creaturesto their duties.”

Light and life, Fallion redized. Sisel had said that he protected the city with light and life.

Then they were under the arches, into the tunnels, which grew dark and gloomy. The tunnelswerellit by
tiny lanterns that hung from hooks along the wal. Each lantern was blown from amber-colored glassand
held apool of oil beneath it. The ail traveled up awick to atiny chamber, where acandle-sized flame
burned. Falion had seen smilar lanternsfrom Inkarra There they were called “thumb lights,” for each
lantern was no longer than athumb.

The throng broke up, warriors retreating to their own private halls, and Taon led Fallion’ sgroup down a
long passage. The ceiling lowered and the hallway became amost cramped.

The mountain was awarren, adangerous warren, for portcullises and dangerous bends were strewn dl
adongtheway. If it cameto fighting, Fallion could see where an army could fight and then fall back,
aways defending from awd|-fortified postion. Thewyrmlingswith their great height would be at a
disadvantage in such tight quarters.

We should be safe here, he thought.
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THE REPORT

One has not failed, until one has quit trying.
—\Vulgnash
“Youfaled?’ Lady Despair asked.

Vulgnash knelt upon the parapet beneath Fortress Rugassa, the smell of sulfur clotting theair inthe
chamber as the unbearable hest rose up from the magma. The great wyrm had risen beneath him, its maw
working asit spoke.

Hewore anew corpse. It was two hours past sundown. It had taken time to find a new body, to prepare
the spdllsthat invigorated it.



Never in five millenniahad he failed his master. His voice was thick with shame. “1 captured the wizard,
asyou asked, and was bringing him here. But we were set upon by agreat war party of humans. A king
led them, aking upon whose shoulders rested the hope of his people. He bore a blessed sword. There
was no fear in himthat | could use, no hatred.”

The great wyrm did not hesitate. “ Go back,” she said. “ A war party will attack Luciare this night. The
battle itself shall provide adistraction. Join the battle. Kill the king who bears the hopes of his people,
and when heisdead, bring thewizard to me.”

“I will need new wings,” Vulgnash said humbly, “if | am to make it before dawn.”
“Y ou shdl have morethan wings....” Lady Despair said.

“The branding irons from the otherworld?’ V ulgnash asked, excitement rising in him. He had not had time
to play with them, to test them.

“They are caled forcibles,” Lady Despair said. “ There are daves who will endow you with strength
tonight. Y ou will find them in the dungeon.”

Vulgnash’ smind raced as he considered the implications. For centuries now, Dread Lordslike the
emperor had been Lady Despair’ sfavorites, for they were wisein the ways of death magic. But they had
regjected their own flesh, and thus could not benefit from this new magic, from these forcibles.

Vulgnash could. He could hegp strength upon himsalf, and speed. He could become as beautiful asthe
moon and as fearsome as the sun. With enough forcibles, he could win back the trust and respect of his
measter. Indeed, Vulgnash imagined the day when he would become the new emperor.

“Thank you, master,” he said. “Thy will be done.”
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THE KING'S COUNCIL

Even the wisest of men cannot foresee all ends.
—Hearthmaster Waggit

King Urgtone sat in hisdinner chair, shoulders dumped asif in defeat, elbows resting on the table. A feast
was spread before him—a shank of roast boar, calf 'stongue, boiled baby carrots with onions, and
bowls and baskets filled with breads and other things—some of which Falion could not name. But King
Urstone had not touched them.

Theking' slong white hair hung down over his shoulders, and hisface waslined with creases of worry.
Y et there was il strength there, and Fallion could see the handsome man that he had once been.

AsFalion entered the room, Urstone s blue eyes shone with an inner fire,

No, heisnot defeated yet, Falion redized. Jaz had come to the dinner, along with Rhiannaand Taon.
Daylan Hammer and the Wizard Sisdl had also come.

There were various warlords at the king' stable. Like the king, they wore armor carved from bone, capes
of forest green or burgundy, and cape pins with intricate designs. Fallion suspected that the pins denoted



rank, but he could only guesswhich of the warriors were most senior.

At the table sat another man, smaller than the warriors, with anarrow face, finely groomed beard, and
chains of gold. Helooked like awedthy merchant. He smiled like afox as Fallion entered, hisdark eyes
tracking him across the room. Falion studied hisface, long and ovd, the smile predatory. Hefdt sure
that he knew the man from somewhere, but could not place him.

Fdlion felt most surprised to see Siyaddah sitting at the king' stable, a paceto the king' sright. She had
changed into afresh dress of white silk, but painted with bright flowersthistime, with adark purple
border.

She looked at him, and Fallion glanced away, not wanting to catch her eye.

The king's voice was weary as he began to speak, asif he could not muster the energy for passion. He
spoke in adegp monotone. Sisdl trandated, “ Master Thull-turock, do you recognize these young men?’

The merchant pointed afinger adorned with three rings at Fallion, and began to spesk. “Thisoneisthe
son of the Earth King Gaborn Vd Orden, Falion Sylvarresta Orden by name. | knew him when he was
but achild, living a Castle Coorm. He had all the makings of a great warrior, even in hisyouth. He was
strong and tenaciousin battle, fair to those who served him, honest and humble. The young man next to
him is hisyounger brother, Jaz. He too was a child of sound character, but he was always more
interested in bugs and mice than in preparing to become a prince.”

King Urstone smiled at that, and nodded. “ Asachild, | was much fascinated by fish. | used to go out to
the brook and stand in the shadows of the willows for hours, spearing trout. All of that practice greetly
improved my aim with the spear. Do you dso liketo fish, Jaz?’

Fallion grinned. For Jaz, it bordered on an obsession.
“I doindeed, Your Highness,” Jaz said, “but | prefer to use ahook and line.”

King Urstone looked around histable, baffled. Sisel explained something to him. “Then,” King Urstone
sad with asmile, “perhaps when thisis over, you could teach me how to fish with ahook and line.”

“Gladly, Your Highness” Jaz said.

King Urstone sighed, and said wearily, “In the blink of an eye, the world changes. My scouts have been
pouring in for two days, bringing reports. To the west, upon the plains of the hoary eephants, mountains
have burst up out of the ground. Rivers had to turn their course and flow east. To the north, a grest rift
has appeared, a canyon so deep that the eye cannot see to the bottom. To the east, castles seemed to
rise from the dust, and perhaps amillion people now live among the ruins where none could have lived
before.

“They are smdl folk, humblefolk, living in houses made of mud and sticks, covered with roofs of grass.
Having seen them, | fear for them. We cannot protect them from what will surely come.

“There are urgent reports from Cantular. A large host is rushing down from the north. Warlord Madoc
will try to hold the bridge, but there are things he must battle, creatures that no one has seen before.
Some are like the gresat graak that we saw, others he sayslook like hills that move upon many legs....

“ Another such hordeis marching upon this city from the northeest.”

King Urstone peered down at his hands. His brow furrowed in congternation.



“Wetried to exchange hostages with the wyrmlings, and in doing so, | may have called doom down upon
my people. Already there are those who whisper that | sold my kingdom for afoolish dream, and if we
live out this night, they will revolt—asthey should.

“Some say we need amiracleto save us.
“Fdlion Sylvarresta Orden,” the king said. “Isthisthe miracle that we need?’

He nodded toward some guardsin a corner, and they lugged an enormous wooden box out into the
center of the dining hdl, then spilled its contents out upon the floor.

Thousands of metd rodsrolled onto thetile. Falion knew what they were by sound done. Therewasa
soft clanking, dmost asif the rods were made of bamboo instead of some metal.

Fdlion roseto hisfeet, dectrified. They were not forcibles, not yet anyway, for there were no runes cast
upon their heads. But they could be turned into forciblesin short order.

“Your Highness,” Fdlion said warily, “those could be the miracle that you are seeking. Where did you
find so much blood metd?’

Theking smiled. “Wecdl it corpuscite. Thereisahill of it, not two milesfrom here.”

Fdlion left his seat, went to ingpect the metal. He tasted it, found thet it tasted salty sweet and of copper,
much like blood. Pure blood metal.

“A hill?" Falion asked.
“A largehill,” theking corrected. “Large enough to make. .. millions of these.”

Fallion saw what he was proposing immediately. There were only thirty-eight thousand of Urstone's
peopleleft in the world, but there were millions of Falion's. They needed to become dlies.

“If you caled upon your people,” King Urstone asked, “would they unite with us?’

“I...don't know,” Fdlion admitted. He hesitated to even think about it. His enemies had hunted him to
the ends of the earth, yet hisfoster father, Sir Borenson, had longed for the day when Fallion seized
control of the world, alowing poor nationsto throw off the tyrants' yokes.

“Somewould,” Falion admitted. “But there are many lords who fear that they will losether placeif we
were to unite under one banner. These lords have long sought to take my life.”

“Andfailed,” theking pointed out.

The merchant Thull-turock spoke up. “Falion, my lad, you can buy alot of friendswith this much blood

It was then that Fallion recognized him. He had changed. He had merged with his shadow sdlf, but
Fdlion recognized him by mannerisms. No one had ever caled Falion “my lad” but one man—his
mother’ sfacilitator, Sir Greaves. He was the one making the forcibles, and there would be no one better.

But Fallion worried. An army was coming, avast amy. How would King Urston€e s people minethe
blood meta if they were put under Sege? Even worse, what if the enemy smply overwhelmed them,
daughtered them dl?

“Sir Greaves,” Fallion begged, “how soon will we have working forcibles?’



“I have adozen smiths pouring them into molds now. We Il have brawn, metabolism, stamina, and grace
blanked out within the hour. After that, it will be down to filework. | won’t have many, perhaps two
dozen forcibles before dawn. But we should be able to make fifty aday thisweek, once we get into full
production. And once | train my jewelers properly, in amonth or two, we can get athousand aday.”

“I have seventy-five good forciblesin my pack,” Falion said. “They should be of some help in protecting
the city. Do you have championsthat we can givethem to?’

The king nodded toward the two guards who stood at his back. “The Cormar twins. There are none
better in battle, and they are used to fighting as a pair, anticipating each other’ s moves.”

Fdlion bit hislip, considered.

| cameto save my people, he thought, not put them to the forcible.

And what will happen if | do? What kind of masters would King Urstone' s people be?
Certainly, they would make better masters than the wyrmlings.

Hewondered. Would the warrior clans even try to subjugate his people? He doubted it. There were too
many of the small folk. Besides, Fallion’s people could create champions aswel asthe big folk. No, it
wouldn’t be a master-servant relationship. At least, it could not stay that way for long.

“Youneed dlies” Fdlionsaid. “Y ou need my peopleto give ther lives as dedicates. For generations my
people have given themsalvesin service thisway. But will you protect them in return?

“My warriorswill crush thewyrmlings, once and for dl,” King Urstone said. “Wewill bleed and diefor
yw.”

Fdlion wondered. “Will it even work? Y ou have an army at your gates. They’ |l attack by dawn.”
“Wewill hold them off,” the king said. “ And the morning sun will drive them back.”
He sounded so sure.

“And what if they aren’t coming to attack thefortressat dl?’ Fallion wondered doud. “What if they're
coming to take the blood-metal mine?’

A black ook crossed the king' sface, and Falion’ s friends gasped.

“Of course!” Daylan said loudly, risng from his chair. All eyesturned to him, and he hastened to explain.
“Itisnot by chance that these two worlds were brought together. It is not by chance that our greatest
hope, Areth Sul Urgtone, languishesin prison. Think back, the wyrmlingswon him only at great cost.
Lady Despair could not let apotential Earth King roam free. Fallion melded the worlds together, but it
was not hisplan. It waslaid by Lady Despair. He was only an unwitting tool in her hands. | believe that
she has planned thisfor years”

King Urstone peered up, thoughtfully, “Yes” hesaid. “I remember. Thewyrmlings did seize my son at
grest cost.”

“So that histwo halves could not meld together,” Daylan said. “1 didn’t see. For years now, | was blind
toit. Thewyrmlings have been summoning aid, bringing dark cregturesto their lairs, thingslike the giant
graak, and worse. | thought they were preparing for onefind assault.”

Fdlion thought back. On his own world, Shadoath and Asgaroth had aso hunted him nearly to



extinction.

Fdlion had dwaysfdt surethat he d won hisown life. But in bringing these two worlds together, hadn’t
he been playing into the hands of his enemies? Perhaps he hadn’t won hislife after al. Perhagpsthey’d
only loaned it to him.

Daylan spoke, his eyesresting on Falion, “Lady Despair would not have brought these two worlds
together unlessit gave her great advantage. What has she won? The strength of her armiesvastly
outnumbers yours. Those who might have granted you aid have al been destroyed. But more
importantly, the lore of your world, Falion, combines with the resources of another. Blood meta iswhat
dheisafter.”

“If it was just blood meta that she wanted, didn’t she dready haveit?’ Falion asked.

Daylan shook his head. “Thelore that you used on your world would not have worked on this. Both
worlds are but shadows of the One True World, broken pieces of a greater whole. Now, you have
combined two pieces of the puzzle, and the magic that worked in your world can be used with the blood
metal that can be found here”

TheWizard Sisdl peered up at the king, bright eyesflashing. “How fast can we move a hill? How much
ore can we move before the wyrmlings come?’

“A great dedl of it isdready inddethefortress” Greavessaid. “I’ve had workmen at it Snce yesterday.
We have tons now, much of therichest vein.”

But everyone knew that there was far more to get.

“ And what makes you think that the wyrmlingswill leave usdiveto useit?’ Jaz asked. “What do we
matter to them?’

Daylan Hammer’ s eyesriveted on Falion. “ There is only one person here that Lady Despair redly needs
dive. Therest of usarejud...inconveniences.”

Sisd grunted, anoisethat made it sound asif he' d just woken from an inadvertent nap. “ Y ou'reright, old
friend. Daylan, you know her mind—perhapstoo well.” Histone suddenly became soft, dangerous.
“And | wonder how?Y ou are a puzzle, Daylan Hammer. | have known you long on thisworld, and yet
my shadow sdf recognizes you from that shadow world. For years on end, it seems, you have traveled
between our worlds. Y et Rhiannahere callsyou Adl, and met you elsewhere on athird world.”

Daylan sat back down in hischair, gave Sisel an appraising look, and seemed to consider each word
before it was spoken.

“l ambut oneman,” hesaid, “and it istrue that | sometimestravel between worlds. | am here as...an
observer, mostly. For ages now, | have travel ed between four worlds. | come to see the workings of the
evil onesin your lands, and to report to...higher powers.”

“Y ou were born aBright One of the netherworld,” Falion said. “Weren't you?’

“Yes” Daylan said. “My name, you could not pronounce.” He began to sing, hisvoicelow and musica,
“Delaun ater lovaur e seetaunra...”

Fdlion had no idea how old Daylan might be. “ So the stories, the tales that said that you had taken so
many endowments that you had becomeimmortd....”



“Arefables” Daylan said. “ There have been men of your world who discovered the truth, but | outlived
them, and my storiesreplaced theirs.”

“Canyou help us?’ King Urstone asked.
“Inwar? No,” Daylan said. “I am...alawman, of sorts, and our lawvsforbidit. | an Ad.”

He looked to Fdllion, asif Falion should know what that meant. Fallion reached up to his cape pin,
stroked the silver owl there. He knew the name. If he clutched that owl, he would be carried away in
vison, and he' d see an enormous gray owl flying over agreet forest of hoary oaks. In the vision, the owl
cdledthename Ad.

“Thispinisyours, then,” Fallion said. “I took it off afallen enemy.”
“No,” Daylan said. “It was once yours, in another time, another life. Y ou were Adl, too.”

“How can aiding usin battle be againgt your laws?’ King Urstone demanded. “ Thereisno law in any
land that prevents one from preserving hisown life.”

“Inmy land, my lifeismy own,” Daylan said. “It cannot be taken from me. To try to presarveitis
needless. But there are other waysto die. The death of a spirit isto be mourned more than the death of
theflesh. And so, that my spirit may be renewed, there are higher lawvsthat | must obey.”

Fdlion remembered something from his childhood, a half-memory that haunted him sill. Hisfather's
mysterious dying words. “Learn to love the greedy as well as the generous, the poor as much astherich,
the evil aswell asthe good. Return ablessing for every blow....”

Daylan nodded his head, just a bit.

“What good isthat?’ King Urstone demanded. “Y ou would have us empower our enemies, submit to
them?’

But Fallion sugpected that Daylan sought to do something more than empower his enemies. Hewas
ressting them, subverting their influence. He wasfighting evil without seeking to destroy those who were
under itssway.

Daylan looked to Fallion and asked gently, “ Do you remember?’

“Being one of the Ad?’ Falion asked. “No.”

“Perhapsthen,” Daylan said, “you should waken from this dream—beforeit istoo late.”
“How?'

Daylan fel slent amoment, thinking. “The past isnot held therein your mind. Only your spirit recalls.
Y ou must waken your spirit, and that is not easily done.”

“Andif hewakens” King Urstone asked, “will he be able to destroy the armies that march upon us?’
Daylan shook his head no.
“Then what good are his powers?” King Urstone demanded.

The young woman, Siyaddah, dared speak. “My lords,” she said. “Lady Despair has had time to plot our
demise, but surely she cannot see dl ends?’



“You'reright,” Daylan said. “ She may have considered waysto defeat us, but there are thingsthat she
doesn’'t know, things that she could not know. Sheis blind to goodness, to love, to hope....”

“Fine,” King Urgtone grumbled. “We can smite her over the head with goodness, and stab her through
the heart with hope.”

But the Wizard Sisel merdly sat, scratching his beard, pondering. “When Fallion combined the worlds, he
fused two livesinto one. | fed stronger than ever before, more. . . hearty and wholesome. | do not think
that the evil one could have foreseen that.”

“Nor, do | think,” Talon offered, “that she knew the day and hour of our coming. If she had known when
Falion would combine the worlds, she would have had her troopsthereto greet us.”

“Which meansthat the army she sent isn’t coming for the blood meta,” the Wizard Sisdl decided. “It
would have taken a good week for the troops to make their way from Rugassa. And so they came...”

“Because they knew that their princess would no longer be our hostage,” King Urstone finished. “1 wish
that Warlord Madoc were here. He claimed that the emperor was incapable of loving his own child.”

“One does not haveto love athing to valueit,” Daylan cautioned. “ The emperor may have hated her, yet
needed her dive. Shewasthelast of hisflesh.”

“Sheisathoroughbred,” King Urstone admitted. “A ghastly thoroughbred, but a thoroughbred ill.”

“I have heard it whispered,” the Wizard Sisel said, “thet there are spells, abominable spells, that can only
be cast using the blood of one' s offspring. The emperor has cast off his flesh and chosen to become a
wight. He may need his daughter more than we knew.”

“Perhaps| can thwart Lady Despair’ splans,” Fallion suggested. “1 could resume my trip to the
underworld, find the Sedl of the Inferno, and bind the worlds into one.”

“Canyou even find it?’ Daylan asked.

“I have my father’ smap,” Falion said, reaching into hisvest and pulling out the old leather tomethat his
father had written.

“Much has changed,” Sisdl warned. “Mountains have risen, seas are running dry. Isthere even a path for
you to follow anymore? | think it is gone, the tunnels broken up. Y our map will be usdess”

“Sill,” Fdlionsad, “1 meantotry.”

“Please, don't try it yet,” Daylan said. “For millenniawe upon the netherworld have wondered what
would happen if someone could manage to bind the worlds. Would the good that was done be greater
than the harm? We couldn’t know for sure. The Wizard Sisdl here had his shadow selves bound into a
more perfect whole, but | have heard of many of the elderly and sick who merely expired. If we look
acrossthe lands, | suspect that tens of thousands have died. So, now we know. We cannot create one
world without. .. destroying others. Thereisamora question we must answer: do we, does anyone, have
thet right?’

“If I had to choose,” Jaz suggested, “having seen the dternative, | would choose to die so that others
might livein amore perfect world.”

“Aswould1,” Rhiannaput in.



“And1,” Fdlion said knowing full well that in binding the worlds he might well be dooming himsdlf.
“Eck!” avoicecried off to Falion’sleft, No! 1t was the young Master of the Hounds, Alun.

A warrior grumbled, and Daylan offered the trandation, “ And any man who would choose not to die for
the good of othersisno warrior at al, but acoward!”

Theking smiled gently a Alun, spokein hisown tongue. Taon trandated, “Let noman cal hima
coward. Alun has proven himsdlf otherwise, daying wyrmlingsin combat. And thereismany a
tenderhearted mother who would choose that her child should live, even in abroken and imperfect world
likeours, than to die. To lovelife and embraceit is not cowardice.”

“Islife” Siyaddah asked, “lived aswyrmlings, life at dl? What if the wyrmlings conquered us, as seems
s0 likely to happen?What if they sought to make wyrmlings of our children? | would rather die and kil
my child too, than see my child raised as such.”

King Urstone looked pointedly at Fallion, “ As some of our mothers have chosen to do. Destroying
another, taking alife, may dso be an act of love”

Siyaddah peered hard a Fallion, asif to bore some message into his soul. He didn’t need Tdon's
trand ation to know that she was saying, Kill usboth if you must.

Fdlion fdt grateful for Syyaddah’s support, and found himsdf longing to thank her.

“Eck,” Alun said forcefully, rising to hisfeet. Tadon trandated, “I would rather watch my sonsand
daughter live in abroken world than to die. | would raise them to be strong, so that in their own time and
intheir own way, they could rise againgt the wyrmlings.”

“Have any of you considered,” the Wizard Sisd said softly in Fallion’ stongue, “that evil, too, might have
been perfected in this change? There were evil men on your world, Fallion, who were infected by loci.
Have they combined with wyrmling counterparts here? If so, we well may be facing an enemy stronger
than any of usknows.”

A hush fdll over theroom, and Falion considered. He had met creatures like Asgaroth and Shadoath in
his own world, sorcerers who held vast powers. Had he inadvertently empowered their kind?

He could not help but believe that he had.

“Inmy ownworld,” he said dowly for the benefit of those who had not known hisworld, letting Talon be
hisvoice, “there was arace of men called Inkarrans, arace of people bred to the darkness. | think that
your wyrmlings aretheir counterparts on thisworld. If that is so, some of the Inkarrans will have merged
with their shadow selves, and they may have endowments. What wickedness this portends, | cannot say.

“On my world, theloci attacked my father in the form of reavers, and then sent strengi-saats among us,
led by corrupted Bright Ones.

“I do not doubt that agreeat evil isbrewing, greater than any that we can foretdll. Vile bonds are being
forged. Will your wyrmlings command reaversin battle? | do not doubt that they can. Will they send
strengi-saats by night to steal your women? | do not doubt that they will. And it may be that Lady
Degpair has even more quiversin her quarrd. Any horror that we have faced before will paein
comparison to what Lady Despair prepares for us now.”

There was aprofound silence after Fallion spoke these words. Falion had hated to speak thus. Sir
Borenson had oncetold him, “A great leader will engender hopein hismen, even in the face of oblivion.



Never spesk or act in away that diminishes hope.”

But Fallion needed these people to understand that they were facing an enemy that had never attacked in
the same way twice. These people needed to expect, and if possible prepare for, the unexpected.

High King Urstone smiled gently. “Fallion, our enemy has dl the tools that she needsto crush us. Shewill
not have to search for greater weapons.”

“Y et shewill worry that we might find aid unlooked for,” Falion said. “For | do not believe that even she
can foresee dl ends, when shadows combine.”

“Aid unlooked for,” Sisd said. “Yes, | wonder....” hesad, peering off a nothing. “Thereis till agreat
blight upon the land. Our forests are dying. Y ou may not seeit yet, but the rot is spreading, growing
stronger. The wizardess Averan should be able to stop it, but why hasn't she?’

No one could hazard an answey.

“What of your people?’ Falion asked, turning to Daylan. “Isthere no way that they can help? The enemy
has brought creatures from the netherworld. Surely you could do the same.”

“The great graak that you saw is not from my world,” Daylan said. 1t came from a shadow world.
Which one of the millionsit was, | do not know. | have traveled to only afew. Many such placesare
desolate, empty of life, or nearly so. There are whole worlds where nothing lives but an occasiona
colony of mold, and blue dime molds make endlesswar with the yellow, struggling for no greater prize
than a cozy shadow beneath awet rock.

“Other worlds are morelike this, filled with higher life-forms. On some of those worlds dark creatures
dwell, vile and ravenous, incapable of human comprehension. Our enemy is plundering such worlds, |
fear, endaving such creatures. By bringing them here, they endanger thisworld, planting these horrors
upon fertile ground. Such enemies are not easily rooted out. My people will not risk doing the same, for
to do so could ensure your eventual destruction.”

“Surdly though,” King Urgtone indsted, “ some of your peoplewill fight in our behaf.”

Thiswasthe great hope, of course. Daylan was a Bright One from the One True World. The magica
powers of his people were legend.

Fdlion peered hard at Daylan, hazarded aguess. “ Are there even any |eft to fight?”

“A few,” Daylan demurred. “ Asyou have deduced, your problems are but a shadow of our own. The
worlds have away of mirroring one another. My people are hunted, bereft. They livein hiding in the vast
forests, afamily here, and another there. We have no great war-bands that can come to your rescue.”

By now, the conversation had taken on its own rhythm. Whenever one person spoke, Talon or Sisel
would offer up atrandation.

“Then we are left to our own resources,” King Urstone said. “We are | eft to the blood metal, and to our
own counsd, and to the smdll folk of theworld.”

“Andtomy father,” Fallion said. “ Do not forget him. Thereis hope there.”
“Yes” S agreed. “ Thereisyour father indeed—if we can get him out of the prison in Rugassal”

“I don’'t havethetroops,” King Urstone said. “ Besides, hewould bedainif wetry.”



“Then let us not send an army to batter down the door,” Sisel suggested, his eyes seeking out Fallion.
“Onewarrior, or ahandful of them, could be enough—if they were endowed with both the attributes and
the hopes of our people....”

Fdlion peered up at Siyaddah. Worry was plain on her face, worry for him. She held his gaze.
He could not speak her language, but he vowed to himself to learn.

“I will agreeto such aplan,” King Urstone said. “Indeed, | would hope to be one among that handful—if
we live out thisnight. But | fear that all hope for usisvain. Perhaps the best that we can seek isto die
vaiantly in the defense of our people.”

Jaz peered up at King Urstone, and a sad smile crossed hisface. * Y ou died for your people once before,
grandfather,” Jaz said. “1 don’t wish to see you make a habit of it.”

35
HEROICS

He who would be a hero must first conquer himself: his fear, his uncertainty, his own weakness
and despair.

And sometimes, we must conquer our own sense of decency.
—Warlord Madoc

At Cantular, Warlord Madoc fought for hislife, swinging his battle-ax, cleaving awyrmling’ s head even
though he had to strike through the creature’ s helm. Asthe wyrmling fell, Madoc peered back acrossthe
bridge.

Thefortress on the north end of the bridge was logt, and for nearly amile aong the bridge' s length the
wyrmling troops were backed up, pressing to reach the fortress on the southern banks.

Madoc and his men were fighting their way into the south fortress, trying to fend off the wyrmlingson
their tail. They hadn’t been able to get the drawbridge up intime, and only managed to closethe
portcullis gates. And so0 his men fought the wyrmlings asthey tried to climb the gatesand walls.

The floodwaters roared through the river, which was white with foam. Apparently it had rained in the
mountains, and trees and brush raced pagt, swirling in the moail.

There had to be ten thousand wyrmlings on the bridge, while enormous grasks glided overheed, snaking
down to strike at Madoc’ s troops on the fortress wall.

The battle was lost. Fewer than a hundred men held the south fort, and they could not hold out for long.

But Madoc had onelast trick for thewyrmlings: It wasthere, under the bridge—atrap, cunningly
wrought. It had been there for ahundred years.

A single rope woven from cords of steel held the bridge aoft. The rope connected to a series of
supports, and if it was pulled hard enough, the supports would tumble, and the bridge would collapse.
Even now, the Emir and adozen men were under the bridge, turning the great screw that would pull the
cable while Madoc and his men fought.



Madoc screamed “Beware above!” asagiant grask swooped. His men hurled a dozen war darts, most
of which went hurtling into the mongter’ s open maw, burying themselvesin the roof of itsmouth or iniits
gums. Their poison seemed to have no effect. But one dart went hurtling into the beast’ seye and
disappeared in the soft tissue of its eyelid. The creature blinked furioudly, snapped its head.

Madoc legpt away asthe giant graak’slower jaw hit the tower wall, knocking over stones, sweeping
them away.

Then the monster was past, and wyrmling warriors legpt into the breach, howlingin glee.
“Despair take you!” agreat wyrmling lord shouted, leaping toward Madoc with two axesin his hand.
Madoc ducked beneath his swing, even as a battle dart whizzed past Madoc' s shoulder.

“Not today,” Madoc spat as he split the lord’ s skull and then ingtantly kicked the wyrmling, sent him
tumbling thirty feet to land on hisfdlows. A pae hand grasped onto thewall, and with aquick stroke,
Warlord Madoc severed it from its owner.

There was a sudden grinding sound and a series of snaps benegth the bridge asthe stedl rope pulled its
first support free. “Beware!” the Emir shouted. “ Everyone out of the way!”

Then the bridge collgpsed.

Thefirst break appeared forty yards out from the fortress. Huge blocks of stone went crashing into the
wine-dark waters. Wyrmlings screamed in surprise—a fearful shout, delicioudly cut al too short asthey
were swalowed by theriver.

Then the whole bridge suddenly snapped for amile in the distance, seeming to shatter one section after
another, and great portions of it sank benesth the waves.

Dust and debrisrosein the air, and the water churned, sending white plumes high, cresting asilver stresk
acrosstheriver where the black bridge had spanned.

Only on the bulwarks, every two hundred yards, did portions of the bridge remain standing, and even
those began to tilt inexorably into the river aswyrmlings screamed and tried to hold on.

Perhaps five thousand wyrmlings were suddenly gone, while here and there afew dozens or hundreds
clung to portions of the bridge, now stuck out on small idandsin the roaring flood.

Madoc's men screamed and cheered and went legping over the gates onto what little of the bridge
remained intact, driving the wyrmlings toward the water.

Thewyrmlingsthat were closest drew back a pace, tried to find the room to fight. But their fellows
behind were pushed, and some of them went screaming into the waves.

Madoc turned away, left his men to finish the job. He had more urgent concerns back at Caer Luciare.

With mounting excitement he redlized what avictory he had won herethis night. Hewould be hailed asa
hero at Caer Luciare. And when Urstone was deed, the people would beg him to be their new king.

All he had to do now was race back to Luciare and save what he could of the city.
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SMALL GIFTS

| have always felt a peculiar longing, a sense that | amincomplete. I’ d hoped that when Fallion
joined the worlds that the sensation would have lessened. But Fallion has |eft me forever
incompl ete.

—Rhianna
After the council and dinner, King Urstone suggested that any warrior who could deep should do so.
Rhiannawasn't tired. She'd dept most of the day in the cart during the ride south.

Siyaddah came to Rhianna stable and spoke softly in her strange tongue. Taon listened and said to
Falion, “All of that ogling that you have been doing must have paid off. Syaddah hasinvited usto her
father’ s apartmentsto rest.”

“| didn't make eyesat her,” Fallion objected.

Rhianna and Taon looked at each other, then both just shook their heads, asif to disabuse Fallion of the
ideathat they werefools.

“But tdll her that we would be grateful for abed,” Fallion said.
I"ll bet you' d be grateful, Rhianna thought—especidly if shewasinit.

Rhianna could not help but be jealous. She had fought beside Fallion, stood beside him for years. She
had openly declared her love for Falion only two days ago, and he had said that he loved her too. But
she could see how attracted he was to this stranger.

Why doesn’t helook at me like that? she wondered.

Fdlion earned a smile from Siyaddah with the news, and moments later Fallion, Jaz, Talon, and Rhianna
were following Siyaddah’ s shapely form through the tunnels, until at |ast she stopped at adoor beneath
some thumb-lanterns. Words were painted in yellow beneath the lights, and Rhiannatried to remember
their shapes asthey entered a plush apartment.

The room was decorated in astyle that somehow felt familiar to Rhianna. Thewallswere drgped inrich,
colored slksin palest blue, asif to mimic atent. The floor was carpeted in lamb hides, their thick hair as
inviting asabed. And dl around the Stting room, pillowslay for the gueststo recline on. It was much like
the greet tentsthat the horse-sisters of Fleedslived in.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” Siyaddah said. She nodded, and a servant went through the room,
blowing out most of the lights so that they could deep. Rhiannawent and lay down upon a huge pillow,
and just rested there, thinking.

Taon gpologized to Syyaddah and told Falion, “1 lived in this city until three daysago,” Tdon said, “or at
least my shadow sdf did. My father disappeared in the melding. Y ou and | both know where he went.
Histwo halvesjoined, and now heisacrossthe Carroll Sea, on the far side of the world. But | havea
mother here—not Myrrima, but the woman my father married on thisworld, Gatunyea. | need to go see
her, to let her know that | am well, and to explain where | think father is. Will you excuse me?’

Rhiannadid not envy her that sticky task.



“Go,” Fdlion sad, “and may luck follow on your hed.”
Taon asked permission of Rhianna and Jaz, too, for she would be leaving them without atrandator.
“Would you like meto comewith you,” Rhianna asked, “for moral support?’

Tdon thought for amoment. “No. | think...I think that | should tell her done. | don’t know how she will
takeit.”

“All right,” Rhiannasaid. She got up and hugged Ta on, then sent her out the door.

Without atrandator, Siyaddah could not speak to them, but she did her best to be agood hostess. She
showed them the water closet, an affair much nicer than any that Rhiannahad ever seen. Init, a
waterway was cut in stone and then covered, so that any waste would just wash away .

After showing them thisroom, Siyaddah waved at them, urging them to find a cushion to deep on.

They each found a pillow, and Siyaddah showed them that they could pull alambskin over them if they
got cold.

Rhiannalay down, and wondered how long Ta on would be gone.

All night, she thought. Her mother herein Luciare would be sick with grief, Rhiannaimagined, and she
would need Taon to comfort her.

Rhiannawondered about her own mother. Common sense said that her mother was dead. On her own
world, Rhianna sfather had killed her. Rhianna had been blindfolded at the time, and had not seen it. But
she' d heard the blow land, a blow to the head that hit with aloud crack, and she' d heard her mother’s

body fall.

But what about on this world? Rhiannawondered. Fallion and Jaz had afather here, or at least his
shadow-half. Could | have my mother’ s shadow sdlf here?

She suddenly found herself growing misty-eyed at the prospect, and she fought back a sniffle. It wastoo
much to hope for, but she dared imagine that she had a mother here.

Would | even know her if | saw her? Rhiannawondered.

Rhiannatried to recall her mother’ sface. Sometimes she till saw it in dreams, but the memory had faded:
red hair tied in asingle braid, hanging down her back, an oval face generoudy dotted with freckles, fierce
hazel eyesthat were dmost green, asmall nose just atad too thin.

Her body had always been well toned and muscled, and she had walked with the deadly gait of atrained
fighter.

There was so much fight in that woman, Rhiannathought, | cannot believe that she was bested in battle.

But she remembered the sound of her mother’ s skull cracking open, and aknot in Rhianna s belly
tightened.

At that moment, there was acdl at the door, and Daylan Hammer entered.
He spoke softly to their hostess for amoment, and then turned to Rhianna.

His smilewas broad, but sad.



“My littleone,” he said as he cameto Sit beside her. He took her hand, leaned his shoulder againgt her,
but he sat facing Falion.

“It has been many years,” he said softly to Falion, “many years sSince you last appeared. Do you
remember anything of your past life, of why you have spent so many centuries hiding, healing?

Falion shook hishead.

“You should,” Daylan told him. “Y our spirit has mended sufficiently. It, like your body, needstimeto rest
and hed whenitisinjured. | think it isheded, but now it istimefor it to avaken.”

Daylan unclasped Rhianna’ s hand, reached out to Fallion, and touched him with one finger, on the
sernum. He said nothing that the human ear might hear, but Daylan was an expert at speaking aslords
did on the netherworld, from spirit to spirit. Rhiannaditinctly heard the word within her mind, “Waken,
Light-bringer. Theworld has need of you and the hour islate.”

Fdlion seyeswidened just alittle in surprise, then Daylan spoke in wordsfor al to hear.

“Once there was One True World, where mankind thrived, benesth the shelter of agreat tree. Welived
in peace, and there was great prosperity, for men did not seek their own gain, but sought to enrich each
other as much asthemsalves. The True Tree spread above us, hiding us from the eyes of our enemies,
and whispering words of peace.

“We had enemies, but we also had each other. There were Darkling Gloriesthat hunted us, creatures of
great power that carried darkness with them wherever they went. And there were heroes among us who
hunted the Darkling Gloriesin return, men caled the Adl.

“Y ou were one of the Adl,” Daylan told Falion. “Y ou were achampion who swore to serve his people,
and for thisthe people gave you their support.

“So you were gifted with runes of power, much like the runeords on the world where you were born.
But in those days, the taking and giving of endowments was not such a horrid thing. Dedicates did not die
in the exchange. People chose their champions wisdly, offering up endowments only to the most
deserving, and as one of the Ael you would only draw upon those runesin moments of great extremity.

“To give an endowment, the best part of yourself, was not asacrifice; it was an act of purelove.”

Rhianna had heard these stories before. She had learned them on Daylan’ s knee asachild, in her brief
gtay in the netherworld. Now, she redized, Daylan wastdling them to Falion in an effort to waken the
memories.

“Let metel you how it will be” Daylan said. “ Tonight, Falion, when next you deep, you will recal your
time beneath the great tree. Y ou will remember the great hurt you suffered, and your vdiant struggleto
fight the Queen of the Loci. And when you wake, you will know what you must do....”

Daylan was not alarge man. He did not tower over the group, and Rhiannaimagined that if you spotted
him in amarket, you would not have thought him specia. He did not look wiser than other men, or
stronger.

But at this moment, she looked into his eyes and it seemed that he grew old. There was great sadness
there, and infinite wisdom. He looked scarred and aged, like the mgestic sandstone mountainsin
Landesfalen that have been battered and sculpted by the wind over the ages until their sides have worn
away, creating faces as smooth as bone, reveding the inner mgesty of the mountain.



For amoment, Daylan did not look like a man, but aforce of nature.
Fdlion smiled weskly and looked down at his hands, asif unsure whether to believe Daylan.
“Fdlion,” Daylan said. “Have you ever tried clutching your cape pin when you go to deep?’

Rhiannasmiled. AsFalion had discovered when hefirgt touched it, if you held the pin long enough, it
would show you visons of the One True World. A huge owl would fly to you and carry you away on a
dizzying journey. It was amore of athrill than acomfort. No one could hold onto that pin for more than a
few moments. Asteens, Rhiannaand Falion had once made agame of it, trying to see who could hold it
thelongest.

“No,” Fdlion sad.

“Try it when next you deep,” Daylan said. “It will show you the One True World asit once was, and
help you to remember.”

Fdlion nodded. “Okay,” he said.

Daylan climbed to hisfeet, and said, “1 should et you get whatever rest you can. Therewill likely be
fighting beforemorning.”

Fdlion smiled at him, then glanced at Siyaddah. There were questionsin her eyes, and she spoke softly
to Daylan for amoment.

Daylan smiled at a question and began to trandate. “ She asks, why are you so brown? She says‘You
havethe hair of theraven.””

“Tell her that in my world,” Falion said, “my grandmother was from Indhopd, aland far to the east. Her
skin was dark and beautiful, like Syaddah’s. My lineage connects with men and women of Indhopal
many times over the past thousand years.”

Daylan trandated, then relayed another question. “ Oh,” Siyaddah said. “ So you are of mixed breed, east
and west?”’

“Yes” Falion answered. “And | even have ancestors among the white skins, the Inkarrans to the south.”

Siyaddah asked aquestion. Daylan said, “ She saysthat your eyesfollow her, and that she has caught you
looking a her many times. She wantsto know, ‘ Do you think sheis beautiful ?”

Rhiannafound her heart beating hard at the question, and she held her breath.
“Yes,” Falion admitted, as Rhiannafeared he would.
Daylan spoke asingle word, and Siyaddah repeated Fallion’ s answer in hisown tongue, “Yes.”

Siyaddah smiled at him, began to speak. Her gaze was penetrating, frank. “ She saysthat you are
beautiful, too. Sheis not attracted to most of the men in Luciare. Thewarriors are too huge, too pae. If
she were to mate with one of them, the chances are good that the child would be overlarge, and she
would diein childbirth. She wantsto know if it istrue that on your world, you were the son of Prince
Urgtone.”

Daylan amiled at this. Rhiannaknew that Daylan knew the answers, but he seemed to enjoy watching
Fdlion squirm.



“On our world, Urstone was not amere prince. He was the king, the High King of many relms, and his
name will beforever revered. | am proud to be his son, and heir.”

Siyaddah smiled nervoudy at that news. She bit her lip, and spoke softly and rapidly. Daylan offeredina
humble tone, “ She thinksit would be good if al people were to be united, the small folk of your world
with the true men of her world. She wantsto know, ‘Do you agree?”

“Yes,” Fdlion sad.

Daylan smiled secretively, asif he had just sorung atrap. “ Thisisnot just aquestion of principle with
her,” Daylan corrected. “ Sheisasking if you think, asleaders, you should unite. Sheisasking if you think
that it would beinyour...politica intereststo marry.”

Rhiannafdt al of theair go out of her lungs. She hadn’t expected the questions to take thisturn, at least
S0 soon. Siyaddah was talking marriage. Thiswas no declaration of love. It couldn’t be. Fallion and
Siyaddah didn’t redlly even know each other. But in many lands, on Rhianna s own world, politica
marriages had nothing to do with love. Siyaddah was frankly acknowledging that she fdlt attracted to him,
and that Fallion, with potentially millions of followers, could be apowerful dly. Indeed, Siyaddah had to
recognize that if the human aliance managed to overthrow the wyrmlings, in time Fallion could become
the sngle most powerful lord dive.

Shewasright to consider such an dliance.
From his pillow, Jaz clapped and said, “Do it! Go ahead. I’ ve never seen you thissilly over awoman.”
Fallion froze, asif unsure what to say. He blushed and looked to Rhianna, asif seeking her advice.

Don’'t ask me, you fool, shethought. Don’t beg my permission. Rhianna had proven her lovefor him.
She' d offered up her life to Shadoath, hoping to rescue him. Rhianna had tendered her soul when she
tried to kill Shadoath’ s dedicates, knowing that Fallion could never murder achild.

But Fallion begged Rhianna s permission to marry another. He didn't ask with hisvoice, but with his
eyes.

And as Rhianna s heart seemed to break, she redized that she could not deny him.

Right now, Rhianna could think of no greater way to prove her love than to give him the one thing that he
wanted most.

“Jaz isright,” Rhiannasaid. 1t could be agood match.” From the expression of disbelief in Falion’'s
eyes, she knew that he was't convinced of her sincerity, so she added more forcefully, “I’'mtelling you
asasgger, one who loves you and wants you to be happy, consider the offer well.”

Fdlion looked evenly at Siyaddah. “Yes” hesaid, “I think that politically it could be good for usto
marry. And it may be that when we know each other better, we would find more personal reasonsto do
0.

Siyaddah smiled, joy spreading across her face dowly, as pretty as an gpple blossom opening. Rhianna
could not help but admire her dark hair, her sparkling eyes, and her infectious smile.

Shewas not evil. She wasn't trying to hurt Rhianna, and Rhianna could not hate her for being smitten by
Fdlion.

Then Siyaddah’s smilefell, and she looked to the floor and spoke.



“Shewill suggest thisto her father,” Daylan interpreted, * but she fears that he would not approve. For
many years, here upon thisworld, your father and hers were the best of friends, comradesin arms, until
Prince Urstone was captured. Her father longs for his return, and he has been saving her, for Prince
Urston€e sreturn. Her father hopesto marry her to Prince Urstone.”

How long could he have been saving her? Rhiannawondered. Siyaddah did not look to be old. Rhianna
would have guessed that she was elghteen, certainly no more than twenty at the most. But Rhiannaadso
knew that in many cultures women married young, and in roya families matches might well be made at
birth.

What was Siyaddah redlly saying? Rhianna wondered. Was she so wesk that she thought of hersdlf only
asapawn to be used to make the strongest political aliance? Was she that calculating?

Or maybe she didn’t want to marry Prince Urstone. After dl, hewould be much older than her, and
would beterribly scarred after years of torture among the wyrmlings. And if he was alarge man, she had
to fear the consequences of bearing his child.

But Rhianna suspected that she understood something about the woman. In Indhopal, awoman had
alway's been expected to be perfectly subservient. There was no greater compliment to a princess than to
say that shewasa“dutiful daughter.”

Asmuch as Rhiannamight hate such attitudes, that iswhat Siyaddah was, dutiful. Whatever mate her
father chose for her, Siyaddah would smile and accept her fate.

“| see” Fdlion said, looking asif he had been dapped.

Daylan must have sensed the rising tension in the room. He looked from Daylan to Siyaddah to Rhianna,
then abruptly excused himsdlf.

Rhiannatook his hand and walked with him to the door. Once outside, Daylan whispered, “ Y ou love
Fdlion, don't you?’

Rhianna nodded.

“Y ou may haveto fight her to win his affection. Y ou should fight her, you know. If you don’t, my robin’s
egg, you will dwaysregret it.”

“1 know,” Rhiannasaid.

Daylan smiled. “If she were awoman of the horse clans, it would be asimple matter. Y ou’ d get on your
horses and joust, the winner taking the spoils.”

“I"dwin,” Rhiannasad. “ She sweak.”

“| dare say that you would. But don’'t make the mistake of believing that Siyaddah iswesk. There are
many kinds of strength, and you will never find amore worthy opponent. Dare | suggest an dternative?’

“What?" Rhiannaasked.
“In Daharrigtan, it is quite common for aking to take severa wives.”
Rhianna gritted her teeth. “I will not share ahusband. To do so would be to marry hdf aman.”

“I only suggestit,” Daylan said, “ because once Siyaddah recognizes your love for Falion, shewill seeit
as aperfect solution to your problem. | thought that you should be forewarned.”



Rhiannafound that the conversation was becoming uncomfortable. She sought to change the subject.
“Uncle” shesaid, “of dl the millions of worlds, how isit that you keep watch upon these two that Fallion
combined?’

“It'snot by accident,” Daylan admitted. “ The two worlds fit together, locking like joints from hand to
arm. Both worlds retain something unique from the One True World, amemory of how the world should
be. That iswhat drew Falion’s spirit to hisworld.”

Rhiannathought for amoment, bit her lip. “Y ou know the people of Luciare. Isit possblethat | havea
mother here?’

“Ah,” Daylan said. “Y ou know that not everyone on your world had a shadow self.”
Rhianna nodded.

“And even those who do,” Daylan said, “may not be much like the peopl e that they were on your
world....”

She did have amother here, Rhiannaredlized. She could seeit in hiseyes.

“Rather,” Daylan said, “they are like dreams of what they might have been, if they were born in another
time, another place.”

Rhianna had the distinct impression that he was trying to prepare her for bad news. Shetried to imagine
theworst. “1smy mother’ s shadow sdf acrimind, or mad?’

Daylan considered how to answer. “1 don’t know who your mother is, or if sheiseven dive. Some
people, if they saw their shadow selves, would not be recognizable even to themsalves.”

“So you don't know if my mother lives?’
“No,” Daylan said gently. “I havenoidea.”
“Then who are you thinking of ? Who would not recognize themsdaves?’

Daylan smiled asif she'd caught him. She knew the oaths that Daylan lived by. He felt compelled to
speak the truth, dways. He dso felt free to hold hissilence. So if he spoke, he’ d speak the truth.

“Syaddah’ sfather, the Emir,” hesaid at last. “In thisworld, heis one of the greatest of heroes of al time,
astaunch dly to the High King. A dozen times, his stratagems have saved thiskingdom. Y et in your
world, his shadow sdf became mankind' s greatest enemy. How do you think Fallion will fed when he
redizesthat Siyaddah isthe daughter of Rgy Ahten?’

Rhianna stood for amoment, heart besting madly.

Should | warn Falion? shewondered. Any fedingsthat Fallion might be developing for the girl would
quickly fade.

But Rhianna fought back the urge.

The Emir was not Rg Ahten. That waswhat Daylan wastrying to tell her. The Emir would not even
recognize his shadow sdf.

Rhianna could see what Daylan was doing. Daylan wasn't the type of man to pry into another’ s persona
affairs, but Rhianna had known him when she was a child, and so he counsded her now asif shewerea



favored niece,

For Rhiannato ruin Fallion’sand Siyaddah’ s chance for love, that was asmal and sdlfish act. To destroy
another person’ s chance for happinessin any way violated Daylan’ s mind-numbingly strict code of ethics.

No, Rhianna promised hersdlf, if Fallion ever learnsthe truth, he will not hear it from me.
She amiled and hugged Daylan goodnight.

Inthe morning | will go hunt for my mother, Rhiannathought. All I have to do—and that we haveto
do—issurvive the coming bettle.

THE ENDOWMENT

Men can be turned into tools if we but learn how to manipulate them.
—\Vulgnash

Areth Sul Urgstone lay near death in the crystd cage, while achild tortured him, creating a symphony of
pan.

He did not mind. He was too near death to care. He had grown numb to his surroundings, accustomed to
pains that would have made another man’ s knees buckle.

The cage itsdf was made of quartz and shaped like a sarcophagus, one which conformed nicely to his
body and forced himto lie prone, with legs splayed and his hands stretched painfully above hisface.
Drilled into the sarcophagus were hundreds of smal holes. Through these, the wyrmlings had shoved
crystaline rods, which pierced hisbody and pricked certain nerves—the gangliain hiswrists and elbows;
the nervesin hissinuses, ears, and eyes, the pain sensorsin his ssomach, kidneys, groin, toes, and
hundreds of other aress.

Some of therods were asthin as eyelashes, others asthick as nails. By smply tapping them with awillow
wand, the child could creste indescribable pain.

Tap. A touch to the smdl rod madeit vibrate, and suddenly Areth’ seyefdt asif it weremdtingin his
socket.

A brush over hislips made Areth’ steeth fed asif they had exploded.

Y et the pain could not touch Areth anymore. Free of dl hope and desires, he had discovered areservoir
of inner cam. Y et with each tap, he groaned, in order to satisfy the young wyrmling girl who seemed to
think that torture was play. She smiled, tapping the rodsin arhythm asif to some mad melody, creating

her symphony of pain.
“You'relucky,” the gpprentice torturer told him as she played. “ By dawn you'll bethe last human dive.”
Suddenly, dl of the pain receded. “Wha?’

“Our amiesare marching on Luciare,” thegirl said. “Didn’'t anyonetdl you?’



Of course no one had told him. The girl tapped arod, and Areth’s sscomach convulsed asif he suffered
from food poisoning.

“Lie” Areth groaned. “Youlie” They had told him so many lies before.

“Haveit your way,” the girl said, brushing her wand over dozens of crystals at once. Suddenly the world
went away in awhite-hot tornado of pain.

When he resurfaced to consciousness, Areth heard the clank of locks and the squeak of awooden door
that announced avistor, followed by the tread of feet.

It could not be someone bringing amed.
Too soon, he thought. Too soon since the last one.
He had learned to gauge the time by the knot that formed in his scomach.

Locked in hiscrystal cage, skewered in so many places, Areth could not turn his eyesto see the stranger.
Evenif he had, he would have seen little. The wyrmlings seldom used lights. Their skin wasfaintly
bioluminescent, so faintly that ahuman could hardly seeit. Y et it sufficed for the wyrmlings.

Blessedly, the girl shrieked in fear and the torture stopped. “Welcome, Grest Executioner,” she said.
That was atitle reserved only for Knights Eternd.

“Open the cage,” a soft voice hissed.

“Immediately,” the girl answered.

Suddenly the cage slid flipped open, and Areth cried out as hundreds of crystaline rods were ripped
from hisflesh. For amoment he lay gasping in relief to fed the rods gone. He had been in the cage for
more than a day.

Strong hands grabbed Areth and pulled him from the cage. He did not fight. He no longer had the
strength for it. His head lolled and he fought to hold onto consciousness as he was dragged down ahal.
Helog thefight.

When next he woke, it was to the sniveling of somewyrmling child. Two wyrmling warriors held Areth
upright, while hisknees rested on the cold stone floor. The chamber was dim, for it wasfull night outside,
and the only light came from asingle thumb-lantern that hung from the celling. Benesth the light, agawky
boy of perhaps eeven huddled in afetal position, jaws clenched, asif fighting back tremendous pain.

Areth peered around the room at severa dignitaries. Some were wyrmling warlords, dressed in fine mail.
Severa others, shadow creatures with wisps of black silk astheir only covering, hovered at the head of
the room in aplace of honor. These were wights, Death Lords. One of them, the tallest, wore silkswith
diamonds sewn into them, so that they shimmered in the wan light.

Emperor Zul-torac, Areth redlized in sudden awe. I’ ve been brought before the emperor.
But why? he wondered. To be put to degth for the emperor’ s amusement?

That seemed likely. But Areth wondered if it had to do with the alleged attack on Luciare. Perhapsthe
city redly had falen at long last, and the emperor wanted nothing more than to watch Areth be put to
desth.



Areth waited for some explanation asto why hewas here, but the wyrmling lords said nothing. Instead,
they merely watched.

A Knight Eternd held up ameta rod and inspected it, his eyes straining in the gloom. The rod was red,
like rusted iron perhaps mingled with copper. At one end was aglyph. He scrutinized the glyph under the
light of athumb-lantern, and pronounced it “ Exquisite.”

Then he held the glyph-end of the rod overhead and began to sing. His song came out as a deep bass.
The sounds were soothing, and after saveral long moments, the metal rod began to glow like abranding
iron, turning white a thetip, asif it were being heated in aforge.

What magic isthis? Areth wondered.

The whimpering child looked at the glowing iron, eyeswidening in fear, for it gppeared to be scalding
hot. He licked his lips and swest streamed down hisforehead.

But the Knight Eternal began to whisper soothing words.

“Have nofear,” the Knight Eternal was saying. “Y ou arein grest pain now. But that pain can leave you.
All that you haveto doisgive it awvay—to him.”

The Knight Eterna held the glowing rod, peered over his shoulder at Areth.

“Therewill bepain,” the Knight Eterna promised, “but it will only last for asmall moment, while your
honor and glory will remain for al eternity. Will you give your pain away?’

The child wasin such fear and agony that he could not speak, but he managed asmall nod of the head.
“Good,” the Knight Eterna said.

He pressed the glowing rod to the child, and began to sing. The rod brightened, and the smell of singed
skin and burning hair filled the chamber. The child did not wince or cringe away from the hegt. But as
soon asthe meta rod flared and gave off aflicker of flame, the Knight Eterna pulled it away.

Thelad grunted in pain, like aboar that has been struck with alance.

Therod left awhitetrail of light, which lengthened asthe Knight Eternal pulled back. Around the
chamber, wyrmlings growled or oohed and aaahed, for thetrail of light wasfar brighter than the
illumination thrown by the smadl lantern. The Knight' s Singing became faster, more ins stent. There were
no wordsto hissong, only callslikealark and harking sounds.

He waved the branding iron—for Areth had decided that it was some sort of branding iron—in theair,
and then sudied thetrail of light that remained.

He nodded, asif the light passed hisinspection, then whirled toward Areth, and approached, leaving a
trail of light ashe came.

“What isthis?’ Areth demanded. He was weak, so weak. His muscles had wasted away in prison. But it
was more than that. He felt asickness deep inside him. The crystal rods had pierced him deeply, in his
gut, in hisliver and groin. He had been fighting infectionsfor years, and losing. It was only the spells of
the Desth Lordsthat kept him dive, feeding him life from those around him.

“Itiscaled aforcible,” the Knight Eterna said, his blood red robes flaring out as he approached. He
spread hiswings out, flapped them in excitement. “It is used to grant endowments, to pass attributes from



one person to another. Those who give endowments are called Dedicates. This boy will be your
Dedicate.”

Areth knew that this couldn’t be good. Wyrmlings were notoriousfor not giving information. Thisone
would only be explaining himsdlf if the newswas going to be bad.

“This child has taken endowments of touch from four other Dedicates, four who are at this very moment
being placed in crystal cages.

“And now wewill give hisendowment of touch to you.”
“Why?" Areth asked.

“Thisisan experiment,” the Knight Eternal said as he ripped off the stinking rag that served as Areth’'s
only scrap of clothing, “an experiment in pain. So far, we have been very gratified at the results. For
years you have endured our tortures. Now you will learn what it fedslike to endure others' pain.”

The Knight Eternd plunged the forcible into Areth’ s chest. The skin Sizzled and puckered as hishair
burned.

The white snake of light raced from the boy’ sarm, blanking out, until it reached Areth’s chest and
entered with a hissing sound.

From across the room, the young boy cried out in unimaginable anguish, then wept for joy at hisrelease.

Areth drew back in surprise, for thefirst kiss of the forcible gave him grest pleasure, surprisngin
intengity, and just as suddenly it turned to agony.

The pain that smote him drove him to hisknees, |eft his head whirling. He vomited at the distress as his
stomach suddenly cramped. Unseen tortures assailed him from every sde. Hisear drumsfelt asif they
would burst, and his sinusesflared. His groin ached asif he' d been kicked by awar horse, and it seemed
that every bonein hisfeet had suddenly been cracked into gravel.

Wordlesdy, Areth collapsed, gasping for breath. No scream could have expressed his torment.

“Isthat it?" Emperor Zul-torac demanded, speaking for the crowd of nobles that stood in attendance.
“Didit work?’

Areth Sul Urstone could not speak. Through tears of affliction he peered at the gawky boy benesth the
thumb-light, who now stared at his hands clenching and unclenching them asif mystified by hisown lack
of feding.

“Thetransfer iscomplete,” the Knight Eternd confirmed.
Emperor Zul-torac nodded, and the guards dragged Areth away.

He gasped for breath asthey did, drowning in pain, until they threw himin hiscdll, where helay naked
and quivering and overwhel med.

THE SWALLOWS



The transition from infancy to adulthood is hard in people, but it is much harder for animals.
Consider the minnow, which oft hatches from its egg only to swiminto the gaping jaws of a
bass—or the swallow, that so often leaps fromits nest only a day too early, and thusfallsto its
death. How much better it isto be a man, even when the going is at its hardest.

—theWizard Ssd

Fdlion and Jaz had not even laid down to rest when the Wizard Sisal came and whistled outsde the
chamber door.

Siyaddah opened the door, and the wizard strode into the room and addressed Fallion. “ The High King
requests the company of you and Jaz...in hiswar room.”

Without a sound, Jaz followed Sisdl out the halway.

Falion stopped at the doorway, peered into Siyaddah’ s eyes, and spoke the old farewel| of his court,
“Sworn to defend,” then hurried after his brother and the wizard.

“So, how do you like the nursery?” Sisdl asked.
“What do you mean?’ Falion asked.

“The upper portions of the fortress are where we keep the children,” Sisdl said. “ They are our greatest
treasure. Thewyrmlingswill have to fight through every man among usto reach them.”

Fdlion had not been aware of many children in the rooms around them, but then, he had cometo the
citaddl late at night, and most likely they were dl abed.

Still, he made amenta note. Siyaddah’ s gpartments were on the seventh floor above the streets. The
names of the occupants were painted in yellow beside the doors.

Thewizard took them down four levels, into a huge map room.

There on the floor was amap of the world, painstakingly sculpted from mud and painted. It borelittle
resemblanceto Falion’ sworld.

At the center, it seemed, was Luciare. Crude lines had been scratched in the mud with a stick,
superimposing the boundaries of Rofehavan and Indhopa and Inkarra, lands that Fallion knew. Red dots
indicated mgjor cities and fortresses.

Jaz peered at the map and | et out a gasp, then sank to his kneeswith amoan.

And as Fdlion stared a the map, it filled him with fear. The borders were al wrong. The lands of Toom
and Haversind and many of the northern ides had not existed in King Urstone’ sworld. The continent of
Landesfalen had not existed. What happened to them in the change? Fallion wondered. Did dl of the
peopleliving in those lands suddenly find themsdvesfdling into the sea?

Fdlion was horror-struck. He and Jaz had left family and friendsin Landesfallen. Myrrima, Borenson,
Draken, Erin. Heimagined them flailing in the depths, no land in sight—not for hundreds and hundreds of
miles

“Sisd,” Falion sad, garing a the map. “What have | done?’

“We...arenot yet certain,” Sisd said. “It will take months, perhaps even years, to learn the extent of the
change. But the Earth Spirit whispers peace to my soul.”



“We havefamily in Landesfdlen!” Jaz said.

“My heart tellsmethat they live and love you still,” Sisdl replied softly. “ Many changes have taken place,
but haven't you noticed—no one, to my knowledge, found themsalvesin ariver or pond. | believe that
thereisagood reason for that. It was inherent in the spell you used to bind the worlds together.”

Fallion suspected that Sisdl wasright.
Still, hewas not completely at ease.

High King Urstone approached dowly, put a hand upon Jaz' s shoulder, and whispered words of
comfort. Ssd trandated. “1f we live through this night, an expedition will be sent out to map our new
world, to find survivors, and to clam them as dlliesand friends”

“Thank you,” Jaz said, trying to hold back a sob.

“You arewelcome,” Sisel trandated. “ And now, the King has aquestion for you. His champions are
taking endowments even as we speak, and he thanks you for the use of the forcibles. But he wondersif
you would like to take endowments this night, too?’

“Tel himno,” Falion said. “Wethank him for the offer, but he will be better off having one champion
with forty endowments than eight championswith five.”

“The king agreeswith you,” Sisdl said after listening to the king, *“and isa so foregoing the kiss of the
forcible. He wants you and Jaz to follow him.”

The king left the war room and its maps and retainers, took Fallion and Jaz through arich red curtain,
back through ashort hdll.

A second audience room opened. On the floor were three sets of enormous wings, like those of a bat.
Each set was splayed wide. A thin red membrane connected the struts. To Fallion, they looked like living
flesh, cut from a body.

“Theseareyours,” Sisd told Fallion and Jaz. *Y ou two dew their previous owners, and the king has
proclaimed them yours, as spoils of war.”

“Great,” Jaz said, trying to lighten the mood. “ So, how do we cook them?’

“They arenot to eat,” Sisdl said. “ They areto wear. He wishesfor you to put them on before the battle.
It may well bethat you are forced to escape, and these would be agreat aid. Y ou can travel faster than a
horse, and few could caich you. The Knights Eternd might, but they will not fly in the full sunlight.
Remember that.

“Such wings are exceedingly rare. We do not believe that the enemy has more than adozen pair, dl told.

“Mogt of dl,” Sisdl continued, “thesewill ad you in your travels. Y ou need to go to Courts of Tide and
begin to enlist the help of your people. With these, you could be there by noon tomorrow.”

“How do they work?’ Jaz asked, excitement rising in histone.

“Work?" Sisdl asked. “Just put them on. It will take afew minutesfor your body to learn how to
respond, and it will be weeks or months before you become proficient with them. But in time they work
like your legs do, without any thought on your part.”

Jaz hurried to the nearest set of wings, picked them up. Each wing met at the back and joined. When he



lifted them, the wings began to fold, leaving their tips upon the floor. Where the wings joined was apair
of spikes, aswhite as bone, each about ten incheslong. The spikeswere wet, asif they had just been
cleaned, but Fallion could see blood on them. Their purpose was obvious. Fallion could seethat if he
pulled the wings up onto his shoulder at the apex, the spikes would have to be inserted through hisflesh.

“Areyou araid?’ King Urstone asked.
“I,” Jaz began. “They look too big for me.”

“They arefinefor someoneyour Sze,” Sisd said. “Besdes, it isbetter if they arealittlelarge. All the
better to get the wind beneath you. Y our glide will Iast longer, and your flightswill be farther. Did you not
notice that the Knights Eterna choose bodiesthat are smdler than those of most wyrmlings? Thisisthe
reason.”

“Doesit hurt?’ Jaz asked.
Sisd admitted, “Morethan you'd like.”
“I'll gofirgt,” Falion offered.

Hewent to aset of wings, picked them up, and grabbed onto the bonelike prongs. He set the prongs up
on hisshoulder, in front of the clavicle. The design suggested that they should fit that way, but he
wondered if the prongs would pierce alung or some other vital organ. Perhaps it was meant to go behind
the clavicle. “Likethis?’ he asked the wizard.

“Take off your tunic,” Sisel suggested. “Y ou don’'t want to get blood on it.”
Fdlion removed the tunic and his cape, leaving only hisblack leather trousers.

S adjusted the wings, so that the apex met at the center of hisback and the prongs set just in the flesh
of hisshoulder in front of each clavicle. He said, “ About there, | would think.”

Without further warning, Sisdl shoved the wings on. The spikes pierced Falion like lances, and he felt
white-hot firein them. He staggered forward a step, suddenly growing faint, and fell to one knee.

He could fed the spikes twisting, seeming to bend back, fusing with his scapula

For amoment, the wings were just dead weight on his back. Blood oozed from the wounds, running in
rivulets down his back, and heimagined that he would die.

And then, an ingtant later, the wings cameto life. He could fed the skin between the webbing asif it were
his own skin, could fed blood coursing from wingtip to wingtip.

Without athought the wings began to flgp on their own, clumsly at first, but he could fed thelift in them,
asif they were sails catching astrong wind.

Then he flapped them conscioudy, stretching out, grasping at air, pulling down eagerly so that hisfeet
suddenly lifted off thefloor.

The pain eased quickly, and Falion said inwonder, “It's, it slike getting. ..new hands. Y ou can fedl
everything.”

“Andit hurts?’ Jaz asked.

It hurt. Fallion could till fed the pain. The spikesin his shoulder till burned, but the sensation was



swalowed up in joy and wonder.
“A bit,” Fallion admitted.
“I think maybe I’ d ill rather eat them than wear them,” Jaz said.

“Thepainwill dull inafew minutes,” Sisd offered. “1n aweek, thewingswill fed asif they werebornto
you.”

King Urstonefitted his own wings upon him, and Sisdl gave them ashove. He did not sumble as Falion
had, but only stood for amoment, wincing, until the pain began to subside.

He spoke, and Sisel trandated. “Come. Let ustake our maiden flight!”

S« drew Jaz' swingsto his shoulder and let them pierce him, and eagerly Falion followed the king
down ashort corridor and into an acove that had been gouged into the cliff.

Here, thefolk of the city could come for abreath of fresh air when they tired of the tunnels, or could
stand and peer out over the countryside. Only alow rock wall stood between them and dezth.

They were high above the ground, hundreds of feet up the mountainsde. Falion had known that he was
traveling up as he walked through the twisting hallways, but he hadn’t realized how far they had climbed.
The wind was boisterous, gusting thisway and that. A layer of clouds had begun to rush in from the east,
blotting out the stars. The brightest light came from down below, from the spirits of Luciare’ sguardians.

Blue-white, thelight reflected from the city walls onto the grounds below.

“What do we do now?’ Jaz asked nervoudly.
High King Urstone climbed up on the rock wall and stood for amoment, hislegs shaking nervoudly.
“Y ou’ ve seen young birds leave the net?’ the Wizard Sisel asked. “ Do what they do!”

“Mogt of the young birds |’ ve seen,” Jaz said, “wind up dead at the bottom of sometree.” Theking
gtood for several moments, flgpping hiswings experimentaly. “Isn't it kind of windy?’

Then Urstone jumped, and went plummeting.

Fdlion raced to the edge of the balcony, stood peering down. He could see the king flapping frantically,
hiswings catching for amoment, then seeming to lose purchase.

The king screamed, and Fallion thought that he was dead, that he would crash onto the rocks below, but
suddenly the wind caught beneath hiswings, and he went soaring for afew dozen yards, then flapped
franticaly, canted to the | eft, and soared again. The king screamed again, and Fallion redlized that he was
not screaming in fear, he was shouting in exultation.

“I'm next,” Fdlion said, and before he could change his mind, he took arunning legp and jumped over
the diff.

Heforced the wingsto beat rapidly, found his heart pumping hard from exertion. Herose as he did.

It was not effortless, not like the childhood dreams he' d had of floating across the sky like awind-blown
leaf. He found that he had to concentrate. He had to pull the wingsin and up on the up-stroke, stretch
them wide on the down. He had to pull them forward vigoroudy to gain speed, let them relax when he
soared.



It was not easy. In fact, it was hard, like running arace.
And it was pure ecstasy.
Fdlion fluttered about the tower, and found that he had a better knack for it than the king did.

Perhapsit’ sthe weight, Falion thought. Thewingswere dl roughly the same size, but the king, with his
warrior clan blood, outweighed Fallion by at least a hundred pounds, probably closer to a hundred and

fifty.
In moments, Jaz came winging up beside him, and shouted, “Let’ sgo over that hill!”

He pointed to ahill at least four miles away, adark hump risng out of the night, Sately evergreensat its
peek, all weathered and blasted by lightning over the years.

And so they raced, laughing, asthey had done when they were children, their wings besting rhythmically.
Fdlion thrilled to the wind coursing benesth hiswings, and fought back tears. In achoked voice he said,
“When last | rode agrask, | thought | would never fly again.”

“I think,” Jaz shouted, “we could give those graaks agood race, now.”
Andit wastrue.

They reached the hill in lessthan four minutes, but the quick flight left Fallion with sweet streaming down
his cheek, sweat that would quickly dry inthe cool night air. They circled the trees, looked out above the
vdley in the disance—and saw the wyrmling horde.

It was milesaway. A few stars ill shone over the valey, and by their palelight Falion could see
wyrmlingsin the distance, sarlight glinting on their bone helms. They looked like cockroachesthick upon
afloor, for they covered the land.

Therewere larger things among them, atrio of moving hills and enormous lizard-like kezziards, while
giant grasks winged duggishly above, casting vast shadows. And fluttering around them weretinier
figures, like midges, the Knights Eternd.

“Comeon,” Fdlion said in rising concern. He glanced back toward their mountain fortress, its peak
gleaming whitein the distance. “Let’'sgo.”

THE GATHERING OF THE HORDE

A lord must have armies to daunt and destroy his enemies. To lead his armies, he must elevate the
most intimidating of histroops. Therefore, if you would be a great leader, it isimperative that you
learn the finer points to the art of intimidation.

—Emperor Zul-torac, advice to his daughter

The night filled with snarls and roars as new troops joined the wyrmling horde camped on the plains
below Luciare.

Soldiers had been gathering from the east and the north. The great giant graaks had come just after



midnight, with the Knights Eternal in their wake. And there was word that awyrmling host had
daughtered ahuman army at Cantular. Each new addition had been a cause for celebration, until now.

The troops that joined the camp now wore black robes with the symbol of the great wyrm emblazoned in
red—acircle with aworld wyrm rising from it. But they aso wore black helms and had their cape pins
adorned with the skulls of wolves, covered in slver foil. These were the emperor’ s élite troops, the fang
guard.

Their skin had gone gray, and their faces had the emaciated look of those who are more dead than dive.

They growled and shoved as they made their way through the throng, clubbing or kicking lesser warriors
who were too dow to move out of theway. Their eyes had gone red with rage, and the air felt tifling
with menace.

The Desath Lord watched as the fang guard |leader approached, hisface distorted by wrath. He glared up
at the Death L ord, who had been standing upon a pinnacle of rock, peering out over hiswondrous army.

“Fourteen fang guards reporting for duty,” the captain said.
The Death Lord did not like the looks of him.

“Grovd,” the Death Lord commanded. It was only right that such creatures debase themsalves before
him.

The captain lowered hisneck dowly, asif it were made of steel and he could bend it only with grest
difficulty. His eyes blazed.

There is something wrong with these troops, the Death Lord redized. The whole world seemed to have
turned upside down. There were forests where there should be none. Some of his troops had vanished
during the great change, and others now claimed to recal other liveslived upon another world. Two of
the men had even shown marvel ous powers, gained from wondrous runes.

What had become of the fang guard? Obvioudy, he thought, the emperor has placed some spell upon
them, to make them more fera. Perhapsit was an experiment, with some new type of harvester spike.
Stll, hethought, I cannot alow them to show insubordination.

The Death Lord legpt thirty feet to the ground so that he could stand before the captain, his black robes
fluttering as he landed.

He reached out to the captain, his hand but a shadow that escaped from his robe, and raked the captain
lightly between the eyeswith asinglefingernail.

The captain’ sgray skin flayed wide, and blood oozed from the wound.

The captain struggled to retain control, but hiswrath would not let him. He trembled and shook from
head to foot, asif straining to keep from lashing out.

He should have showed no emation at al.

What awaste, the Death Lord thought, redizing that he would have to kill the soldier. Then the Death
Lord uttered asmall curse.

With a sound of shredding, the captain’ s flesh began to rip from hisbody. Skin peded away like
parchment. His robes and armor were rent asif by some great beast.



Therein the paelight, the Death Lord suddenly glimpsed runes upon the creature' s pale skin—runes of
strength, speed, stlamina, and bloodlust.

Ah, the Degath Lord redized, our master is experimenting with some new magic. He must have sent these
reinforcements only hours ago!

That seemed amost impaossible. They would have had to run hundreds of leaguesin asingle night. But the
Death Lord could not deny the evidence.

And |, he thought, have killed one of her specid toals. | will have to hide the deed, for it istoo late to
stop.

Again and again the tearing came. The captain roared and fell to his knees, naked, while skin continued
to flay, exposng fat and muscle. In amoment he pitched forward and lay silently twitching asthe peding
continued.

The Death Lord peered upward. A layer of clouds seded the heavens, blocking even the starlight. Upon
the mount, just four miles away, L uciare shone with intense brightness, lit by lesser spirits.

The Death Lord had far more than he needed in the way of armaments, men, and spellsto take the
castle. There would never be a better time for a bloodbath.

40
A MEETING OF THE MINDS

A mastiff is bred for battle. The spinner dog is bred to turn a wheel. The beagle is bred to hunt
rabbits and foxes. But what was | bred for?

Reason tells me that | have no purposein life—that | am only the byproduct of my father’s lust
and my mother’ s want for affection.

But my heart whispersthat | am free to choose my own purpose and to create my own destiny.
—Alun

Horns blared throughout L uciare, clear horns as piercing asthe cold of amid-winter’ s night, horns that
told atade of wyrmlingstoiling up the dopes of the mountain.

Alun raced down the hallwaysto the lower levels. As he did, he heard shouts. “Warlord Madoc has
returned! He stopped the wyrmlings at Cantular!”

Alun could hardly bdlieve the good news.

The city was shut. Huge dabs of rock had been brought to sed every portico, every window. Through
the hard work of thousands, the city’ s defenses had been repaired in only aday. From outside, the
stonesfit so cleanly that it would be hard even to tell where the openings had been.

Insdethe castle, light and life were everywhere. Children had been put to work lighting extra
thumb-lanterns and placing them in the lower corridors where the wyrmlingswould first enter. The stark
white walsreflected the light, making the hdlsamost aslight asday.



Flowerswere strewn upon the floor, fresh leaves of rose and lavender and pennyroyal, so that a sweet
scent filled the city. With each step, Alun perfumed the halls, and seeds were strewn beside the
flowers—poppy and bean, whesat and rye.

It made the footing al that more treacherous.
Alun gained the lowest levels and had to fight hisway past warriorsin order to reach the portdl.

Outside Warlord Madoc and his sons could be seen marching up the city streets now, capes flapping
behind them, faces grim, only moments ahead of the wyrmling hordes. Crowds of warriors cheered them
astriumphant heroes. Alun could see the wyrmlings racing up the mountain road, just moments behind,
but Madoc was safely within the city walls.

Lagt of al among the returning heroes, came the Emir of Da harristan, head lowered in humility. There
were so few troops returning, Alun saw, that this could not reglly be celebrated asavictory.

“Ten thousand wyrmlingsthey dew!” someone shouted. “ They died on the bridge of Cantular.”

Madoc trudged up to the main gate and made to pass Alun. “Milord,” Alun begged, “if | may havea
moment?’

Madoc glared. “Isit important?’
“I have newsthat you should hear,” Alun suggested, “before you seetheking.”

Madoc consdered amoment, asif nothing that Alun could say would be more urgent than his own report
to the king. Then he grabbed Alun by the deeve and ushered him from the hdl into the first living chamber
that they reached. It had been astately room for some merchant who did not want to travel far to get into
the city. It was spacious and e egantly appointed. Now it was empty, the valuables hastily removed, the
merchant having fled to higher—and presumably safer—quarters.

“What is so important?’ Madoc demanded as he closed the door.

“High King Urstone tried to exchange Princess Kan-hazur for his son, and the wyrmlings cheated him.
They took the princess, and gave nothing in return.”

“Theking wasafool,” Madoc said. “ Still, we can take comfort in one thing—the princess will not live out
the week.”

“What do you mean?’

Madoc smiled. “My men have been poisoning her food with shavings of red-wort root for years. It will
not harm her until she sopsedting it.”

Alun considered. Hewas't sure that his people could survive the night. But if they did, what would
happen once Emperor Zul-torac discovered this act of treachery?

He |l hunt us down to the very last woman and child, Alun thought. Between Urston€e sfolly and
Madoc' streachery, we are doomed.

What had Daylan said? Hadn't he said that there was but a hair’ s difference between the wyrmlings and
mankind? Madoc seemed little better than Zul-torac a that moment.

So much evil in the world comes upon us from poor leaders, Alun thought. Why wasit my fate to be
caught between these two?



We suffer them, he redlized. We, the people, suffer them. We forgive their stupidity and their
small-mindedness. We follow them into battles that should not be. We accept their flattery and petty
bribes—when we would be better off to sweep them away, like fliesfrom our dinner table.

“So,” Madoc said. “What do the people think of this debacle?’

Alun tried to think fast. He wasn't sure that he wanted to support Warlord Madoc anymore. But Alun
had the habit of telling the truth, and it came easiest to hislips. “ There are many who blame him for this
attack, saying that he sold his kingdom for adream. There are those who believe he should be removed
from thethrone!”

The words of treason came to histongue, yet hisheart was not in it. He dmost felt asif he stood outside
himsdlf, listening to someone el se spesk.

“Areany of hisown warriors saying it?” Madoc asked.

“Some,” Alun admitted. “ Still, the king has strong supporters, and there are those that love him. It would
be foolish to come out openly againgt him.

“Thereis something more,” Alun said. “ The king has shown favor to Falion Orden, the wizard who
merged our two worlds. He plansto do it again, binding many worldsinto one. If he does, many people,
folks like me who had no shadow sdf upon the other world, will sSmply die”

Madoc seemed to consider thisfor along moment.

“Our young wizard must dso be stopped,” Madoc said. Madoc looked thoughtful. Alun could see plans
of murder circling in hisskull. Helooked hopefully at Alun, asif wondering if Alun could be trusted to do
the wizard, but then thought better of it. He smiled a Alun, areassuring smile, the smile of akiller who
meant to do hisbusiness.

“Y ou have donewell, my friend. When my kingdom comes, you will have a high place among my
counsdors.”

At the sudden blare of trumpets, Madoc whirled and | eft the room.

Alun felt sure that he didn’t want to see Madoc reign. The people needed someone of greater wisdom
and compassion. But Alun could use the man. He could make Madoc atool, use himto get rid of Falion
Orden.

But it wasn't Falion that Alun wasworried about at the moment. It wasn't even Warlord Madoc or King
Urstone. No, there was afar more pressing danger. Outside, distant cries and the crashing of weapons
againg shields announced the advance of the wyrmling horde.
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THE BATTLE FOR THE OUTER WALL

Awarrior’s life depends upon his ability to read the enemy, to know what he will do before he
eventries,

—Sr Borenson



Fallion suspected that it was only two hours before dawn as he and Jaz winged back to Caer Luciare.
Theair fet chill and heavy, asit doesin the hours before dawn.

Fdlion studied the castl€ s defenses from the air.

Luciare climbed the mountain in steps, houses built on terraces that bordered awinding road. Two wals
protected the city—alower wall that surrounded the market, and an upper wall to defend the warrens.
Both wadls had moatsfilled with water that cascaded down from the mountain’ s heights.

Thelower walswere well defended. It looked asif every able-bodied man and woman in the city had
turned out.

Falion spotted Rhianna above the upper wall, standing on the broad terrace, looking about asif unsure
what to do.

Falion swooped and landed beside her, found himsdlf hitting ground so fast he tripped and fell headlong.
Jaz whooped with laughter and touched down beside him, managing to be only dightly less graceless.

Rhianna studied the wings, tried to hide atwinge of jealousy. Then turned and peered down over the hills.
The wyrmlings were coming through the trees, banging wegpons and sSnging.

“Have you seen Tdon?’ Fallion asked.

Rhianna shook her head no. “ She' s been gone dl night. | think she might be down on the lower wall.
Where do you warnt to fight?’

“The closer we get, the better the view,” Fdlion said. “But with an unfamiliar enemy, that might be
dangerous.”

“Y ou've been training with wegpons al of your life,” Rhiannasaid. “I doubt they have any tricksthey can
teach you.”

“Yes” Jaz teased. “He sbeentraining al of his short life”

Fdlion felt nervous. He could fed the dectric thrill inthe air that comes before battle. Y es, he'd trained
al of hislife, but not to fight againg giants that outweighed him by three hundred pounds. “ Al right, I'd
like afront-row sedt, if it's okay with you.”

“I’ve dways wanted to get front-row seats to something,” Rhiannateased uneasily. “I'm just not sure if
thisisthe best time start demanding them.”

Jaz asked, “ So, how long do you think it will take before the wyrmlings bow to our superior skills?’
“Oh,” Fdlion sad, “they look like dow learners. | bet it will take them hours.”

“Good,” Jaz said. “We should al have quite apile of dead at our feet before they catch on.”

“Let ushope,” Rhiannasaid, asthey strode down the winding road to the lower levels.

Thousands of human warriors crowded atop the lower wall as the wyrmlings marched on the castle. But
breaching thewall would not be easy. L uciare was no minor fortress. The lower wall rose eighty fedt.
Moreover, it was carved from living rock and thus had no seams, save the cracks made by frozen water
over the eons. Even akezziard could not climbit.



Falion raced down the city Streetsto the outer wall, and stood upon the precipice, peering down. Clouds
had wandered in overnight, sedling the skies, releasing a.coal rain in some places, adight mist that had
abated only moments ago. A wayward breeze blew down the mountainsde, mussing Falion’s hair,
buffeting hiswings.

Out in the darkness, under the cover of trees, he could make out wyrmlings stirring in the shadows. But
none dared the road, and he could not see what they were up to.

Y oung boys stood upon the walls, torch-bearers.

Fallion drew light from the nearest torches, sent it snaking down the hill under the woods, where it
lingered among the falen leaves beneeth the trees.

Suddenly the outlines of the wyrmlings appeared.

The wyrmlings had brought enormous drums unlike anything that Fallion had ever seen—black drums,
made from hollowed baobab trees. Each drum was at least forty feet long and was lugged by dozens of
wyrmlings. One end of each log was covered in some dark hide, while the other end opened with a
narrow hole.

Thewyrmlings stayed afar off, about a quarter of amile, and wrestled the drums, aiming the holes toward
the city wall.

Upon the wall, the human defenders hunched low and braced themselves. There were cries of awe, and
Falion saw defenders counting in their own crude tongue. He estimated fifty drumsin the woods, and the
defenders seemed dismayed.

What are our people so afraid of ? Fallion wondered.
Then huge wyrmlings with enormous clubs began to pound.

The first drum snarled and boomed, asif to hurl acurse. The drum exuded a percussive forcelike a
physica blow that lifted Fallion from hisfeet, and set his very bonesto aching.

“Ah!” Jaz cried. Fallion looked up to see him wiping blood from his nose.
Thewall benesath them cracked. Stone shattered and rained down from the ledge.

“What makes them so powerful?” Fallion wondered doud, for he had never seen such terrors. Hisvery
skin seemed to ache with theroll of the thunder drum.

“Spdls,” Rhianna guessed. “ Sometype of rune of theair?’
Fallion wished that Talon were here so that he could ask her of the lore, but he had not seen her dl night.

A second drum called out in atone higher than thefirst, and did far less damage. The wyrmlings struggled
with it, loosening thelid of the drum, and then athird called out, dightly deeper than thefird.

“They’'relooking for just theright pitch,” Rhiannaguessed, “to break this stone.”
“Or my bones,” Jaz proclaimed.
Four or five more drums rang out experimentdly, until the wyrmlings found the pitch they wanted.

Suddenly dozens of drums opened up. A wall of sound hit, blasting and thrumming, causing the mountain



to shakeasif it would collapse. Falion had heard terrible thunderstormsin the summers back in
Landesfallen, the thunder echoing from mountain to mountain. But thiswasfifty timeworse. Theair filled
with snarls and booms, and the mountain shook mercilessly.

Thewall beneath them cracked. Rubble began falling asthelip of thewall crumbled away. With each
blagt, the wyrmlings shifted their drums, taking aim a an unblemished portion of thewall.

Fdlion had thought that the wyrmlings would take hoursto breach thiswall, but suddenly he redlized that
the lip was dropping at arate of inches every moment. He could not have imagined the damage done
with each blagt. It waslike striking soft stone with amalet. The outer wall was crumbling, and with each
crack, each indentation, it left an invitation for the kezziards claws.

In mere moments, the wals eroded asif amillennium’ sworth of wind and ice had wrought upon them.

Fdlion had imagined that it would be along siege and that the humans might hold the outer wall dl night.
But thewall looked asif it might be breached in moments.

In dismay heredlized that it had never been Luciare' s strong walls that had protected the city. Nor wasiit
the power of itsfighting men. Only asingle hostage had stood between mankind and destruction.

The emperor must prize her more than we ever guessed, Falion thought.

Fallion felt for sources of hest, wondering if he might set the woods ablaze. There weretorchesat his
back dl dong thewall. But alight rain had fallen earlier, little more than amigt.

At thisdistance, it was enough to foil even his strongest spdlls.

A few men upon the walls fired huge bows or hurled the massve iron war darts that seemed to be
favored here. They did little damage. The wyrmlingsin the wood were shielded by leaf and limb.

Fdlion drew heat from the torchesinto himself, savoring it. He exhaled, and smoke issued from his
nostrils. He knew that if anyonelooked a him, his eyeswould be shining. He felt powerful, dangerous,
even asthe fortress walls shattered beneath him.

Then a huge shout erupted from the woods, and trees began to tremble as kezziards rumbled past them.
The ground benegath the woods suddenly filled with white—the white of helms and armor whittled from
bone, the white of thewyrmlings' pae skin, and the white of their eyes shining like crystals.

Suddenly something huge lumbered up over the woods, giant grasks on heavy wings. A dozen of them
came at once, wingtip to wingtip, forming aliving wal. Scores of wyrmlings rode their backs.

Shouts of warning erupted as human warriors recognized the danger. The wyrmlings wouldn’t need
kezziards to breach the walls. They could drop troops from the sky.

Upon the stone archway above the great gate to the city, the Wizard Sisel stood. Flowers and vines hung
from the arch like aliving curtain, and he stood there surrounded by greenery, asif in aforest. Down
below, the wyrmlings troops rushed forward, roaring, and the giant graaks came winging well above the
trees, the rush of wind from their wingsrising like astorm.

The human defenders braced themselves, terror plain upon their faces, and Sisdl raised his saff.

And there, from the grass dong the castlewall, amillion fireflies suddenly rose, arcing into the air like
bright green sparks, filling the fidldswith light.



“Now,” King Urstone cdled a the wizard’ sback. “By life and light, now isthe timeto strike!”
The humans charged to the crumbling lip of thewall, risking their livesto hurl war darts.
Wyrmlings cried in despair, asif to greet the Dark Lady hersdlf in deeth.

The kezziards clambered forward, crushing wounded and fallen wyrmlingsin their path, terrifying in their
masks of woven chain. Thelizards themselves were the color of fire, with enormous eyes that shone gold.
Their tongues snapped and flickered as they scented the battlefield, yet despite the dying al around them,
they trudged stupidly on.

Fdlion saw dozens of kezziard riders die, iron darts splitting their faces.
Giant graaks neared the city.
Falion stood, hiswings nervoudy adjusting, preparing for flight.

High up on Mount Luciare, where clouds collided with stone, a pair of Knights Eterna clung to thewall,
gripping it with dead fingers and the tiny claws at the joints of their wings.

There at the edge of the coming battle, in the sputtering light of the torches, they spotted the nervous
unfoldingwings

The knightslooked at each other.
“Fools,” one of them whispered. “ They amost beg for death.”

The two winged human warriors hadn’t had time to adapt to alife of flight, and so they squatted along
with therest of their kind. Their attention was riveted on the enemy in front of them, when they should
have been scanning the sky above.

With akick, the Knights Eternal soundlesdy broke away from the mountain wal, unfolded their wings,
and swooped into adive.

Like hawksthey stooped, wings dmost folded, using al of their strength to focus on the wingtips,
keeping them rigid againgt the driving wind, gently tilting, making corrections, asthey guided themsdlves
toward their targets.

They gained speed asthey fell, and soon were rushing toward ground. With just atilt of the wingtips, they
began to break, and went shooting just feet above the ground.

Thunder drums continued to boom, cracking walls and shattering stone. The wyrmlingswailed and
snarled in death as the humans hurled their iron darts, and everywhere men were shouting battle cries.
Fallion’snerves jangled, and for amoment it seemed that all went silent as hetried to block out the
sound.

From the castle wall above Falion, he heard aroar of warning and imagined that from their higher
vantage point the lookouts must have spotted some new threst.

Jaz |egpt forward, taking aim with his great bow and loosing ablack arrow into the throat of awyrmling
kezziard rider. He grabbed a second arrow in ablur, and took aim at akezziard' s eye.



A war dart came hurtling up from awyrmling below, and Jaz dodged aside even as he drew anew
arrow.

A tdl warrior stepped in front of Fallion, blocking hisview; quickly Falion ducked to hisleft to get a
glimpse of the baitlefied.

He heard aheavy chunk, crack, chunk.

Thewarrior that had blocked Fallion’s view suddenly grunted. Fallion glanced at him, and saw that a
black dart now sprouted from his back.

Thewarrior staggered forward a pace and moaned as he toppled over the wall.

That dart barely missed me! Falion redlized. He wondered where it had come from. Obvioudly, there
was an enemy behind him.

At that ingtant Jaz cried out, faling to his knees.

Fdlion heard the muffled flapping of wings, a sound an owl might make asit takesamouse. A Knight
Eternd, heredlized.

He ducked. At the same instant something enormous swooped above his head.
Then Fallion spotted a huge black iron war dart protruding from Jaz' s back.

For an ingant, time froze. Falion saw the panic in Rhianna s eyes, saw her swing her saff wildly asapair
of Knights Eternd blurred above her. But as quickly asthey had come, the enemy was gone, winging off
into the shadows.

Fdlion thought to follow, but knew that it would be too dangerous. He could no longer see them, and
ther flying skillsfar outmatched hisown.

Jaz knelt on his hands and knees, gasping for breath. He coughed, and gobs of blood spattered to the
ground.

He began to laugh just abit as Falion drew near.

“What?" Rhiannaasked, grabbing for his shoulder, trying to pull him up. Jaz shook hishead no, refusing
her help.

Jaz |ooked up at Falion, smiling broadly, while blood poured freely from his mouth. Tearsglistened in his
eyes.

“Doyou hurt?” Rhiannaasked, trying to comfort him.
“The poison...iscold.”
Jaz collapsed, hisface banging onto the stone.

“Jaz!” Fdlion cried, and reached down to grab him. He listened for Jaz to breathe, but only heard the air
escape his brother’ sthroat.

Rhiannd s face was blank with shock.

All of theroaring, dl of the snarl and bass of the thunder drums, al seemed but asmal and distant noise.



Inthat instant, Fallion knelt with his brother, utterly alone.

Then Rhiannawas on him, trying to pull him back from thewall. “We ve got to get away! They're
coming!”

Even as she spoke, agreat sky serpent flapped overhead, and they were washed in the wind from its
wings. Something wet splattered from the sky, and there was a crackling sound asit splashed to the
sonewadls.

Oil? Fdlion wondered. Some vile poison?

But drops of red hit hisface, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. Blood, he realized. Putrid
blood, that smelled asif it had been daysrotting in abarrdl.

The very stench of it made him want to retch, and, oddly, the touch of it began to burn his skin. He heard
ahissng sound around him asfoul liquid landed on vines and trees and set them steaming.

Death, come to conquer life. It was more than mere blood. There was a spell uponit.
It was an omen.

Suddenly, Falion felt disoriented. All of the rules of combat he had learned as a child meant nothing here.
Thewyrmlings fought adifferent kind of war.

Rhianna grabbed Jaz' s scabbard and bow, then pulled on Fallion’s shoulder, trying to lift him up.

Falion staggered to hisfeet, went tottering behind her. He stared back, his eyes on Jaz, hoping that his
brother might show some sign of life.

A huge human warrior reached down, grabbed Jaz by the wings, and began trying to lift him.
“He sdead,” Falion called back usdesdly.

At that instant there was a tearing sound, and Jaz’ swings ripped free. His corpse doughed away,
dapping to the cold stone battlements.

Ah, Fdlion redized. He wasn't helping Jaz, just taking aprize of war.

Rhiannaled Falion away in adaze, racing up the cold stone streets. He couldn’t fedl hisfeet. His body
had gone numb. There were shouts everywhere. Giant graaks flapped high over the city while wyrmlings
gpattered their bloody dixir onto trees and gardens, set the trees and grass sizzling, then found aplaceto
land.

Behind Fallion, there was a shout as kezziards hit the outer wall. Falion did not understand thewar clan’s
language, but he knew what they were crying. “Pull back, pull back! Thewyrmlings are over thewall.”

Falion peered back toward Jaz one last time, but could not see him. The human warriors behind Falion
wereinfull retreat, blocking Falion’sview, and akezziard was climbing over the spot where Jaz' s body
lay, thewyrmling riderslooking fearsomein their thick armor.

In amore perfect world, Fallion thought, my brother is<till dive.

He ached to take wing, to fly to the Mouth of the World and dare the tunnel s down, seeking out the Sedl
of the Inferno.



Soon, he promised himsdif.

But therewas a battle to fight firdt.

42
A VISION

Every man isa prisoner of his own making. The size of our jail is defined by the limits of our
vision.

—Daylan Hammer

Time had no meaning in Areth' s cell. Seconds seemed to draw out into hours, hoursinto centuries. As his
unseen Dedi cates endured unimaginable tortures, only Areth felt their pain.

Severd times helost consciousness, then rose again to the surface, like adrowning man. From timeto
time, voices came to him, halucinations caused by the extremity of historture.

Other times, he heard groaning deep in the earth, asif rocks were colliding and rubbing together,
struggling to form new hills. It was amost asif the earth had avoice, and if he listened hard enough, he
could hesr it.

“Pain. | aninpan,” theearth said. That isal that he could discern in the noise, that and a sound like
groaning.

Areth whispered, “1 would help if | could.”

Areth heard hiswife' svoice.

“Areth, awvake,” she said softly.

He looked up and saw that he wasin a meadow.

| am dreaming, he realized, but only stared at hiswife. She had been dead for sixteen years. Areth knew
that she could not be here, and he peered into her face not because he loved it, but because he had not
been able to recall what she had looked like now for nearly adecade.

A dream such asthis, it wasrare and precious, and he hoped to recdl it when he woke.

Her skin was dark, beautiful, asit had beeninlife. Her eyes sparkled like starsreflected in apool at
midnight.

But there was something wrong. Her face was mottled and of different colors. He peered hard. White
sand, pebbles, twigs, leaves and mud al seemed to be pressed together, forming her face.

A vague worry took him. Areth feared that he was mad. He knew that this was a dream, but the
meadow somehow seemed too redl, too lush. He could smell the sweet scent of rye and the bitter tang of
the danddlionsin the grass. Bluebellsrose up at the roots of the aspen trees at the edge of the glade.
There was too much detail in the grass. He could see old blades lying on the ground, the new grassrising
up from them. He could smell worms upon the ground.



He listened to the bickering of wrens and calls of cicadas deeper in the woods, and he felt surethat it
was not adream.

“Who areyou?’ Areth asked the woman, for he suddenly redlized that she could not be hiswife. She
was a strange.

“I am the Spirit of the Earth,” the woman whispered, smiling down at him. 1 have come to beg your help.
Theworld isawasteland, and soon will succumb. The very rocks and stones cry out in agony. Soon,
mankind will pass away, like adream.”

Sooner than you know, Areth thought. He could not say why, but he believed the wyrmling torturersthis
time. They were attacking L uciare and would daughter the last vestiges of mankind. Perhgps afew might
escape, but only afew, and they would be hunted.

“I can grant you the power to save them,” the Earth Spirit whispered. “If you will accept the gift, you can
save the seeds of mankind. But it comeswith agresat price—all that you are, dl that you ever will be. All
of your hopes and dreams must be relinquished, and you must serve me above dl.”

Areth fdt asif hisknuckles had grown thick with arthritis. Pain blossomed in them, asif they had been
crushed. Helaughed in pain.

If thisisadream, then | must not be deeping very soundly, he thought. The torturers are still & me.
“Do you accept?’ the woman asked.

“Why not? Sure, | accept.”

The woman faded without another word.

Areth opened hiseyes, found himsdlf lying upon the greasy floor of hiscell. There were no lights nearby
to let him see. The stone floor was covered with his sweet and stank of rotting skin. A corner in the back
was reserved for his waste, and bore an appropriate odor.

Hewaswracked in pain. It fdt asif one of hislungs had collgpsed, and hisright arm had been pulled
from his shoulder joint.

But as he peered into the darkness, groaning in pain, he could not help but remember for thefirgt timein
years the scent of sweet rye grass bursting from ground swollen by spring rain.
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BATTLE FOR THE UPPER GATE

In a fight between flameweavers, everyone gets burned.
—a saying of Fleeds

Thunder drums kept snarling asthe warrior clans beat a hasty retreat from the lower wall. There were
criesof pain, shouted battle orders. Amidst the bedlam, Rhiannaraced over the paved Streets of the
market, hanging on to Falion with her left hand while she struggled to hold her own gtaff and Jaz's
wegponsin her right.



The enormous grasks flew over her head and landed on the upper wall. Wyrmling troops did down their
scaly backs, then raced to take the upper gate, leaving ahost of daughtered defendersin their wake. The
wyrmling troops moved too fast to be commoners.

They’ ve taken endowments of metabolism, Rhiannaredized.

There were cries of despair from the defenders on the upper wall, and dl around Rhiannain the market
streets below, human warriors began sprinting to meet the threet, jostling her, nearly knocking her down.

Falion staggered beside Rhiannain adaze, trying to peer back at hislost brother.

With asudden rattle of chains, ahuge iron door dammed down on the upper wall, and there were groans
of shock and despair from the defenders nearby.

The defenders had just been locked out of the upper levels of the city. Rhiannawhirled and glanced
behind. Wyrmling troops were swarming over the lower walls by the tens of thousands.

We' retrgpped! sheredlized. With wyrmling runelords manning the wall above them and ahost charging
up from behind, the human warriors were caught between ahammer and an anwvil.

It was going to be adaughter.

And she could see no way to beat the wyrmling runelords. There couldn’t be more than four hundred
men at the mouth of thewarrens. If they charged out, they might be able to take the gate—but in doing
s0 they’ d leave the warrens undefended.

Thewarrior clansweren’t prepared for the wyrmling tactics. They had planned to make an orderly
retreeat, exacting aheavy toll from thewyrmlingsfor every step that they took.

But now, once the defendersin the city had been handled, the wyrmlings would be able to stroll through
the warrens wiping out the women, the children, the elderly and the babes.

“Fdl-ion!” adeep voice cried above the tumult. “Fell-ion!”

Rhiannawhirled, saw King Urstone not a hundred feet awvay. He pointed toward the upper gate, gave a
dlent nod, then legpt into the air, flying rapidly.

Fdlion just stood, hisface ablank. He was till in shock.
“Fdlion,” Rhiannacried, “we haveto win back the gate! Carry me up there!”

Rhianna pointed up. It was ashort flight, but asteep climb. The guards from the outposts along the upper
wall were dl racing to the gate, but these weren’t the city’ s grandest fighters. Most of them were mere
boys, and they would be fighting runelords.

Fdlion seemed to snap out of his daze. He grasped Rhianna around the lower belly and legpt into the air,
flapping hiswingsfor dl that he wasworth.

Rhianna peered down. Beneath them, the wyrmlings had breached the lower wall in twenty places;
kezziards were climbing over it. The gate to the lower levels had come down, and the wyrmling hordes
were rushing through. There seemed to be no end of them. A few human hosts, redizing the danger, had
turned to meet them, but there wouldn't be enough of them.

Up ahead of her, the monstrous graaks legpt into the air and dove back toward the markets.



They’regoing to pick up reinforcementsfor the gate, Rhiannarealized.

One monster winged straight toward them, asif it would attack. Rhiannalet out alittle cry of despair, and
adjusted her sweaty grip on her staff and bow.

Fdlion strained, flapping hard, and then went into a dive, veering beneath the oncoming mongter. He
struggled to pull out of the dive, then suddenly went swooping up like an owl.

Fdlion didn't have awyrmling' s bulk, and hiswings were made to fit the giants. Rhiannafigured that
together they weighed about as much asasingle wyrmling. The wings could carry them, but sweat was
streaming from Falion’ s brow by the time they reached the upper wall.

As soon as he landed, he stopped and knelt, gasping for breath. Below them the thunder drums were
deafening, and the cries of the warriorswas like the roar of the sea.

“Fdlion,” Rhiannacried. “We haveto clear the gates!”

Therewere at least a hundred wyrmling troops at the gate to their east, fierce creaturesin black capes,
with huge strange swords and battle-axes that glinted like molten metd in the torchlight.

King Urstone had landed on the far side of the gate, and now he gathered some young warriors around
him, shouting battle orders. But there were not a hundred humans manning the entire upper wall.

Down in the lower markets, the human warriors were charging the gate to the upper portion of the city.
TheWizard Sisd |ed the charge, striding boldly forward, his staff held high. Thousands of warriors
marched a hisback. A great cloud of fireflies swarmed among the human hogts, lighting the way.

Rhianna did not doubt that the wizard was preparing some spdll to bring down the gate.

Fdlion glanced up into the ky, asif afraid that one of the Knights Eternal would swoop down on him,
but for the moment the skieswere clear.

He reached out with hisleft hand, asif endlesdy straining to grasp something in the valey below,
something amost beyond his reach. Fires burned in the valey, hundreds of torchesin their sconces,
dozensof small brughfires,

Suddenly, nearly every torch and burning bush winked ot.

Their energy came whirling toward Falion in afiery tornado, ropes of burning red flamesthat twisted in
the air and then landed in hishand, forming awhite bal that blazed like the sun.

He hurled the energy down among the wyrmling troopsthat bristled just insde the gates. A fiery ball
whooshed into their midst and burgt, incinerating a dozen wyrmlings, searing and setting fire to perhaps
fifty more.

King Urstone shouted, and his young warriors legpt into battle. Some of them ssimply hurled themsalves
over thewall, down to the gate, legping Sixty feet to land atop wyrmling warriors.

It was suicide, but Rhianna saw big wyrmling runelords devastated by the assault, bones crushed by the
weight of their attackers.

Falion reached out again toward the few firesthat had flickered back to life. The fires blacked out, and
coils of burning energy shot toward his outstretched pam.

Just as suddenly, the coils arced up into the sky, like afiery tornado that was upside down.



A Knight Eterna grabbed the energy, and came swooping toward them at astonishing speed, holding a
glowing bal of moltenfire.

“Watch out!” Falion shouted, stepping in front of Rhianna, using hisbody asashidd.
Rhianna cowered, afraid that the firebal would take her.

But the Knight Eternal hurled the ball away at the last ingtant, sent it roiling into the castle' s defenders.
Y oung soldierslet out awail of pain asthey died.

The knight stooped from the sky and dove straight at Fallion, who only now drew his sword.

The knight’s own black blade wasin his hand. He winged toward Fallion at afalcon’ s blinding speed, his
blade held forward.

Rhianna had wondered why Talon had called these creatures “knights.” Now she saw: it wasracing
toward them like alancer, but instead of awar-horse, it rode upon the wind.

“Damnyoul” Fdlionroared, “thisisfor my brother!” He leapt toward the knight, twisting hisblade as
they met.

There was apark and aclang as meta struck meta, then the unmistakable snick of abreaking sword.

The knight blurred past Fallion in athunder of wings—just as Rhiannaleapt up and smashed the creature
with her gaff.

She' d expected the jolt to rip off her arms. Instead the Knight Eterna seemed to explode, asif she'd just
hit asack filled with dust. Bits of desiccated flesh and dry bonesrained down al around her, messing her
hair and getting grit in her eyes.

Theremains of the creature landed in a hegp not ten yards away, then went rolling and rolling until its
corpselay leaning with one wing dangling over thewall.

Fallion was on the ground. He moaned a bit, then rolled over. Rhianna saw fresh blood smearing his
robes.

“Sword broke,” he said, hisface white with shock. He was patting his robe, asif to find the source of the
blood. The blade of his own rusty sword was lodged just below hisrib cage, somewhere between his
right kidney and alung. The point stuck out from him, asif he’ d been run through. Rhiannaredlized that
the blade must have been driven back and struck him when the sword shattered. He pulled it free. The
last three inches of blade was bloody.

Not adeep cut, but it was three incheswide, and given its proximity to vita targets, it could be adeadly
wound.

“Fdlion,” Rhiannacried, then knelt over him. She hdd her hand over the wound, fingers clasped tightly,
trying to staunch the flow. Warm blood boiled out. She cast her eyes around, looking for someone to
help, but the young soldiers on thewall had dl run down into the fray, where they engaged the wyrmling
troops.

Rhianna saw something flash past her—a second Knight Eternd diving into battle.

It swooped over the oncoming troops, diving through the cloud of fireflies that shone likeamillion
dancing gars.



Thereits blade found the head of the Wizard Sisdl, and nearly set it free.

One moment, the wizard was striding toward the city gates leading the charge, and the next instant he
tried to duck benegath the Knight Eternal’ s blow. The sword glanced off Ssd’sleather hdm, and he
dumped onto the cobblestones.

Criesof grief and despair rose from the human hosts as the Knight Eternal climbed back into the sky. A
few black war darts followed in hiswake, then fell pitifully in adeadly rain among the crowd.

Warriors swarmed around the wounded wizard, creating ashield wall. Sisel struggled to hisfest, took a
step, and fell in aswoon.

Rhianna stared blankly at the devagtation. That stedl gate was meant to hold off wyrmling attackers. The
men below had no siege towers, no way to breach the city’ s defenses. Without Sisdl to save them, they

were trapped.

King Urstone' s young warriors had thrown themselves into battle, and just as quickly they were dying
beneath the swords and axes of the enemy.

Down at the lower gates, the giant graaks were lifting off, ferrying more troops to hold the upper wall.
Kezziards were racing into battle with troops upon their backs, and the whole wyrmling horde now
charged through the streets, wading into the human defenders.

Farther back, walking hills moved through the forest, crushing trees. Thousands of wyrmling troops rode
upon their backs, and Rhianna could not guess what horrors these creatures held in store.

Fallion gave awan chuckle. He was |ooking toward the dead knight, trying to keep hiseyesfromrolling
back in hishead. “Y ou killed him?Y ou killed aKnight Eternd?’ Rhiannanodded slently. “Then, you've
won your own pair of wings.”

Fdlion passed out. The blood was till pumping from him, and Rhianna could not stop the flow. She
reached under her tunic and ripped off asirip of cotton undershirt, then lay down atop Falion, feigning
death, and hoped that she could staunch the flow of blood.

She saw High King Urstone legp into the air, angrily brandishing an ax, hot on thetail of the Knight
Eternd that had struck down Sisdl. Urstone sflying skillswere no match for those of hisimmorta enemy.
He flapped clumsily, straining to catch up.

Seeing that the race was logt, King Urstone suddenly swooped and dove back among the troopsin the
market. He grasped the fallen wizard and flapped hiswingsin afrenzy, lugging Sisdl into the air, well
above the crowd, making for an open door high up on the mountain.

The defenders that had stood over the fallen wizard raised a cheer as he was carried to safety. But the
cheer turned to cries of dismay as the wyrmlings charged into their midst.

In astonishment, Rhianna gaped at the battle raging below, afew thousand human warriors pitted against
the might of the wyrmling horde. The wyrmlings were led by harvesters, boosted with extracts from the
glands of fallen enemies. They raced through warrior clan’ stroops, chopping men down asif they were

saplings.
In moments the battle would be over.

Rhiannaredized, We are dl as good as dead.



44
AT THE BRINK OF RUIN

It iswhen a man is confronted with eminent ruin that despair grows within him. And when
overwhelmed by despair, he becomes pliant, and can be made a tool to fit your hand.

—Emperor Zul-torac

Through the streets of Luciare, the Death Lord rode atop awalking hill, surrounded by hiswyrmling
captains. The great hill was the product of some strange world that he had never seen. Itsback was
armored with chitin, like agiant snail. It had thousands of strange tendrils hanging fromitsfront, each like
an eephant’ strunk, and with these it harvested anything in its path—grass, trees, or wyrmlings, and
shoved them up into one of its maws asit continued to trundle forward upon thousands of marching feet.

The waking hillswere supposed to act asarchers towers, to help the wyrmlings breach the castlewalls,
but the walking hillswould not be needed on thistrip.

Up ahead, the wyrmling troops were daughtering the last of the human defenders, who had found
themselves trapped between the upper and lower walls.

Streets that once had been teeming with life now were filled with the dying and the dead.

The Death Lord reached out his hand and pulled the life from those human defenderswho il gripped it
S0 tenacioudy, and then sent it to his own troops, lending them greater vigor, making them drunk on
bloodlust.

“Take off their heedd!” the Death Lord cried. “ There are till wounded among our enemy, and somefeign
death. Turntherr liesinto truth. Leave their glands for the harvesters!”

His troops raced through the small shops and houses, engaging any defendersthat tried to hide. There
were occasional shouts as a human was found dive and offered alast desperate battle.

Hiswalking hill climbed the streets to the upper gate, but there could go no farther. The upper wall was
too steep for the creature to climb.

Thelast of the human warriors were being daughtered as his hill came to ahadt, and now the guards
began to raise the upper gate.

The Death Lord took agreet legp, and went fluttering from the hill to the wall, ajump of some twenty
yards. It was no greet feat for the Death Lord. He was mostly spirit now, and only the weight of his
robes dragged him earthward.

Herein the courtyard he halted at the gatesto the warrens. A few pitiful humans guarded the warrens
gtill. They had closed the huge iron battle doorsin one last attempt to fend off death.

But | have comefor them anyway, the Deeth Lord thought. | will take them this night, ridding the world
of thewarrior clans.

Thelightsof Luciare till burned blindingly bright to the Degth Lord, there in the braziersto each sde of
the iron doors. The spirits were dancing, flickering emerad and blinding white, then dying down to



dazzling blue.
The Death Lord could not kill such creatures, for their lives had been taken. But even spirits had enemies.
The Degath Lord stretched forth hismind, sent it into the shadows, and summoned an army of wyrms.

The dark creatures came by the hundreds, flying asif in amad and tangled flock, descending upon the
lightsof Luciare.

In aningtant, the lights were snuffed ouit.

Thewyrmlings cheered as they raced up from the lower quartersto take the warrens.

In the sudden darkness, Rhianna crept on hands and knees to the fallen knight, hoping to pull hiswings
free. There were no lightsfrom Luciare, none from fires or torches below. She knew that the night vision
of the wyrmlings was legendary, but she had to hope that for afew moments, at least, that the wyrmling
horde would be distracted. And she had to hope, for afew moments, that Fallion’ s blood-flow had been
staunched.If | can only reach those wings, Rhiannathought, | can grab Falion and carry him to sefety.

“Dyingiseasy,” Warlord Madoc shouted to histroops inside the warren. “ Anyone can do it.”

He grinned. He wasn't accustomed to giving speeches and did not account himself afancy talker. Now
he was getting the use of the same speech twicein one night. The troops crowded the tunnel. Archers
with great bows would form the front ranks, taking out the first wyrmlings who managed to batter down
the door. Daylan Hammer would be the champion guarding this corridor. In astrange twist of fate, the
man who Warlord Madoc had hoped to kill was now entrusted with saving them al. The Cormar twins
were in charge of championing the other two entrances.

“A child candieinthe night from nothing at al,” Warlord Madoc said. “Dying iseasy. It isstaying dive
on anight likethisthat will be hard.”

Therewere grunts of “Well put!” and “Death to al wyrmlings” But there were no cheers, nowild
applause. The troops were too thoughtful, too scared, and too subdued.

His men huddled behind the great iron war doors that were the last mgjor defense for Caer Luciare. Up
near the top of the door were cleverly constructed spy holes. Lookouts there watched the wyrmlings,
reported each little defest asit came—thefal of the Wizard Sisdl, the wounding of Fallion. Sobering
newsdl.

“Thefate of al our peoplerestsin our hands,” Warlord Madoc said. “It isbut an hour till dawn, an hour
and ahdf a the best. We must hold the gates until then. If we can hold them through the night, the
wyrmlingswill beforced to retreet.”

What would happen next, he could not guess. He imagined that he would gather dl that he could and flee
into the mountains or head for the settlements of the small folk to the north or west. But it was adaunting
task, and he did not believe that they would makeiit.

“Warlord Madoc,” awoman'svoice caled. “King Urstoneis il trapped outside.”
It wasthe Emir’ s daughter, Siyaddah. She stood in ashirt of bright ring mail beneath athumb-lantern.



She bore a crescent shield that the folk of Indhara used as a dashing weapon, dong with afine sword.

Damn King Urstone, Madoc wanted to say. Look what he has brought down upon us. | should have
killed him years ago.

“I wish that his strong arm was here to fight beside us,” Warlord Madoc said in mock sorrow. “But he
has gone to fight other battles, and we must wish him well.”

Suddenly a great boom sounded, blasting from the hollow throat of athunder drum, and the ground
shook beneath their feet.

Madoc heard rock crack, and great dabs of wall that had been hastily repaired only a day ago suddenly
broke free, their mortar never having had time to set. Rock came tumbling down outside, crashing from
above.

Thewarrenswill be exposed, Madoc knew, tunnels showing up like the burrows of woodworms through
arotting tree. The Knights Eterna will have easy accessto the gpartments above.

Damn, he swore, al hope draining from him.

Thefina battlefor Caer Luciare had begun.

45

AN UNHOLY PROPOSI TION

Anyone can be convinced to sell their souls, if offered the right coin. Most will gladly part with it
for nothing at all.

—\Vulgnash

Vomiting from pain, Areth Sul Urstone was dragged up an endlessflight of stairsto the uppermost
chamber of the dark tower at Rugassa.

There, he was thrown to the floor, where he lay on cold marbletiles that had been swept by the wind.
Thetop of the tower was an observatory with adomed roof. Around it, pillars of black marble carved to
look like tree trunks and vines held the roof aoft. Between the pillars was nothing, only open air, Sweet
and cold at thisheight.

From here, Areth could see the dark forestsin the distance, crowded with hoary pines. Closer by the
bulk of the greet bastion of Rugassa stretched—mile upon mile of stone walls and fortifications, manned
by hundreds of thousands of wyrmling troops.

| could throw mysdlf over the edge of the tower, Areth thought. | could put an end to my pain.

But apair of guards hunkered over him, and Areth’s muscles were so cramped that he could hardly
move. He' d never make it to the tower’ s edge.

From before one of the dark pillars a shadow separated, a phantom in black robes that floated above the
floor. It was the Emperor Zul-torac.

“Do you wonder why | have brought you here?’ he said, his voice awhisper so soft, it ssemed dmost to



echo in on€ s head, like athought. “ Thereis abattle raging at Luciare, a battle that is aready lost.”

The light wasfaint. Only starlight from the skies above filtered into the observatory. But Areth had spent
long yearsin the darkness, and he had become well accustomed to it. He spotted aglint, saw the
emperor raise agolden tube and aim it into the distance—an ocular. The emperor hissed the name of the
glyph upon the instrument, and an image legpt into the room.

Areth could see Luciare there under the starlight, itsimage unnaturdly bright. Thousands of warriorslay
in ruin before the upper gate. Their heads were hegped into ghastly piles.

The ancient spirit lights of the city had gone black, and now awyrmling army stood before Luciare itsdlf.
Thunder drums pounded, blasting at the city walls. Sheets of stone tumbled free, reveding the sacred
halsof Luciare.

Even as Areth watched, afast-flying Knight Eternal went winging into the upper levels where the women
and children would be hiding.

Hegoeslikeajay, to pluck the chicks from the nest of his enemies, Areth thought.

The ocular carried some sounds from the distant battle, the snarl and boom of the thunder drums.
Suddenly, the frightened screams of babes was added to the mix.

Areth turned away, unableto look any longer.
Haven't they tormented me enough? Areth wondered. How much more do they think | can stand?
“Y ou can save them,” Emperor Zul-torac whispered. “ Y ou can save the last seeds of mankind.”

Areth’ smind seemed to do alittle flip. The emperor had nearly echoed the words from his dream only an
hour before. And now he heard the Earth Spirit begging him once again to save the seeds of mankind.

Had it been a sending? Had he truly been given such a charge?

Inall of the history of theworld, Areth had never heard of such athing. He had no reason to believe that
the dream was anything but madness.

Suddenly hisfeet cramped, and hefdt asif they’ d been placed in afire. Were they burning one of his
Dedicates? Areth could not be sure.

“What?" Areth begged. “What do | haveto do?’

“Nothing much,” the emperor said softly. “Lady Despair desiresyou. Y ou have only to open yoursdf,
alow awyrm to feed upon your soul.”

My soul, Areth wondered, to save a city?

How often he had dreamed of freeing himself, of daughtering the emperor and returningto Luciareasa
hero. How often he had imagined the cheers and the adul ation.

Now, in atwisted way, those dreams could come true.
One soul. One tormented soul was dl that it would take.

“Y ou have taken an endowment of touch from asingle boy,” Zul-torac said. “1 will take aknife, hold him
down. When | cut histhroat, you will be freed from the source of your pain, and then the wyrm will enter



you, and the city will be spared.”

A wave of pain and nauseawashed through Prince Areth Urstone, and he peered at the image of Luciare
through eyes misted by tears.

DARKNESS FALLS

In darkness men breed and dream. The poets write the songs that fill their hearts with longing.
For this, Lady Despair shall give men eternal darkness.

—Emperor Zul-torac
Dogs can talk, Alun knew. And right now, his houndstold atale of wyrmlingsin the warrens above him.

Alun stood benegth a thumb-lantern in the yelow light, holding the leash to Wanderlust in one hand and
the leash to Brute in another. He was supposed to be on lookout, a mere rearguard.

The wyrmlings had not yet even attacked the front gate. Instead, for five minutes now they had been
pounding the thunder drums, crumbling the fagade that hid some of the tunnels of the warrens, making a
dozen entries. Tremendous booms and snarls snaked through the tunnel's, accompanied by the sounds of
cracking rock. Motes of stone dust floated in the air, and Alun had worried that the whole mountain
would collapse.

But now Wanderlust was barking in darm and peering up the empty tunnedl. Her ears were drawn back
flush with her leather mask. Her rear legs quivered in anticipation, and her tail was till.

“We ve got problems,” Alun cdled to the troopsin the cavern. “ There are wyrmlings above usl” He
strained his senses.

Warlord Madoc wasin charge. He glared at Alun. “Y ou certain, lad?’
Digtantly, Alun heard awoman’ s scream echoing asif out of some nightmare. “Yeah.”

Madoc looked at histroops, shook his head in dismay. He obvioudy didn’t want to split hisforces, for
that is precisaly what the wyrmlings were after.

“Hold the gate!” he shouted to his men. “Let me see what we' re up againgt.” He came rushing toward
Alun. His sons, Connor and Drewish stared at him in terror, asif afraid that he' d ask them to follow, but
he just shook his head no.

Madoc aone would brave the tunnels above, it seemed.

But a thelast instant, Siyaddah peeled away and rushed to join him, followed by apair from the warrior
clan, ayoung man that Alun did not know, and the girl Taon, that he had helped rescue from the Knights
Eternd.

“Let’'sgo,” Aluntold the dogs. Wanderlust gave astrong jerk on her leash and went racing up the tunnel
into the warrens, barking.



“Quiet!” Madoc shouted at the dogs. “Quiet now.”
Both dogs went slent, for they were wdll trained. Still, they strained at their leashes, leading the way.

These won’t be common troops up here, Alun redlized as he tried to hold the dogs back. No common
troops could have climbed the sheer walls of the mountain.

With a pounding heart, he redlized that there would be Knights Eterna ahead.

In the darkness, Rhiannareached the corpse of the dead knight and grabbed at hiswings. The creature’s
skin had gone gray with age and hisflesh felt dry and mummified. As she pulled a hiswings, hiswhole
body followed. It could not have weighed fifty pounds. Even his bones must have rotted and dried up.

Rhianna’ s blow had taken the creature square in the skull, burgting it like an overripe melon. All that was
left of its head was asingle mandible hanging by a scrap of skin.

Rhiannawas afraid to move, afraid to draw attention. She could not see much in the darkness, but
wyrmlings werefilling the courtyard in front of the warrens, and the snarl and bang of thunder drumsfilled
the night. Stone dabs were diding down from the mountainside, revedling its secret passageways, and for
the moment, that seemed to hold thewyrmlings attention. But at any ingtant, the wyrmlings could come
for her.

Grasping the wings with both hands, Rhianna gave the knight’ s remains a swift kick, and the wings came
freewith surprising ease.

She studied the fearful prongsin the powdery starlight, wondering how to insert them, afraid that the
obvious answer was the only one.

Therewas arush of wings behind her, and Rhiannawhirled, afraid that a Knight Eterna had found her.
High King Urstone landed with agrunt.

“Gesht,” the high king whispered, casting aworried look into the sky. The word might have meant hurry,
or follow me. Rhianna could not be certain, so shetried to do both.

She grasped the wings, held them over her head.

The high king legpt forward, shoved the metal prongsinto her back, hard.

The pain that lanced through her drove agasp from Rhianna slungs.

But the king spared her no sympathy. He raced to Falion, took one look at him, and picked him up.

“Gesht! Gesht!” he hissed, and King Urstone legpt into the air, hiswings flapping madly, trying to lug
Fdlion up dong with hisown bulk.

Wait for me, Rhiannathought forlornly. Her wings felt like dead weight on her shoulders, and she had to
wipe away tears of pain.

She heard a shout off to her left, saw atrio of wyrmlings charging out of the darkness. Her own staff was
at her feet, S0 she grabbed it and went sprinting along the wall, fleeing the wyrmlings. In ahundred yards,
thewall ended.



Rhiannaran, swiped the tears of pain from her face, and tried furioudy to flap the wings.
She had only gonefifty yards when she felt atingling sensation asthe wings came dive.

The heavy footfals of wyrmling warriors closed in behind her, accompanied by the sounds of bone mail
clanking.

Rhiannaraced, fearing that a any moment a poison war dart would strike her square in the back, the
way that one had with Jaz.

She peered upward, saw King Urstone flying high up the mountain toward a parapet.

A wyrmling roared at her back, came racing up with aburst of speed. Rhianna knew that she couldn’t
outrun the monster, so shewhirled to her right and leapt over thewall.

A wyrmling lespt after her and grabbed her right wing. She pulled free. The wyrmling plummeted with a
scream.

Her wingswere barely awake. She could fed blood surging through them, and she flapped franticaly as
she went into an uncontrolled spin.

She hit the ground with athud some eighty feet below, her fall softened both by the flapping of her wings
and apile of dead bodies.

There were shouts off to the east. She heard a clang as an iron war dart bounced off the ground beside
her.

Rhiannatook off, running and flapping her wings feverishly, and then it seemed that some power outside
hersdf took control of the wings, began forcing them to stretch forward and grasp the air in waysthat she
had not imagined, then pull downward and back, propelling her into the air. The wings had awakened.

Rhianna pumped furioudy, avare that it was her own blood that sang through the veins of the wings, that
it was her own energy that drove them.

It took grest effort to get off of the ground. It was as hard as any race that she had ever run. Her heart
hammered in her chest and blood throbbed through her veins as she took flight, but with afind legp she
wasintheair, her feet miraculoudy risng up from the ground.

She was boxed-in ahead. A two-story market rose up on one side, a sheer cliff face on theright. She
flew to the market wall, batting her wings, and raised hersdlf high enough so that she could grab onto the
roof. With aburst of renewed fear, she clambered over thewall and roseinto the air, flapping about
cumdly likeanew fledgling, grateful only to bedive and flying.

She whedled about, heading upward, her heart pounding so hard that she grew light-headed. She had
only onedesire: to reach Fdlion’sside.

Thunder drums roared and a deafening concusson blasted through the tunnels. Daylan Hammer, with his
endowments of hearing, drew back from the door.

“King Urgtoneisflying up, bearing thewizard Falion to safety,” the lookout cdled. “Thewyrmlings have
got battering rams.”

The thunder drums snarled, and from pedestalsinside the iron door, archers shot arrows out through



smdl kill holes

There was atremendous boom. Rocks cracked overhead; a split ran along the tunnel wall creating a
seam, and pebbles and dust dribbled down. There were strange rumblings, the protests of stones
stressed beyond the breaking point.

“Run!” Daylan warned. “Theroof isgoing to collapsel” He whirled away from the grest iron door, heard
rocks diding and tumbling outside, banging againgt theiron, seding them in.

Thewarriors of the clan just stood, peering up at the widening rent. Time seemed to freeze.

Daylan could outpace them al, and right now he redlized that he needed to do so. There would be no
saving them if theroof came down.

“Flee,” he warned, hoping to save at least afew men, and then he darted between them, shoving men
asdeaslightly as possible, hoping not to throw them off balance.

A cave-in, hethought. This passage will be sealed, leaving only two entrances to defend.

By the time that most of the men had begun to react, he was thirty yards from the door and gaining
speed. His ears warned when the rocks began to come down behind him.

He yearned to go back and dig out what men he could, but his duty was clear. Falion Orden was of
greater import than dl the men in this cavern.

Vulgnash dropped from the wispy clouds, bits of ice stinging hisface, and for amoment he just soared,
floating dmost in place as he studied the battle below. He was hidden up here, a shadow againgt the
clouds.

Starlight shone upon Mount Luciare, turning the stone to dim shades of gray, amost luminous.
Digtantly, he could hear the triumphant battle-cries of wyrmling troops, the rumble of thunder drums.

The city wasin ruins. Mounds of dead men littered the Streets between the lower gates and upper gates,
and now the wyrmling troops had brought up battering rams and were attacking the great iron doors that
sedled off thewarrens.

Rents had opened up in the mountainsi de where great stone dabs had did off, exposing some of the
tunnelsthat had been dug into the mountain.

And there above the battle, atiny set of wingsfluttered clumsly.

It was no Knight Eternd flying there, he knew ingtantly. The wing-beats were ineffectua, and the body
wastoo smdl to be one of hisown kind. It was one of the smal folk, afledgling, new to wings!

Vulgnash knew that it was the custom among humansto claim wingswon in battle.
If that smdl fledgling isnot thewizard | seek, Vulgnash thought, it isone of hiskin.

He studied itstrgectory, saw where it flew—there, a parapet where another winged human lay
wounded.

With adight folding of thewings, Vulgnash went into adive.



Onthefifth leve of thewarrens, Alun raced up the gently doping tunnd. Tiny thumb-lights, hanging from
their pegs, lit theway likefdlen gars.

But suddenly, the path ahead went black, and the smell of fresh air impinged on his consciousness. He' d
found arent. Part of the rock face had collapsed to his|eft, leaving the tunnel exposed.

And up ahead, the lightswere dl out.
He heard adistant wail, the deeth cry of an old man.

Alun raced past the rent, which was no more than twenty feet wide, and peered down. A hundred and
fifty feet below, the wyrmling army crowded in the courtyard. A Desth Lord stood at their head, achilling
specter whose form was so dark, it seemed that he sucked in dl of the light nearby. There was aboom
and the ground shivered benegath hisfeet, but there was no snarling as was found in the report of a
thunder drum.

The wyrmlings had taken battering ramsto theiron gates, the city’ slast defenses.
“Hurry,” Warlord Madoc urged, racing past Alun.

Alun chased after Madoc, feding naked, exposed to the sight of the troops below. The wyrmlings could
not help but see them sprinting aong the open cliff. But soon they were back in the darkened tunnéls.

Madoc halted to light athumb-lantern, and then they hurried ahead.
The knight’ strail would not be hard to follow. He left darknessin hiswake.
He can't befar ahead, Alun redlized. It takestimeto kill people, even women and babes.

They passed an apartment that had its door bashed in. Warlord Madoc stopped to survey the damage.
The gpartment looked like a daughterhouse, with blood-splashed walls. Alun did not daly to gaze upon
the faces of the murdered mother and her boys, the youngest just atoddler. Y et he could not help but
notice with a glance that upon each of the dead, there was a red thumb-print between the eyes, asif the
Knight Eternd had anointed them with blood. Alun knew the family, of course. The dead woman was
Madoc’ swife.

Warlord Madoc roared like a bear when he saw her body, and went charging back out into the
corridors, brandishing hiswar ax.

King Urstone is adead man, Alun thought. If there was ever achance that Warlord Madoc would
forgive him for this debacle, the chance has passed.

No, Urstone had tried to save his son, and the imprudent attempt would bring ruin upon them all.
For that, it was only right that King Urstone should die.

Y et apart of Alun rebelled at the thought. It was not fair that Urstone had lost his son. It was not fair that
he should diefor loving too well. Thiswas dl atragic mistake, and Alun worried that he was supporting a
monster, that Warlord Madoc, despite his bravery and his prowess in battle, was the kind of man who
would bring them dl to ruin.

Let him diefirgt, Alun dlently prayed to whatever powers might be. Let Madoc die at the hands of a
Knight Eterndl.



They passed gpartment after apartment, each much the same, each smelling of blood attar, each dark and
bereft of life.

There were cries up ahead, awoman'’s scream, and Warlord Madoc went bounding up the halway.
Taon gaveacry and raced up at his back.

Alun felt strangely disconnected from his body. His heart pounded in fear. He couldn’t bear the thought
of fighting aKnight Eternd in the darknesslikethis. It was madness. They’d dl bekilled.

Y et he sprinted to keep up, redizing that at the very least he would not die done.

“Herel” Warlord Madoc shouted as he rounded a corner. Up ahead, thumb-lanterns till burned merrily.
The Warlord raced to an open door and peered in.

“Welcome,” avoice hissed from within, “to your demise.”
“If | die,” Madoc growled, “then you will lead the way.” He raised hisax and charged.

Timing iseverything in battle, Alun knew. Even aKnight Eternal might be struck down with alucky blow.
But it required perfect timing, and perhaps the dement of surprise.

“Kill"” Alun growled, as he released hisdogs.
Wanderlust and Brute bent double as they dug their paws into the floor and bounded down the corridor.

The dogs swarmed past Warlord Madoc as he raced into the room. Rhiannaand Siyaddah charged in a
his back, while Alun drew up therear.

He heard asmack and ayelp, Brut€ s cry. The dog went flying, thumped againgt awall.
Madoc roared like awounded animd, and as Alun rounded the corner, everything wasin chaos.
The room was as cold asatomb. Dead children littered the floor.

Wanderlust had hold of the Knight Eterndl’ sleft wing and was dragging it backward and thrashing her
heed.

Madoc himself had taken amighty swing with hisax, lopping off the knight’ sright wing.

The knight growled like a beast and lunged past Madoc. It grabbed Taon by the throat and hurled her to
thefloor, just as Siyaddah legpt in with crescent shield, dashing at the knight' swridt.

Tdon'sown smal sword clanged to the floor and came spinning near Alun, just asthe Knight Eternal
caught his balance and leapt in the air, kicking with both feet, sending Warlord Madoc flying over achair.

Alun looked at the smal sword, its blade covered with rust, and knew that it might be the only weapon in
this room that had the power to unbind the knight, to drain the stolen life from is organs.

The Knight Eternd threw off Wanderlust and then legpt upon Warlord Madoc, grabbing him by the
throat. He dammed Madoc’ s head back against the wall, smashing the warlord’ shelm and leaving a
smear of blood, then howled in victory and gaped his teeth, ready to tear out Madoc’ s throat.

Alun grabbed Taon'ssword and lunged at the Knight Eternd, aiming for itsface.

The creature whirled and caught the blade in its hand, almost absently.



Too lateit redized its mistake.

The blade struck, and the Knight Eterna gripped it like avise. Alun struggled to pull it free, like asword
from an ancient scabbard, and the blade diced into the creature’ s pam.

It had been focused on Warlord Madoc, but now the Knight Eterna whirled and peered at its hand asiif
aserpent had just bit it.

“How?’ it cried, raising its palm.

Black blood came boiling from the wound. The Knight Eternd studied this phenomenon, then looked up
to Alun in congternation.

Already the creature had begun to change. Its dry flesh was turning papery, and it suddenly weaved,
unableto keep toitsfeet.

“Degth take thee,” Alun said thrugting the sword into itsthroat. The Knight Eternd fell back and
collapsed.

Wanderlust legpt on it, wrestled free aleg, and then stood growling and shaking it.

Siyaddah stood in afighting stancein the corner, asif afraid that the creature would get up and attack.
Taon was crawling on her knees, shaking her head clear.

Warlord Madoc lay againgt thewall, blinking and breathing heavily for amoment. Alun had expected him
to be dead, but suddenly he regained hisfest.

The only fatdity in thefight was Brute, who lay againgt the wall, lips drawn back in a permanent snarl.

Siyaddah raced to the Knight Eternal, grabbed it from behind, and pulled off the vauable wings. She
could not leave such a prize for the enemy.

Alun stood above his dead dog, mourning.

“Theseareyours,” Siyaddah said, shoving the wingstoward him. But Alun only stood. He peered up at
her for amoment, and shook his head.

“| don't want them.”

“Then bring them,” Warlord Madoc said. “I'll wear them proudly. Come on. We ve got awar to finish.”
Hewhirled and raced through the tunnels, outdistancing his companions as he searched for atarget for
hiswrath.

In Emperor Zul-torac' s observatory, Areth Sul Urstone lay in afetd position, groaning in pain, watching
the destruction of hiscity.

Suddenly the snarl and boom of thunder drumswent silent. All of creation seemed to pause on the brink
of ruin asthe Death Lord raised a spidery hand, then turned his cowled head toward Rugassa, asif
seeking permission to put an end to mankind.

“Will you concede?’ the Emperor hissed. “Y our soul, thelife of your spirit, in exchange for the city?”

Areth knew that the Death Lord only awaited the Emperor’ s command. Such wights, being less than half



aive, could communicate across the leagues, whisper thoughts to the spirits of one another. It wasfor this
reason that Lady Despair had €levated them in position, giving them charge of her armies.

They arewaiting only for me, for my word, Areth knew. It isin my power to save my people, or to let
them die. He let out awhimper of pain and despair.

Rhiannalanded upon a parapet above the city, where High King Urstone knelt above the body of the
wounded Fdlion, examining the splotch of blood smeared over Falion’ sribs. The thumb-lanterns here
had blown out, apparently when the great stone doors that concealed this place had fallen. Now the
parapet was open to the cool night air. Starsrained down light, sprinkling it liberally over the gray stone.
Fowers, overflowing from gray pots, gleamed like starfish in the darkness, perfuming the night air.
Pennyroyal petals and seeds had been strewn upon the floor, giving aheavenly scent.

Thiswould be apleasant place to die, she thought.

Rhianna gasped, sweat streaming from her face after the short flight, and peered down at Fallion, her
heart burdened with worry.

Down below, the thunder drums had falen silent. Rhianna had seen the huge battering ramsthat the
wyrmlings carried through the city, entire treesfelled just for this purpose, bound with iron rings, fitted
with brass heads shaped like snarling lions. With asingle thrust of each battering ram, sparks and fire had
flown out, and the grest iron doors had shattered, torn from their hinges.

There was nothing to stop the wyrmlings from taking the city now. It had no defenses|eft. The warriors
that held the tunnelswere too few in number. They might dow the wyrmlings for an hour, but that wasit.

Dawnwas till an hour away. The eastern skies were brightening on the edge of the horizon, washing out
the sars.

King Urstone spoke. Rhianna did not understand hiswords, but she understood the tone. He pointed to
the east.

“Takehimand go,” King Urgtone said, “if you can carry him. Save yoursdves. Thereis nothing more that
we can do. Thecity islogt, and | wish to diewith my people. The wyrmlingswill beinsdewithin an hour,
and nothing can save us.”

Rhianna nodded. “ Give me alittle while more.” She knelt and gently touched Falion’swound. He had
aready fainted from loss of blood, and it was just beginning to clot. To try to move him would only cause
the wound to break open. Shedidn’t darerisk it.

With aheavy heart, High King Urstone nodded, then took afighting stance above Falion’s body and just
stood above him, battle-ax gripped in both hands, on guard. “1 will watch with you aslong as| can.”

Vulgnash studied the three as he plunged from the clouds, and his heart filled with glee. They were
unaware of him until the ingtant that he landed in arush of wings, slanding upon astonerailing above
them.

High King Urstone roared and whirled, his battle-ax swinging at VVulgnash' slegs. The movement seemed
painfully dow. With five endowments of metabolism, Vulgnash easily legpt above the blow and il had
timeto cast aspdl that drained Fallion of precious heat, chilling his body to near deeth.

The air on the parapet suddenly turned to ice, and fogged from the mouths of Vulgnash’ senemies. The



flowersin their pots began to rime with frost.
Rhianna shouted and batted at V ulgnash with her staff.

He knew that weapon. It was adeadly thing. He had tried to curseit into oblivion, and he had imagined
that it would be rotted by now, full of wood worms, but the staff till glittered in the starlight, hde and
deadly.

Therdic wasacuriosity. He was amazed that it held such power, and a some future time, he hoped to
dudy it further.

Vulgnash stepped aside, and Rhianna s blow connected only with stone.
“Begone, foul beast!” King Urstone roared, twisting his battle-ax to come in for another blow.

Vulgnash smiled. With his endowments of brawn and metabolism, hefdlt sironger and swifter than ever
before. He had just made aflight that should have taken dl night in less than two hours.

Soon, hethought, | will be Lady Despair’s most trusted servant.

Already he had begun to figure out new waysto twist forcibles. In Rugassa, torture was considered both
ascience and an art. And tonight, VVulgnash had advanced the science to new heights. He had created
specia forciblesfor Areth Sul Urstone. By binding arune of touch to arune of empathy, he' d created
forciblesthat not only let alord fed more strongly, but fedl the torturesthat the runelord' s Dedlicates
endured.

In the daysto come, Vulgnash felt certain that he could raise the art of the runelordsto heights that had
never been dreamt of on Fallion’ sworld.

Now Vulgnash was eager to test his new-found strength in battle.

“Comewith me,” Vulgnash said softly to those who stood between him and his prey, “and | will lead you
to theland of shadows.”

The High King siwung hisax, and V ulgnash legpt out and swiftly kicked the lbow of theking’ sleft arm.
The ax went flying from hishand, over the parapet and into the darkness.

Rhianna shouted awar cry and swung her staff a Vulgnash’ swaist. To Vulgnash the blow seemed
laughably dow.

He reached down with afoot and kicked the High King, whose brows were il arced in surprise,
shoving him into the path of Rhianna sblow.

The great staff dammed againgt Urstone' s head with a sngpping sound, asif it had hit sone. Theking's
helmet shattered and afine mist of blood sprayed out from the back of his head. Urstonefell. Hisbody
dumped over therailing.

Rhianna only stopped, heart pounding in horror at what she’ d done.
Vulgnash legpt from the railing, his movements so fast that his speed was blinding.
He sarundord, Rhiannaredized.

She swung her staff. The Knight Eternal dodged, and the staff struck the ledge with ajolt. He kicked her
arm, and the gtaff tumbled over the parapet.



He smiled down at her, and Rhianna stood gasping. She had no weapon that could touch him. He knew
it. Her only hope wasto go after the staff.

But in doing s0, she would leave Fallion done, unprotected.

Fdlion. All that the Knight Eterna wanted was Falion.

Rhianna swiftly pulled adagger, then put it to Falion’s carotid artery.
“Leave,” shedemanded. “Or so hdp me, I'll kill him.”

Thisiswhat Fallion would want meto do, she thought. Fallion feared that his powers would be turned to
evil. He knew what Lady Despair wanted. She wanted Fallion to bind the worldsinto one, dl under her
control.

Vulgnash hesitated, studied her, and Rhianna dug the blade into Fallion’ sflesh.

The Knight Eternd spoke, his thoughts whispering into her mind. “Y ou love him more than your own life,
yet youwould kill him?’

“It' swhat he would want.”
“It would please meto seeyou take hislife,” Vulgnash said.

She studied his eyes, and knew that he meant it. Y es, he wanted Fallion, but he also wanted to see
Rhiannacommit this onefoul deed.

He stesting me, Rhiannaredized. My pain amuseshim.

Vulgnash did not move forward, and for along moment he stood waiting. There were shouts from the
tunnel behind Rhianna, accompanied by the frenzied yap of adog.

She dared not turn away from the Knight Eternal.
“Rhianna,” Warlord Madoc cried. “Hold it. Stop.”

Warlord Madoc raced up at her back, keeping his distance from Vulgnash. For amoment he studied the
scene, the Knight Eternd held at bay by awoman willing to sacrifice the man that sheloved, King
Urstone dumped over arailing, the back of his head smeared with blood.

“Get back from him, girl,” Warlord Madoc said. “Let me handlethis.” He spoke to Rhiannain her own
language.

Then he spoke to VVulgnash in the wyrmling tongue. “Y ou need us” hetold the Knight Eternd. “Y our
harvesters need humans to prey upon. Leave usin peace, and we will be your vassals.”

“Theland isfilled with humans now,” Vulgnash said. “ Greet will be our joy aswe hunt them and harvest
them. We need you no more.”

“Stll,” Madoc said. “| propose atruce: athousand years. Give me athousand years, and | will prepare
these people to be your servants. We will join you, and Lady Despair whom you serve. If not, we' |l take
thelife of the Wizard Falion, and you can go back to her empty-handed.”

Vulgnash knew the will of his master. For decades she had been plotting this, and right now the future
bal anced upon a precipice. Sometimes he could hear his master’ sthoughts, like whispersin hismind.



He glanced off to the north, straining to hear thewill of Lady Despair in thismatter. At last, hefelt her
touch.

Tell him what he most wants to hear, shesaid. Vulgnash amiled.
“Lady Despair agreesto the trade.”

Warlord Madoc took the news hard, felt the breath knocked out of him. It was amost more than he
could have hoped. Y et, now that the wyrmlings had agreed, he wasn’t sure that he liked the truce. He
wasn't surethat he could trust the wyrmlings. They might take Falion and smply razethe city.

And even if the wyrmlings kept to the bargain, what then? Mankind would survive, but they would fall
under the shadow of Rugassa, and his children’s children would serve his enemies.

Still, he hoped, in athousand years, our children might multiply and become strong. The wyrmlings were
notorioudy hard on their spawn, and the mortality rate for wyrmling children was high. Madoc could only
hope that his own descendants might win back their freedom.

Rhianna had her back to him, and she was peering up at the Knight Eternal resolutely, ready to dit
Fdlion’sthroat at amoment’ s notice. Warlord Madoc gave her alight kick to the back of the skull, and
she went tumbling forward.

Madoc could hear the sounds of running feet and that damned dog barking in the tunnel behind him. His
companions were drawing near, but came forward only dowly, unsure whét to do.

“Take him,” Madoc told VVulgnash.
“No!” Tdon cried at hisback, and came lunging out of the tunndl.

The Knight Eternd moved with blinding speed, dropped, and seized Fallion’ sdeeping form, like acat
pouncing upon abird. In an ingtant he rose up, reeled and dove over the parapet.

Wingsflapping madly, Vulgnash carried his prey into the sky.

Warlord Madoc whirled to meet Talon. The girl charged him with her smdl sword. She did not strike
fear into him. She was, after dl, only achild, one of the small folk at that, and Madoc had decades of
practiceto his credit.

She lunged with awell-aimed blow, but he dapped it aside with the flat of hisax, then punched her in the
face. He outweighed the girl by nearly ahundred pounds, and Taon flew back and crumpled from the
blow.

Siyaddah and Alun wereright behind her. Siyaddah dropped the wings that she’ d been dragging, and
pulled aweapon as she stalked toward him. “Wait!” Madoc cried. “1 can explain. I'm buying our lives
here, saving the city.”

And it was true. Thewyrmling armies had halted outside the city gates. The thunder drums had hushed,
and thewyrmlingswaited asif in anticipation.

“We heard,” Siyaddah said. “We heard the bargain that you made. But I’ d rather die than honor it.”
They leave me no choice, Madoc redized. He could not leave withesses to his unholy trade.

Madoc glared a her. “ Stupid girl. If you' d rather die, then you shall.”



Behind him, he heard a groan and some small movement.

Siyaddah stepped forward to dud, her gleaming shield held clumsly a her Sde. Shewasn't atenth the
warrior that Talon had been.

Alun only held till at her back, the gawking lad who had been willing to sell his people out for nothing
more than atitle. Madoc wasn't worried about him.

But suddenly the boy hissed acommand, “Kill,” and unleashed hiswar dog. The beast legpt at Madoc in
asnarling bal of fury, going for Madoc' sthroat.

Madoc brought his ax up, hoping to fend the dog off, and stepped backward, just as something sharp
rammed into his back.

He peered down and saw adagger there just below hiskidney. Rhianna s small, pale hand gripped it.
With agrunt she twisted the blade and brought it up in an expert maneuver, dicing hiskidney in half.
White-hot pain blinded Madoc.

Hedid not havetimeto cry out before Siyaddah dammed into his chest and sent him tumbling over the
parapet.

Rhianna dropped and knelt in shock.

She crawled to the end of the balcony, her arms shaking, her legs and kneesfeding frail. She climbed the
bal cony wall and peered over the parapet, into the starlight, and far in the distance, she saw leathery
wings flapping madly. The morning air was beginning to brighten, dulling the stars. The Knight Eterna

was carrying Fallion away in afrenzied blur, like some greet bat.

He has endowments of strength and speed, Rhiannarealized. He sflying faster than | ever can. Her arms
trembled asthey tried to bear her weight. Her ssomach was turning, and she felt ill, on the verge of

collapse.

How fast is he going? she wondered. A hundred miles per hour, two? How far will he get before dawn?
Will he reach Rugassa?

She' d barely been able to manage the flight to the parapet afew minutes ago. And in her current
condition, she couldn’t manage even that. Even if she had been able catch up with Falion’ s captor, she
was no match for him.

He sgone, sheredized. Falion’sgone. Maybe forever.

Rhiannalooked down, her heart breaking. She saw Madoc’ s form sprawled on the pavement hundreds
of feet below, broken, ringed by wyrmlings who hacked and stabbed at the corpse, making sure of it.

Sheturned back to her friends. The parapet was agrisy mess. Talon was out cold. Rhianna could see
that she was breathing steadily, but though Rhianna crawled to her sde and called her name, Talon would
not wake.

Syaddah went to High King Urstone and stood over him for along moment, seeking sgnsof life. She
studied hisface, then leaned over his back, trying to hear his heartbeat through hisarmor. At last she put
her silver buckler to hisfaceto seeif he was breathing.

After amoment, shelet out asad cry and tearsrolled down her cheek.



“He' sdead,” she moaned in dismay. “He' sdead.”
Rhianna could not speak to Siyaddah or Alun, for she did not know their language.

Down below, the wyrmling hordes till filled the courtyard. The army did not surge forward into the
tunnels, nor did they fal back. Instead, they merdly waited, asif for some further command.

Rhiannareached up and fdlt the knot at the base of her skull, smeared with blood. She could hardly
think.

Footsteps came echoing up from the tunnel, and Daylan Hammer appeared around a bend, bearing a
thumb-lantern.

He rushed up, spoke softly to Alun and Siyaddah for amoment.
“Soisit truethat they have Falion?’ Daylan asked Rhianna
“Yes,” shesaid, looking back. VVulgnash was gone, far from her sght.

Daylan peered into the sky for along moment, asif he could see what Rhianna could not. Hewasa
Bright One of the netherworld, and as such, his powers of sight were legendary.

“Yes” Daylan said a last. “Helisgone...far beyond our reach—for now.”

He peered down at the armies massed before the gate, and said, “I wonder what they’ re waiting for. The
suniscoming. Surely they must be eager to take the city before davn?’

He studied the army for amoment longer, then shouted, “ Quickly, we must get down into the tunnels.
Thereisone great battle left to fight!”

“When next you deep...” Daylan Hammer had said. The wordsrolled over and over in Fallion’smind,
“When next you deep...”

What had Daylan commanded?
Thet | dream, Fdlion recdled dimly.

Hewaslying in thearms of agiant, flying through air both thin and cold. He could hear wings flapping,
but he was so far under, he could not even open his eyesto |ook.

In astupor, he reached up and grasped his cape pin, and immediately was thrust into another world.
Here the skieswere bluer than the darkest sapphire, and oak trees rose up like mountains among the
hills, asif to bear heaven upon their limbs. Fallion was standing in afield of whest that rose up to his
chest, and an enormous owl came to him with broad wings and spoke an ancient name, Adl.

For thefirst time, Fallion redized thet it was a question.
Yes, Fdllion answered, | am Adl.

Falion climbed its back, and as the great owl flew through aworld that was now only aremembered
dream, soaring over crystd lakes, swooping up to climb tall mountains whose skirts were covered with
evergreens and whose mantles were draped in snow, findly to make hisway at the end of the day
toward avast tree whose branches werefilled with lights, Fallion began to recall.



| know that tree, Fallion thought. Itslimbs and trunk were golden. Its broad leaves were dark green on
the top, dmost black in the failing light, but brighter underneath. He could hear the voices of women and
children singing benesth the One True Tree, Snging in astrange tongue that even his spirit had dmost

forgotten.

And the memories came. He had lived beneath the boughs of that tree once, had lived therefor ages, ina
city dug benegath itsroots. And in its shade he had helped to maintain the great runes.

He remembered standing there, tending the runes hour after hour. Hiswasthe Sedl of Light, agrest circle
of golden fire that bound the Sedl of Heaven to the Sedls of Earth and Water.

Heknew its every texture and nuance, for over countless ages he had not only nurtured it, but with the
help of the tree had formed it.

Now in hismemory he stood aboveit, tending the multitude of tiny flameswithinit.

“Careful,” adill voice whispered in hismind. “ The passonsin that one are too strong. She must be
mellowed.” It wasthe voice of the One True Tree, his companion and mentor, his helper in this great
endeavor.

Fdlion had turned his attention to the flame in question. It represented a young woman, one whose
passions often rose high.

“Light-bringer,” awoman’svoice caled. “What are you doing?’

Fdlion turned and saw abeautiful young woman with raven hair and sparkling eyes. It was Y deen, the
woman whose passions he needed to soothe.

She sirode toward him like a panther, like ahuntress, her movements liquid and powerful....
And as Fdlion's body dumbered, and Vulgnash bore him to Rugassa, Falion’ s spirit began to wake.

47
A BARGAIN MADE TO BE BROKEN

Every man is but half a creature, longing to be whole. It is not until a wyrmfills your soul that you
become complete.

—from the Wyrmling Catechism

Insde Mount Luciare, the humans huddled, awaiting the final ondaught. The hand of doom seemed to
cover them like aroof. The thunder drums had gone silent. Everything was hushed.

Rhianna and the others came upon the Wizard Sisel down in the lowest depths of the tunnels. His head
was wrapped in abloody bandage. Thumb-lightslit the way, burning like the brightest stars, and the
floors were strewn with herbs and seeds, so that the tunnel smelled like agarden. A roof had collapsed,
and beyond aknot of warriors, rocks barred the way. The scent of stone and soil only hel ped to heighten
theillusion that this was somehow a garden.

“Wheat is hgppening?’ Daylan Hammer cdled out.



“The enemy haswithdrawn,” thewizard said in exasperation. “I do not know why. They arewaiting...for
something. My heart tells me that this bodesill.”

“A Death Lord leads thewyrmling horde,” Daylan said. “He cannot risk the touch of sunlight, yet dawnis
not half an hour away. He must enter the city before then.”

“I thought at first that the collgpse of the tunnel had dowed them,” Sisel wondered doud. * But that
cannot beit.”

Suddenly, it seemed that his eyes caught the light of one of the thumb-lanterns, and they went wide.

“Thewyrmlingswill come, they must come. But when they do, we must hold them off until dawn.
Unless...Quickly—gather the people. Get them to the eastern end of the city!”

The soldiersal stood for amoment, unsure what to do. Sisel was no warrior lord, with the right to
command. No one seemed to be in command.

“Quickly,” Daylan shouted, for he seemed to divine thewizard’ s plan, “do as he says!”

Areth Sul Urstone had never been insde awyrmling temple, where those who hoped to receive wyrms
committed foul deedsin order to prepare themselves for immortality. He had never wanted to bein one.
He had only heard of the bloody rites performed there in whispered legend.

Areth was too weak from hunger and pain to stand. But he heard the red-robed priests shout in triumph.
They stood with their backsto him, on adais near the front of the temple. They suddenly backed away
from an dtar. One of the priests gripped asacrificid knife.

Upon the dtar, the wyrmling boy that had given Areth his endowment jerked, hislegs pumping usdesdly,
asif inadream heran onefinad race with death.

Then the boy stopped, his muscles eased, and helay till, blood dribbling from the open wound at his
throat. His eyes stared usdlesdy toward the heavens.

With that, abond was broken. Mogt of the ache and fatigue that Areth had felt eased away, disspating
dowly, asif it had dl been an evil dream.

“Well done,” the emperor whispered. A wyrmling priest stuck histhumb into the blood at the boy’s
throat, then pressed the bloody thumb between the child’ s eyes, anointing him.

He stepped down from the dai's, crossed the stone floor, and pressed his bloody thumb between Areth’s
eyes, anointing him with the child' s blood.

Around Areth, on the stone benches beneath the dltar, a crowd of wyrmling supplicants made alow
moaning noise, agroan of ecstasy.

Areth closed his eyes and waited for the wyrm to take him. He thought that it would be aviolent act, that
he' d know when it came. He thought that he would fed a sense of entrapment, like a creature being
forced into a cage.

Instead he felt arush of euphoria

The child's endowment had been stripped from him, and Areth Sul Urstone, who had endured greater
tortures than any man had ever known, was suddenly free of pain.



Over the past fourteen years his body had become so accustomed to torture that the sudden absence
was like abalm, sweet and soothing beyond measure.

But it was more than just physica pain that he found himself freed from. There was something more,
something that only the presence of agreat wyrm could explain. He suddenly felt released of dl

responghility, of dl guilt.
All of hislife, hiswell-exercised sense of morality had guided his every deed.

Suddenly it was stripped away, and he perceived that he had been living hislife in shackles. For thefirst
time he was truly free—free to take whatever he wanted; freeto kill or sted or maim.

Areth leaned his head back and laughed at the folly of the world.

“Itisdone,” the emperor cried, and wyrmling priest’ s eyes went wide. It seemed that he could not drop
to hisknees and progtrate himsdlf fast enough. “The Lady Despair walks among usin the flesh—" the
emperor shouted, “let dl obey her will.”

In the temple, the crowd let loose with cries of rapture. As one the wyrmlings fell down upon their faces,
so that Areth was ringed by athrong of worshipers.

Areth felt surprised at firdt, but recognized the truth. Y es, Lady Despair was with him, the Queen of the
Loci who hed lived from the beginning.

Inhismind’ seye, heimagined her just-discarded form, aworld worm that now lay dead, floating in a
pool of molten lava, adeserted husk.

Y deen moved Areth’ shand, stared at it asif it were some foreign object. How long hasiit been sincel
have worn a human form? she wondered.

“You shdl cal meby anew name,” the Lady announced to her followers. “My nameisY deen, asit was
in the beginning; and you shdl cal me by anew title: | amn your Lord Despair.”

Y deen closed hiseyes, and images flashed in hismind, the view of the world as seen from the eyes of a
thousand evil creatures and men. A great war was brewing. Wyrmling troops had begun to destroy the
newly discovered human settlements, harvesting the small ones, but now the small oneswere arming
themsalves with bows of stedl, mounting knightsin armor with grest lances. They would fight tooth and
nall for their lives.

In the underworld, Yaeen' sgreat servants, the reavers stood ready to enforce hiswill.
Upon the One True World, the last remnants of the Bright Onesfled from his Darkling Glories.

But most imposing upon hisvison wasthe City of Luciare. Ydeen's Deeth Lord now held the city in his
grip. Itstroops had been daughtered, and its doors were broken. Vulgnash had carried Fallion down
from the mount and was flying rapidly to the courts of Rugassa.

The Degth Lord waited now only for Y deen' sfind command.

Areth Sul Urgtone had given his soul to save this city. Now, some smal corner of hismind that il
functioned peered at the miserable wreckage. He could not remember why he had paid such aprice.

Y deen sent her thoughts out, like adark and grasping hand, and probed for the mind of her servant.

Leagues away at the ruins of Mount Luciare, the Death Lord now felt afamiliar touch to hismind, and



whispered, “Master, reved thy will. What shall | do with this city?

There was amoment of hesitation. Areth Sul Urstonefdt dmost asif Y aeen waited to consult him, to let
him make the choice.

| gave my soul for my people, Areth reminded her.

Y et what did they give you in return? she asked. They left you in prison to die in torment. They never
mounted an expedition to rescue you, never offered a coin to buy your freedom. Y ou gave your dl for
them. And they offered you nothing in return. For many years now, they have laughed and loved in your
absence. They have thrown their feasts and spawned their children. They have forgotten you.

Thewordsfét liketruth. How many timeshad Areth lainin hiscell, wondering if anyone worried for him,
or even remembered his name?

Areth felt empty inside, numb and lifeless. He no longer hoped for rescue. He needed none. Now he felt
hurt. He only wanted to strike back at these petty creatures who had |eft him to hisfate.

The choice was made.
“Go into the city, and make of it atomb,” Y aleen whispered to the Death Lord.
The Death Lord shouted acommand, and with aroar histroops raced through the ruptured gates.

Y deen opened his eyes and gazed down now upon the wyrmlingsin the temple, dl lying prostrate before
him. For countless millennia, Y aleen had longed for this moment—when the great wyrm could clam the
soul of an Earth King.

Now, intriumph, Y aeen raised hisleft hand and peered down upon the wyrmling hosts that prostrated
themsalves. “1 chooseyou,” he shouted, his commanding voice echoing through the stone chambers. “I
choose you for the twisted Earth.”

He felt a connection establish between himsdf and his acolytes, like an invisible thread that bound him to
each and every soul in the room. He would know where they were at al times. He would sense when
they werein danger and he would utter the warnings that would spare their lives.

Thus, hisarmies would sweep across the worlds, destroying everyone who opposed him.

In Caer Luciare, thousands of women and children gathered at the eastern edge of the city, filling every
room and every tunndl. They stood silently, straining to hear. Theterror in the tunnels was pa pable, and
lay thick in thelr throats. Some of the children whimpered.

With aroar, the wyrmling troops flooded into the warrens, their Death Lord leading the way.

Inside the city, dark as atomb, the floors rumbled benesth iron-shod feet, and wyrmling cries shattered
the dillness.

“They arecoming!” guards shouted down the corridors, each man gripping hiswesgpon, falling back
behind the Wizard Sisel. The warrior clans stood ready to oppose the enemy for aslong as possible.

Siyaddah looked toward her father. At her Sde, her father placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

The city’ slong war with the wyrmlings was over, and the men of Luciare had log.



Thewizard glanced down the hals onelast time. He waited for long and long, until the wyrmlings could
be seen down the corridor, the lights winking out before them. A dark, nebulous form floated ahead—the
Death Lord, eager to feed.

The guards backed off, leaving Sisel doneto bar the way. The Earth Warden raised his staff protectively,
singing an incantation so softly that Siyaddah could not hear hiswords.

At Sisel’ s hack, the people huddled.

“Fear not,” Siyaddah’ sfather called out. “ The Death Lord feeds on fear.” His command was fruitless.
The women and the children ill sobbed. But it gave them some comfort to hear from awarlord,
particularly one of her father’ s stature. With Madoc and High King Urstone both dead, the warriors
would be confused as to whom to follow. Had one of Madoc’ s foolish sons had the wits, he would have
stepped into the breach and taken command. But Siyaddah’ s father wasfilling that void.

Lightswinked out in the darkened corridor asthe Death Lord drew near.

The Wizard Sisdl raised his staff, asif welcoming the creature to battle. “ So, my old friend,” Sisdl said,
“you cometo meat last.”

“Wewere never friends,” the Death Lord whispered.

“Youweremy master,” Sisdl said. “I loved you as afriend. My respect for you never languished. My
faithfulness never fatered. It was you who fatered....”

“Do you expect areward?’ the Death Lord demanded. “| havelittleto offer.”

Siyaddah breathed, and the breath steamed from her throat. The walls of the cavern had suddenly grown
icy, rimed with frost. Already, the Degth L ord was leeching the life from the seeds and herbs here.

“Comethen,” the Wizard Ssdl said, “and give me what you can.”

With acry like wind screaming among the rocky crags of some mountain cavern, the Death Lord came,
rushing toward Sisd.

Wyrmlings by the dozensfollowed in itswake.

Thewizard stood camly asif waiting, and asthe Death Lord neared, he swung his staff.
But he swung too early. The Desth Lord was still at least a pace away.

The dark specter halted for half an instant as the wizard’ s swing went wide.

He missed! Siyaddah redized, fear risng up in her throat.

Then the staff struck the wall. Rocks and dirt exploded outward by the ton, and a crude opening gaped
wide.

Beyond thefissure, dawn light was beginning to fill the skies. The rising sun rimmed the horizon in shades
of pink, aswas befitting a perfect summer morn.

At the touch of the sunlight, the Death Lord shrieked, and for an instant it seemed that the shadow gained
more substance, becoming a cregture of flesh. She could see aman, like her, not awyrmling. Hisface
was lined with countless crags, asif he had aged and aged for athousand years. His eyeswereasickly
ydlow, and hisslver hair hung as limp as cobwebs.



Heheld up hishands, asif seeing them for thefirst timein centuries, and shrieked in terror.

His hand looked like ragged paper, torn and aged. But it wasthin and insubstantia, aragged leathery
covering wrapped over ahollow spirit.

At that ingtant, the Wizard Sisel swung his staff again, catching the Death Lord with abackswing, and its
dusky form exploded into acloud of dust.

Confronted by the sunlight, stunned by the loss of their master, the wyrmlings shrieked in pain and horror
asthewarriors of Luciare plunged into their ranks.

“Hold them back!” Siyaddah'’ s father shouted at the guards, racing into the fray. “Hold them back.”
“Go, now!” Sisdl cried to the people. “Run while you can!”
Suddenly, hundreds of soldiers began shouting, “Flee, thisway! Run!”

Already there were crowds shoving at the wizard' s back, trying to make their way into the light.
Siyaddah found hersdf being pushed forward. Shelonged to stay with her father, fight a hisside, but she
waslike aleaf carried by a stream, out through the tunnel.

In amoment shefound hersdlf a thelip of aprecipice. The sdes of the hill fell away steeply below, but
not so steeply that one could not climb down with care.

She did not go with care. Someone shoved her from behind, so that she went diding and tumbling in the
scree. She managed to grasp onto asmall tree and pull hersalf upright.

People werefdling behind her, rolling down the hill, like an avalanche of flesh. Siyaddah got her footing
and darted from their path, angling down and away from the steady stream of humanity.

The sun crested atree, and itslight struck Siyaddah full in the face.

| madeit, shethought in wonder. I'm divel

Far away, VVulgnash raced through the sky, winging just above the treetops of agreat pineforest, racing
from therising sun. He used his flameweaver’ s skillsto draw thelight into him, so that hewas but a
shadow in the pre-dawn. But it wasn't enough.

The light blinded him and pained him. He roared in frustration as he dove benesath the trees, seeking the
shadows of the forest, and perhaps some cave to hide in from the coming day.

In adaze, Falion heard the roars and for along moment struggled to regain consciousness. His eyes
opened, and he strained to peer upward, saw the mongter that held him asif he were adumbering child.

TheKnight Eterndl.

He' staking me away, Falion realized. He' staking me to Rugassa, where he hopesto break me.
But Falion knew something that his captor could not. He remembered now, hislife from before.

| am eternd, he reglized. They can kill me, and | will come back. They can beat me, and | will hedl.

But I will not break. How can |, knowing how much the world depends on me?



The deeper had awoken.

Fdlion fdt the heat dl around him. He reached out stedlthily with hismind, sought to graspit.

Ingtantly, Vulgnash fdlt the touch, and drew heat from Falion, damming him back into unconsciousness.
But Vulgnash looked down at the small one, thisyoung wizard, and felt darmed.

In hispain and fatigue, Vulgnash had nearly missed Falion's probe. In another hundredth of a second,
the boy could have sucked the heet from the air and made his attack.

Lady Despair was watching. VVulgnash fdt the touch of hismaster. “ Careful, my pet,” Lady Despair
whispered. “1 need the boy. | need him, though he can destroy us. Y ou must be ever vigilant.”

“Fear not,” Vulgnash whispered as he stepped into the deep shadows thrown by the pines. “1 will serve
you perfectly, asdways.”

Far away on the dopes of Mount Luciare, thefolk of the city fled through fields, the golden sunlight all
around. Wildflowers grew in abundance in the fields, huge white daisies risng up from the golden whest,
while flowering thistles dotted the hill with purple.

Few of thefolk had been injured in the mad stampede to escape the city. By rough estimate, some forty
thousand inhabitants till lived.

But Rhiannaknew that they werein trouble.

She now glided above the people on leathery wings, riding the morning thermals. She used her height to
keep watch both ahead of the group and behind. The wyrmlings did not give chase. They were hidden
now within Caer Luciare.

But there was panic on the peoples faces. They could run, but how far, and for how long? Women and
children would not be able to outrace wyrmling troops. Moreover, they only had one direction that they
could go to escape—toward Cantular. The lands elsawhere were dl flooded, and if the Wizard Sisel was
right, Luciare was quickly becoming anidand in an endless sea.

A hundred milesthey would need to runin aday.
Rhiannawondered, And even if they makeit, where will they find refuge?

After the better part of an hour, the Emir of Daharristan called the people to ahalt. Not al of the people
were warriors, bred to battle, and many of them were dready gasping for breath. Some of the wounded
had to be carried. Among that number was Taon, who il lay in aswoon.

Rhiannalooked around and redlized that she could see no way to save them.
During the brief hat, Rhianna dropped to the ground, giving her wings arest.

The Wizard Sisd, the Emir, and Daylan Hammer held a brief counsdl, speaking rapidly. Rhianna could
not understand what they said, and no one bothered to trandate.

Daylan Hammer explained to Rhianna, “We are trapped. The women and children will not be ableto
outrun the wyrmling hordes. But thereis il a chance that we can save them—asmall chance.”



“What chance?’ Rhianna asked.
“I will open adoor through fireand air....”

Instantly, she knew what he was planning. And she knew the dangers. “Into the netherworld? Y ou can't!
These poor folk, they won't know what they are getting into.”

Rhianna had been there as a child, for afew months. Daylan had managed to keep them hidden, but the
magicsin that |land were strong and strange. To Rhianna s mind, she d rather face the wyrmlings.

“I must risk it—an uncertain future over certain death.”
“Y our own people will not accept them,” Rhianna argued. “ The White Council—’

“Isbroken. My people are destroyed. Those who survive are hunted and helpless. If any of them find us,
perhapsthey will rgoiceto discover dlies”

Rhianna bit her lip, in doubt. Daylan’ s people would not rejoice, she knew. People from her world were
scorned. “ Shadow men” they were called.

“I'will hdpyou dl that | can,” Rhiannasaid.

But Daylan shook his head. “ Thistask isnot for you. Y our people need you. They need to be warned.
They need to prepare for the wyrmling attacks that will surely come. And now that you wear wings, there
isno one better than you to warn them.”

Rhianna stood for amoment, torn. She had thought of Daylan as her uncle when shewas a child, and she
loved him still. But she knew that he was right. Millions of people were depending upon her.

Fallion was depending upon her.

“The Emir will help,” Daylan said. “He and his men have brought blood metd, to make forcibles. They
plan to strike out ahead, with the hopes of attacking Rugassaand freeing its prisoners. But they will need
to take endowmentsiif they are to win through. Y ou will need to find Dedicates for them, and convince
themto aid in the quest.”

Rhiannalooked to the Emir. He stood beside his daughter Siyaddah, holding her close, comforting her.
Hewas atal man, with agladiator’ s build and a hawkish face. With his over-sized canines and the bony
platein hisforehead, he looked like some evil beast. In another life, on another world, he had been her
enemy. Even now, she did not know if she could trust him.

How will | persuade people to give their endowments to this monster? she wondered.

Tdl them that they are doing it to save the Earth King, sheredized. And Fallion, whom | love. Tdll them
thetruth.

Rhianna flew so high that the morning sun touched her wings, so that they sparkled like rubiesin the sky.



