CHAPTER 1
ABARRACH

ABARRACH: WORLD OF STONE, WORLD OF DARKNESS LIT BY THE fires of nolten sea,
worl d of stalagmites and stalactites, world of fire dragons, world of
poi sonous air and sul furous funmes, world of magic.

Abarrach: world of the dead.

Xar, Lord of the Nexus, and now Lord of Abarrach, sat back in his chair,
rubbed his eyes. The rune-constructs he was studying were starting to blur
together. He'd al nbst nade a m stake—and that was inexcusable. But he had
caught hinself in tine, corrected it. Cosing his aching eyes, he went over
the construct again in his mnd.

Begin with the heart-rune. Connect this sigil's stemto an adjoining rune's
base. Inscribe the sigla on the breast, working upward to the head. Yes, that
was where he'd gone wong the first fewtinmes. The head was inportant—vital
Then draw the sigla on the trunk, finally the arms, the |egs.

It was perfect. He could find no flaw. In his nind s eye, he inagined the dead
body on which he'd been working rising up and living again. A corrupt form of
life, admttedly, but a beneficial one. The corpse was far nore useful now
than it woul d have been noldering in the ground.

Xar smiled in triunmph, but it was a triunph whose Iife span was shorter than
that of his imaginary defunct. Hi s thoughts went sonething like this:

| can raise the dead.
At least | amfairly certain | can raise the dead.
| can't be sure

That was the pall over his elation. There were no dead for himto raise. O
rather, there were too many dead. Just not dead enough

In bitter frustration, Xar slanmed his hands down on the el aborately conceived
rune-construct. The rune-bones* went flying, skittering and sliding off the
table onto the floor.

*A ganme played on Abarrach, simlar to an ancient gane known on Earth as
mah-j ongg. The playing pieces are inscribed with the sigla used by both
Patryns and Sartan to work their magic. Fire Sea, vol. 3 of The Death Gate

Cycl e.

Xar paid no attention to them He could always put the construct together
again. Again and again. He knew it as well as he knew the rune-nmagic to
conjure up water. For all the good it would do him

Xar needed a corpse. One not nore than three days dead. One that hadn't been
sei zed by these wetched lazars.* Irritably he swept the | ast few renaining
rune-bones to the floor

*The Sartan inhabiting Abarrach learned to practice the forbidden art of

necr onancy, began giving a dreadful type of life to the corpses of their dead.
The dead becane sl aves, working for the living. If the dead are brought back
too soon after death, the soul does not |eave the body, but remains tied to
it. These Sartan becone | azar—fearful beings who inhabit simnultaneously both



the plane of the living and the real mof the dead. A lazar can find no peace,
no rest. Its "life" is constant torment. Fire Sea, vol. 3 of The Death Gate

Cycl e.

He left the roomhe used as his study, headed for his private chanbers. On his
way, he passed by the library. And there was Kleitus, the Dynast, former ruler
(until his death) of Necropolis, the largest city on Abarrach. At his death,

Kl ei tus had becone a | azar—ene of the living dead. Now the Dynast's gruesone
form which was neither dead nor alive, wandered the halls and corridors of

t he pal ace that had once been his. The lazar thought it was still his. Xar
knew better, but he saw no reason to di sabuse Kleitus of the notion

The Lord of the Nexus steeled hinmself to speak to the Lord of the Living Dead.
Xar had fought many terrible foes during his struggles to free his people from
t he Labyrinth. Dragons, wolfen, snogs, chaodyn—every nonster the Labyrinth
could create. Xar feared nothing. Nothing living. The lord couldn't help
feeling a qual mdeep in his bowels when he | ooked into the hideous,
ever-shifting death-nmask face of the lazar. Xar saw the hatred in the eyes—the
hatred that the dead bore the living of Abarrach

An encounter with Kl eitus was never pleasant. Xar generally avoi ded the |azar.
The lord found it unconfortable talking to a being who had one thought on his
m nd: death. Your death.

The sigla on Xar's body gl owed bl ue, defending himfromattack. The blue |ight
was reflected in the Dynast's dead eyes, which glittered with di sappoi ntment.
The lazar had tried once, on Xar's arrival, to kill the Patryn. The battle

bet ween the two had been brief, spectacular. Kl eitus had never tried it again.
But the | azar dreanmed of it during the endl ess hours of his tormented

exi stence. He never failed to mention it when they canme together

"Someday, Xar," said Kleitus, the corpse talking, "I will catch you unawares.
And then you will join us."

"...join us," came the unhappy echo of the lazar's soul. The two parts of the
dead al ways spoke together, the soul being just a bit slower than the body.

"I't nust be nice for you to have a goal still," Xar said somewhat testily. He
couldn't help it. The lazar nade hi mnervous. But the |ord needed hel p,

i nformati on, and Kl eitus was the only one—so far as Xar coul d detern ne—who
m ght have it. "I have a goal nyself. One | would like to discuss with you. If
you have the tinme?" Nervousness made Xar sarcastic.

Try as he might, Xar could not |ook for long at the lazar's face. It was the
face of a corpse—a nurdered corpse, for Kl eitus had hinself been slain by

anot her | azar, had then been brought back to hideous Iife. The face would
sonmetines be the face of one long dead, and then suddenly it would be the face
of Kleitus as he had been when he was alive. The transfornmati on occurred when
the soul noved into the body, struggled to renew life, regain what it had once
possessed. Thwarted, the soul flew out of the body, tried vainly to free
itself fromits prison. The soul's continual rage and frustrati on gave an
unnatural warnth to the chill, dead flesh

Xar | ooked at Kleitus, |ooked away hastily.

"WIl you acconpany ne to the library?" Xar asked with a polite gesture, his
gaze anywhere but on the corpse.

The lazar followed willingly. Kleitus had no particular desire to be of
assistance to the Lord of the Nexus, as Xar well knew. The | azar cane because



there was al ways the possibility that Xar m ght weaken, inadvertently |ower
his defenses. Kleitus cane because he hoped to nurder Xar

Alone in the roomwi th the | azar, Xar considered briefly sunmoni ng anot her
Patryn to stand guard. He inmedi ately abandoned the idea, was aghast at

hi nsel f for even thinking such a thing. Not only would such a sunmons make him
appear weak in the eyes of his peopl e—who worshi pped hi mbut he wanted no one
el se to know t he subject of his discussions.

Consequently, though he did so with m sgivings, Xar shut the door nade of
brai ded kairn grass, nmarked it with Patryn runes of warding so that it could
not be opened. He drew these runes over faded Sartan runes, Sartan nagic that
had | ong ago ceased to function

Kleitus's lifeless eyes sprang suddenly to life, focused on Xar's throat. The
dead fingers twitched in anticipation

"No, no, ny friend," Xar said pleasantly. "Another day, perhaps. O would you
like to cone again within the circle of ny power? Wuld you like to feel again
my magi ¢ starting to unravel your existence?"

Kleitus stared at himw th unblinking hatred. "Wat do you want, Lord of the
Nexus?"

", ..Nexus," cane the sad echo.

"I want to sit down," Xar said. "lI've had a wearing time of it. Two days and
nights on the rune-construct. But | have solved it. | now know the secret to
the art of necromancy. | can now rai se the dead."

"Congratul ations,"” said Kleitus, and the dead lips curled in a sneer. "You can
now destroy your people as we destroyed ours."

Xar let that pass. The |l azar tended to have a dark outl ook on things. He
supposed he couldn't blame them

The lord took his seat at a | arge stone table whose top was covered w th dusty
vol umes: a treasure-trove of Sartan |lore. Xar had spent as nuch tinme studying
t hese works as possible, considering the nyriad duties of a lord about to |ead
his people to war. But this time spent anbng the Sartan books was m nute
conpared to the years Kleitus had spent. And Xar was at a di sadvantage: he was
forced to read the material in a foreign | anguage—+the Sartan | anguage.

Al t hough he had nastered that | anguage while in the Nexus, the task of
breaki ng down the Sartan rune-structure, then rebuilding it into Patryn

t hought, was exhausting and ti me-consuni ng

Xar coul d never, under any circunstances, think |like a Sartan

Kleitus had the informati on Xar needed. Kleitus had del ved deep into these
books. Kleitus was—er had been—a Sartan hinsel f. He knew. He understood. But
how to wormit out of the corpse? That was the tricky part.

Xar wasn't fooled by the |azar's shanbling wal k and bl oodt hirsty denmeanor
Kleitus was playing a far nore subtle gane. An arny of living, warm bl ooded
bei ngs had recently arrived on Abarrach—Patryns, brought here by Xar, brought
here to train for war. The | azar hungered after these living beings, |longed to
destroy the life that the dead coveted and at the same tinme found so
abhorrent. The lazar could not fight the Patryns. The Patryns were too
power f ul .



But it required an i mense outlay of the Patryns' magic to sustain life in the
dar ksome caverns of Abarrach. The Patryns were begi nning to weaken—ever so
slightly. So had the Sartan weakened before them so had nmany of the Sartan

di ed.

Time. The dead had tinme. Not soon, but inevitably, the Patryn magi c woul d
start to crunble. And then the lazar would strike. Xar didn't plan to be here
that long. He had found what he'd conme to Abarrach to find. Now he just needed
to determ ne whether or not he'd really found it.

Kleitus did not sit down. The |azar can never rest in one place |long, but are
constantly novi ng, wandering, searching for something they have lost all hope
of di scoveri ng.

Xar did not |ook at the ani mated corpse, shuffling back and forth in front of
him He | ooked instead at the dusty volunes lying on the table.

"I want to be able to test ny know edge of necromancy," Xar said. "I want to

know if | can actually raise the dead."

"What is stopping you?" Kleitus demanded.

st oppi ng you?"

Xar frowned. The annoying echo was like a buzzing in his ears, and it always
cane just when he was about to speak, interrupting him breaking the chain of
hi s thought.

"I need a corpse. And don't tell ne to use nmy own people. That is out of the
question. | personally saved the life of every Patryn | brought with me from
t he Nexus."

"You gave life," said Kleitus. "You have the right to take it."

"...take it."
"Perhaps,"” Xar said loudly over the echo. "Perhaps that is true. And if there
were nore of ny people—far nore—+ mght consider it. But our nunbers are few
and | dare not waste even one."

"What do you want of ne, Lord of the Nexus?"
". .. Nexus?"

"I was talking to one of the other |azar, a worman named Jera. She nentioned
that there were Sartan—tiving Sartan—still on Abarrach. A man nanmed ... um
" Xar hesitated, appeared at a | oss.

"Bal t hazar!" Kl eitus hissed.

"Bal t hazar..." nourned the echo.

"Yes, that was the name," Xar said hastily. "Balthazar. He | eads them An
early report | received froma nman called Hapl o—a Patryn who once visited
Abarrach—+ed ne to believe that this Sartan Balthazar and his people al
peri shed at your hands. But Jera tells me that this is not true."

"Hapl o, yes, | recall him" Kleitus did not seemto find the nenory a pl easant
one. He brooded for a long nonment, the soul flying in, struggling, flying out
of the body. He cane to a halt in front of Xar, stared at the lord with



shifting eyes. "Did Jera tell you what happened?"

Xar found the corpse's gaze disconcerting. "No," he lied, forcing hinself to
remai n seated when it was his instinct to get up and flee to a far corner
"No, Jera did not. | thought perhaps you—=

"The living ran before us." Kleitus resunmed his restless wal k. "W foll owed.
They coul d not hope to escape us. W never tire. W need no rest. W need no
food. W need no water. At |last we had themtrapped. They made a pitiable
stand before us, planning to fight to save their niserable lives. W had anong
us their own prince. He was dead. | had brought himback to life nyself. He
knew what the living had done to the dead. He understood. Only when the |iving
are all dead can the dead be free. He swore he would | ead us agai nst his own
peopl e.

"We readied for the kill. But then one of our nunber stepped forward—+the
husband of this very Jera. He is a lazar. Hi s wife murdered him raised him
up, gave himthe power we command. But he betrayed us. Somehow, sonewhere, he
had found a power of his own. He has the gift of death, as did one other
Sartan who canme to this world, came through Death's Gate—

"Who was that?" Xar asked. H s interest, which had been | aggi ng through the
| azar's | ong-w nded di scourse, was suddenly caught.

"l don't know. He was a Sartan, but he had a nensch nane," said Kleitus,
irritated at the interruption

"Alfred?"

"Perhaps. Wat difference does it make?" Kleitus seened obsessed with telling
his tale. "Jera's husband broke the spell that held the prince's corpse
captive. The prince's body died. The prison walls of his flesh crunbled. The
soul floated free." Kleitus sounded angry, bitter

"...floated free." The echo was w stful, |onging.

Xar was inpatient. Gft of death. Sartan nonsense.

"\What happened to Bal t hazar and his peopl e?" he denanded.
"They escaped us," Kl eitus hissed. H s waxen hands clenched in fury. "W tried
to go after them but Jera's husband was too powerful. He stopped us."

"So there are Sartan still living on Abarrach," Xar said, fingers drunming the
table. "Sartan who can provide the corpses | need for ny experinents. Corpses
who will be troops in ny arny. Do you have any idea where they are?"

"I'f we did, they would not still be living," Kl eitus said, regarding Xar with
hatred. "Wuld they, Lord of the Nexus?"

"I suppose not," Xar muttered. "This husband of Jera's. Were is he?
Undoubt edly he knows how to find the Sartan?"

"I do not know where he has gone. He was in Necropolis until you and your
peopl e arrived. He kept us out of our city. Kept me out of ny palace. But you
appeared, and he left."
"Afraid of me, no doubt,"” Xar said offhandedly. "He fears not hi ng, Lord
of the Nexus!" Kleitus | aughed unpleasantly. "He is the one of whomthe

pr ophecy speaks."



"I heard about a prophecy." Xar waved a negligent hand. "Haplo said somnething
about it. He viewed prophecies nuch as | view them however. Wshes, nothing
nmore. | give themlittle credence."

"You should give this one credence, Patryn. So the prophecy is spoken: 'He
wilt bring life to the dead, hope to the living, and for himthe Gate wilt
open.' That is the prophecy. And it has cone to pass.”

"...come to pass."

"Yes, it has cone to pass," Xar echoed the echo. "I amthe one who has brought
the prophecy to fulfillment. It speaks of me, not sone peranbul ating corpse.”

"I think not..."
", ..think not."

"OfF course it has!" Xar said irritably. " 'The Gate will open...' The Gate has
opened. "

"Death's Gate has opened.™

"What other gate is there?" Xar demanded, annoyed and only half-Iistening,
hopi ng to steer the conversation back to where it had started.

"The Seventh Gate," Kleitus replied.

And this tine the echo was silent. Xar gl anced up, wondering what was the
matter with it.

"Your talk of armies, of conquest, of traveling fromworld to world... \What a
waste of tine and effort." Kleitus gave a rictus smle, "Wen all you need to
do is step inside the Seventh Gate."

"I ndeed?" Xar frowned. "I have been through many gates in ny lifetime. Wiat is
so special about this one?"

"I't was inside this chanber—+the Seventh Gate—that the Council of Seven
sundered the world."

"...sundered the world."

Xar sat silent. He was stunned. The inplications, the possibilities... if
Kleitus was right. If he was telling the truth. If this place still existed..
"It exists," said Kleitus,

"Where is this... chanber?" Xar asked, testing, still not entirely believing
the | azar.

Kl eitus appeared to ignore the question. The lazar turned to face the
bookcases that lined the library. H s dead eyes—eccasionally alight with the
flitting soul —searched for sonething. At last his withered hand, stil
stained with the blood of those it had nurdered, reached out and lifted a
small, thin volunme. He tossed the book on the desk in front of Xar

"Read," Kl eitus said.

"...read," cane the sad refrain.



"It looks like a children's priner," Xar said, exanmining it with sonme disdain.
He had hinsel f used books |i ke these, found in the Nexus, to teach the Sartan
runes to the nensch child Bane.

"It is," said Kleitus. "It conmes fromthe days when our own children were
alive and | aughi ng. Read."

Xar studi ed the book suspiciously. It appeared to be genuine. It was old,
extremely old—+to judge by the nmusty snell and brittle, yell owed parchnent.
Carefully, fearful that the pages nmight crunble to dust at a touch, he opened
the | eather cover, read silently to hinself.

The Earth was destroyed.

Four worlds were created out of the ruin. Wrlds for oursel ves and the nensch
Air, Fire, Stone, Water

Four Gates connect each world to the other: Arianus to Pryan to Abarrach to
Chel estra.

A house of correction was built for our enem es: the Labyrinth.

The Labyrinth is connected to the other worlds through the Fifth Gate: the
Nexus.

The Sixth Gate is the center, permtting entry: the Vortex.
And all was acconplished through the Seventh Gate.
The end was the begi nni ng.

That was the printed text. Beneath, in a crude scraw, were the words - The
begi nni ng was our end.

"You wote this," Xar guessed.

"I'n ny owmn blood," Kleitus said.
"...blood."

Xar's hands shook with excitement. He forgot about the Sartan, about the
prophecy, about the necromancy. This—this was worth it all

"You know where the gate is? You will take nme there?" Xar rose eagerly to his
feet.

"I know. The dead know. And | would be only too happy to take you, Lord of the
Nexus..." Kleitus's face withed, the soul flitting restlessly in and out of
the corpse, the hands flexed. "If you net that requirenment. Your death could
be arranged..."

Xar was in no nood for hunor. "Don't be ridiculous. Take ne there now O, if
that is not possible"—+the thought cane to the lord that perhaps this Seventh
Gate was on another world—tell ne where to find it."

Kl eitus appeared to consider the matter, then shook his head. "I don't believe
Fowill.™ "o willl. "

"Why not?" Xar was angry. "Call it... loyalty."



"Thi s—from a man who sl aughtered his own people!" Xar sneered. "Then why tel
me about the Seventh Gate, if you refuse to take nme to it?" He had a sudden
t hought. "You want something in exchange. Wat ?"

"To kill. And keep on killing. To be rid of the snmell of warm bl ood that
tornments ne every nmonent that | live... and | will live forever! Death is what
| want. As to the Seventh Gate, you don't need nme to show you. Your m nion has
been there already. | should think he woul d have told you."

"...death... you...
"What m ni on? Who?" Xar was confounded a nonment, then asked, "Hapl o?"

"That could be the nane." Kleitus was | osing interest.

"Hapl o knows the |location of the Seventh Gate!" Xar scoffed. "lInpossible. He
never mentioned it..."

"He doesn't know," Kleitus responded. "No one living knows. But his corpse
woul d know. It would want to return to that place. Raise up this Haplo's
corpse, Lord of the Nexus, and he will lead you to the Seventh Gate."

"I wish | knew your gane," Xar said to hinself, pretending once nore to peruse
the child' s book, covertly observing the lazar. "I wi sh | knew what you were
after! What is the Seventh Gate to you! And why do you want Hapl o? Yes, | see
where you're leading me. But so long as it's the sane direction I'm
traveling..."

Xar shrugged and lifted the book, read al oud.

" "And all was acconplished through the Seventh Gate.' How? \What does t hat
mean, Dynast? O does it mean anything? It is hard to tell; you Sartan derive
so much pl easure out of playing with words."

"I would guess it neans a great deal, Lord of the Nexus." A flicker of dark
anusement brought real life to the dead eyes. "Wat that nmeaning is, | neither
know nor care."

Reachi ng out his hand, its flesh bluish white and dappled with blood, its
nails black, Kl eitus spoke a Sartan rune, struck the door

The Patryn sigla protecting the door shattered. Kl eitus wal ked through it and
left.

Xar coul d have held the runes against the Dynast's magic, but the lord didn't
want to waste his energy. Wiy bother? Let the |azar | eave. He woul d obviously
be of no further use.

The Seventh Gate. The chanber where the Sartan sundered the world. Who knows
what powerful nmagic exists inside there still? thought Xar

If, as he clainms, Kleitus knows the |ocation of the Seventh Gate, then he
doesn't need Haplo to show him He obviously wants Haplo for his own purposes.
Why? True, Hapl o eluded the Dynast's clutches, escaped the |lazar's murderous
ranpage, but it seenms unlikely that Kl eitus would hold a grudge. The | azar

| oathes all living beings. He wouldn't single out just one unless he had a
speci al reason



Hapl o has somet hing or knows something Kl eitus wants. | wonder what? | mnust
keep Haplo to nyself, at least until | find out..

Xar picked up the book again, stared at the Sartan runes until he had them
menori zed. A comotion in the hallway, voices calling his name, disturbed him

Leavi ng the desk, Xar crossed the room opened the door. Several Patryns were
roam ng up and down the corridor

"What do you want ?"

"My Lord! We've been searching all over!" The woman who had answered paused to
catch her breath.

"Yes?" Xar caught her excitenent. Patryns were disciplined; they did not
ordinarily let their feelings show "Wat is it, Daughter?"

"W have captured two prisoners, My Lord. W caught them comi ng through
Death's Gate."

"I ndeed! This is welconme news. What—

"My Lord, hear ne!" Under normal circunstances, no Patryn woul d have dared
interrupt Xar. But the young woman was too excited to contain herself. "They
are both Sartan. And one of themis—=

"Alfred!" Xar guessed.

"The man is Samah, My Lord."

Samah! Head of the Sartan Council of Seven

Samah. Who had been held in suspended ani mation | ong centuries on Chel estra.
Samah. The very Samah who had brought about the destruction of the worlds.
Samah. Who had cast the Patryns into the Labyrinth.

At that noment, Xar could al nost have believed in this higher power Haplo kept
yamering about. And Xar coul d al nost have thanked it for giving Samah into
hi s hands.

SAMAH. OF ALL THE WONDERFUL PRI ZES. SAMAH. THE SARTAN who had thought up the
pl ot to sunder the world. The Sartan who had sold the idea to his people. The
Sartan who had taken their blood and the bl ood of countless thousands of

i nnocents in paynent. The Sartan who had | ocked the Patryns in the prison hel

of the Labyrinth.

"And," Xar said to hinmself suddenly, his gaze going back to the book, "the
Sartan who undoubtedly knows the | ocation of the Seventh Gate! Not only that,

but he will probably refuse to tell me where it is or anything about it." Xar
rubbed his hands. "I will have the inordinate pleasure of forcing Samah to
tal k!"

There are dungeons in the pal ace of stone on Abarrach. Hapl o had reported
their existence to Xar. Haplo had very nearly died in the dungeons of
Abar rach.

Xar hastened through the rat's warren of corridors that |ed downward to the



dungeons—the "cataconbs," as they had been euphemi stically known during the
reign of the Sartan.

What had those early Sartan used the cataconbs for? Prisons for the

mal contents anong the mensch? O perhaps the Sartan had even tried housing the
mensch down here, away fromthe corrupt atnosphere of the caverns above, the
at nosphere that was slowly poisoning every living thing the Sartan had brought
with them According to Haplo's report, there were roons down here, other
roons besides prison cells. Large roons, big enough to hold a fair nunber of
peopl e. Sartan runes, traced along the floor, led the way, for those who knew
the secrets of their magic.

Torches burned in sconces on the wall. By their light, Xar caught an

occasi onal glinpse of these Sartan runes. Xar spoke a word—a Sartan word—and
wat ched the sigla flicker feebly to life, glow a nmonent, then die, their magic
br oken and spent.

Xar chuckl ed. This was a game he played around the pal ace, a gane of which he
never tired. The sigla were synmbolic. Like their magic, the power of the
Sartan had shone briefly, then died. Broken, spent.

As Samah woul d die. Xar rubbed his hands together again in anticipation.

The cataconbs were enpty now. In the days before the accidental creation of
the dread | azar, the cataconbs had been used to house the dead, both types of
dead: those who had been reani mated and those awaiting reani mati on. Here they
stored the corpses for the three days requisite to being brought back to life.
Here, too, were the occasional dead who had al ready been brought back to life
but who had proved a nuisance to the living. Kl eitus's own nother had been one
of these.

But now the cells were enpty. The dead had all been freed. Sonme had been
turned into lazar. OQthers, dead too long to be of use to the | azar—ike the
gueen nmother—were left to wander vaguely around the halls. \Wen the Patryns
arrived, such dead had been rounded up, formed into arm es. Now they awaited
the call to battle.

The cataconbs were a depressing place in a world of depressing places. Xar had
never |iked com ng down here, and had not done so after his first brief tour
of inspection. The atnosphere was heavy, dank and chill. The smell of decay
was rank, lingering on the air. It was even pal pable to the taste. The torches
sputtered and snoked dismally.

But Xar didn't notice the taste of death today. Or if he did, it left a sweet
flavor in his nouth. Energing fromthe tunnels into the cellbl ock, he saw two
figures in the shadows, both keeping watch for him One was the young woman
who had sumoned him Marit was her nane. He'd sent her on ahead to prepare
for his arrival. Although he could not see her clearly in the murky di mess,
he recogni zed her by the sigla glowing faintly blue in the darkness; her magic
acting to keep her alive in this world of the living dead. The other figure
Xar recogni zed by the fact that the sigla on this man's skin did not gl ow.

That and the fact that one of his red eyes did.

"My Lord." Marit bowed with deep reverence. "My Lord." The dragon-snake in
man's form bowed, too, but never once did the one red eye (the other eye was
m ssing) |ose sight of Xar

Xar didn't like that. He didn't like the way the red eye was al ways staring at
him as if waiting for the nmonent the lord would | ower his guard, when the red
eye could slide swordlike inside. And Xar did not |ike the lurking |laughter he



was positive he could see in that one red eye. Ch, its gaze was al ways
deferential, subservient. The |aughter was never there when Xar |ooked into
the eye directly. But he always had the feeling that the eye gl eaned nockingly
t he nonent he gl anced away.

Xar woul d never let the red eye know it bothered him made hi muneasy. The
I ord had even gone so far as to nake Sang-drax (the dragon-snake's nensch
nane) his personal assistant. Thus Xar kept his eye on Sang-drax.

"All is in readiness for your visit, Lord Xar." Sang-drax spoke with the
ut nost respect. "The prisoners are in separate cells, as you comuanded."

Xar peered down the row of cells. It was difficult to see by the feeble Ilight
fromthe torches—they too seemed to be coughing in the ruinous air. Patryn
magi ¢ could have lit this foul place as bright as day on the sunny world of
Pryan, but the Patryns had | earned frombitter experience that one didn't
waste one's magi ¢ on such luxuries. Besides, having cone fromthe dangerous
real mof the Labyrinth, nost Patryns felt nore at ease under the protection of
dar kness.

Xar was displeased. "Wiere are the guards | ordered?" He | ooked at Marit.
"These Sartan are tricky. They might well be able to break free of our
spells.”

She gl anced at Sang-drax. Her glance wasn't friendly; she obviously disliked
and distrusted the dragon-snake. "I was going to post them M Lord. But this
one prevented ne."

Xar turned a bal eful gaze on Sang-drax. The dragon-snake in Patryn form gave a
deprecating smle, spread his hands. Patryn runes adorned the backs of those
hands, similar in appearance to the runes tattooed on Xar's hands and on
Marit's. But the sigla on Sang-drax's hands didn't glow |If another Patryn
attenpted to read them the runes woul dn't rmake any sense. They were strictly
for show, they had no neani ng. Sang-drax was not a Patryn.

Just what he was Xar wasn't certain. Sang-drax called hinmself a "dragon,"
claimed he came fromthe world of Chelestra, clainmed he and others of his kind
were loyal to Xar, living only to serve Xar and further his cause. Haplo
referred to these creatures as dragon-snakes, insisting that they were
treacherous, not to be trusted.

Xar saw no reason to doubt the dragon or dragon-snake or whatever it was. In
serving Xar, Sang-drax was only show ng good sense. Still, the lord didn't
like that unblinking red eye, or the |aughter that wasn't in it now but al nost
certainly would be when Xar's back was turned.

"Why did you countermand ny orders?" Xar demanded

"How many Patryns woul d you require to guard the great Samah, Lord Xar?"
Sang-drax asked. "Four? Eight? Wuld even that number be sufficient? This is
the Sartan who sundered a world!" -

"And so we have no guards to guard him That makes sense!" Xar snorted.

Sang-drax smiled in appreciation of the hunor, was inmredi ately serious again.
"He is under constraint now A nensch child could guard him in his state.”

Xar was worried. "He is injured?"

"No, My Lord. He is wet."



"Wt

"The sea water of Chelestra, My Lord. It nullifies the magic of your kind."
The voice lingered over the |ast tw words.

"How di d Samah conme to soak hinself in sea water before entering Death's
Gat e?"

"I cannot imagine, Lord of the Nexus. But it proved nost fortuitous."

"Hunmpf! Well, he will dry out. And then he will need guards—

"A waste of manpower, My Lord Xar. Your people are few in nunber and have so
many matters of urgent inportance to deal with. Preparing for your journey to
Pryan—

"Ah, so | amgoing to Pryan, am|?

Sang- drax appeared sonmewhat confused. "I thought that was ny lord' s intent.
When we di scussed the matter, you said—=-

"I said | would consider going to Pryan." Xar eyed the dragon-snake narrowy.
"You seemto be unusually interested in getting me to that particular world.
Is there any special reason, | wonder?"

"My lord has said hinself that the tytans of Pryan woul d rmake form dabl e
additions to his arnmy. And, in addition, | think it quite likely that you

m ght find the Seventh Gate on—

"The Seventh Gate? How did you conme to find out about the Seventh Gate?"
Sang-drax was now definitely confused.

"Why... Kleitus told me you were searching for it, Lord."

"He did, did he?"

"Yes, Lord. Just now. "

"And what do you know of the Seventh Gate?"

"Not hi ng, Lord, | assure you—-

"Then why are you discussing it?"

"The | azar brought it up. | was only—=

"Enough!" Xar had rarely been so angry. Was he the only person around here who

didn't know about the Seventh Gate? Well, that would soon end.
"Enough, " Xar repeated, casting a sidelong glance at Marit. "W will speak of
this matter later, Sang-drax. After we have dealt with Samah. | trust | will

recei ve many of the answers to nmy questions fromhim Now, as to guards—

"Allow ne to serve you, Lord. | will use ny own magic to guard the prisoners.
That will be all you need.”

"Are you saying that your magic is nore powerful than ours? Than Patryn
magi c?" Xar asked the question in a mld tone. A dangerous tone, to those who



knew hi m
Marit knew him She drew a step or two away from Sang- dr ax.

"It is not a question of whose nmagic is nore powerful, My Lord," Sang-drax
replied hunbly. "But let us face facts. The Sartan have | earned to defend
agai nst Patryn nagic, just as you, My Lord, can defend against theirs. The
Sartan have not |learned to fight our magic. W defeated them on Chel estra, as
you wi Il remenber, Lord—

"Just barely."

"But that was before Death's Gate had been opened, My Lord. Qur mmgic is much
nmore powerful now " Again the threatening softness. "I was the one who
captured these two."

Xar | ooked at Marit, who confirned this fact with a nod. "Yes," she conceded.
"He brought themto us, where we stood guard, at the gates of Necropolis."

The Lord of the Nexus pondered. Despite Sang-drax's protestations, Xar didn't
like the inplied conceit of the dragon-snake's statenment. The lord also didn't
like admtting that the creature had a point. Sanmah. The great Samah. Wo
anong the Patryns could guard himeffectively? Only Xar hinself.

Sang-drax appeared ready to argue further, but Xar cut the dragon-snake's
words short with an inpatient wave of his hand. "There is only one sure way to
prevent Samah's escape, and that is to kill him"

Sang-drax denurred. "But surely you require information fromhim M Lord..."

"I ndeed," Xar said with snboth satisfaction. "And I wll have it—fromhis
cor psel ™

"Ah!" Sang-drax bowed. "You have acquired the art of necromancy. My admiration
i s boundl ess, Lord of the Nexus."

The dragon-snake sidled closer; the red eye gleaned in the torchlight. "Samah
will die, as you conmand, My Lord. But—there is no need for haste. Surely he
shoul d suffer as your people have suffered. Surely he should be made to endure
at least a portion of the torment your people have been made to endure.”

"Yes!" Xar drew in a shivering breath. "Yes, he will suffer. | wll
personal | y—=

"Permit me, My Lord," Sang-drax begged. "I have a rather special talent for
such things. You will watch. You will be pleased. If not, you have only to
t ake my place. "

"Very well." Xar was amused. The dragon-snake was al nost panting with
eagerness. "I want to speak to himfirst, though. Al one," he added, when
Sang-drax started to acconpany him "You will wait for ne here. Marit will

take ne to him"

"As you wi sh, My Lord." Sang-drax bowed again. Straightening, he added in
solicitous tones, "Be careful, My Lord, not to get any of the sea water on
yoursel f."

Xar gl owered. He | ooked away, | ooked back quickly, and it seemed to himthat
the red eye glinted with laughter.



The Lord of the Nexus made no reply. Turning on his heel, he stal ked down the
row of enpty cells. Marit wal ked beside him The sigla on the arns and hands

of both Patryns glowed with a blue-red Iight that was not entirely acting in

response to the poi sonous at nosphere of Abar-rach

"You don't trust him do you, Daughter?"* Xar asked his conpanion

*Marit is not his daughter in the literal sense of the word. Xar considers al
Patryns his children, since he was the one who brought themforth out of the
dar kness of the Labyrinth. It is not known whether Xar fathered any natura
children of his own. If so, the youngest would be old by Patryn standards, at
| east past their Seventieth Gate. Since few Patryns trapped in the Labyrinth
live even half that long, we nust assume that Xar's true children, if he had
any, are long since dead.

"It is not for ne to trust or distrust anyone whomny |lord chooses to favor,"
Marit answered gravely. "If my lord trusts this creature, | trust nmy lord's
j udgment . "

Xar nodded in approval of the answer. "You were a Runner,* | believe?"

*Those who live in the Labyrinth are divided into two categories: Runners and
Squatters. Runners live and travel alone, their only object to escape the
Labyrinth. Squatters live in large groups. Their object is also escape, but
they place greater value on the survival and perpetuation of their race.

"Yes, My Lord."

Slowing his steps, Xar laid his gnarled hand on the young woman's snoot h,
tattooed skin. "So was |I. We didn't either of us survive the Labyrinth by
trusting in anything or anyone other than ourselves, did we, Daughter?"

"No, My Lord." She seened relieved.

"You will keep your eye on this one-eyed snake, then."

"Certainly, My Lord."

Noticing Xar glancing around inpatiently, Marit added, "Samah's cell is down
here, My Lord. The other prisoner is being held at the opposite end of the
cell block. | deemed it wise not to put themtoo close together, although the

ot her prisoner appears harm ess.”

"Yes, | forgot there were two. \What about this other prisoner? Is he a
bodyguar d? Samah's son?"

"Hardly that, My Lord." Marit smled, shook her head. "I'mnot even certain
he's a Sartan. If he is, he's deranged. Odd," she added, thoughtfully, "but if
he were a Patryn, | would say he suffers from Labyrinth sickness."

"Probably an act. If the man was mad, which | doubt, the Sartan woul d never
permit himto be seen in public. It mght harmtheir status as dem gods. Wat
does he call hinsel f?"

"A bizarre nane. Zifnab."

"Zifnab!" Xar pondered. "I've heard that before... Bane spoke... Yes, in

regard to— Casting a sharp look at Marit, Xar shut his nouth. "My Lord?"

"Not hi ng i nportant, Daughter. | was thinking out loud. Ah, | see we are



nearing our destination."

"Here is the cell of Samah, My Lord." Marit gave the man inside a cool

di spassionate glance. "I will return to guard our other prisoner."

"I think the other will get along well enough on his own," Xar suggested
mldly. "Wiy not keep our snaky friend conmpany?" He notioned with his head
back toward the opening of the cellblock tunnels, where Sang-drax stood
wat ching them "I do not want to be disturbed in my conversation with the
Sartan. "

"I understand, My Lord." Marit bowed and left, wal ki ng back down the | ong,
dark corridor flanked by rows of enpty cells.

Xar waited until she had reached the end and was speaking to the dragon-snake.
When the red eye turned upon Marit and away from Xar, the Lord of the Nexus
approached the prison cell and | ooked i nside.

Samah, head of the Sartan governing body known as the Council of Seven, was—n
ternms of years—far older than Xar. Yet because of his magical sleep—ene which
had been supposed to last only a decade but had inadvertently |asted

centuri es—Samah was a man in the prime of m ddle age

Strong, tall, he had once had hard, chiseled features and a commandi ng air.
Now t he sal |l ow skin sagged from his bones; the mnmuscles hung | oose and fl acci d.
The face, which should have been lined with wi sdom and experience, was
creviced, haggard, and drawn. Samah sat listlessly on the cold stone bed, his
head and shoul ders bowed in dejection, despair. H's robes, his skin were
soppi ng wet .

Xar clasped his hands around the bars, drew close for a better |ook. The Lord
of the Nexus sml ed.

"Yes," he said softly, "you know what fate awaits you, don't you, Samah? There
is nothing quite as bad as the fear, the anticipation. Even when the pain
conmes—and your death will be very painful, Sartan, | assure you—t won't be as
bad as the fear."

Xar gripped the bars harder. The blue sigla tattooed on the backs of his
gnarl ed hands were stretched taut; the enlarged knuckles were as white as
exposed bone. He could scarcely draw breath; for |long nmonents he coul dn't
speak. He had not thought to feel such passion in the presence of his eneny,
but suddenly all the years—years of battle and suffering, years of
fear—eturned to him

"I wi sh"—Xar al nost choked on his words—=I wish | could let you live a |ong,
long tinme, Samah! | wish | could let you live with that fear, as ny people
have lived with it. | wish | could let you live centuries!"

The iron bars dissol ved beneath Xar's squeezi ng hands. He never noticed. Samah
had not raised his head, did not |ook up at his tornentor. He sat in the sane
attitude, but now his hands cl enched.

Xar entered the cell, stood over him

"You can't escape the fear, never for a nonent. Not even in sleep. It's there
in your dreanms. You run and run and run until you think your heart nust burst
and then you wake and you hear the terrifying sound that woke you and you get
up and you run and run and run... all the time knowing it is hopel ess. The

claw, the tooth, the arrow, the fire, the bog, the pit will claimyou in the



end.

"Qur babies suck fear in their nother's mlk. Qur babies don't cry. Fromthe
monent of birth, they're taught to keep quiet—eut of fear. Qur children do not
 augh either. Who knows who mi ght be |istening?

"You have a son, | amtold. A son who |laughs and cries. A son who calls you
"Father,' a son who sniles like his nother."

A shiver craw ed over Sanmah's body. The lord didn't know what nerve he had
hit, but he reveled in the discovery and kept probing.

"Qur children rarely know their own parents. A kindness—ene of the few we can
do for them That way they don't beconme attached to their parents. It doesn't
hurt so nmuch when they find them dead. O watch themdie."

Xar's hatred and fury were slowy suffocating him There wasn't enough air in
Abarrach to sustain him Blood beat in his head, and the lord feared for an
instant that his heart mght rupture. He raised his head and how ed, a savage
scream of angui sh and rage that was like the heart's blood bursting fromhis
nout h.

The howl was horrifying to hear. It reverberated through the cataconbs,
growi ng | ouder by sone trick of the acoustics, and stronger, as if the dead in
Abarrach had picked it up and were adding their own fearful cries to those of
the Lord of the Nexus.

Marit bl anched and gasped and shrank in terror against the chill wall of the
prison. Sang-drax hinmsel f appeared taken aback. The red eye shifted uneasily,
darting swift glances into the shadows, as if seeking some foe.

Samah shuddered. The scream m ght have been a spear driven through his body.
He cl osed his eyes.

"I wish | didn't need you!" Xar gasped. Foam frothed his nmouth; spittle hung

fromhis lips. "I wish |l didn't need the information you have | ocked in that

bl ack heart. | would take you to the Labyrinth. | would let you hold the dying
children, as | have held them | would |l et you whisper to them as | have

whi spered: "All will be well. Soon the fear will end.' And | would let you

feel the envy, Sanah! The envy when you gaze down upon that cold, peaceful
face and know that, for this little child, the fear is over. Wile for you, it
has just begun..."

Xar was calmnow. H's fury was spent. He felt a great weariness, as if he had
spent hours fighting a powerful foe. The lord actually staggered as he took a
step, was forced to | ean against the stone wall of the prison cell.

"But unfortunately, | do need you, Samah. | need you to answer a... question."
Xar wiped his nouth with the sleeve of his robe, wiped the chill sweat from
his face. He smled, a mrthless, bloodless snle, "I hope, | sincerely hope,

Samah, Head of the Council of Seven, that you choose not to answer!"

Samah lifted his head. The eyes were sunken, the skin livid. He | ooked truly

as if he were inpaled on his enemy's spear. "I do not blame you for your
hatred. W never neant..." He was forced to pause, lick dry lips. "W never
meant any of the suffering. W never neant for the prison to turn deadly. It
was to be a test... Don't you understand?"

Samah gazed at Xar in earnest appeal. "A test. That was all. Adifficult test.

One neant to teach you humility, patience. One neant to di m nish your



aggression..."

"Weaken us," Xar said softly.

"Yes," said Samah, slowy |lowering his head. "Waken you."

"You feared us."

"W feared you."

"You hoped we would die..."

"No." Samah shook his head.

"The Labyrinth becane the enbodi ment of that hope. A secret hope. A hope you
dared not admt, even to yourselves. But it was whispered into the words of
magi ¢ that created the Labyrinth. And it was that secret, terrible hope that
gave the Labyrinth its evil power."

Samah did not answer. He sat again with his head bowed.

Xar shoved hinself away fromthe wall. Coming to stand in front of Samah, the
lord put his hand beneath the Sartan's jaw, wenched his head up and back
forced Samah to | ook up

Samah flinched. He wapped his hands around the old man's wists, tried to
free himself fromthe lord' s grasp. But Xar was powerful. H's magi c was
intact. The blue runes flared. Samah gasped in agony, snatched his hands away
as if he had touched burning cinders.

Xar's thin fingers bit deeply and painfully into the Sartan's jaw.

"Where is the Seventh Gate?"

Samah stared, shocked, and Xar was pleased to see—at last—fear in the Sartan's
eyes.

"Where is the Seventh Gate?" He squeezed Samah's face.

"I don't know... what you're tal king about,"” Sanmah was forced to runbl e.
"I"'mso glad," Xar said pleasantly. "For now |l wll have the pleasure of
teaching you. And you will tell ne."

Samah managed to shake his head. "I'Il die first!" he gasped.

"Yes, you probably will," Xar agreed. "And then you'll tell me. Your corpse
will tell me. 1've learned the art, you see. The art you cane here to learn
"Il teach you that, too. Though it will be rather late to do you nmuch good."

Xar released his hold, wiped his hands on his robes. He didn't like the fee
of the sea water, could already notice it starting to weaken the rune-magic.
Turning tiredly, he wal ked out of the cell. The iron bars sprang back into
pl ace as he passed by.

"My only regret is that | lack the strength to instruct you nyself. But one
waits who, |like ne, also wants revenge. You know him | believe. He was
instrumental in your capture."

Samah was on his feet. H's hands clasped the bars of the cell. "I was wong!



My people were wong! | admit it. | can offer no excuse, except that maybe we
do know what it is liketo livein fear. | see it now Afred, Ola... Ola."
Samah cl osed his eyes in pain, drew a deep breath. "Orla was right."

Opening his eyes, gazng intently at Xar, Samah shook the bars of his cell
"But we have a comon eneny. An enemy who will destroy us all. Destroy both
our peoples, destroy the mensch!"

"And that enemy would be?" Xar was toying with his victim

"The dragon-snakes! Or whatever formthey take. And they can take any form
t hey choose, Xar. That is what makes them so dangerous, so powerful. That
Sang-drax. The one who captured ne. He is one of them™

"Yes, | know," said Xar. "He has been very useful."

"You are the one being used!" Samah cried in frustration. He paused, trying
desperately to think of sone way to prove his point. "Surely one of your own
woul d have warned you. That Patryn, the young nan. The one who cane to

Chel estra. He discovered the truth about the dragon-snakes. He tried to warn
me. | didn't listen. |I didn't believe. | opened Death's Gate. He and Alfred..
Hapl o! That's the name he called hinself. Haplo."

"What do you know of Hapl 0?" Xar asked in a | ow voi ce.

"He |l earned the truth," Samah said grimy. "He tried to make ne see it.
Surely, he nmust have told it to you, his lord."

"So this is the thanks |I get, is it, Haplo?" Xar asked the dark shadows. This
is gratitude for saving your life, ny son. Betrayal

"Your plot failed, Samah," Xar said coolly. "Your attenpt to subvert ny
faithful servant failed. Haplo told nme everything. He admitted everything. If
you're going to speak, Sartan, speak to some purpose. Were is the Seventh
Gat e?"

"Hapl o obviously didn't tell you everything," Samah said, lip curling.
"Qt herwi se you woul d know t he answer to your question. He was there. He and
Alfred, at least so | gathered fromsonething Alfred said. Apparently your
Hapl o trusts you no nore than ny Alfred trusts nme. | wonder where we went
wrong..."

Xar was stung, though he took care not to show it. Haplo again! Haplo knows.
And | don't! It was naddeni ng.

"The Seventh Gate," Xar repeated as if he hadn't heard.
"You're a fool," Samah said tiredly. Letting | oose of the bars, he | apsed back
on the stone bench. "You're a fool. As | was a fool. You doom your people." He
sighed. Hi s head sank into his hands. "As | have dooned m ne."

Xar made a sharp, beckoni ng gesture. Sang-drax hastened down the dank and
gl oony corri dor.

The lord was having a difficult time. He wanted Samah to suffer, of course,
but he al so wanted Sanah dead. Xar's fingers twitched. He was al ready draw ng,
in his own mnd, the runes of necromancy that would begin the terrible
resurrection.

Sang-drax entered the Sartan's cell. Samah did not |ook up, though Xar saw the



Sartan's body stiffen involuntarily, bracing to endure what was coning

What was com ng? Xar wondered. What woul d the dragon-snake do? Curiosity made
the lord forget nomentarily his eagerness to see it all end.

"Commence, " he said to Sang-drax.

The dragon-snake nade no nove. He did not raise his hand agai nst Samah, did
not summon fire or conjure steel. Yet suddenly Samah's head jerked up. He
stared at sonething only he could see, his eyes widening in horror. He raised
his hands, tried to use the Sartan runes to defend hinself, but since he was
wet with the magic-nullifying sea water of Chelestra, the magi c woul d not

wor k.

And perhaps it would not have worked anyway, for Samah was fighting a foe of
his own nind, an eneny from somewhere in the depths of his own consci ousness,
brought to Iife by the insidious talents of the dragon-snake.

Samah screamed and leapt to his feet and flung hinmsel f against the stone wall
in an effort to escape.

There was no escape. He staggered as beneath a tremendous bl ow, screaned
again—this time in pain. Perhaps sharp talons were rending his skin. Perhaps
fangs had torn his flesh or an arrow had thudded into his breast. He sank to
the floor, withing in agony. And then he shuddered and lay still.

Xar watched a nonment, frowned. "Is he dead?" The | ord was di sappoi nted. Though
he coul d comrence his rune-magi c now, death had come too quickly, been too
easy.

"Wait!" the dragon-snake cautioned. He spoke a word in Sartan

Samah sat up, clutching a wound that was not there. He stared around in
terror, remenbering. He gave a low, hollow cry, ran to the other side of his

cell. Whatever was attacking himstruck again. And again.

Xar listened to the Sartan's fearful screans, nodded in satisfaction

"How long will this go on?" he asked Sang-drax, who was | oungi ng back agai nst
a wall, watching, smling.

"Until he dies—truly dies. Fear, exhaustion, terror will eventually kill him
But he'll die without a mark on his body. How | ong? That depends on your

pl easure, Lord Xar."

Xar rum nated. "Let it continue," he decided finally. "I will go and question
the other Sartan. He may be far nore willing to talk with the yells of his
conpatriot ringing in his ears. Wien | return, | will ask Samah one nore tine

about the Seventh Gate. Then you may finish it."

The dragon-snake nodded. After taking another nonment to watch Samah's body
twitch and jerk in agony, Xar left the Sartan's cell, proceeding down the
corridor to where Marit waited in front of the cell of the other Sartan
The one called Zifnab

CHAPTER 3

ABARRACH



THE OLD MAN HUDDLED IN HI'S CELL. HE LOOKED PATHETI C AND rat her pale. Once,
when a bubbling cry of excruciating tornment was w enched from Samah, the old
man shuddered and put the tip of his yellowed white beard to his eyes. Xar
wat ched fromthe shadows, deciding that this wetched relic would probably
collapse into a trenbling heap if the lord stanped his foot at him

Xar approached the cell, signed Marit to use her rune-magic to renove the
bars.

The old man's wet robes clung to his pitifully thin body. His hair trailed in
a sodden mass down his back. Water dripped fromthe straggly beard. On the
stone bed beside himwas a battered pointed hat. The old nman had from al
appear ances been attenpting to wing the water fromthe hat, which had a

twi sted and maltreated | ook about it. Xar stared hard and suspiciously at the
hat, thinking it mght be a hidden source of power. He received the odd

i npression that it was sul ki ng.

"That is your friend you hear screamng," said Xar conversationally, sitting
down beside the old nman, taking care to keep hinself fromgetting wet.

"Poor Samah," the old man said, trenbling. "There are those who woul d say he
deserves this, but"—his voice softened—he was only doi ng what he believed to
be right. Mich as you have done, Lord of the Nexus."

The old man lifted his head, |ooked intently at Xar with a disconcertingly
shrewd expression. "Mich as you have done," he repeated. "If only you'd |eft
it there. If only he'd left it there." He inclined his head in the direction
of the screans and gave a gentle sigh

Xar frowned. This wasn't precisely what he'd had in nind. "The sane thing wll
be happening to you shortly, Zifnab—=

"\Where?" The old man peered around curi ously.
"Where what ?" Xar was growing irritated.

"Zifnab! | thought"—the old man | ooked deeply of fended—1 thought this was a
private cell."

"Don't try any of your tricks on nme, old fool. I won't fall for them.. as did
Hapl o, " Xar said.

Samah's cries ceased for a nmonent, then began again.

The old man was regarding Xar with a bl ank expression, waiting for the lord to
proceed. "Who?" he asked politely.

Xar was strongly tenpted to comence torturing himright then and there. He
contai ned hinself by a great effort of will. "Haplo. You met himin the Nexus,
beside the Final Gate, the gate that |eads to the Labyrinth. You were seen and
overheard, so don't play stupid.”

"I never play stupid!™ The old man drew hinself up haughtily. "Wo saw ne?"

"Achild. H's name is Bane. \What do you know about Hapl 0?" Xar asked
patiently.

"Haplo. Yes, | do seemto renenber." The old man was grow ng anxi ous. He
stretched out a wet and shaki ng hand. "Youngi sh chap. Blue tattoos. Keeps a
dog?"



"Yes," Xar grow ed, "that is Haplo."

The old man grabbed Xar's hand, shook it heartily. "You will give himny
regards—

Xar yanked his hand away. The lord stared at his skin, displeased to note the
weakeni ng of the sigla wherever the water touched them

"So | arrive to give Haplo—a Patryn—the regards of a Sartan."” Xar w ped his
hand on his robes. "Then he is a traitor, as | have |l ong suspected."”

"No, Lord of the Nexus, you are m staken," said the old man earnestly and
rather sadly. "OF all the Patryns, Haplo is the nost loyal. He will save you.
He will save your people, if you will let him"

"Save me?" Xar was lost in astonishment. Then the lord smled grimy. "He had
better look to saving hinself. As you should do, Sartan. Wat do you know
about the Seventh Gate?"

"The citadel," the old man sai d.

"What ?" Xar asked with feigned carel essness. "Wat did you say about the
ci tadel ?"

The old man opened his mouth, was about to reply, when he suddenly let out a
shri ek, as though he'd been kicked. "Wat did you do that for?" he demanded,
whirling around and confronting enpty air. "I didn't say anything. Well, of
course, but | thought that you... Ch, very well."

Looki ng sull en, he turned back around, junped when he saw Xar. "Ch, hullo.
Have we net ?"

"What about the citadel ?" Xar recall ed hearing something about a citadel, but
he coul dn't renenber what.

"Citadel ?" The old man | ooked vague. "What citadel ?"

Xar heaved a sigh. "I asked about the Seventh Gate and you nentioned the
citadel ."

"It's not there. Definitely not there," the old man said, noddi ng
enphatically. Twiddling his thunbs, he | ooked nervously around his cell, then
said loudly, "Pity about Bane."

"\What about Bane?" Xar questioned, eyes narrow ng.
"Dead, you know. Poor child."
Xar coul dn't speak, he was so amazed. The ol d man kept ranbling on

"Some would say it wasn't his fault. Considering the way he was raised and al
that. Lovel ess chil dhood. Father an evil wi zard. Boy didn't stand a chance. |
don't buy that!" The old man | ooked extrenely fierce. "That's the problemw th
the world. No one wants to take responsibility for his actions anynore. Adam
bl ames the appl e-eating incident on Eve. Eve says the serpent made her do it.
The serpent clainms that it's God's fault for putting the tree there in the
first place. See there? No one wants to take responsibility.”

Sonehow Xar had | ost control of the situation. He was no | onger even enjoying



Samah' s tormented screans. "What about Bane?" he demanded.

"And you!" the old man shouted. "You' ve snoked forty packs of cigarettes a day
since you were twelve and now you're blamng a billboard for giving you |ung
cancer!"

"You are a raving lunatic!" Xar started to turn away. "Kill him" he ordered
Marit. "We'll learn nothing fromthis fool while he's alive..."

"What were we tal king about? Ah, Bane." The old man si ghed, shook his head. He
| ooked at Marit. "Wywuld you care to hear about him my dear?"

Marit silently asked Xar, who nodded.

"Yes," she said, seating herself gingerly beside the old man.
"Poor Bane." He sighed. "But it was all for the best. Now there will be peace
on Arianus. And soon the dwarves will be starting up the Kicksey-w nsey..."

Xar had heard enough. He stormed out of the cell. He was very nearly
irrational with fury—a drunken sensation he didn't like. He forced hinself to
think logically. The flame of his anger was quenched, as if soneone had shut
of f one of the gas jets that gave light to this palace of tonb-like darkness.
He beckoned to Marit.

She left the old man, who in her absence continued talking to his hat.

"I don't like what | am hearing about Arianus," Xar said in a |l ow voice. "I
don't believe the doddering old fool, but |I have |ong sensed that somnething
was wong. | should have heard from Bane before now. Travel to Arianus,
Daughter. Find out what is going on. But be careful to take no action! Do not
reveal yourself—+to anyone!™

Marit gave a brief nod.

"Prepare for the journey," Xar continued, "then cone to ny chanbers for your

final instructions. You will use ny ship. You know how to navigate Death's
Gat e?"

"Yes, Lord," Marit answered. "Shall | send soneone down here to take ny

pl ace?"

Xar considered. "Send one of the lazar. Not Kleitus," he added hastily. "One
of the others. | may have sone questions for themwhen it cones tine to raise
Samah' s body."

"Yes, Lord." Marit bowed respectfully and left.

Xar remained, glaring into Zifnab's cell. The old man had apparently forgotten
the Patryn's existence. Rocking fromside to side, Z fnab was snapping his
fingers and singing to hinself. " Tin a soul man. Ba-dop, da-ba-dop

da- ba-dop, da-ba-dop. Yes, I'ma soul man...""

Xar hurled the cell bars back into place with grimdelight.

"Il find out fromyour corpse who you really are, old fool. And you'll tel
me the truth about Haplo."

Xar strode back down the corridor toward Samah's cell. The screanms had ceased
for the moment. The dragon-snake was peering in through the bars. Xar cane up



behi nd him

Samah lay on the floor. He appeared near death; his skin was clay-col ored and
glistened with sweat. He was breathing spasnodically. H s body tw tched and
j erked.

"You're killing him" Xar observed.

"He proved weaker than | thought, Lord," Sang-drax said apol ogetically.
"However, | could dry himoff, pernmt himto heal hinself. He would still be
weak, probably too weak to attenpt to escape. However, there would be a
danger —=

"No." Xar was growi ng bored. "I need information. Rouse himenough that | may
speak to him"

The bars of the cell dissolved. Sang-drax wal ked inside, prodded Samah with
the toe of his boot. The Sartan groaned and flinched. Xar stepped in. Kneeling
besi de Samah's body, the Lord of the Nexus put his hands on either side of the
Sartan's head and raised it fromthe ground. The lord's touch was not gentle;
long nails dug into Samah's gray flesh, leaving glistening trails of bl ood.

Samah's eyes wenched open. He stared at the lord and shivered in terror, but
there was no recognition in the Sartan's eyes. Xar shook the man's head, dug
his fingers to the bone.

"Know ne! Know who | anl"”

Samah's only reaction was to gasp for breath. There was a rattling in his
throat. Xar knew the signs.

"The Seventh Gate! Were is the Seventh Gate?"
Samah's eyes wi dened. "Never neant... Death... Chaos! Wat... went wong..."
"The Seventh Gate!" Xar persisted.

"Gone." Samah shut his eyes, spoke feverishly. "CGone. Sent it... away. No one
knows... Rebels... Mght try... undo... Sent it..."

A bubbl e of bl ood broke on Samah's lips. His eyes fixed in his head, staring
in horror at something only he could see.

Xar dropped the head. It fell linmp and unresisting, struck the stone floor
with a crack. The lord laid his hand on Samah's inert chest, put his fingers
on the Sartan's wist. Nothing.

"He is dead," Xar said, cool with controlled excitenment. "And his [ ast

t houghts are of the Seventh Gate. Sent the Gate away, he cl ains! \Wat
nonsense. He proved stronger than you thought, Sang-drax. He had the strength
to continue this deceit to the end. Now, quickly!"

Xar ripped apart Samah's wet robes, laying bare the still chest. Producing a
dagger—+ts bl ade was marked with runes—the lord set the sharp tip over Samah's
heart and pierced the skin. Blood, warm and crinmson, flowed from beneath the
knife's sharp edge. Wrking swiftly and surely, repeating the sigla beneath
his breath as he drew themon the skin, Xar used the knife to carve the runes
of necromancy into Samah's dead fl esh.

The skin grew cool beneath the lord's hand; the blood fl owed nore sl uggishly.



The dragon-snake stood nearby, watching, a snile lighting the one good eye.
Xar did not ook up fromhis work. At the sound of footsteps approaching, the
Lord of the Nexus said merely, "Lazar? Are you here?"

"l amhere,"” intoned a voice.
"...amhere," came the sighing echo.
"Excel l ent."

Xar sat back. H s hands were covered with bl ood; the dagger was dark with it.
Lifting his hand above Samah's heart, Xar spoke a word. The heart-rune fl ashed
blue. Fast as lightning, the nagic spread fromthe heart-sigil to the sigi
touching it, fromthat sigil to the one touching it, and soon blue |ight was
flickering and dancing all over the body.

An eerie, glowing formwavered into being near the body, as if the dead nman's
shadow were made of |ight instead of darkness. Xar drew in a shivering breath
of awe. This pallid i mage was the phantasm-the ethereal, immrtal part of
every living being, what the nensch called the "soul."

The phantasmtried to pull away fromthe body, tried to free itself, but it
was caught in the husk of chill and bloody flesh and could only withe in an
agony comnparable to that experienced by the body when it had lived in torment.

Suddenl y the phantasm di sappeared. Xar frowned, but then saw the dead eyes
pathetically lit fromwithin: a nockery of life, the spirit joining
monentarily with the body.

"I have done it!" Xar cried in exaltation. "I have done it! | have brought
life back to the dead!"

But now what to do with it? The |lord had never seen one of the dead raised; he
had only heard descriptions from Hapl o. Appalled and sickened by what he had
seen, Haplo had kept his descriptions brief.

Samah' s dead body sat bolt upright. He had becone a | azar

Startled, Xar fell back a step. He caused the runes on his skin to gl ow bright
red and blue. The | azar are powerful beings who cone back to life with a
terrible hatred of all things living. A lazar has the strength of one who is
past feeling pain and fatigue.

Naked, his body covered with bloody tracings of Patryn sigla, Samah stared
around in confusion, the dead eyes occasionally flickering with pitiable life
when the phantasmflitted inside.

Shaken by his triunph, overawed, the lord needed time to think, to calm

hi nsel f. "Lazar, say sonmething to it." Xar notioned, his hands trenbling with
excitement. "Speak to it." He drew back against a far wall to watch and to
exult in his achi evenent.

The [ azar, a man, obediently stepped forward. Before deat h—which had obviously
cone by violence, to judge by the cruel marks still visible on the corpse's

t hr oat +he man had been young and conely. Xar paid scant attention to the

| azar beyond a brief glance to assure hinself that it wasn't Kleitus.

"You are one of ny people," said the lazar to Samah. "You are Sartan."

"I am.. | was," said the voice of the corpse.



"I ' am.. | was," cane the dismal echo fromthe trapped phantasm
"Why did you cone to Abarrach?"
"To | earn necromancy."

"You travel ed here to Abarrach," repeated the lazar, its voice a lifeless
nmonotone, "to learn the art of necromancy. To use the dead as slaves to the
[iving."

"I did... | did."

"And you know now t he hatred the dead bear for the living, who keep themin
bondage. For you see, do you not? You see... freedom.."

The phantasm coiled and wenched in a futile attenpt to escape. The hatred on
the face of the corpse as it turned its sightless—yet all too

cl ear-seei ng—eyes to Xar caused even the Patryn to bl anch

"You, |azar,"
cal | ed?"

the Lord of the Nexus interrupted harshly, "what are you

"Jonat hon. "

"Jonat hon, then." The name nmeant sonething to Xar, but he couldn't think what.
"Enough tal k of hatred. You |azar are free now, free fromthe weaknesses of
the flesh that you knew when you were alive. And you are immortal. It is a
great gift we living have given you..."

"One we would be happy to share,” said the lazar of Samah in a low, dire
Voi ce.

"...to share," came the fearful echo.

Xar was displ eased; the rune-glow that cane fromhis body flared. "You waste
my tine. There are many questions | will ask you, Samah. Many questions you
will answer for ne. But the first, the nost inportant, is the one | asked you

before you died. Wiere is the Seventh Gate?"

The countenance of the corpse tw sted; the body shook. The phantasm peered out

through the lifeless eyes with a sort of terror. "I will not..." The blue Iips
of the corpse noved, but no sound cane out. "I will not..."
"You will!" Xar said sternly, though he was sonmewhat at a | oss. How do you

t hreaten one who feels no pain, one who knows no fear? Frustrated, the lord
turned to Jonathon. "Wat is the neaning of this defiance? You Sartan forced
the dead to reveal all their secrets. | know, because Kl eitus hinself told nme
this, as did nmy minion, who was here previously."

"This man's will was strong in his life," the lazar answered. "You raised him
too quickly, perhaps. If the body had been allowed to remain quiet for the
requi site three days, the phantasm would have left the body and then the
soul +he will —ould no | onger have any effect on what the body did. But now
the defiance that died with himlives still."

"But will he answer ny questions?" Xar persisted, frustration grow ng.

"He will. In tine," Jonathon answered, and there was sorrow in the echoing
voice. "In tinme he will forget all that neant anything to himin life. He wll



know only the bitter hatred of those who still live."
"Time!" Xar ground his teeth. "How rmuch tine? A day? A fortnight?"
"l cannot say."

"Bah!" Xar strode forward, cane to stand directly before Samah. "Answer ny
guestion! Were is the Seventh Gate? Wat do you care now?" he added in
wheedl i ng tones. "It neans nothing to you. You defy me only because that's al
you renenber how to do."

The light in the dead eyes flickered. "W sent it... away..."

"You did not!" Xar was |osing patience. This wasn't turning out as he had
foreseen. He'd been too eager. He should have waited. He would wait the next
time. When he killed the old man. "Sending the gate away nakes no sense. You
woul d keep it where you could use it again if need be. Perhaps you did use
it—to open Death's Gate! Tell me the truth. Does it have sonething to do with
a citadel =

"Master!"

The urgent cry cane boundi ng down the corridor. Xar jerked his head toward the
sound.

"Master!" It was Sang-drax, calling and gesturing wildly fromthe end of the
corridor. "Conme swiftly! The old man is gone!"

"Dead, then?" Xar grunted. "All for the best. Now let nme be—=
"Not dead! CGone! He is gone!"

"What trick is this?" Xar demanded. "He couldn't be gone! How could he
escape?"

"I do not know, Lord of the Nexus." Sang-drax's sibilant whi sper shook with a
fury that startled even Xar. "But he is gone! Come and see for yourself."

There was no help for it. Xar cast a final baleful |ook at Samah, who appeared
conpletely oblivious to what was going on. Then the |ord hastened down the
corridor. When the Lord of the Nexus had left, when his voice could be heard
rising strident and angry fromthe far end of the cellbl ock, Jonathon spoke,
quietly, softly.

"You see now. You understand."

"Yes!" The phantasm peered out of the lifeless eyes in despair, as the living
man had once peered out of his prison cell. "I see now. | understand."

"You al ways knew the truth, didn't you?"

"How could | admit it? W had to seemto be gods. Wat would the truth have
made us?"

"Mrtal. As you were."
"Too late. Al is lost. Al is lost."

"No, the Wave corrects itself. Rest upon it. Relax. Float with it, let it
carry you."



The phantasm of Samah appeared irresolute. It darted into the body, fled out
of it, but could not yet escape. "I cannot. | nust stay. | have to hang on..."

"Hang on to what? To hatred? To fear? To revenge? Lie back. Rest upon the
Wave. Feel it lift you up."

The corpse of Samah renai ned seated on the hard stone. The eyes stared up at
Jonat hon. "Can they forgive nme... ?"

"Can you forgive yoursel f?" the | azar asked gently.

Samah' s body—an ashen and bl ood-covered shell -4+aid slowmy down on the stone
bed. It shuddered, then was still. The eyes grew dark and now truly lifeless.

Jonat hon reached out his hand, closed them

Xar, suspecting some trick, stared hard into Zifnab's cell. Nothing. No sight
of the wet and bedraggled old Sartan.

"Hand me that torch!" Xar conmmanded, peering about in baffled outrage.

The Lord of the Nexus banished the cell bars with an inpatient wave of his
hand and strode into the cell, flashing the light into every part of it.

"What do you think you will find, Lord?" Sang-drax snarled. "That he is
pl ayi ng at peekaboo in a corner? | tell you, he is gone!"

Xar didn't Ilike the dragon-snake's tone. The lord turned, held the |ight
so that it would flare into the dragon's one good eye. "If he has escaped, it
is your fault! You were supposed to be guarding him Sea water of Chelestra!"
Xar sneered, "takes away their power! Cbviously it didn't!"

"It did, I tell you," Sang-drax nuttered.

"But he can't get far," Xar reflected. "W have guards posted at the entrance
to Death's Gate. He—=

The dragon-snake hi ssed suddenl y—a hiss of fury that seemed to wap its coils
around Xar and squeeze the breath fromhis body. Sang-drax pointed a
rune-covered hand at the stone bed. "There! There!" He could say no nore; the
breath gurgled in his throat.

Xar held the torchlight to shine on the spot. The lord' s eyes caught a glint,
a sparkle that cane from sonething on the stone. He reached down, picked it
up, held it to the light.

"I't's nothing but a scale—=

"A dragon's scale!" Sang-drax glared at it with ennity, made no nmove to touch
it.

"Perhaps." Xar was noncommittal. "A lot of reptiles have scales, not all of
t hem dragons. And what of it? It has nothing to do with the old man's
di sappearance. It nust have been here for ages—

"Undoubt edly you are right, Lord of the Nexus." Sang-drax was suddenly

nonchal ant, though his one good eye remmined fixed on the scale. "Wat could a
dragon—ene of my cousins, for instance—possibly have to do with that daft old
man? | will go and alert the guard.”



"I give the orders— Xar began, but his words were wasted.
Sang- drax had vani shed.

The lord stared around at the enpty cell, fuming, a disturbing and unfanili ar
unease j abbi ng deep beneath his skin.

"What is going on?" he was forced to ask hinself, and the sinple fact that he
had to ask that question indicated to the Lord of the Nexus that he had | ost
control.

Xar had known fear many tinmes in his life. He knew fear every tinme he wal ked
into the Labyrinth. But still he was able to walk in; he was able to grapple
with his fear and put it to use, channel its energy into self-preservation,
because he knew that he was in control. He nmight not know which eneny the
Labyrinth was going to hurl at him but he knew every eneny that existed, knew
their strengths and their weaknesses.

But now. What was goi ng on? How had that feeblem nded ol d man escaped? Most
i nportant, what did Sang-drax fear? What did the dragon-snake know that he
wasn't telling?

"Haplo didn't trust them" the lord said to hinmself, glaring at the scale he
held in his hand. "He warned ne not to trust them So did that fool who lies
dead over there. Not"—Xar scow ed—that | believe any claimof either Haplo's
or Samah's. But | am beginning to believe that these dragon-snakes have their
own goal s, which may or may not coincide with mne."

"Yes, Hapl o warned nme agai nst them But what if he did so only to blind ne to
the fact that he is in | eague with then? They called him' Master' once.* He
admtted as nuch to ne. And Kleitus talks to them Perhaps they are all in

| eague agai nst me."

*Ser pent Mage, vol. 4 of The Death Gate Cycle.

Xar stared around the cell. The torchlight was failing; the shadows grew
darker, began to close in around him It was nothing to hi mwhether or not he
had light. The sigla on his body conpensated, would rmake the darkness bri ght
if he chose. He did choose. He tossed away the usel ess torch and drove away
the shadows with his own nagic. He didn't like this world, this Abarrach. He
felt constantly stifled, smothered. The air was foul, and though his magic
nullified the poison, it could not sweeten the stench of the sul furous funes,
renmove the rank odor of death.

"I must make ny move, and quickly," he said.

He woul d start by determining the |location of the Seventh Gate.

Xar left Zifnab's cell, strode rapidly back down the corridor. The |lazar that
called itself Jonathon (where had Xar heard that name? Hapl o, undoubtedly, but
i n what connection?) stood in the corridor. Jonathon's body itself was
unnovi ng; the phantasmroved restlessly about it in a manner that Xar found
extrenel y di sconcerting.

"You have served your purpose,” Xar told it. "You nay go-"

The | azar made no response. It did not argue. It sinply wal ked away.

Xar waited until it had shanbl ed back down the corridor. Then, putting the



di squi eting | azar out of his mnd, along with the dragon scal e and Sang-dr ax,
Xar turned his attention to what was inportant. To Samah.

The corpse lay on the stone bed. It looked as if it slunbered peacefully. Xar
found this nmore irritating than ever.

"CGet up!" he snapped. "I want to speak with you."
The corpse did not nove

A feeling of panic invaded the lord' s body. He saw then that the eyes were
closed. No |lazar that he had ever seen went about with its eyes cl osed, any
nore than a living person. Xar bent over the corpse, lifted one of the flaccid
eyel i ds.

Not hi ng | ooked back at him No unholy light of life glimered and w nked. The
eyes were enpty. The phantasm was gone, fled.

Samah was free.
CHAPTER 4
NECROPOLI S
ABARRACH

It DID NOT TAKE MARLT LONG TO PREPARE FOR HER JOURNEY. She selected clothes to
wear on Arianus, choosing anong the wardrobes |eft behind by the Sartan
murdered by their own dead. She selected a garnment that would conceal the
runes on her body, one that woul d make her [ ook human. Packing this, along
with several of her favorite sigla-inscribed weapons, Marit transported the
bundle to a Patryn ship floating on Abarrach's |ava sea. Then she returned to
the castle of Necropolis.

She wal ked through halls still stained with bl ood fromthe dreadful N ght of
the Ri sen Dead—the termthe | azar used when they spoke of their triunph. The
bl ood was Sartan bl ood, bl ood of her enenies, and so the Patryns had nade no
attenpt to renmove it, left it splattered on the walls and fl oors. The dried
bl ood of the Sartan, mingled with the broken runes of their magic, becane a
synmbol to the Patryns of the ultinmate defeat of their ancient foe.

O her Patryns passed Marit on her way to her lord' s study. They exchanged no
greetings, wasted no tine in idle conversation. The Patryns Xar had brought
with himto Abarrach were the strongest and toughest of a strong, tough breed.
Al most all had been Runners. Each had nade it either to the Final CGate or near
enough. Most had ultimately been rescued by Xar; there were few Patryns alive
today who did not owe their lives to their |ord.

Marit took pride in the fact that she had fought with her lord, side by side,
in the grueling struggle to win her own freedom fromthe Labyrinth...

She was near the Final Gate when she was attacked by gigantic birds with
| eat her wings and flesh-tearing teeth, who would first disable a victim by
pecki ng out his eyes, then gorge on the warm still-living flesh.

Marit fought the birds by altering her own formto that of a bird—a gigantic
eagle. Her talons ripped jagged holes in the | eather w ngs; her plumreting
di ves knocked many fromthe sky.

But, as is the way of the Labyrinth, its heinous magic grew powerful in the



face of defeat. The nunbers of shrieking | eat her-wi nged birds increased. She
was hit countless times, wounded by tooth and claw. Her strength gave out. She
fell to land. Her magic could no | onger support her altered state. She changed
back to her own shape and fought what she knew would be a losing battle, as
the horrid flapping things swirled about her face, trying to get at her eyes.

Her skin was torn and bl eedi ng. She was knocked to her knees by striking bl ows
from behind. She was nearly ready to give up and di e when a voice thundered
over her.

"Ri se, Daughter! Rise and battle on. You are not al one!"

She opened her eyes, already dinmng with approaching death, and saw her |ord,
the Lord of the Nexus.

He cane |like a god, wielding balls of flame. He stood protectively over her
until she regai ned her feet. He gave her his hand, gnarled and winkl ed but
beautiful to her, for it brought her not only life but hope and renewed
courage. Together they fought until the Labyrinth was forced to retreat. The
bi rds—those that survived—fI| apped away with shrill squawks of di sappoi ntnent.

Marit fell then. The Lord of the Nexus lifted her in his strong arns and bore
her through the Final Gate, carried her to freedom

"I pledge you ny life, Lord," she whispered to him her |ast words before she
| ost consciousness. "Always... forever..."

He had smled. The lord had heard many such pl edges, knew that they woul d al
be redeened. Marit had been chosen to travel to Abarrach by her |ord. She was
just one of many Patryns he'd brought with him all of whomwould be willing
to give their lives for the man who had given life to them

Approaching the study now, Marit was disturbed to see a | azar wandering the
halls outside. At first, she thought it was Kl eitus and was about to order him
off. Admittedly the castle had once been his. But the |lazar had no busi ness
here. C oser exani nation, which Marit made with extrene repugnance, reveal ed
this lazar to be the one she had sent to serve her lord in the dungeons. \Wat
was it doing here? If she could have supposed such a thing possible, she would
have said the lazar was lingering in the halls, listening to the voices that
cane t hrough the cl osed door

Marit was about to order it to be gone, when another voi ce—the eerie echoing
voi ce of another |azar—forestalled her words.

"Jonat hon!" Kl eitus canme shanbling along the corridor. "I heard the Patryn
lord raging over his failure to raise the dead. It occurred to me that you
m ght have had sonmething to do with that. | was right, it seens.”

"It seens..." The echo was nour nf ul

They were both speaking Sartan, a |anguage Marit found unconfortabl e and
di sturbing to hear, but one she understood. She backed into the shadows,
hoping to | earn sonething to her |lord' s advantage.

The | azar called Jonathon slowy turned. "I could give you the sane peace
gave Samah, Kleitus."

The Dynast | aughed, a terrible sound, made awful by the echo. It wailed in
despair. "Yes, I'mcertain you would gladly reduce me to dust!" The corpse's
bl ui sh-white hands flexed, long-nailed fingers twitched. "Consign nme to



oblivion!"

"Not oblivion," Jonathon corrected. "Freedom" Hs gentle voice and its soft
echo coincided with the despairing echo of Kleitus, producing a sad, yet
har moni ¢ not e.

"Freedom " Kl eitus gnashed his rotting teeth. "I'lIl give you freedom™
"...freedom " The echo how ed.

Kl eitus rushed forward, skeletal hands clutching at Jonathon's throat. The two
corpses grappl ed together, Jonathon's wasted hands cl osing over Kleitus's
wists, trying to drag the other off him The | azar struggled, nails digging
into flesh, drawing no blood. Marit watched in horror, disgusted by the sight.
She made no nove to intervene. This was not her fight.

A cracking sound. One of Kleitus's arms bent at a sickening angle. Jonathon
flung his opponent off him sent the Dynast reeling back against the wall.

Kl eitus nursed his broken linmb, glared at the other lazar in rage and bitter
enmty.

"You told Lord Xar about the Seventh Gate!" Jonathon said, standing over
Kleitus. "Why? Wiy hasten to what you nust see as your own destruction?"

Kl eitus was massagi ng his broken arm nuttering Sartan runes. The bone was
starting to re-form thus the |lazars kept their rotting bodies functional
Looki ng up at Jonathon, the corpse grinned hideously. "I didn't tell himits
| ocation.”

"He will find out."

"Yes, he will find out!" Kleitus |aughed. "Haplo will show him Haplo will
guide himto that room They will all be inside the chanber together..."

"...together..." The echo sighed dismally. "And you—waiting for them" said
Jonat hon. "I found ny freedom in that chanber," Kl eitus said, blue-gray lips
curled in a sneer. "I'lIl help themfind theirs! As you will find yours—=

The Dynast paused, turned his head to stare directly at Marit with his strange
eyes, which were sonetines the eyes of the dead and someti nes the eyes of the
[iving.

Marit's skin prickled; the runes on her arnms and hands gl owed blue. Silently,
she cursed hersel f. She had made a sound, nothing nore than a sharp intake of
breath, but it had been enough to give her away.

No help for it now She strode boldly forward. "Wat are you |l azars doing
here? Spying on ny |ord? Begone," Marit commanded, "or must | sunmon Lord Xar
to make you | eave?"

The [ azar known as Jonat hon departed i nmmedi ately, gliding down the

bl ood-spattered corridor. Kleitus remai ned, eyeing her balefully. He seened
about to attack. Marit began to weave a rune-spell in her nmind. The sigla on
her body gl owed brightly.

Kleitus withdrew into the shadows, wal king with his shuffling gait down the
[ ong hall.

Shivering, thinking that any living eneny, no matter how fearsone, was far
preferable to these wal king dead, Marit was about to knock on the door when



she heard fromwithin her lord' s voice, raised in anger

"And you did not report this to me! I nust find out what goes on in ny
uni verse from a doddering old Sartan!"

"I see now that | was mistaken in not telling you, Lord Xar. | offer as ny
excuse only the fact that you were deeply involved in the study of necromancy
and | did not want to disturb you with grievous news." It was Sang-drax. The
dr agon- snake was whi ni ng agai n.

Marit wondered what she should do. She did not want to get involved in an
argunent between her lord and the dragon-snake, whom she heartily disliked.
Yet her lord had ordered her to report to himat once. And she could not very
wel |l remain standing out here in the hallway. She would | ook as rmuch an
eavesdropper as the | azar. Taking advantage of a lull in the conversation, a
lull that perhaps arose from Xar's being speechless with rage, Marit knocked
timdly on the kai mgrass door

"Lord Xar, it is |, Mrit."

The door swung open by Xar's magi cal command. Sang-drax bowed to her with
slinmy officiousness. Ignoring him Marit |ooked at Xar

"You are engaged, Lord," she said. "I can return—=

"No, my dear. Come in. This concerns you and your journey." Xar had regai ned
hi s cal m demeanor, though his eyes still flashed when they turned to the
dr agon- snake.

Marit stepped inside and shut the door behind her, first glancing outside to
make certain the hall was enpty.

"I found Kleitus and another |azar outside your door, My Lord," she reported.
"I think they were attenpting to overhear your words."

"Let them " Xar said, without interest. He then spoke to Sang-drax.
"You fought Haplo on Arianus. Wy?"

"I was attenpting to prevent the mensch from seizing control of the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, Lord," the dragon-snake replied, cringing. "The machine's
power is imrense, as you yourself have surm sed. Once it is in operation, it
will not only change Arianus, but will affect all the other worlds as well. In
t he hands of the nensch— Sang-drax shrugged, |eaving that terrible
possibility to the imagination.

"And Hapl o was assisting the mensch?" Xar pursued. "Not only assisting them
Lord," said the dragon-snake. "He actually provided themw th

i nf or mati on—dndoubt edl y obtained fromthat Sartan friend of his—en how to
operate the great machine."

Xar's eyes narrowed. "I don't believe you," "He has a book, witten in four
| anguages: Sartan, elven, human, and dwarven. Were el se could he have
obtained it, Lord, but fromthe one who calls hinself A fred?"

"I'f what you say is true, he nmust have had it with him then, when he |ast saw
me in the Nexus," Xar muttered. "Wiy would Hapl o do such a thing? What

reason?"

"He wants to rule Arianus, Lord. And perhaps the rest of the four worlds as



well. Isn't that obvi ous?"

"And so the nensch, under Hapl o's guidance, are about to start up the
Ki cksey-wi nsey." Xar's fist clenched. "Wiy didn't you tell ne this before?"

"Wuul d you have believed ne?" Sang-drax asked softly. "Though |I have | ost an
eye, | amnot the one who is blind. You are, Lord of the Nexus. Look! Look at
t he evi dence you have amassed—evi dence indicating one thing. Tinme and again
Hapl o has lied to you, betrayed you. And you permt it! You |love him Lord.
Your | ove has blinded you as surely as his sword al nost blinded ne."

Marit trembl ed, astounded at the dragon-snake's tenmerity. She waited for Xar's
fury to thunder around them But Xar's clenched fist slowmy relaxed. H s hand
shook. Leaning on his desk, he turned away from Sang-drax, away from Marit.

"Did you slay hinP" the | ord asked heavily.

"No, Lord. He is one of your people, and so | took care not to kill him |
left himcritically wounded, however, for which | apol ogi ze. Sonetines | do
not know nmy own strength. | tore his heart-rune open. Seeing himnear death, |

realized what | had done and, fearing your displeasure, withdrew fromthe
battle."

"And that is how you cane to | ose your eye?" Xar asked wyly, glancing around.
"Wthdrawi ng fromthe battle?"

Sang-drax gl owered; the single red eye gl owed, and Marit's defensive runes
suddenly glinmrered to life. Xar continued to regard the dragon-snake wth
apparent calm and Sang-drax | owered his eyelid, extinguishing the red gl ow

"Your people are skilled warriors, Lord." The single eye slid to Marit and
flared briefly; then its gl eam was doused agai n.

"And what is Haplo's condition now?" Xar asked. "Not good, | should think. It
takes time to heal the heart-rune.”

"True, Lord. He is exceedingly weak and will not soon recover."

"How di d Bane come to die?" Xar asked mildly enough, though his own eyes
flickered dangerously. "And why did Haplo attack you?"

"Bane knew too nuch, Lord. He was loyal to you. Haplo hired a mensch call ed
Hugh the Hand, an assassin friend of Alfred' s, to rmurder Bane. This done,
Hapl o seized control of the great Kicksey-w nsey for hinmself. Wen | attenpted
to stop him—+n your nane, My Lord Xar—Hapl o drove the mensch to attack ne and

ny people."*

*Those who have read about the dragon-snakes before will note the difference
bet ween Sang-drax's account of the Battle of the Kicksey-wi nsey and the truth,
as recorded in The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The Death Gate Cycle.

"And they defeated you? Mensch defeated you?" Xar was regarding Sang-drax with
di sgust .

"They did not defeat us, Lord," Sang-drax answered with dignity. "As | said,
we withdrew. We feared the Kicksey-wi nsey might suffer harmif we pursued the
battle. We knew that you did not want the great nmachi ne damaged, and so, in
deference to your wishes, we left Arianus.”

Sang-drax | ooked up; the single eye gleanmed. "There was no urgency. What ny



lord wants, nmy lord will take. As to the nmensch, they may have found peace for
the tine being, but they will soon misplace it. Such is their way."

Xar glared at the dragon-snake, who stood chastened and abashed before him
"What is happening on Arianus now?"

"Alas, Lord, as | said, our people all left. I can send them back, if you
truly believe it necessaiy. However, mght | suggest that my lord' s true
interest lies in Pryan—=

"Pryan again! What is so inportant about Pryan?"

"The dragon's scal e that was discovered in the old man's cel |l =

"Yes, what about it?" Xar demanded inpatiently.

"Such creatures cone from Pryan, Lord." Sang-drax paused, then added in a | ow

voice, "In the ancient days, Lord, these dragons were servants of the Sartan
It has occurred to ne that perhaps the Sartan | eft something behind on Pryan
that they wi shed to keep secret, well guarded, undisturbed... such as the

Seventh Gate."

Xar's anger cool ed. He was suddenly thoughtful. He had just recall ed where
he'd heard about the citadels of Pryan. "I see. And you say these dragons
exi st only on this world?"

"Hapl o hinself reported so, Lord. And it was there he ran into the crazed old
Sartan. Undoubtedly the dragon and the old Sartan have returned to Pryan. And
if they were able to travel here, to Chelestra, who knows but that next tine
they will return with an arny of tytans?"

Xar was not about to let the dragon-snake see his excitement. "Perhaps | will
go to Pryan," he said noncommttally. "We will discuss this |later, Sang-drax.
Know that | am di spl eased with you. You are dism ssed.”

Fl i nchi ng beneath the | ash of Xar's anger, the dragon-snake slunk out of the
lord' s presence.

Xar was silent |ong nonents after Sang-drax's departure. Marit wondered if he
had changed his nind about sending her to Arianus, since he'd heard what was
happeni ng fromthe dragon-snake. He was apparently thinking along the sane
lines, for he said to hinself,

"No, | do not trust him"
But was he, Marit wondered suddenly, speaking of Sang-drax... or of Hapl0?
He turned to her, decision made.

"You will travel to Arianus, Daughter. You will learn the truth of the matter
Sang-drax kept this concealed fromnme for a reason, and | do not believe it
was to save me fromgrief! Although," he added in a softer tone, "the betrayal
of one of ny own people, particularly Haplo..."

He paused a monent, thoughtful. "I have read that in the ancient world, before
t he Sundering, we Patryns were a stern and cold people who did not |ove, who
prided ourselves on never feeling affection, not even for each other. Lust was
perm ssi bl e, encouraged, for |ust perpetuates our species. The Labyrinth
taught us many hard lessons. | wonder if it didn't teach us to love." Xar
sighed. "Haplo's betrayal has inflicted a pain on me worse than any | have



endured fromthe creatures of the Labyrinth."
"I do not believe he would betray you, Lord," said Marit.

"No?" Xar asked, gazing at her intently. "And why not? Is it possible that you
love him too?"

Marit flushed. "That is not the reason. | do not believe any Patryn could be
so disloyal .’

He stared at her as if probing for some deeper neaning. She returned his gaze
steadfastly, and he was satisfied.

"That is because your heart is true, Daughter. And therefore you cannot
conceive of one that is false." He paused, then said, "If Haplo is proven a
traitor—ot only to nme, but to our peopl e—what puni shment would he merit?"

"Death, Lord," said Marit calmy.
Xar smled, nodded. "Well spoken, Daughter. Tell ne," he added with that sane
pi ercing stare, "have you ever rune-joined with any man or wonman, Marit?"

"No, Lord." She was at first startled by his question, then understood what he
was truly asking. "You are mistaken, Lord, if you think that Haplo and | —=

"No, no, Daughter," Xar interrupted smoothly. "I do not ask because of
that —al though | amglad to hear it. | ask for another, nore selfish reason."

Wal king to his desk, Xar lifted a | ong bodkin that lay on it. Al so on his desk
was a jar of ink, so blue as to be alnost black. He muttered over the ink
several words of the rune-language used by the Patryns. Then he drew his hood
back fromhis face and lifted the long hair that fell over his forehead to
reveal a single blue sigjl tattooed there.

"WIl you rune-join with me, Daughter?" he asked gently.

Marit stared at himin astoni shment; then she fell to her knees. Her fists
cl enched, she bowed her head. "Lord, |I amnot worthy of this honor."
"Yes, Daughter. Mst worthy."

She remai ned kneeling before him lifted her face to his. "Then, yes, Lord, |
wWill rune-join with you, and count it the greatest joy of nmy life." Reaching
to the open-necked bl ouse she wore, she ripped it open, |laying bare her
rune- mar ked breasts.

Over the left breast was tattooed her own heart-rune.

Xar brushed back Mark's brown hair from her forehead. Then his hand sought her
breasts, which were firmand small and rode high upon the strong nuscl es of
her chest. H s hand noved down over her snooth, slender neck to cup and fondle
her left breast.

She cl osed her eyes and shivered, nore in awe than in pleasure, at his touch

Xar noticed. Hs gnarled hand ceased its caress. She heard himsigh. "Few
times | regret ny lost youth. This is one."

Marit's eyes flared open. She burned with shame that he should so mi stake her.
"Lord, I will gladly warm your bed—



"Ah, that is what you woul d be doi ng, Daughter—warnm ng ny bed," Xar said
dryly. "I amafraid | could not return the favor. The fire died in these |oins
of mine long ago. But our minds will join, if our bodies cannot."

He pl aced the point of the bodkin on the snmooth skin of her forehead and
pricked her flesh.

Marit shuddered, though not at the pain. Fromthe nmoment of birth, Patryn
children are tattooed at various times throughout their lives. They not only
become accustomed to the pain but are taught to endure it wi thout flinching.
Marit shuddered at the rush of magic into her body, magic which flowed from
the lord' s body to her own, nagi c which would grow stronger as he formed the
sigla which would bind them together—his heart-rune, entwined with hers.

Over and over he repeated the process, inserting the bodkin into Marit's
snooth skin nore than a hundred times until the conplicated pattern was
conpletely drawn. He shared her ecstasy, which was of the nind rather than the
body. After the ecstasy of rune-joining, sexual coupling is generally a

| et down.

Wien he had finished his work and set down the bl ood- and ink-stained bodkin,
he knelt before her and took her in his arnms. The two pressed their foreheads
toget her, sigil touching sigil, the circles of their beings closing in one.
Marit cried out in gasping pleasure and went linp and trenbling in his grasp.

He was pleased with her and held her in his arns until she grew cal m again.
Then he put his hand on her chin and | ooked into her eyes.

"We are one. No matter that we are apart, our thoughts will fly each to the
other as we desire.”

He held her with his eyes, his hands. She was transfixed, adoring. Her flesh
was soft and pliable beneath his fingers.

It seemed to her as if all her bones had dissolved at his touch, his |ook
"You did once | ove Haplo." He spoke gently.
Marit hesitated, then |owered her head in shaneful, silent acquiescence.

"So did |, Daughter," Xar said softly. "So did I. That will be a bond between
us. And if | deemthat Haplo nust die, you will be the one to slay him"

Marit lifted her head. "Yes, Lord."

Xar regarded her doubtfully. "You speak quickly, Marit. | nust know for
certain. You lay with him Yet you will kill hinP"

"I lay with him | bore his child. But if nmy lord comnmands, | will kill him"
Marit's voice was cal mand even. He woul d sense no hesitation, feel no tension
in her body. But then a thought cane to her. Perhaps this was sone sort of

test...

"Lord," she said, clasping her hands over his, "I have not incurred your
di spl easure. You do not doubt my |oyalty—=

"No, Daughter—er, | should say, Wfe." He snmled at her

She ki ssed the hands she held in hers.



"No, Wfe. You are the logical choice. |I have seen inside Haplo's heart. He

| oves you. You and you al one, anpbng our people, can penetrate the circle of
his being. He would trust you where he would trust no one else. And he will be
loath to harm you—+the nmother of his child."

"Does he know about the child?" Marit asked, astoni shed.
"He knows," said Xar.
"How could he? |I left himwthout telling him | never told anyone."

"Soneone found out.'
child, by the way?"

Xar asked the next question, frowning. "Where is the

Again Marit had the sense that she was being tested. But she could nake only
one answer, and that was the truth. She shrugged. "I have no idea. | gave the
baby to a tribe of Squatters."*

Xar's frown eased. "Most wise, Wfe." He di sengaged hinmself from her grasp,

rose to his feet. "It is time for you to depart for Arianus. W will
conmuni cate through the rune-joining. You will report to me what you find.
Most particularly, you will keep your arrival on Arianus secret. You will not

| et Hapl o know he is under observation. If | deem he nust die, you nust take
hi m by surprise.”

"Yes, Lord."

"Husband,' Marit," he said, chiding her gently. "You nmust call ne 'Husband.'

"That is far too great an honor for ne, Lor—Hus—Husband," she stanmered,
al arnmed that the word should cone to her lips with such difficulty.

He brushed his hand across her forehead.

"Cover the sigil of rune-joining. If he sawit, he would recognize ny mark and
know at once that you and | have becone one. He woul d suspect you."

"Yes, Lor—Husband."

"Farewel |, then, Wfe. Report to me from Arianus at your earliest
opportunity."”

Xar turned fromher, went to his desk. Sitting down w thout another |ook, he
began to flip through the pages of a book, his brow furrowed in concentration

Marit was not surprised at this cold and abrupt dism ssal by her new husband.
She was shrewd enough to know that the rune-joining had been one of

conveni ence, made in order to facilitate her reporting to himfroma far
distant world. Still, she was pleased. It was a mark of his faith in her. They
were bound for life and, through the exchange of magic, could now conmuni cate
wi th each other through the conbined circle of their beings. Such cl oseness
had its advantages, but its disadvantages as well —particularly to the
Patryns, who tended to be loners, keep to thenselves, refuse to permt even
those closest to themto intrude on their inner thoughts and feelings.

Few Patryns ever formally rune-joined. Mst settled for sinply joining the
circle of their beings.* Xar had conferred on Marit a great honor. He had set
his mark* on her, and anyone who saw it would know t hey had joined. H s taking
her to wife would increase her standing anong the Patryns. On his death, she



m ght well assume | eadership of her people.

*Hapl o describes such a cerenony in Dragon Wng, vol. 1 of The Death Gate
Cycl e.

*Either the elder inscribes the rune on the younger, or the one who is first

joined inscribes the rune on the one who is not. If both have been previously
joined, they inscribe the runes on each other. Once rune-joined, Patryns are

forbidden to join with any other, so long as their rune-mate remains alive.

To Marit's credit, she was not thinking of that. She was touched, honored,
dazzl ed, and overwhel ned, unable to feel anything but her boundl ess |ove for
her lord. She w shed that he would live forever so that she could serve him
forever. Her one thought was to please him

The skin on her forehead burned and stung. She could feel the touch of his
hand on her naked breast. The menory of that bl essed pain and the nenory of
his touch would remain with her forever.

She left Abarrach, sailing her ship into Death's Gate. It never occurred to
her to report to Xar the conversation she'd overheard between the two | azar
She had, in her excitenment, forgotten all about it.

Back in Necropolis, in his study, Xar settled down at his desk, took up again
one of the Sartan texts on necromancy. He was in a good hunor. It is a

pl easant thing to be worshi pped, adored, and he'd seen worship and adoration
in Marit's eyes.

She had been his to comand before, but she was doubly his now, bound to him
body and mind. She would open herself to himconpletely, as had so many others
before her. Unwitten |law prohibits a Patryn fromjoining with nore than one
person, so long as the rune-mate is still alive. But Xar was the law, as far
as he was concerned. He had di scovered that rune-joining opened up many
hearts' secrets to him As for revealing his secrets to others, Xar was far
too disciplined mentally to permt such a thing to happen. He reveal ed as much
of hinmself as he deened it useful to reveal, no nore.

He was pleased with Marit, as he woul d have been pl eased with any new weapon
that came into his hand. She would do readily whatever needed to be done—even
if it meant slaying the man she had once | oved.

And Hapl o woul d di e knowi ng he'd been betrayed.

"Thus," said Xar, "I will be avenged."

CHAPTER 5

THE FORTRESS OF THE BROTHERHOCD

SKURVASH, ARl ANUS

"HE'S ARRI VED, " CAME THE REPORT. "STANDI NG OQUT FRONT."

The Ancient |ooked at G ang, pleading in his eyes. The form dable el f woman
had only to say... No, she had nmerely to nod... and Hugh the Hand woul d be
dead. An archer sat in a w ndow above the entrance. If the elf woman, sitting
stiff and upright in her chair, barely inclined her smooth, skull-Iike head,

t he Ancient would | eave her presence and carry a wooden knife, with Hugh's

nane carved in it, to the archer. The archer would w thout hesitation send a
shaft into Hugh's breast.



Hugh knew this. He was taking an enormous risk, returning to the Brotherhood.
The knife had not been sent around on hint (if it had been, he would not have
been alive at the nonment), but the word had been whi spered anong the
menbership that C ang was displ eased with Hugh the Hand, and he had been
shunned. No one would kill him but no one would help himeither. A shunning
was one step away fromthe wooden knife. A nenber finding hinmself shunned had
better get to the Brotherhood and argue his case fast. Thus no one was
surprised at Hugh's arrival at the fortress, though a few were di sappoi nt ed.

*An expression used anong the Brotherhood to indicate a nmenber marked for
death. See Appendi x |, "The Brotherhood,"” The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The
Death Gate Cycle.

To have been able to claimthat you killed Hugh the Hand, one of the greatest
assassins the GQuild had fostered —such a boast woul d have been worth a
fortune.

No one dared do it w thout sanction, however. Hugh was—er had been—ene of

C ang's favorites. And though her protective armwas gnarled and winkl ed and
spotted with age, it was spotted with blood as well. No one would touch Hugh
unl ess G ang commanded it.

Cang's small, yellow teeth sank into her lower lip. Seeing this gesture and
knowing it for indecision, the Ancient's hopes rose. Perhaps one enotion could
still touch the woman's insensate heart. Not |ove. Curiosity. G ang was

wonderi ng why Hugh had come back, when he knew his |life was nothing but a word
on her lips. And she couldn't very well find out from his corpse.

The yell ow teeth gnawed flesh. "Let himcone in to ne."

Ci ang spoke the words grudgingly and with a scow, but she'd said them and
that was all the Ancient needed to hear. Fearful she might change her m nd, he
hast ened out of the room his crooked old |egs noving with nore speed than
they'd used in the past twenty years.

Grabbi ng hold of the huge iron ring attached to the door, the Ancient hinself
swung it open.

"Come in, Hugh, conme in," the Ancient said. "She has agreed to see you."

The assassin stepped inside, stood unnmoving in the dimentryway until his eyes
adjusted to the light. The Ancient eyed Hugh quizzically. Qher people the
Anci ent had seen in this position had been linmp with relief-sone so linp he'd
been forced to carry themin. Every nmenber of the Brotherhood knew about the
archer. Hugh knew that he'd been a curt nod away fromcertain death. Still,
there was no sign of it on his face, which was harder than the fortress's
granite walls.

Yet perhaps the penetrating eyes of the Ancient did catch a flicker of

feeling, though not what the Ancient had expected. \When the door offering life
i nstead of death had opened to Hugh the Hand, he had appeared, for an instant,
di sappoi nt ed.

"WIl Ci ang see me this nmonent?" Hugh asked, voice gruff and |ow. He raised
hi s hand, pal moutward, to show the scars that crossed it. Part of the ritual

The Ancient peered at the scars intently, though he had known this man for
nore years than the elder could recall. This, too, was part of the ritual



"She will, sir. Please go on up. May | say, sir," the Ancient added, his voice

trenbling, "that | amtruly glad to see you well."

Hugh's grimand dark expression relaxed. He laid his scarred hand on the old
man's bird-bone-fragile armin acknow edgnment. Then, setting his jaw, the Hand
left the old nan, began the long clinb up the innunerable stairs to G ang's
private quarters

The Ancient peered after him The Hand had al ways been a strange one. And

per haps the runmors about himwere true. That would explain a |lot. Shaking his
head, know ng that he would likely never find out, the Ancient resuned his
post at the door.

Hugh wal ked slowmy up the stairs, |looking neither to the left nor to the
right. He wouldn't see anyone anyway, and no one woul d see hi mene of the
rules of the fortress. Now that he was here, he was in no hurry. So certain
had he been of his death at the hands of the archer that he hadn't given nuch
t hought to what he would do if he didn't die. As he wal ked, tuggi ng nervously
on one of the braided strands of the beard which straggled fromhis jutting
chin, he pondered what he would say. He rehearsed several variations. At

| ength he gave up.

Wth C ang, there was only one thing to say—the truth. She probably already
knew it anyway.

He traversed the silent, enpty hallway paneled in dark, highly polished, and
extremely rare wood. At the end, G ang's door stood open

Hugh paused outside, | ooked in.

He had expected to see her seated at her desk, the desk marked with the bl ood
of countless initiates into the Guild. But she was standing in front of one of
t he di api ond- paned wi ndows, |ooking out at the wilds of the isle of Skurvash.

Ci ang coul d see everything worth seeing fromthat wi ndow the prosperous
town—a smuggl er' s haven—+anbling al ong the shoreline; the craggy forest of the
brittle hargast trees that separated town fromfortress; the single narrow
path that led fromtown to fortress (a dog wal ki ng al ong that path could be
seen by every | ookout in the Brotherhood); and beyond and above and bel ow, the
sky, in which the isle of Skurvash fl oated.

Hugh's hand cl enched; his mouth was so dry he could not for a nonment announce
hinsel f; his heart beat rapidly.

The el f woman was ol d; many considered her the ol dest living person in
Arianus. She was small and fragile. Hugh coul d have crushed her with one of
his strong hands. She was dressed in the bright-colored silken robes the el ves
fancy, and even at her age there was a delicacy, a grace, a hint of what
reputedl y had once been renmarkabl e beauty. Her head was bal d, the skul

exqui sitely shaped, the skin snmooth and w t hout blem sh, an interesting
contrast to the winkled face.

The absence of hair nmade her slanted eyes appear |arge and |iquid, and when
she turned—ot at the sound but at the absence of sound—the penetrating | ook
fromthose dark eyes was the arrow shaft that had not, until now, |odged in
hi s breast.

"You risk much com ng back, Hugh the Hand," G ang said.

"Not as much as you might think, G ang," he replied.



H s answer was neither flippant nor sarcastic. He spoke in a voice pitched
low, its tone dull and lifeless. That arrow shaft, it seemed, would have
robbed himof very little.

"Did you come here hoping to die?" Cang's lip curled. She despised cowards.

She had not noved from her place by the window, nor had she invited Hugh into
her room asked himto be seated. A bad sign. In the ritual of the

Br ot her hood, this meant that she, too, was shunning him But he was endowed
with the rank of "hand," next to her own—arnf—the highest ranking in the

Br ot her hood. She woul d grant himthe favor of listening to his explanation
bef ore she passed sentence.

"I wouldn't have been disappointed if the arrow had found its mark." Hugh's
expression was grim "But no. | didn't come here | ooking for death. | have a
contract." He grimced as he spoke. "I've cone for help, advice."

"The contract fromthe Kenkari." C ang's eyes narrowed.

Despite all he knew of C ang, Hugh was surprised at her know edge of this. H's
nmeeting with the Kenkari—+the sect of elves who held in their care the souls of
el ven dead —had been shrouded in secrecy. So Ci ang had her spies even anong

t hat pious sect.

"No, it is not fromthem" Hugh explained, frowning. "Though they are the ones
who are forcing me to fulfill it."

"Forcing you? To fulfill a contract—a sacred conmitnment? Do you mean to tel
me, Hugh the Hand, that you woul d not have done so if the Kenkari had not
forced you?"

C ang was truly angry now. Two spots of crinmson stained her winkl ed cheeks,
mounted up fromthe w zened neck. Her hand stretched forth Iike a claw,
pointing a skeletal, accusatory finger at him

"The runors we have heard about you are true, then. You have | ost your nerve."
C ang started to turn around, started to turn her back on him Once she did,
he was a dead man. Wrse than dead, for w thout her help he would not be able
to fulfill his contract, and that meant he woul d di e di shonored.

Hugh broke the rules. He wal ked into the room uninvited, strode across the
carpeted floor to Ciang's desk. On the desk was a wooden box, encrusted wth
sparkling gens. Hugh lifted the Iid.

C ang paused, |ooked back over her shoul der. Her face hardened. He had broken
her unwitten law, and if she deci ded agai nst hi mhis puni shment woul d now be
far nore severe. But she appreciated bold and daring nmoves, and this was
certainly one of the bol dest anyone had ever made in her presence. She waited
to see the outcone.

Hugh reached into the box, pulled out a sharp dagger whose golden hilt was
fashioned in the shape of a hand—palmflat, fingers pressed together, the
extended thunb formi ng the crosspi ece. Taking the cerenoni al dagger, Hugh
advanced to stand before G ang.

She regarded himcoolly, with detached curiosity, not in the |east frightened.
"What is this?

Hugh fell on his knees. Raising the dagger, he offered it—hilt first, blade



pointed at his breast—+to G ang.
She accepted it, her hand wapping around the hilt with |l oving skill

Hugh drew back the collar of his shirt, laid bare his neck. "Stab ne here,
C ang," he said, voice harsh and chill. "In the throat."

He did not |ook at her. H s eyes stared out the wi ndow, into the dusk. The
Lords of Night were spreading their cloaks across Sol arus; evening's shadows
were crawl i ng over Skurvash

Ci ang held the dagger in her right hand. Stretching forth her left, she
grabbed hold of the twisted strands of beard, jerked his head upward and
around to face her—al so giving her better leverage if she did decide to slit
his throat.

"You have done nothing to deserve such an honor, Hugh the Hand," she said
coldly. "wWhy do you demand your death at mny hand?"

"I want to go back," he said in a |lifel ess nonotone.

C ang was rarely startled, but this statement, nade so calnmy and flatly, took
her by surprise. She released him fell back a step, and peered intently into
the man's dark eyes. She saw no gl eam of nadness. Only an enptiness, as if she
| ooked into a dry well.

Hugh grasped the | eather jerkin he wore, wenched it apart. He ripped the
shirt seam wi de

"Look at nmy chest. Look well. The mark is hard to see.™

He was a dark-conpl exi oned nan; his breast was matted with thick, curly black
hair, beginning to gray.

"Here," he said and guided C ang's unresisting hand to the part of his breast
over the heart.

She | ooked cl osely, running her fingers through his chest hair, their touch
like bird claws scraping over his flesh. He shivered; the flesh rose in small
bunps.

C ang drew in a deep breath, snatched her hand away. She stared at himin awe
slowy crystallizing into understanding.

"The rune-nmagic!" she breat hed.

H s head bowed as if in defeat, Hugh sank back on his heels. One hand went to
his breast, convulsively grasping the shirt and drawing the two torn hal ves
t oget her agai n.

The ot her hand clenched into a fist. H s shoul ders slunped; he stared unseei ng
at the floor.

Ci ang stood over him the dagger still balanced in her hand but now forgotten
She had not known fear in a long, long time. How |l ong she couldn't even
renmenmber. And then it hadn't been fear like this—a crawming wormin the
bowel s.

The worl d was changi ng, changing in drastic ways. C ang knew it. She wasn't
afraid of change. She had | ooked into the future and was ready to neet it. As



the worl d changed, so would the Brotherhood. There woul d be peace anong the
races now-humans, elves, and dwarves would live together in harnony. The
cessation of war and rebellion would be a blowto the organization at first;
peace m ght even nean that the humans and the el ves woul d i magi ne thensel ves
strong enough to attack the Brotherhood. C ang doubted that, however. Too many
human barons, too many elven | ords owed the Brotherhood too many favors.

C ang wasn't afraid of peace. True peace would be obtained only if every elf

and human and dwarf had his or her head cut off and heart cut out. So |ong as
there was life, there would be jeal ousy, greed, hatred, lust, and so |long as

there were heads to think and hearts to feel, the Brotherhood woul d be there

to act.

Cang didn't fear the future in a world where all things were equal. But
this—+this upset the bal ance. Knocked over the scale. She nust deal with it
swiftly, if she could. For the first time in her life, C ang doubted herself.
That was the root of the fear

She | ooked at the dagger, dropped it to the floor

Ci ang pl aced her hands on Hugh's gaunt and holl ow cheeks, lifted his head
gently. "My poor boy," she said to himsoftly. "My poor boy."

Hs eyes dinmed with tears. H's body shuddered. He hadn't slept, hadn't eaten
for so long he had lost the need for either. He fell into her hands I|ike
rotten fruit.

"You must tell ne everything," she whispered. C ang pressed the man's
unresi sting head agai nst her bony breast, crooned over him "Tell ne
everyt hing, Hugh. Only then can | help you."

He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep back the tears, but he was too weak.
He gave a wenching sob, covered his face with his hands.

C ang held him rocked with himback and forth. "Tell me everything..."
CHAPTER 6

THE FORTRESS OF THE BROTHERHOCD

SKURVASH, ARI ANUS

"I AM NOT IN TO ANYONE THI'S NI GHT, " Cl ANG TOLD THE ANCI ENT when he tottered up
to her chambers, carrying a nessage from anot her nenber beggi ng an audi ence.

The Anci ent nodded and cl osed her door behind himas he left, leaving the two
al one.

Hugh was now conposed agai n. Several glasses of wine and a hot meal, which he
wol fed fromthe tray placed on the bl oodstai ned desk, restored his physica
and, to sone extent, his nental strength. He was so far inproved as to recal
his outburst with chagrin, flushing darkly when he thought about it. G ang
shook her head at his stamered apol ogy.

"It is no small matter," she said, "to brush up against a god."
Hugh sniled bitterly. "God. Alfred—a god."

Ni ght had fallen; the candles were |ighted.



"Tell me," G ang repeated.

Hugh began at the begi nning. He told her about the changeling Bane, about the
evil w zard Sinistrad, about being hired to kill Bane and falling under the
little boy's spell. He told Ci ang about falling al so under the spell of the
boy's nmother, Iridal—ot a magic spell but one of plain and ordinary |ove. He
told G ang, unashamed, how he had forsaken the contract to kill the child for
| ove of Iridal and how he had planned to sacrifice his life for her son

And the sacrifice had been nmade.

"I died," Hugh said, shuddering at the renmenbered pain and horror. "I knew
torment—terrible tornment, far worse than any nortal agony a nman can suffer.
was made to see inside nyself, see the evil, heartless creature | had becone.
And | was sorry. Truly sorry. And then... | understood. And when | understood,
| was able to forgive nyself. And | was forgiven. | knew peace... And then it
was all snatched away."

"He... Alfred... brought you back."

Per pl exed, Hugh | ooked up. "You believe ne, Cang. | never thought... That was
why | didn't cone..."

"I believe you." G ang sighed. Her hands, resting on the desk, trenbled
slightly. "I believe you. Now " She stared at his chest. Though it was
covered, the rune-mark seened to shine through the fabric. "I mght not if you
had come back then. However, what is done is done."

"I tried to go back to ny old life, but no one would hire ne. Iridal said that
I'd becone mankind's conscience. Any who plotted evil deeds saw their own evil
in my face." The Hand shrugged. "I don't know if that's true or not. At any

rate, | hid nyself away in the nonastery of the Kir nonks. But she found ne."

"The woman you brought here—ridal, the boy's nother. She knew you were
alive?"

"She was with Alfred when he... did this." Hugh placed his hand on his breast.
"Alfred denied it afterward, but Iridal knew what she had seen. She left me to
nysel f, though. She was afraid..."

"The touch of the god," Ci ang murmured, noddi ng.

"And then her son, Bane, turned up again, with the elves. The boy was well
naned. He was pl anning to destroy the peace being arranged between Prince

Rees' ahn and King Stephen. Wth the help of the Kenkari, Iridal and | set out
to free Bane fromthe elves, but the boy betrayed us to them The elves held
Iridal hostage, forced nme to agree to kill Stephen. As the supposed heir, Bane

woul d take over the human rul ership and he would betray themto the elves."
"And Stephen's assassination was the job you bungled,"” G ang put in.

Hugh flushed again, glanced up at her, gave a rueful snmile. "So you heard
about that, too? I planned to get nyself killed. It was the only way | could
think of to save Iridal. Stephen's guards would take care of me. The king
woul d know Bane was behind it. He'd deal with the boy. But again, | didn't
die. The dog junped the guard who was about to—

"Dog?" Ciang interrupted. "Wat dog?"

Hugh began to reply; then an odd | ook crossed his face. "Haplo's dog," he said



softly. "That's strange. | hadn't thought of it until now "

C ang grunted. "More about that in its proper place. Continue your story. This
Bane died. Hs nother killed him just as he was about to kill King Stephen.
Yes." She snmiled at Hugh's | ook of amazement. "I heard all about it. The
nmysteriarch, Iridal, returned to the H gh Realms. You did not go with her. You
went back to the Kenkari. Wy?"

"I owed them a debt," Hugh said slowy, turning his w ne glass around and
around in his hand. "I had sold themny soul."

Ci ang's eyes wi dened. She sat back in her chair. "They do not deal in human
soul s. Nor would the Kenkari buy the soul of any man-human or elven."

"They wanted mne. O at least | thought they did. You can understand why, of
course." Hugh drank down the wi ne at one gul p.

"OfF course." C ang shrugged. "You had died and had returned. Your soul would
have been one of great value. But | can al so understand why they did not take
it."

"You can?" Hugh paused in the act of pouring hinself another glass to focus on
her. He was drunk, but not drunk enough. He could never get drunk enough

"The souls of the elves are held in constraint to serve the living. They are
prevented from goi ng beyond. Perhaps they do not even know that such peace as
you describe exists." Ciang pointed a bony finger. "You are a danger to the
Kenkari, Hugh the Hand. You are nore of a threat to them dead than you are
alive."

Hugh gave a |l ow whistle. H's face darkened. "I never thought of that. The
bastards. And | thought..." He shook his head. "They acted so conpassionate..
And all the tine |ooking out for their own."

"Have you ever known anyone who did not, Hugh the Hand?" G ang rebuked him
"Once you woul d not have fallen for such wiles. You would have seen clearly.
But you are changed. At |east now | know why."

"I will see clearly again," Hugh said softly.

"I wonder." G ang stared at the bl oodstains on the desk. Absently her fingers
traced them "I wonder." She fell silent, absorbed in thought.

Hugh, troubled, did not disturb her

At length she raised her eyes, regarded himshrewdly. "You nentioned a
contract. Who has hired you and for what?"

Hugh noi stened his lips, this part coming reluctantly. "Before he died, Bane
made ne agree to kill a man for him The man named Haplo."

"The one who traveled with you and Al fred?" G ang | ooked surprised at first;
then she smiled grimMy. It was all starting to nake sense. "The one with the
bandaged hands. "

Hugh nodded.

"Why must this Haplo die?"

"Bane sai d somet hing about some lord of his wanting Haplo out of the way. The



kid was persistent, kept after me. W were coning up on Seven Fields, where
St ephen was canped. | had too rmuch to do to fool with a child s whim |
agreed, to shut himup. | wasn't intending to live that |ong anyway."

"But you did live. And Bane died. And now you have a contract with the dead."
"Yes, G ang."
"And you were not going to keep it?" Ciang was disapproving.

"I'd forgotten about the damm thing!" Hugh said inpatiently. "Ancestors take
me, | was supposed to die! The Kenkari were supposed to buy ny soul ."

"And they did—enly not quite the way you expected."

Hugh grinmaced. "They rem nded ne of the contract. Said my soul is bound to
Bane. I"'mnot free to give it to them"

"El egant." G ang was adnmiring. "Elegant and very neat. And so, elegantly and
neatly, they escape this great danger that you present to them"

"Danger?" Hugh slammed his hand on the desk. Hi s own bl ood was there, taken
fromhimyears ago when he had been an initiate into the Brotherhood. "Wat
danger ? How do they know about this? They were the ones who showed ne this

mark!" He clutched at his breast as if he would rip out his flesh.

"As for how they know, the Kenkari have access to the ancient books. And then,
you see, the Sartan favored them Told themtheir secrets..."

"Sartan." Hugh | ooked up. "lridal nentioned that word. She said Al fred—

"—+s a Sartan. That nuch is obvious. Only the Sartan could use the rune-magic,
or so they clained. But there were runors, dark runors, of another race of
gods—

"Gods with marks like this, covering their entire bodies? Known as Patryns?
Iridal told me about them too. She guessed that this Haplo was a Patryn."
"Patryn." Ciang lingered over the word, tasting it. Then she shrugged.
"Perhaps. Many years have passed since | read the ancient texts, and then
wasn't interested. Wat had these gods—Patryn or Sartan—+to do with us?
Not hi ng. Not anynore."

She smiled, the thin and puckered lips, outlined in red that seeped into the
wri nkl es, made her | ook as though she had drunk the bl ood on her desk. "For
which we are grateful ."

Hugh grunted. "And now you see ny problem This Haplo has runes |ike mne
tattooed all over his body. They glowwith a strange light. Once | tried to
junp him It was |like wapping ny hands around a lightning bolt." He nade an
i npatient gesture. "How do | kill this man, G ang? How do | kill a god?"

"This is why you cane to nme?" she asked, lips pursed. "To seek ny hel p?"

"Hel p... death, I'mnot sure." Hugh rubbed his tenples, which were starting to
throb fromthe wine. "I had nowhere else to go."

"The Kenkari gave you no assi stance?"

Hugh snorted. "They al nost fainted even talking about it. | forced themto



give me a knife—nore to have a | augh at themthan anything el se. Lots of
peopl e have hired ne to kill for lots of reasons, but | never saw one of them
start bl ubbering over his intended victim"

"The Kenkari wept, you say?"

"The one who handed ne the knife did. The Keeper of the Door. He damm near
couldn't turn | oose of the weapon. | alnost felt sorry for him"

"And what did he say?"

"Say?" Hugh frowned, thinking, trying to weave his way anmong the w ne funes.
"I didn't pay nmuch attention to what he said-until he came to the part about
this." Hugh thunped hinself on the chest. "The rune-nmagi c. About how | wasn't
to disrupt the workings of the great machine. And | was to tell Haplo that Xar
wanted himdead. That's it. That's the nanme of this lord of his. Xar. Xar
wants hi m dead. "

"The gods fight anong thensel ves. A hopeful sign for us poor nortals." Ci ang
was smling. "If they kill each other off, we will be free to go on with our
lives without interference.”

Hugh t he Hand shook his head, not understandi ng, not caring.
"God or no, Haplo is nmy mark," he nuttered. "How am | supposed to kill hin®"

"Gve me until tonorrow," Ciang said. "I will study on it this night. As |
said, it has been a long time since | read the ancient texts. And you mnust
sl eep, Hugh the Hand."

He didn't hear her. Wne and exhaustion had conbined to rob hi mercifull y—ef
his senses. He lay sprawl ed on her desk, his arms stretched out over his head,
his cheek resting on the bl oodstai ned wood. The wi ne gl ass was still clutched
in his hand.

C ang rose to her feet. Leaning on her desk for support, she wal ked slowy
around to stand over him In her younger days, |long, |ong ago, she would have
taken himfor her |over. She had al ways preferred human | overs to el ven.
Humans are hot - bl ooded, aggressive—the flanme that burns shorter burns
brighter. Then, too, humans die off in good tinme, |eave you free to pursue
anot her. They don't live | ong enough to make nui sances of thensel ves.

Most humans. Mbst who were not god-touched. God-cursed.

"Poor fly," G ang nmurmured, her hand on the nman's shoul der. "Wat dreadful
sort of web do you struggle in? And who, | wonder, is the spider who has spun
it? Not the Kenkari. | begin to think I was m staken. Their own butterfly

wi ngs may be caught in this tangle as well.

"Should I help you? Should | act in this? I can, you know, Hugh." G ang ran
her hand absently through the mass of matted bl ack and gray hair that
straggl ed, unconmbed, down his back. "I can help. But why should I? What is in
it for me?"

C ang's hand began to trenble. She rested it on the back of his chair, |eaned
on the chair heavily. The weakness was back. It cane over her nore frequently
now. A dizziness, a shortness of breath. She clung to the chair grinly,
stoically, waited for it to pass. It always passed. But a tinme was comi ng when
it would grow worse. The tine when it would claimher



"You say that dying is hard, Hugh the Hand," C ang said when she coul d breathe
again. "That does not surprise ne. |'ve seen death enough to know. But | rmust
admt | am di sappoi nted. Peace. Forgiveness. Yet first we are called to
account.

"And | thought there would be nothing. The Kenkari, with their foolish

soul -boxes. Souls living in the gardens of their glass done. Wat nonsense.
Not hing. All is nothing. | ganbled on that." Her hand curled over the back of
the chair. "1've lost, seemngly. Unless you are |ying?"

Bendi ng over Hugh, she | ooked at himclosely, hopefully. Then she sighed,
strai ghtened. "No, the wine doesn't lie. And neither have you, Hand, in al
the years |I've known you. Called to account. Wckedness. \Wat w ckedness have
| not done? But what can | do to make anmends? |'ve thrown ny dice upon the
table. Too late to snatch them back. But nmaybe anot her throw, eh? Wnner take
al | ?"

Cunni ng, shrewd, the old woman peered into the dark shadows. "Is it a bet?"

A soft knock fell on the door. Ci ang chuckled to hersel f, half-nocking,
hal f-serious. "Enter."

The Ancient thrust the door open, hobbled inside.

"Ah, me," he said sadly when he saw Hugh the Hand. He | ooked questioningly at
C ang. "Do we | eave him here?"

"W are neither of us strong enough to nove him ny old friend. He will do
wel | enough where he is until norning."

She extended her arm The Ancient took it. Together—his failing strength
supporting her faltering steps—they wal ked slowy the few paces across the
dark hall to C ang' s sleeping chamnbers.

"Light the lanmp, Ancient. | will be reading late this night."

He did as she instructed, lighting the glow |lanp and placing it on the stand
besi de her bed.

"Go into the library.* Bring me any books you find witten on the Sartan. And
bring me the key to the Black Coffer. Then you may retire."

*The library of the Brotherhood is quite extensive, according to Haplo's notes
on the subject. As one m ght expect, there are the vol unes devoted to the
maki ng and use of al nost any weapon inagi nabl e-human and el ven and dwarven,
mundane and magi cal . | nnuner abl e vol unes concern botany and herb |ore,
particularly as they relate to poi sons and anti dotes. There are books on
venonmous snakes and the deadlier types of spiders, books on snares and traps,
books on the care and handl i ng of dragons.

There are al so books of an unexpected nature: books on the inner workings of
the hearts and minds of humans, elves, dwarves, and even those earlier

bei ngs—+the Sartan. Phil osophical treatises in an assassins' guild? Gdd. O
per haps not. As the saying goes, "Wen tracking a victim you should try to
fit your feet into his footprints.”

"Very good, madam And I'll just get a blanket to cover Hugh the Hand."
The Anci ent was bobbi ng his way out when C ang stopped hi m

"My friend, do you ever think about death? Your own, | nean."



The Ancient didn't even blink. "Only when | have nothing better to do, nadam
WIIl that be all?"

CHAPTER 7
THE FORTRESS OF THE BROTHERHOOD
SKURVASH, ARl ANUS

HUGH SLEPT LATE THE NEXT MORNI NG, THE WNE DULLING H S mind, pernitting
exhaustion to lay claimto the body. But it was the heavy, unrefreshing sleep
of the grape, which causes one to wake with the brain sodden and aching, the
stomach queasy. Knowi ng that he woul d be groggy and di soriented, the Ancient
was there to guide Hugh's stunbling steps to a | arge water barrel placed
outside the fortress for the refreshnent of the | ookouts.* The Ancient dipped
in a bucket, handed it to Hugh. The Hand dunped the contents over his head and
shoul ders, clothes and all. Wping his dripping face, he felt somewhat better

*A neasure of the Brotherhood's wealth. Nowhere else in the Md Real ns woul d
one find a water barrel sitting out in the open, unguarded, its precious
contents free to all takers.

"Ciang will see you this norning," said the Ancient when he deened Hugh
capabl e of understandi ng his words.

Hugh nodded, not quite capable yet of replying.
"You w Il have audi ence in her chanbers," the Ancient added.

Hugh-'s eyebrows rose. This was an honor accorded to few. He gl anced down
ruefully at his wet and slept-in clothes. The Ancient, understanding, offered
to provide a clean shirt. The old man hinted at breakfast, but Hugh shook his
head enphatically.

Washed and dressed, the throbbing in his tenples receding to an ache behind
his eyeballs, Hugh presented hinmself once again to C ang, the Brotherhood's
"arm"

Ci ang's chanbers were enornous, sunptuously and fancifully decorated in the
style elves admre and humans find ostentatious. Al the furniture was of
carved wood, extrenely rare in the Md Realns. The el ven enperor Agah'ran
woul d have opened his painted eyelids wide with envy at the sight of so many
val uabl e and beautiful pieces. The nassive bed was a work of art. Four posts,
carved in the shapes of mythol ogi cal beasts, each perched on the head of
anot her, supported a canopy of wood decorated with the same beasts |ying

out stretched, paws extended. From each paw dangl ed a gol den ring. Suspended
fromthe rings was a silken curtain of fabul ous weave, color, and design. It
was whi spered that the curtain had nagical properties, that it accounted for
the el ven woman's | onger than normal |ife span

Whet her or not that was true, the curtain was nmarvelously lovely to | ook on
and seened to invite admiration. Hugh had never before been inside C ang's

personal quarters. He stared at the shimmering nmulticolored curtain in awe,
lifted his hand and reached out to it before it occurred to himwhat he was
doi ng. Flushing, he started to snatch his hand back, but G ang, seated in a
hi gh- backed nonstrosity of a chair, gestured.

"You may touch it, my friend. It will do you sonme good."



Hugh, recalling the runors, wasn't certain that he wanted to touch the
curtain, but to do otherwise would offend Cang. He ran his fingers over it
gingerly and was startled to feel a pleasurable exhilaration tingle through
his body. At this he did snatch his fingers back, but the feeling | asted and
he found his head clear, the pain gone.

C ang was seated on the opposite side of the I arge room Di anond- paned

wi ndows, which stretched fromceiling to floor, adnmtted a flood of sunlight.
Hugh wal ked across the bright bands of |ight spanning the ornate rugs to stand
bef ore the hi gh-backed wooden chair.

The chair was said to have been carved by an adnirer of Ci ang's, given to her
as a present. It was certainly grotesque. A skull leered at the top. The

bl ood-red cushi ons that supported G ang's frail formwere surrounded by
various ghostly spirits twining their way upward. Her feet rested on a
footstool formed of crouching, cringing naked bodies. She waved a hand in a
graci ous gesture to a chair opposite hers, a chair which Hugh was relieved to
see was perfectly ordinary in appearance.

Ci ang di spensed w th neani ngl ess pleasantries and struck, arrowlike, at the
heart of their business.

"I have spent the night in study.” She rested her hand, gnarled and al nost
fleshl ess but elegant in its novenent and grace, on the dusty |eather cover of
a book in her Iap.

"I amsorry to have disturbed your sleep," Hugh began to apol ogi ze.

C ang cut himoff. "To be honest, | could not have slept otherw se. You are a
di sturbing influence, Hugh the Hand," she added, |ooking at himwth narrowed
eyes. "I will not be sorry to see you go. | have done what | could to speed
you on your way." The eyelids—tashless, as the head was hairl ess—blinked once.
"When you are gone, do not cone back."

Hugh under st ood. The next time there would be no hesitation. The archer woul d

have his orders. Hugh's face set hard and grim "I would not have conme back in
any case," he said softly, staring at the cringing bodies, bent to hold

C ang's small and delicate-boned feet. "If Haplo doesn't kill me then | mnust
find—=

"What did you say?" G ang demanded sharply.

Hugh, startled, glanced up at her. He frowned. "I said that if | don't kil
Hapl o—=
"No!" Ciang's fist clenched. "You said 'If Haplo doesn't kill me... !" Do you

go to this man seeking his death or your own?"

Hugh put his hand to his head. "I... was confused. That's all." H s voice was

gruff. "The wine..."

"...speaks the truth, as the saying goes." C ang shook her head. "No, Hugh the
Hand. You will not conme back to us."

"WIl you send the knife around on nme?" he asked harshly.
Ci ang considered. "Not until after you have fulfilled the contract. Qur honor

is at stake. And therefore, the Brotherhood will help you, if we can." She
gl anced at himand there was an odd glint in her eye. "If you want..."



Carefully she closed the book and placed it on a table beside the chair. From
the table she lifted an iron key, which hung froma bl ack ribbon. Extending
her hand to Hugh, she allowed himthe privilege of hel ping her to stand. She
refused his assistance in wal king, making her way slowy and with dignity to a
door on a far wall.

"You will find what you seek in the Black Coffer,"” she told him

The Bl ack Coffer was not a coffer at all but a vault, a repository for
weapons—magi cal or otherw se. Magi cal weapons are, of course, highly prized,
and the Brotherhood' s | aws governing themare strict and rigorously enforced.
A menmber who acquires or makes such a weapon may consider it his or her own
personal possession, but nust apprise the Brotherhood of its existence and how
it works. The information is kept in a file in the Brotherhood' s library, a
file which may be consulted by any nenmber at any tine.

A menber needi ng such a weapon as he finds described may apply to the owner
and request the weapon's |loan. The owner is free to refuse, but this al npst
never happens, since it is quite likely that the owner hinself will need to
borrow a weapon soneday. |If the weapon is not returned—sonething el se that
al nost never happens—the thief is marked, the knife sent around.

On the owner's death, the weapon becomes the property of the Brotherhood. In
the case of elderly nenbers, such as the Ancient, who come back to the
fortress to spend their remmining years in confort, the deliverance of any
magi cal weapons is easily facilitated. For those menbers who neet the sudden
and viol ent end consi dered an occupati onal hazard, collecting the weapons of
t he deceased can present a probl em

These have sonetines been irrevocably lost, as in cases where the body and
everything on it have been burned in a funeral pyre or tossed in rage off the
floating isles into the Mael strom But so prized are the weapons that once the
word goes around that the owner has died (which it does with remarkabl e

swi ftness) the Brotherhood is quick to act. All is done quietly,

circunmspectly. Very often grieving famly nmenbers are surprised by the sudden
appear ance of strangers at their door. The strangers enter the house
(sometinmes before the body is cold) and | eave al nbst imrediately. Usually an
object |eaves with them+the bl ack coffer

To facilitate the passing on of val uabl e weapons, nenbers of the Brotherhood
are urged to keep such weapons in a plain black box. This has becone known as
the black coffer. It is thus natural that the repository for such weapons in
t he Brotherhood's fortress should have beconme known—n capital letters—as the
Bl ack Coffer.

If a nmenber requests the use of a weapon kept in the Black Coffer, he or she
nmust explain in detail the need and pay a fee proportionate to the weapon's
power. Ciang has the final say on who gets what weapons, as well as the price
to be paid.

St andi ng before the door of the Black Coffer, C ang inserted the iron key into
the lock and turned it.

The 1 ock clicked.
Grasping the handl e of the heavy iron door, she pulled. Hugh was ready to

assist her if she asked, but the door, revolving on silent hinges, swing
easily at her light touch. Al was dark inside.



"Bring a lamp," Ci ang ordered.

Hugh did so, catching up a glowl anp that stood on a table near the door
probably for this very purpose. Hugh lit the lanp, and the two entered the
vaul t.

It was the first tine Hugh the Hand had ever been inside the Black Coffer. (He
had al ways taken pride in the fact that he had never needed enhanced
weaponry.) He wondered why he was bei ng accorded this honor now. Few nenbers
were ever permtted inside. Wien a weapon was needed, Ciang either fetched it
herself or sent the Ancient to do so.

Hugh entered the enormous stone-lined vault with quiet step and subdued heart.
The | anp drove the shadows back but could not banish them A hundred | anps
with the brightness of Solarus could not bani sh the shadow that hung over this
room The tools of death created their own darkness.

Thei r numbers were inconceivable. They rested on tables, reclined against the
wal I's, were sheltered beneath glass cases. It was too nuch to take in all at
one gl ance.

The light flashed off the bl ades of knives and daggers of every conceivabl e
shape and type, arranged in a vast, ever expanding circle—a sort of netal
sunburst. Pikes and pol eaxes and spears stood guard around the walls. Longbows
and short were properly displayed, each with a quiver of arrows, undoubtedly
the fanous el ven exploding arrows so feared by human sol diers. Rows of

shel ving contained bottles and vials, small and |large, of magical potions and
poi sons—al | neatly | abel ed.

Hugh wal ked past one case filled with nothing but rings: poison rings,
snake-tooth rings (containing a tiny needle tipped with snake venonm), and

magi cal rings of all sorts, fromrings of charm ng (which grant the user power
over the victim to rings of warding (which protect the user against rings of
charm ng) .

Every itemin the Black Coffer was docunented, |abeled in both the human and
elven (and, in certain rare cases, dwarven) |anguages. Wrds to magi ca
spel | s—shoul d any be needed—were recorded. The value of it all was

i ncal cul abl e. Hugh's m nd boggl ed. Here was stored the true wealth of the

Br ot her hood, worth far nore than all the barls and jewels of the elven and
human royal treasuries conbined. Here was death and the neans to deal it. Here
was fear. Here was power.

C ang led the way through the veritabl e maze of shelves, cabinetry, and cases,
to an uni nportant-1ooking table shunted off to a distant corner of the room
Only one object rested on that table, an object hidden under a cloth that

m ght once have been bl ack but, covered with dust, |ooked gray. The table
appeared to be chained to the wall by thick cobwebs.

No one had ventured near this table in a long, long tine.

"Set the lanmp down," G ang told him

Hugh obeyed, placing the I anp on a case containing a vast assortnent of
bl ow-darts. He | ooked curiously at the cloth-covered object, thinking there
was sonet hi ng strange about it, but not certain what.

"Look at it «closely,"” C ang ordered, echoing his thought.

Hugh did so, bending cautiously near it. He knew enough about nmagi cal weapons



to respect this one. He would never touch it or anything pertaining to it

until its proper use had been carefully expl ai ned—ene reason Hugh the Hand had
al ways preferred not to rely on such weapons. A good steel blade—hard and
sharp—+s a tool you can trust.

Hugh strai ghtened, frowning, tugging on the braided strands of beard dangling
from his chin.

"You see?" Ciang asked, alnpbst as if she were testing him

"Dust and cobwebs over everything else, but no dust or cobwebs anywhere on the
object itself," Hugh replied.

Ci ang breathed a soft sigh, regarded him al nost sadly. "Ah, there are not nany
like you, Hugh the Hand. Quick eye, quick hand. A pity," she ended coolly.

Hugh said nothing. He could offer no defense, knew that none was invited. He
stared hard at the object beneath the cloth, could make out the shape by the
fact that dust lay all around it but not over it—a dagger with a remarkably
| ong bl ade.

"Put your hand on it," Ciang said. "You may do so safely," she added, seeing
the flash in Hugh's eye

Hugh held his fingers gingerly above the object. He wasn't afraid, but he was
loath to touch it, as one is loath to touch a snake or a hairy spider. Telling
hinself it was just a knife (yet wondering why it was covered with a bl ack
cloth), he rested his fingertips onit. Startled, he jerked his hand back. He
stared at G ang.

"It noved!"

She nodded, unperturbed. "A quivering. Like a live thing. Barely felt, yet
strong enough to shake off the dust of centuries, strong enough to disturb the
web-weavers. Yet it is not alive, as you will see. Not alive as we know life,"
she anended.

She plucked away the black cloth. The dust that caked the edges flew up,
formed a nose-tickling cloud that caused them both to back off, w ping the
grime and the horrible clinging wispy sensation of cobweb from face and hands.

Beneath the cl oth—an ordi nary netal dagger. The Hand had seen far
better-crafted weapons. In shape and design, it was exceedi ngly crude, m ght
have been nmade by some snmith's child, attenpting to learn his parent's craft.
The hilt and crosspiece were forged of iron that appeared to have been beaten
into shape while it was cooling. The nmarks of each hanmer bl ow were plain on
both hilt and crosspi ece.

The bl ade was smooth, perhaps because it was nmade of steel, for it was bright
and shiny in contrast to the hilt's dull finish. The bl ade had been affixed to
the hilt with nolten netal, the traces of soldering plain to see. The only
things that made this knife at all remarkable were the strange synbol s et ched
on the bl ade. The synbols were not the sane as—yet they were rem nders of +the
one traced on Hugh's chest.

"The rune-magic," said C ang, her bony finger hovering above, carefully not
touchi ng t he bl ade.

"What does the thing do?" Hugh asked, regarding the weapon wth disdain
mngled with disgust. "W do not know," Ciang answered. Hugh raised an



eyebrow, regarded her questioningly. She shrugged. "The | ast brother to use it
died."

"I can understand why."
kid s toy."

Hugh grunted. "Trying to go up against a mark using a

Ci ang shook her head. "You do not understand." She raised her slanted eyes to
his, and again there was that strange glint. "He died of shock." She paused,

| ooked down at the weapon, and added, al nbst casually, "He had grown four
arns. "

Hugh's jaw sagged. Then he snapped his mouth shut, cleared his throat.

"You don't believe nme. | don't blane you. |I didn't believe it myself. Not
until | saw it with my own eyes." C ang stared at the cobwebs as if they wove
time. "It was many cycles ago. Wen | became 'arm' The dagger had come to us

froman elven lord, |ong ago, when the Brotherhood first began. It was kept in
this vault, with a warning. A curse was on it, so the warning went. A human, a
young man, scoffed at the notion. He did not believe in the curse. He took the
knife—for it is witten that 'he who nasters the knife will be invincible
against all foes. Not even the gods will dare oppose him"' "

She eyed Hugh as she said this. "OF course,"” she added, "this was in the days
when there were no gods. Not anynore."

"\What happened?" Hugh asked, trying not to sound skeptical. He was, after all
tal king to G ang.

"I amnot certain. The partner, who survived, could not give us a coherent
account. Apparently the young man attacked his mark, using the knife, and
suddenly it was not a knife. It changed to a sword—enornous, whirling,
many- bl aded. Two ordinary arms could not hold it. Then it was that two nore
arnms sprouted fromthe young man's body. He stared at his four arms and
dropped dead—ef terror and shock. His partner eventually went mad, threw

hinself off the isle. I don't blame him | saw the body. The man had four
arms. | dreamof it still sonmetimes."
She was silent, lips pursed. Hugh, |ooking at that hard, pitiless face, saw it

bl anch. The conpression of the lips was to hold themfirm He |ooked at the
knife and felt his stomach craw .

"That incident could have been the end of the Brotherhood." G ang gl anced at
hi m si deways. "You can inmagi ne what rumor woul d have nade of this. Perhaps

we—the Brot herhood—had cast the dreadful curse upon the young man. | acted
swiftly. | ordered the body brought here under cover of darkness. The partner
al so. | questioned himbefore witnesses. | read the tract to them—the tract

that canme with the knife.

"We agreed that it was the knife itself that was cursed. | forbade its use. W
buri ed the grotesque body in secret. Al brothers and sisters were ordered, on
pai n of death, not to speak of the incident.

"That was | ong ago. Now, " she added softly, "I amthe only one left alive who
renenbers. No one, not even the Ancient, whose grandfather had not yet been
born when this occurred, knows about the cursed knife. | have witten the

i njunction against its use in my will. But | have never told the story to

anyone. Not until now. "

"Cover it up," Hugh said grimy. "I don't want it." H's frown darkened. "I've

never used nagic before—=



"You have never been asked to kill a god before,"” C ang said, displeased.

"The dwarf, Linbeck, claims they're not gods. He said Hapl o was al nost dead

when the dwarf first saw him just like any ordinary man. No, | will not use
it

Two red spots of anger appeared in the wonman's skull-1ike face. She seened
about to make a bitter rejoinder, then paused. The red spots faded; the
slanted eyes were suddenly cool. "It is your choice, of course, ny friend. If
you insist on dying in dishonor, that is your own affair. I will not argue

further except to renmind you that another's life is at stake here. Perhaps you
have not considered this?"

"What other |ife?" Hugh demanded, suspicious. "The boy, Bane, is dead."

"But his nother lives. A woman for whom you hold strong feelings. Who knows
but that if you fail and fall, this Haplo would not go after her next? She
knows who he is, what he is."

Hugh t hought back. Iridal had said something to himabout Haplo, but the
assassin couldn't renenmber what. They'd had little time to talk. Hs mnd had
been on other things—the dead child he had carried in his arns, Iridal's
grief, his own confusion at being alive when he was supposed to be dead. No,
what ever she'd said to himabout the Patryn, Hugh had lost in the
horror-tinged mists of that terrible night. What had it to do with himanyway?
He was going to give the Kenkari his soul. He was going to return to that
beautiful, peaceful realm..

Wuld Haplo try to find Iridal? He had taken her son captive. Wiy not her?
Coul d Hugh afford to take the chance? He owed her sonething, after all. Owed
her for having failed her.

"A tract, you said?" he asked C ang.

Her hand slid into the |large pockets of her vol um nous robes, w thdrew severa
sheets of vellum held together by a black ribbon tied around them The vellum
was ol d and discolored, the ribbon tattered and faded. She smoothed it with
her hand.

"I read it again last night. The first time | have read it since that dreadful
night. Then | read the tract aloud, to the witnesses. Now |l will read it to
you. "

Hugh flushed. He wanted to read it, study it in private, but he didn't dare
insult her. "I have put you to so nuch trouble already, G ang—

"I must translate it for you," she said with a smle that indicated she
understood. "It is witten in H gh Elven, a |anguage spoken after the
Sundering, a |language that is all but forgotten now You would not be able to
understand it."

Hugh had no further objections.

"Bring ne a chair. The text is long and I am weary of standing. And put the
| anp cl ose.”

Hugh brought a chair, set it in a corner beside the table on which rested the
"cursed" knife. He remained standing outside the circle of |anplight, not
sorry to keep his face hidden in the shadows, his doubts concealed. He didn't



believe it. Didn't believe any of it.

Yet he woul dn't have believed a man could die and conme back to life again
ei ther.

And so he listened to the tale.
CHAPTER 8
THE ACCURSED BLADE

SI NCE YOU ARE READING THI'S, MY SON, | AM DEAD AND MY SOUL has gone to
Krenka-Anris, to help in the liberation of our people.* Since it has conme to
open war, | trust that you will acquit yourself honorably in battle, as have
all those who bear this nane who have gone before you.

*By this we assunme that the witer was a nenber of the Tribus elven clan, who
were battling their Paxar cousins in the war that becane known as the

Br ot her bl ood. See The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The Death Gate Cycle, for
details. Additional note: this manuscript can now be found in Haplo's

col | ecti on.

| amthe first of our family to set down this account on paper. Before now,
the story of the Accursed Bl ade was whi spered to the el dest son fromhis
father's deat hbed. Thus ny father told nme and thus his father before himand
so on back to before the Sundering. But since it seens |likely that ny deat hbed
may be the hard ground of a battlefield and that you, my bel oved son, will be
far away, | leave this account to be read after ny death. And so you will take
an oath, ny son, by Krenka-Anris and by my soul, that you will pass this
account to your son—nmy the Goddess bl ess your |ady-wi fe and deliver her
safely.

In the arnmory is a box with a pearl-inlaid |id that holds the cerenoni al
duel i ng daggers. You know the one, | amcertain, for as a child you expressed
your admiration for the daggers, an adnmiration nmuch m splaced, as you know by
now, being a seasoned warrior yourself.* You have undoubtedly wondered why |
kept the fool things, much | ess accorded themroomin the arnmory. Little did
you know, my son, what those daggers conceal ed.

*The anci ent el ven custom of dagger-dueling had gone out of favor by this

ti me, probably because so many elves were fighting for their lives on the
battl efield. Dueling cane to the fore under the peaceful reign of the Paxar
providing a way for youths to test their courage w thout placing anyone in
real danger. As this elf inplies, the daggers were nmeant nore for show than
actual use, often having jewel ed handl es and fancifully shaped bl ades.

The rules of the duel were conplicated. The intent was to slash an ear. An elf
wal ki ng around with a cropped "human" ear was an object of ridicule. To avoid
scarring the face or damagi ng eyes, el aborate headgear was worn that left only
t he ears exposed.

Select a time when your |ady-wi fe and her retinue have |left the castle.
Disnmiss the servants. Make absolutely certain that you are alone. Go to the
arnory. Take up the box. On the lid, you will note that in each corner there
is a butterfly. Press down sinultaneously on the butterflies in the upper
right corner and the lower left. A false bottomat the left-hand side wll
slide open. Please, ny son, for the sake of ny soul and your own, do not place
your hand in this box!

Inside you will see a knife much | ess prepossessing than those that nestle



above it. The knife is nade of iron and appears to have been forged by a

human. It is exceedingly ugly and m sshapen, and, | trust, you will have as
little desire to touch it, once you see it, as | had when | first |ooked at
it. Yet, alas, you will be curious, as | was curious. | beg you, beg you, ny

dear, dear son, to fight against your curiosity. Look at the blade and see its
hi deous aspect and heed the warning of your own inner senses, which wll
recoil in horror before it.

| did not heed that warning. And it brought me a grief that has forever cast a
shadow over ny life. Wth this dagger, this Accursed Bl ade, | nurdered ny
bel oved brot her.

| inmagine you growing pale with shock as you read this. It was al ways cl ai ned
that your uncle died of wounds suffered at the hands of human attackers, who
waylaid himin a lonely stretch of road near our castle. That story was not
true. He died by ny hand, in the arnory, probably not far fromthe spot where
you now stand. But | swear, | swear by Krenka-Anris, | swear by the sweet eyes
of your mother, | swear by the soul of ny dear brother, that it was the bl ade
that killed hi mpot I!

This is what happened. Forgive the handwiting. Even now, as | relate this, |
find I am shaking fromthe horror of that incident, which happened well over a
hundred years ago.

My father died. On his deathbed, he told nmy brother and ne the story of the
Accursed Blade. It was a rare and valuable artifact, he said, which had cone
froma tine when two races of dread gods ruled the world. These two races of
gods hated and feared each other and each sought to rule over those they
cal I ed nensch: humans, elves, and the dwarves. Then came the God Wars—terrible
battles of magic that raged over an entire world until at last, fearing
defeat, one race of gods sundered the world.

Mostly the gods fought these wars anong thensel ves, but sonetines, if they
wer e out nunmbered, they recruited nortals to assist them O course, we would
be no match for the magi cal attacks of the gods, and so the Sartan (we know
the gods by that nane) arned their nensch supporters with fantastic nagica
weapons.

Most of these weapons were | ost during the Sundering, as many of our people
were lost, or so the tales relate. Yet a few remained with those who survived
and were kept in their possession. This knife is, according to famly | egend,
one of those weapons. My father told us he had called in the Kenkari, to
verify the fact.

The Kenkari could not say for certain that the weapon was pre-Sundering, but
they did agree that it was magical. And they warned himthat its magi c was
potent and advi sed himnever to use it. My father was a timd man and the
Kenkari frightened him He had this box built specially to hold the weapon,
whi ch the Kenkari deened Accursed. He placed the blade in the box and never
| ooked at it again.

| asked himwhy he did not destroy it, and he said that the Kenkari had warned
himnot to try. Such a weapon could never be destroyed, they said. It would
fight to survive and return to its owner, and as long as it was in his
possessi on, he could guarantee that it would not have the power to do harm |If
he attenpted to rid hinmself of it—perhaps throw it into the Mel strom+the
weapon would sinply fall into the hands of another and m ght do great damage.
He vowed to the Kenkari that he would keep it safe and he made each of us take
the sane sol erm oat h.



After his death, as nmy brother and | were settling our father's affairs, we
recalled the story of the knife. W went to the arnory, opened the box, and
found the knife in the false bottom Knowing ny father's timdity and also his
| ove of romantic stories, | amafraid that we di scounted nuch of what he had
said. This plain and ugly knife was forged by a god? W shook our heads,

sm ling.

And, as brothers will, we fell to play. (W were young at the tinme of ny
father's death. That is the only excuse | can offer for our heedl essness.) My
br ot her grabbed one of the dueling daggers and | took what we were jokingly
calling the Accursed Bl ade. (CGoddess forgive ny unbelief!) My brother took a
pl ayful slash at me with his dagger.

You will not believe what happened next. | amnot certain | believe it nyself,
to this day. Yet | sawit with ny own eyes.

The knife felt strange in my hand. It quivered, as if it were a live thing.
And suddenly, when | started to thrust it playfully at my brother, the knife
squirmed |i ke a snake and | hel d—ot a knife, but a sword. And before |I knew
what was happeni ng, the sword's bl ade had passed cl ean through my brother's
body. It pierced his heart. | will never, never—perhaps not even after ny
deat h—forget the | ook of shocked and awful surprise on his face.

| dropped the blade and caught himin ny arns, but there was nothing | could
do. He died in ny enbrace, his blood flow ng over ny hands.

| think I cried out in terror. | amnot certain. | |ooked up to find our old
retai ner standing in the door

"Ah," An'lee said, "now you are the sole heir."

He assumed, you see, that | had slain ny brother in order to gain our father's
i nheritance.

| protested that he was wong. | told himwhat had happened, but naturally he
did not believe me. How could |I blame hin? I did not believe nyself.

The knife had altered its formagain. It was as you see it now. | knew that if
An'l ee did not believe me, no one el se would. The scandal would ruin our
famly. Fratricide is punishable by death. | would be hanged. The castle and

| ands woul d be confiscated by the king. My nother would be thrown out into the
streets, ny sisters left disgraced and dowerl ess. Whatever ny private grief
(and | woul d have gl adly confessed and paid the penalty), | could not inflict
such harmupon the fanmly

An' |l ee was loyal, offered to help me conceal ny crine. What could | do but go
al ong with hinf? Between us, we smuggled nmy unfortunate brother's body out of
the castle, carried it to a place far distant—known to be frequented by human
rai ders—and dunped it in a ditch. Then we returned hone.

| told nmy nother that ny brother had heard reports of human raiding parties
and had gone to investigate. Wen the body was found, days later, it was
assuned that he'd run afoul of those he sought. No one suspected a thing.
An' | ee, faithful servant, took the secret to his grave

As for me, you cannot inmagine, my son, the torture | have endured. At tinmes |
t hought my guilt and grief would drive me mad. Night after night | |lay awake
and dreamed | ongingly of hurling nyself off the parapet and ending this agony
forever. Yet | had to go on living, for the sake of others, not my own.



| meant to destroy the knife, but the warning that the Kenkari had given ny
father burned in ny mind. What if it should fall into other hands? What if it
shoul d kill agai n? Way shoul d another suffer as | had? No, as part of ny
penance, | would keep the Accursed Blade in nmy possession. And | amforced to
hand it on to you. It is the burden our famly bears and must bear unti
tine's end.

Pity me, my son, and pray for ne. Krenkra-Anris, who sees all, knows the truth
and will, | trust, forgive me. As will, | hope, my bel oved brother

And | adjure you, ny son, by all that you hold dear—by the Goddess, by ny
menory, by your nother's heart, by your |ady-wife's eyes, by your unborn

chil d—+hat you keep the Accursed Bl ade safe and that you never, never touch it
or again | ook upon it.

May Krenka-Anris be with you. Your |oving father
CHAPTER 9

THE FORTRESS OF THE BROTHERHOCD

SKURVASH, ARI ANUS

Cl ANG FI NI SHED READI NG LOOKED UP AT HUGH. He had stood silently as she read
the missive, his hands thrust into the pockets of his |eather pants, his back
| eani ng agai nst the wall. Now he shifted his weight fromone foot to the
other, crossed his arms, stared down at the fl oor

"You do not believe," C ang said.

Hugh shook his head. "A nurderer trying to wiggle out fromunder his deed. He
clainms no one suspected, but soneone obviously did, and he's trying to square
hinself with his kid before going off to war."

C ang was angry. Her lips disappeared into a thin, bitter line. "If you were
an el f, you would believe. Such oaths he swears are not made lightly, even in
this day and age."

Hugh flushed. "lI'msorry, C ang. | neant no disrespect. It's just... |'ve seen
magi cal weapons in my tinme and |'ve never seen one do anything like that. O
even cl ose.”

"And how many men have you nmet who were dead and cane back to life, Hugh the
Hand?" G ang demanded, voice soft. "And how many nen have you seen with four
arms? Or do you now refuse to believe ne as wel | ?"

Hugh | owered his gaze, stared again at the floor. H s face darkening, his
vi sage grim he glanced at the knife. "Then how does it work?"

"I do not know," GCiang answered, her gaze, too, on the crude-I|ooki ng weapon
"I cannot say. | have nmy own surm ses, but that is all they are—surmi ses. You
now know all the facts that | know "

Hugh stirred restlessly. "How did the knife cone into the Brotherhood' s
possession? Can you tell ne that?"

"It was here when | came. But the answer is not so difficult to i magi ne. The
el ven war was long and costly. It ruined many elven famlies. Perhaps this
noble famly fell on hard times. Perhaps a younger son was forced to seek his
fortune and sought it in the Brotherhood. Perhaps he brought the Accursed



Bl ade with him Krenka-Anris is the only one who knows the truth now The man
who was ny predecessor turned it over to me with this mssive. He was human.
He had not read this, could not understand it. Wich was, undoubtedly, why he
permtted the knife to be | oaned out."

"And you never have allowed anyone to use it?" Hugh asked, studying her
intently.

"Never. You forget, nmy friend,” G ang added, "I helped thembury the man
with four arms. Then, too, no one of us before has ever been forced to kill a
god." "And you think this weapon will do that?" "If you believe this account,
it was designed for just such a purpose. | have spent the night studying the
Sartan magic, for though this man you rmust kill is not one of them the basis
for both their magicks is basically the sane.™

C ang rose to her feet, noved slowy fromher chair to stand near the table on
which lay the knife. As she spoke, she ran a long-nailed finger delicately
over the hilt, along its battered netal. She was careful, however, not to
touch the blade itself, the blade marked with the runes.

"A Paxar wizard, who lived in the days when the Sartan were still living in
the Md Real ns, made an attenpt to learn the secrets of Sartan nagic. Not
unusual . The wi zard Sinistrad did the sane, or so | amtold." Ci ang' s gaze
slid in Hugh's direction

He frowned, nodded, but said nothing.

"According to this wizard, Sartan nagic is far different from el ven magi c—er
human magi c—+n that the nagi c does not rely on manipul ati ng natura
occurrences, as in the case of humans, or using it to enhance mechanics, as do
we elves. Such magicks work either with what is past or what is here and now.
Sartan magic controls the future. And that is what makes it so powerful. They
do this through controlling the possibilities."

Hugh | ooked baf fl ed.

G ang paused, considered. "How shall | explain? Let us suppose, ny friend,
that we are standing in this room when suddenly thirteen nen rush through that
door to attack you. What would you do?"

Hugh gave a rueful grin. "Junp out the w ndow "

C ang snmiled, rested her hand on his arm "Ever prudent, ny friend. That is
why you have lived | ong. That woul d be one possibility, of course. There are
many weapons here. They provide you with nunmerous other possibilities. You
m ght use a pike to keep your enem es at bay. You could shoot the elven

expl oding arrows into their mdst. You m ght even fling one of the human
fire-stormpotions at them Al possibilities you could choose.

"And there are others, ny friend. Sonme nore bizarre, but all possibilities.

For exanple, the ceiling could unexpectedly give way and crush your enemnies.
Thei r combi ned wei ght coul d cause themto drop through the floor. A dragon

could fly through the w ndow and devour them"

"Not |ikely!" Hugh | aughed griny.

"But you admit it is possible.™

"Anything's possible."



"Al nost. Though the nore inprobable the probability, the nore power is
required to produce it. A Sartan has the ability to look into the future, scan
the possibilities, and choose the one that suits himbest. He sumons it

forth, causes it to happen. That, my friend, is how you came back to life."

Hugh was no | onger |aughing. "So Alfred | ooked into the future and di scovered
the possibility—=

"—that you survived the wizard's attack. He chose that one and you returned to
life."

"But woul dn't that nean | had never died?"

"Ah, here we delve into the forbidden art of necronmancy. The Sartan were not
permtted to practice it, according to the w zard—=

"Yes, Iridal said sonething about that. One reason Al fred deni ed having used
his magic on ne. 'For every one who is brought back to life untinely, another
dies untinely,' she said. Bane, perhaps. Her own son."

G ang shrugged. "Who knows? It is probable that if A fred had been present
when the wi zard attacked you, the Sartan could have saved your life. In that
case, you would not have died. But you were already dead. A fact that could
not be altered. Sartan magi c cannot change the past, it can only affect the
future. | spent long hours considering this last night, my friend, using the
wi zard's text for reference, although he did not bother to consider
necromancy, since the Sartan were not then practicing it.

"We know that you died. You experienced an afterlife." C ang grimaced slightly
as she said this. "And now you are alive. Think of this as a child playing at

| eapfrog. The child starts at this point. He | eaps over the back of the child
in front of him arrives at his next point. A fred cannot change the fact that
you di ed. But he can leap over it, so to speak. He noves from back to front—=
"And | eaves ne trapped in the mddle!" "Yes. That is what | believe has
happened. You are not dead. Yet you are not truly alive."

Hugh stared at her. "I mean no offense, G ang, but |I can't accept this. It
just doesn't make sense!"

C ang shook her head. "Perhaps | cannot either. It is an interesting theory.
And it helped ne to pass the long hours of the night. But now, back tg this
weapon. Knowi ng nore about how the Sartan magi c works, we can start to

under stand how t hi s weapon works—

"Assum ng Patryn magic works like Sartan." "There nmay be some differences—ust
as elven magic is different fromhuman. But | believe—as | said-—that the
basics are the same. First let us consider this account of the elf lord who
killed his brother. Let us assume that he is telling the truth. \Wat, then, do
we know?

"He and his brother are engaged in a friendly contest, using knives. But the
weapon that he has chosen does not know the contest is a friendly one. It only
knows that it is fighting an opponent wielding a knife..."

"And so it counters. And it does so by turning itself into a superior weapon,"
Hugh said, regarding the blade with nmore interest. "That nuch nakes sense. A
man comes at you with a knife. If you have the ability to choose your weapon,
you'll take a sword. He never has a chance to get within your guard."

He | ooked up at G ang, awed. "And you think the weapon itself chose to becone



a sword?"

"Either that," said Gang slowmy, "or it reacted to the elf lord' s w sh. What

i f he was thinking, academically, of course, that a sword would be a perfect
weapon to use against his knife-w el di ng opponent. Suddenly he holds the sword
in his hand."

"But surely the man who had four arms didn't wish for two nore arns?" Hugh
pr ot est ed.

"Perhaps he wi shed for a | arger weapon and he ended up with one so |large and
heavy that four arns were required to wield it." Cang tapped the knife's hilt
with her fingernail. "It is like the faery story we heard as chil dren—the
beauti ful young mai den wi shed for imortal life, and her wi sh was granted. But
she forgot to ask for eternal youth and so she grew ol der and ol der, her body
withered to a husk. And thus she was dooned to live on and on."

Hugh had a sudden vision of hinself, dooned to such an existence. He | ooked at
Ci ang, who had lived far longer than the longest-lived elf...

"No," she answered his unspoken question. "I never encountered a faery. |
never went | ooking for one. I will die. But you, nmy friend—+ am not so
certain. This Sartan Alfred is the one who is in control of your future. You
must find himto regain your soul's freedom™

"I will," said Hugh. "Just as soon as | rid the world of this Haplo. | will
take the knife. | may not use it. But it could cone in handy. 'Possibly,' " he
added with a twisted smile.

Cfang inclined her head, granting him perm ssion.

He hesitated a noment, hands fl exi ng nervously, then —onscious of the elf
worman' s sl anted eyes on him-he swiftly wapped the knife in its black vel vet
cloth and picked it up. He held it in his hand, keeping it away from his body,
eyeing it suspiciously.

The bl ade did nothing, though it seened he could feel it quiver, pulse wth
what ever magic life it possessed. He started to thrust it into his belt,

t hought better of it, continued to hold it. He would need a sheath for it, one
that he could sling over his shoulder, to keep fromcomng into contact with

t he weapon. The touch of the metal knife, squirnmng |like an eel in his hand,
was unnervi ng.

C ang turned to wal k back toward the entrance. Hugh gave her his arm She
accepted it, though she took pains not to lean on him They wal ked at a sl ow
pace.

A thought occurred to Hugh. Hs face reddened. He cane to a halt.

"What is it, my friend?" G ang said, feeling the armshe held grow tense.

"I... cannot pay for this, Cang," he said, enbarrassed. "Wat wealth | had
gave to the Kir nmonks. In return for letting ne live with them"

"You will pay," said Cang, and her snile was dark and mrthless. "Take the
Accursed Bl ade away, Hugh the Hand. Take your accursed self away as well. That
wi |l be your paynent to the Brotherhood. And if you ever return, the next
paynment will be taken in blood."

CHAPTER 10



TERREL FEN, DREVLIN ARl ANUS

MARI T HAD NO DI FFI CULTY NAVI GATI NG DEATH S GATE. THE j ourney was far easier
now that the gate was open, than the first terrifying journeys her conpatriot,
Hapl o, had nade. The choice of destination flashed before her eyes: the fiery
| ava caul drons of the world she had just left, the sapphire and enerald jewel
that was the water world of Chelestra, the lush jungles of the sunlit world of
Pryan, the floating isles and grand machi ne of Arianus. And inserted into
these, a world of wondrous beauty and peace that was unrecogni zabl e, yet
tugged at her heart strangely.

Marit ignored such weak and sentinmental yearnings. They made little sense to
her, for she had no idea what world this was and she refused to indulge in

i dl e specul ation. Her |ord-her husband—had told her about the other worlds,
and he had not nentioned this one. If Xar had thought it was inportant, he
woul d have infornmed her.

Marit sel ected her destinati on-Ari anus.

In the blinking of an eyelid, her rune-covered ship slid through the opening
in Death's Gate, and she was al nost instantly plunged into the violent storns
of the Mael strom

Li ght ni ng cracked around her, thunder boomed, w nd buffeted and rain | ashed
her ship. Marit rode out the stormcalmy, watched it with mld curiosity. She
knew from having read Hapl o's reports on Arianus what to expect. Soon the
storms fury would abate, and then she could safely | and her ship.

Until the storm passed by, she watched and waited. Gradually the Iightning
strikes grew less violent; the thunder sounded from a distance. The rain stil
pattered on the ship's hull, but softly. Marit could begin to see, through the
scuddi ng cl ouds, several floating isles of coral-ite, arranged I|ike
stair-steps.

She knew where she was. Hapl o's description of Arianus, given to her by Xar
was precise in detail. She recognized the islands as the Steps of Terrel Fen
She gui ded her ship anmbng them and cane to the vast floating continent of
Drevlin. She | anded her ship at the first site available on the shoreline. For
t hough the ship was guarded by rune-nmagi ¢ and would not therefore be visible
to any mensch not specifically |l ooking for it, Haplo would see it and know it
at once.

According to Sang-drax's information, Haplo was |ast known to be in the city
that the dwarves on this world called Wnbe, on the western side of Drevlin.
Marit had no very clear idea where she was, but she assuned by the proximty
of the Terrel Fen that she had | anded near the continent's edge, possibly near
where Hapl o hinsel f had been brought to recover fromthe injuries sustained on
that first visit, when his ship had crashed into the Terrel Fen.*

*Marit does not know it, but her ship lands not far fromthe site on which
Hugh the Hand and Al fred and Bane | anded the Dragon Wng. The part of the
machi ne she sees is in the city of Het.

Looki ng out the ship's porthole, Marit could see what she presumed was part of
t he wondrous machi ne known as the Kicksey-w nsey. She found it amazi ng.
Hapl o' s description and her lord' s further explanation had not prepared her
for anything like this.

Built by the Sartan to provide water to Arianus and energy to the other three



worl ds, the Kicksey-wi nsey was an unwi el dy nonstrosity that sprawl ed across a
continent. O fantastic shape and design, the i mense machi ne was nade of
silver and gold, brass and steel. Its various parts were forned in the shape
of either human or animal body parts. These netal arms and | egs, tal ons and
claws, ears and eyeballs m ght once, |ong ago, have forned recognizabl e

whol es. But the nachi ne—having run on its own for centuries—-had conpletely
distorted themin nightmarish fashion.

St eam escaped from screamnm ng hunman nmouths. G gantic bird tal ons dug up the
coralite; tigerish fangs chewed up hunks of ground and spit it out. At |east
that's what woul d have been happening if the machine had been operating. As it
was, the Kicksey-wi nsey had cone to a conplete and nysterious halt. The reason
for the halt—the opening of Death's Gate—had been di scovered;* the dwarves now
possessed the nmeans to turn the great nmachi ne back on

*The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The Death Gate Cycle.

At any rate, that's what Sang-drax had reported. It was up to Marit to find
out the truth.

She scanned the horizon, which seened littered with body parts. She was no

| onger interested in the machine, but watched to see if anyone had noticed her
ship landing. The runes woul d i nvoke the possibility that anyone not
specifically searching for a ship would not see it, thus rendering the ship
practically invisible. But there was always the chance, m nute though it m ght
be, that some mensch staring at this one particular patch of ground could see
her ship. They couldn't damage it; the runes would see to that. But an army of
mensch crawl i ng around her ship would be a distinct nuisance, to say nothing
of the fact that word might get back to Haplo.

But no army of dwarves came surging out over the rain-swept |andscape. Another
storm was darkeni ng the horizon. Already nuch of the machine was lost in
sul l en, 1ightning-charged clouds. Marit knew from Hapl o' s early experience
that the dwarves woul d not venture out into the storm Satisfied that she was
saf e, she changed her clothes, putting on the Sartan cl othing she had brought
with her from Abarrach.

"How do those wonmen stand this?" Marit nuttered.

It was the first tine she'd worn a dress,* and she found the long skirts and
ti ght bodice confining, clumsy, and bul ky. She frowned down at it. The Sartan
fabric was scratchy agai nst her skin. Though she told herself it was all in
her mnd, she felt extrenely unconfortable, suddenly, wearing the clothes of
an eneny. A dead eneny at that. She decided to take the dress off.

*Wonen in the Labyrinth, particularly Runners, dress in |leather trousers and
vests, all rune-enhanced, as do the men. Squatter wonmen, who are foragers and
gatherers, will occasionally wear skirts that assist themin these tasks. Such
skirts are worn over the trousers and can thus be easily renoved if the wonen
need to flee or fight a pursuing foe.

Marit stopped herself. She was being foolish, behaving illogically. Her

| or d—her husband—woul d not be pl eased. Studying her reflection in the porthole
glass, Marit was forced to admt that the dress was perfect canoufl age. She

| ooked exactly |ike one of the mensch, whose pictures she'd seen in her

| ord' s—her husband' s—books. Not even Hapl o, should he chance to see her, would
know her.

"Not that he'd likely know nme anyway," she said to herself, wal king around the
ship's cabin, trying to get used to the long skirts, which kept tripping her



until she learned to take small steps. "W've each passed through too nany
gates since that tinme."

She sighed as she said it, and the sigh alarned her. Pausing, she stopped to
consi der her feelings, exanm ne themfor any weakness, much as she would

exam ne her weapons before going into battle. That time. The tine they'd been
toget her. ..

The day had been | ong and arduous. Marit had spent it battling—hot a nonster
of the Labyrinth, but a piece of the Labyrinth itself. It had seenmed as if the
very ground were possessed by the same evil magic that ruled the prison-world
on which the Patryns had been cast. Her destinati on—+the next gate—tay on the
other side of a razor-back ridge. She had seen the gate fromthe top of the
tree where she'd spent the night, but she couldn't reach it.

The ridge was smooth rock on the side she needed to clinb, ice-snmooth rock
that was nearly inpossible to scale. Nearly inpossible, but not absolutely.
Not hing in the Labyrinth was ever absolutely inpossible. Everything in the
Labyrinth of fered hope—teasi ng hope, nocking hope. One nore day and you will
reach your goal. One nore

battle and you can rest in safety. Fight on. dinb on. Walk on. Keep running.

And this ridge was |ike that. Smooth rock, yet broken by tiny fissures that
provided a way up, if raw and bl eeding fingers could be forced inside. And
just when she was about to pull herself over the top, her foot would slip—er
had the crack in which she'd dug her toe deliberately closed? Wen did the
hard surface beneath her foot change suddenly to gravel ? Vs it sweat that
caused her hand to slip or did that strange wetness bleed fromthe rock
itsel f?

Down she slithered, cursing and grasping at plants to try to stop her fall,
pl ants that jabbed hidden thorns into her palns or that cane uprooted easily
in her grasp and fell down with her

She spent a full day in attenpting to negotiate the ridge, ranging up and down
it inan effort to find a pass. Her search proved futile. N ght was nearing
and she was no closer to her goal than she had been that norning. Her body
ached; the skin of her palns and feet (she had renmoved her boots to try to
scal e the rock) was cut and bl eeding. She was hungry and had no food, for she
had spent the day clinmbing, not hunting.

A streamran at the base of the ridge. Marit bathed her feet and hands in the
cool water, watched for fish to catch for dinner. She saw several, but
suddenly the effort needed to catch them el uded her. She was tired, far nore
tired than she shoul d have been, and she knew it was the weariness of

despai r—a weariness that could be deadly in the Labyrinth.

It neant you didn't care anynore. It nmeant you found a quiet place and |ay
down and di ed.

Dabbl i ng her hand in the water, unable to feel the pain anynore, unable to
feel anything now, she wondered why she should bother. Wat use? If | cross
this ridge, there will only be another. H gher, more difficult.

She watched the blood trail out of the cuts on her hands, watched it flowinto
the clear water, swirl down the stream In her dazed m nd, she saw her bl ood
sparkle on the water's surface, forma trail that led to a jog in the stream
bank. Lifting her gaze, she saw the cave.

It was snmall, set into the enmbanknment. She could crawl in there and not hi ng



could find her. She could crawl into its darkness and sleep. Sleep as |long as
she want ed. Forever, maybe.

Marit plunged into the water, waded the stream Reaching the other side, she
crept into the shallows near the bank, advanced slowy, keeping to the cover
of trees that lined the stream Caves in the Labyrinth were rarely unoccupi ed.
But a glance at her rune-tattooed skin showed her that if there was anything
inside, it wasn't particularly large or threatening. Likely she could nake
short work of it, especially if she surprised it. O maybe, just once in her
life, she would be | ucky. Maybe the cave would be enpty. Nearing it, not
seei ng or hearing anything, her sigla giving no indication of danger, Marit
sprang out of the water and hurriedly covered the short distance to the
entrance. She did draw her knife—her one concession to danger—but that was
nore out of instinct than because she feared attack. She had convinced herself
that this cave was enpty, that it was hers.

And so she was extrenely startled to find a man sitting confortably inside

At first Marit didn't see him Her eyes were dazzled by the setting sun
slanting off the water. The cave's interior was dark and the man sat very
quietly. But she knew he was there by his scent and, in the next nmoment, his
voi ce. "Just hold right there, in the light," he said, and his voice was qui et
and calm

O course he was calm He'd watched her conming. He'd had time to prepare. She
cursed hersel f, but she cursed himnore.

"The hell with the light!" She bounded inside, heading for the sound of his
voice, blinking rapidly to try to see him "Get out! Get out of ny cave!"

She was inviting death at his hands and she knew it. Perhaps she wanted it. He
had warned her to stay in the light for a reason. The Labyrinth occasionally
sent its own deadly copies of Patryns agai nst them-boggl eboes, as they were
known. They were exactly like Patryns in all respects, except that the sigla
on their skin were all backward, as if one were | ooking at one's reflection in
a | ake. He was on his feet in an instant. She could see himnow and was

i npressed, in spite of herself, with the ease and qui ckness of his novenent.
He coul d have kill ed her—she was arned and had sprung right at hi mbut he
didn't.

"CGet out!" She stanped her foot and gestured with her knife.

"No," he said and sat back down.

She had apparently interrupted himin a project of some sort, for he took hold
of something in his hands—she coul dn't see what because of the shadows and the
sudden tears stinging her eyes—and began working at it.

"But | want to die," she told him "and you're in the way."

He gl anced up, coolly nodded. "Wat you need is food. You probably haven't
eaten all day, have you? Take what you want. There's fresh fish, berries."

She shook her head. She was still standing, the knife in her hand.

"Suit yourself." He shrugged. "You've been trying to scale the ridge?" He nust
have seen the cuts on her hand. "Me, too," he continued on his own. She gave
hi m no encouragenent. "For a week. | was just sitting here thinking, when
heard you coming, that two people mght be able to do it together. If they had
a rope."



He held up the thing in his hands. That was what he was doing, braiding a
r ope.

Marit flung herself down on the floor. Reaching for the fish, she grabbed a
hunk and began to eat hungrily.

"How many gates?" he asked, deftly twi sting the vines together

"Ei ghteen," she said, watching his hands.

He gl anced up, frowning.

"Why are you looking at me like that? It's true," she said defensively.

"I"mjust surprised you' ve lived that long," he said. "Considering how
carel ess you are. | heard you coming all the way up the stream"”

"I was tired," she said crossly. "And | didn't really care. You can't be much
older. So don't talk Iike a headman."*

*Leader of a tribe of Squatters, known for w sdom

"That's dangerous,"” he said quietly. Everything he did was quiet. H s voice
was quiet; his nmovenents were quiet.

"What is?"

"Not caring."

He | ooked up at her. Her bl ood tingled.

"Caring's nore dangerous," she said. "It makes you do stupid things. Like not
killing nme. You couldn't have known | wasn't a boggl eboe, not with just that
singl e quick glinpse."

"You ever fought a boggl eboe?" he asked.

"No," she adm tted.

He smiled, a quiet smle. "A boggl eboe doesn't usually conmence an attack by
boundi ng in and demanding that | get out of its cave."

She couldn't help herself. She | aughed. She was beginning to feel better. It
nmust have been the food.

"You're a Runner," he said.
"Yes. | left my canp when | was twelve. So | really do have nore sense than I
showed just now," she said, flushing. "I wasn't thinking right." Her voice

softened. "You know how it gets sonetines.”

He nodded, kept working. Hi s hands were strong and deft. She edged nearer
"Two people could make it across that ridge. | amcalled Marit." She drew back
her | eather vest, reveal ed the heart-rune tattooed on her breast—a sign of
trust.

He set down the rope. Drawi ng back his own | eather vest, he showed his
heart-rune. "I'm Haplo."



"Let me help," she offered.

Lifting a huge tangle of vines, she began sorting themout so that he could
twine theminto rope. As they worked, they tal ked. Their hands touched often
And soon, of course, it was necessary that she sit very close beside himso
that he could teach her howto braid the rope correctly. And soon after that,
t hey shoved the rope to the back end of the cave, to get it out of their
way. . .

Marit forced herself to relive the night, was pleased to feel no unwel cone
enoti ons, no warnmed-over, leftover attraction. The only touch that could send
fire through her now was her lord' s touch. She wasn't surprised that this
shoul d be so. After all, there had been other caves, other nights, other nen.
None quite |ike Haplo, perhaps, but then even Xar had acknow edged that Hapl o
was different from other nen.

It would be interesting to see Haplo again. Interesting to see how he had
changed.

Marit deemed herself ready to proceed. She had | earned how to naneuver in the
I ong skirts, though she didn't |ike them and wondered how a woman, even a
mensch, could pernit herself to be permanently encunbered in such a manner

Anot her storm broke over Drevlin. Marit paid little attention to the slashing
rain, the tunbling thunder. She would not have to venture out in it. Mgic
woul d take her to her destination. Magic would take her to Haplo. She had only
to be careful that the magic didn't take her too near.*

*A Patryn who knows anot her Patryn may act on the possibility that he or she
iswith this Patryn and the magic will bring themtogether. But just as a
Patryn nmust be able to visualize a |ocation before being taken there, so Marit
nmust be abie to visualize Haplo before she can use the magic to join him

Marit pulled on a long cl oak, covered her head with the hood. She cast one
final glance at herself. She was satisfied. Haplo certainly wouldn't recognize
her. As for the nensch... Marit shrugged.

Havi ng never before nmet a human—er any other nmensch—-she had, as do nost
Patryns, little respect for them She |ooked like one of them she planned on
blending in with them and figured that they would never notice the

di fference.

It did not occur to her to think that dwarves m ght question the sudden
appearance of a human female in their mdst. To her the mensch were all alike.
What was one nore rat in the pack?

Marit began to trace the sigla in the air, spoke them watched themcatch fire
and burn. Wen the circle was compl ete, she wal ked through it and di sappear ed.

CHAPTER 11
WOMBE, DREVLI N ARI ANUS

AT ANY OTHER TIME IN THE LONG AND, SOME M GHT SAY, |INGLORIOUS history of
Drevlin, the sight of a human femal e wal king the glimrerglanp-lit halls of the
Factree woul d have occasi oned consi derabl e astoni shnent, not to nention
wonder. No human fenal e since the beginning of the world had set foot on the
Factree fl oor. Those few human mal es who had done so had done so only



recently, being part of a ship's crew who had assisted the dwarves in the
historic Battle of the Kicksey-w nsey.

If discovered, Marit woul dn't have been in any danger, except perhaps bei ng
"why' d" and "how d" and "what'd" to death-the dwarves' deaths, not her own,
for Marit was not a Patryn who had | earned the | esson of patience in the
Labyrinth. Wat she wanted she took. If anything got in her way, she renoved
it. Permanently.

Fortunately, Marit happened to arrive in the Factree at one of those nonents
in history that are both precisely the right nonent and precisely the wong
nmonent. She arrived at precisely the right nmonent for herself, precisely the
wrong norent for Hapl o.

At this very nmonment, when Marit was materializing inside the Factree, stepping
out of the circle of her magic, which had altered the possibility that she was
here and not sonewhere el se, a contingent of elves and humans were gathering
with the dwarves to forma historic alliance. As usual on such occasions, the
hi gh and the mighty could not conduct this business w thout being observed by
the I ower and hunbl er. Thus, a vast nunber of representatives of all the
mensch races were wandering around the Factree floor for the first tine ever
in the history of Arianus. These included a group of human fenales fromthe
Md Realns, ladies-in-waiting to Queen Anne.

Marit kept to the shadows, observed and listened. At first, noting the nunber
of mensch about, she feared she m ght have stunbled on a nmensch battle, for
Xar had told her that nensch invariably fought anong thensel ves. But she soon
realized that this was not a neeting to fight but what appeared to be a
party—ef sorts. The three groups were obviously unconfortable together, but
under the watchful eyes of their rulers, they were nmaking every effort to get
al ong.

Humans were tal king with elves; dwarves were stroking their beards and
endeavoring to nake conversation with the humans. Wenever several nenbers of
any race broke off and began to group together, soneone would conme by and

di sperse them In the confusion and strained atnosphere, no one was likely to
notice Marit.

She added to this possibility a spell that would further protect her—enhancing
the Iikelihood that anyone not | ooking for her would not see her. Thus she was
able to walk fromgroup to group, keeping apart but listening to their
conversations. Through her magic, she understood all nmensch | anguages, so she
was soon able to figure out what was goi ng on

Her attention was drawn to a gigantic statue of a robed and hooded nan—she
recogni zed it with distaste as a Sartan—not far from her. Three nen stood near
the statue; a fourth sat on its base. From what she overheard, the three nen
were the mensch rulers. The fourth was the universally acclai med hero who had
made peace in Arianus possible.

The fourth man was Hapl o.

Keeping to the shadows, Marit drew near the statue. She had to be careful, for
i f Hapl o saw her, he night recognize her. As it was, he lifted his head and

gl anced swiftly and keenly around the Factree, as if he had heard a faint

voi ce speak his nane.

Marit swiftly ended the spell she had cast over herself to protect herself
fromthe nensch's view, and shrank back even farther into the darkness. She
felt what Haplo nust be feeling: a tingle in the blood, a brushing of



i nvisible fingers across the back of the neck. It was an eerie but not

unpl easant sensation—+tike calling to like. Marit had not realized such a thing
woul d happen, could not believe that the feelings they shared were this
strong. She wondered if this phenomenon woul d occur between any two Patryns
who happened to be al one together on a world... or if this was sonething

bet ween Hapl o and her.

Anal yzing the situation, Marit soon cane to the conclusion that two Patryns
nmeeting anywhere in a world of mensch would be attracted to each other, as
iron to the | odestone. As for her being attracted to Haplo, that was not
likely. She barely recognized him

He | ooked ol der, nuch ol der than she remenbered. Not unusual, for the
Labyrinth aged its victins rapidly. But his was not the grim hard | ook of one
who has fought daily for his life. Haplo' s | ook was haggard and

hol | ow cheeked, sunken-eyed—the | ook of one who has fought for his soul. Marit
didn't understand, didn't recognize the marks of internal struggle, but she
vaguely sensed it and strongly di sapproved of it. He | ooked sick to her, sick
and def eat ed.

And at the nonent, he | ooked puzzled as well, trying to place the unheard

voi ce that had spoken to him trying to find the unseen hand that had touched
him At |ength he shrugged, put the matter out of his mnd. He returned to
what he'd been doing, petting his dog, listening to the mensch

The dog.

Xar had told Marit about the dog. She had found it difficult to believe that
any Patryn could indulge in such a weakness. She had not doubted her lord's
word, of course, but she considered that he m ght have been mi staken. Marit
knew now he had not been. She watched Hapl o stroke the animal's snooth head,
and her lip curled in a sneer

Her attention shifted fromHaplo and his dog to the mensch and their
conversation. A dwarf, a human, and an elf stood together beneath the statue
of the Sartan. Marit dared not cast any magic that would bring their words to
her, and so she had to go nearer them

She did so, noving noisel essly, keeping to the opposite side of the statue.
Her main fear was being discovered by the dog, but it appeared to be totally
absorbed in and concerned for its master. Its liquid eyes were fixed on him
anxiously, and it would occasionally put a paw on his knee, offering a touch
of confort.

"And you are feeling quite well now, Your Mjesty?" The elf was speaking to
t he human.

"Yes, thank you, Prince Rees'ahn.” The human, a king of sone sort, grimaced,
put his hand to his back. "The wound was deep, but fortunately hit nothing
vital. | have sone stiffness that will be with me the rest of ny life,
according to Trian, but at least I'malive, for which | thank the
ancestors—and the Lady Iridal." The king | ooked grim shook his head.

The dwarf was staring up at each tall nensch in turn, peering at themthrough
squinted eyes, as if he were extremely nearsighted. "A child attacked you, you
say? That boy we had down here—Bane? Pardon ne, King Stephen." The dwarf
blinked rapidly. "But is this normal behavi or anong human chil dren?"

The human ki ng | ooked somewhat put out at this question



"He doesn't nean any offense, Sire," Haplo explained, with his quiet snile
"Li mbeck—+he Hi gh Froman—s only curious."

"Why, yes," said Linbeck, his eyes round. "I didn't nean to inply—Not that it
would matter, mind you. It's just that | was wondering if maybe all hunman—=

"No," said Haplo shortly. "They don't."

"Ah." Linmbeck stroked his beard. "I'msorry," he added somewhat nervously.
"That is, | don't nmean I'msorry that all human children aren't nurderers.
mean |'msorry |—=
"That's quite all right," said King Stephen stiffly, but with a smle |urking
about the corners of his lips. "I understand conpletely, H gh Froman. And,
must admit that Bane was not a very good representative of our race. Neither
was his father, Sinistrad."

"No." Limnbeck appeared subdued. "I renenber him"

"Atragic situation all around," said Prince Rees' ahn, "but at |east good has
cone out of evil. Thanks to our friend Haplo"—+the elf placed a sl ender hand on
Hapl o' s shoul der—and that human assassin."

Marit was shocked, disgusted. A nensch behaving in such a famliar nanner,
treating a Patryn as if they were equals. And Haplo pernmitting it!

"What was that assassin's nane, Stephen? [1]' Rees'ahn was conti nuing.
"Somet hi ng odd, even for humans—

"Hugh the Hand." Stephen spoke with distaste.

Rees' ahn kept touching Hapl o's shoul der; elves were fond of touching, hugging.
Hapl o appeared unconfortable at the mensch's caress; Marit gave himcredit for
that. He nanaged to evade it politely by rising to his feet, sliding out from
under .

"I was hoping to talk to Hugh the Hand," Haplo said. "You don't happen to know
where he is, Your Majesty?"

Stephen's face darkened. "I do not. And frankly | don't want to know. And
neither should you, sir. The assassin told the w zard he had anot her
‘contract' to fulfill. It is Trian's belief,” Stephen added, turning to

Rees' ahn, "that this Hugh the Hand is a nenber of the Brotherhood."

Rees' ahn frowned. "A nefarious organization. W should make it one of our top
priorities, when peace is established, to wi pe out that nest of vipers. You,
sir." He turned to Haplo. "Perhaps you could assist us in this undertaking. |
understand fromour friend, the H gh Froman here, that your magic is quite
powerful ."

So Hapl o had reveal ed his magi cal powers to the mensch. And fromthe way it

| ooked, the mensch were all quite taken with him Revered him As they should,
of course, Marit was quick to all owbut they should be revering himas the
servant of the master, not the master. And now was the perfect opportunity for
Haplo to informthem of Xar's com ng. The Lord of the Nexus would rid the
wor |l d of this Brotherhood, whatever it mght be.

But Hapl o was only shaking his head. "I'"msorry. | can't help you. In any
case, | think nmy powers might have been overrated." He smiled down at Linbeck
"Qur friend here is a little nearsighted."



"I saw it all," Linbeck insisted stubbornly. "I saw you battle that evil
dragon-snake. You and Jarre. She whunped it with her ax." The dwarf swung
vi gorously through the notions. "Then you jabbed it with your sword. Whan
Stabbed it in the eye. Blood all over the place. | sawit, King Stephen,"
reiterated Linbeck.

Unfortunately, he addressed Queen Anne, who had cone up to stand beside her
husband.

A femal e dwarf jabbed the nmale dwarf in the ribs.

"That's the king, Linbeck, you druz," she said, grabbing hold of Linbeck's
beard and tugging on himuntil he faced the right direction

Li mbeck was not in the | east upset over the m stake. "Thank you, Jarre, ny
dear," he said, smling, and blinked benignly at the dog.

The nmensch's talk turned to other matters, to the war on Arianus. A conbi ned
force of humans and el ves was attacking the island of Aristagon, battling an
enperor and his followers who had taken refuge in a palace there. Marit wasn't
interested in the doings of the nensch. She was far nore interested in Haplo.

He had gone suddenly gray; his own smle had slipped. Hs hand went to his
heart, as if his wound still pained him He |eaned back against the statue to
mask hi s weakness. The dog, whining, crept to his side and pressed agai nst
Hapl o' s | eg.

Marit knew then that Sang-drax had been telling the truth—Hapl o had been
critically wounded. Privately she had doubted it. She knew and respected
Haplo's ability; she had little use for the dragon-snake, who, as far as she
could tell, possessed mninmal magi cal powers, perhaps in the sane category as
mensch. Certainly none as strong as Patryn magi c. She could not see how such a
creature could have inflicted a dire wound on Hapl o. But she had no doubts
now. She recogni zed the synptons of a heart-rune injury, a blow that would
strike to the core of a Patryn's being. Difficult to heal —al one.

The nmensch continued to tal k, about how they woul d start up the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, what woul d happen when they did. Haplo stood silent through
their conversation, stroking the dog's snooth head. Marit, not understandi ng
the discussion, only half-listened. This wasn't what she wanted to hear
Suddenly Haplo stirred and spoke, interrupting an invol ved explanation of
whirl ey-gears and whunmp-rotors fromthe dwarf.

"Have you warned your people to take precautions?" Hapl o was asking.
"According to what the Sartan wote, the continents will begin to nove once
the Kicksey-winsey is activated. They'll nove slowy, but they will nove.
Bui I di ngs could fall down. People might die of fright if they don't know what
is going on."

"We've inforned them" Stephen said. "lI've sent the King's Owm to every part
of our lands, carrying the news. Though whether the people will listen is

another matter. Half of themdon't believe us, and the half who do have been
told by the barons that it's sonme sort of elven plot. There' ve been rioting

and threats to depose ne. And what will happen if this doesn't work..." The
king's face darkened. "Well, | don't like to think about that."
Hapl o shook his head, |ooked grave. "I can't prom se anything, Your Majesty.

The Sartan intended to align the continents within a few years of their
settling here. They planned to do so before the continents were even



i nhabited. But when their plans went wong and they di sappeared, the

Ki cksey-wi nsey kept on working and building and repairing itsel f—but w thout
any gui dance. Who knows but that during this tine it may have done sone

i rreparabl e damage to itsel f?

"The only thing in our favor is this: down through the generations, the
dwarves have continued to do exactly what the Sartan taught themto do. The
dwarves have never deviated fromtheir original instructions, but passed them
on religiously fromfather to son, nother to daughter. And so the dwarves have
not only kept the Kicksey-wi nsey alive, but they've kept it fromrunning
amuck, so to speak.”

"It's all... so strange,"” said Stephen with a distrustful glance at the

gl i mergl anps and the catwal ks and the hooded silent figure of the Sartan
hol ding a dark eyeball in its hand. "Strange and terrifying. | don't
understand any of it."

"I'n fact," Queen Anne added quietly, "my husband and | are beginning to wonder
if we haven't made a nistake. Perhaps we should just let the world go along as
it is. W ve gotten on well enough before now "

"But we haven't," Linbeck argued. "Your two races have fought wars over water
for as long as any of you can renmenber. Elf fought elf. Human fought hunman.
Then we all fought each other and cane close to destroying everything we have.
| may not be able to see anything else clearly, but | can see this. If we've
no need to fight over water, we've got a chance to find true peace.”

Li mbeck fished about in his coat, came out with a snmall object, and held it

up. "1 have this—+the book of the Sartan. Haplo gave it to ne. He and |I have
gone over it. W believe the machine will work, but we can't guarantee it. The
best | can say is that if anything does start to go wong, we can al ways shut
t he Ki cksey-wi nsey down and then see if we can fix it."

"\What about you, Prince?" Stephen turned to Rees'ahn. "Wat about your people?
What do they think?"

"The Kenkari have inforned themthat drawing the continents together is the
will of Krenka-Anris. No one would dare oppose the Kenkari—epenly at |east,"”
the prince said with a rueful smle. "Qur people are prepared. We have al ready
started to evacuate the cities. The only ones we have not been able to warn
are the enperor and those holed up in the Inperanon with him They refuse to
al l ow the Kenkari inside; they have even fired arrows at them which has never
happened in all the history of our people. My father is undoubtedly mad."

Rees' ahn's face hardened. "I have little synpathy for him He nurdered his own
people to obtain their souls. But there are those inside the |Inperanon who are
i nnocent of w ongdoi ng, who support himout of msguided loyalty. | w sh there
was sone way of warning them But they refuse to talk to us even under a flag
of truce. They'll have to take their chances."

"You're all agreed to do this, then?" Haplo asked, |ooking at each in turn

Rees' ahn said he was. Linbeck's beard wagged in hearty enthusiasm Stephen
| ooked at his queen, who hesitated, then nodded once, briefly. "Yes, we're
agreed,"” he said at last. "The H gh Froman is right. It seems to be the one
chance we have for peace."

Hapl o pushed hinsel f away fromthe statue, against which he'd been | eaning.
"Then it's settled. Two days fromthis day we start up the machine. You
Prince Rees' ahn, and you, Your Myjesties, should go back to your kingdoms, try



to keep the people from pani cking. Your representatives can remain here."

"I will go back to the Md Realns. Trian will be present in ny stead," Stephen
sai d.
"And | will |eave behind Captain Bothar'el, a friend of yours, | believe, High

Froman," said Prince Rees'ahn.
"Wonderful , wonderful!" Linbeck clapped his hands. "Then we're all set."

"If that is all you need me for," Haplo said, "I will go back to ny ship."

"Are you all right, Haplo?" the femal e dwarf asked, regardi ng hi manxiously.

He smiled down at her, his quiet smle. "Yes, I'"'mall right. Just tired,
that's all. Come on, dog."

The nmensch bade him farewel |, speaking to himw th obvi ous deference, concern
evident on their faces. He held hinself straight and tall; his step was firm

but it was apparent to all observers—ncluding the one unseen observer —that
he was exerting all his strength to keep noving. The dog padded behind, its
own worried eyes on its naster.

The ot hers shook their heads, spoke of himin anxious tones. Marit's lip
curled in scorn. She watched himleave, not using his magic but heading for
t he open Factree door |ike any nensch

Marit considered following him inmredi ately abandoned the idea. Away fromthe
mensch, he would certainly sense her presence. She'd heard all she needed to
hear anyway. She lingered only a monent, to listen to the mensch, for they
wer e tal ki ng about Hapl o.

"He is a wise man," Prince Rees'ahn was saying. "The Kenkari are greatly
i mpressed with him They urged nme to ask himif he would act as internediary
ruler over us all during this period of transition."

"Not a bad idea," Stephen admtted thoughtfully. "The rebellious barons m ght
agree to a third party settling the disputes that nust inevitably arise

bet ween our people. Especially since he | ooks human, if you don't count those
odd pictures on his skin. Wat do you think, H gh Froman?"

Marit didn't wait to hear what the dwarf thought. Wio cared? So Hapl o was
going to rule over Arianus. Not only had he betrayed his |lord, but he had
suppl anted him

Movi ng far away fromthe nmensch, into the very darkest regions of the Factree,
Marit stepped back through the circle of her magic.

If she had waited a nonent, this is what she woul d have heard:

"He will not do it," said Linbeck softly, |ooking after Haplo. "I've already
asked himto stay here and hel p our people. W have nuch to learn if we are to
t ake our place anong you. But he refused. He says he must go back to his
world, to wherever it is he cane from He nust rescue a child of his who is
trapped there."

"A child," said Stephen, his expression softening. He took hold of his wife's
hand. "Ah, then, we will say no nore to himof his staying. Perhaps in saving
one child he will nmake up in sone small neasure for the child who was |ost."



But Marit heard none of this. It mght have made no difference if she had.
Once on board her ship, as violent stormw nds buffeted the vessel, she placed
her hand over the mark on her forehead and cl osed her eyes.

A vision of Xar cane to her nind

"Husband"—she spoke al oud—what the dragon-snake says is true. Haplo is a
traitor. He gave the Sartan book to the nmensch. He plans to hel p the mensch
start this machine. Not only that, but the nmensch have offered himthe

rul ership of Arianus."

"Then Hapl o nust die," came back Xar's thought, his response i medi ate.
"Yes, Lord."

"When the deed is done, Wfe, send me word. | will be on the world of Pryan.”

"Sang-drax has convinced you to travel to that world," said Marit, not
al t oget her pl eased.

"No one convinces ne to do what | do not choose to do, Wfe."

"Forgive nme, Lord." Marit's skin burned. "You know best, of course.

"I amgoing to Pryan in conpany with Sang-drax and a contingent of our people.
While there, | hope to be able to enslave the tytans, use themto aid our
cause. And | have other matters to pursue on Pryan. Matters in which Hapl o may
be hel pful ."

"But Haplo will be dead— Marit began, and then stopped, overwhelnmed with
horror.

"I ndeed, he will be dead. You will bring me Haplo's corpse, Wfe."

Marit's bl ood chilled. She should have expected this, should have known Xar
woul d make such a demand. O course, her lord nust interrogate Haplo, find out
what he knew, what he'd done. Far easier to interrogate his corpse than his
living person. The menory of the lazar canme to her; she saw its eyes, which
were dead, yet dreadfully alive..

"Wfe?" Xar's prodding was gentle. "You will not fail nme?"

"No, Husband," said Marit, "I will not fail you."

"That is well," said Xar, and w t hdrew.

Marit was left alone in the |ightning-blue darkness to listen to the rain
thrunm ng on the ship's hull.

CHAPTER 12
GREVI NOR
VOLKARAN | SLES
ARl ANUS

"WHAT PCSI TI ON DO YOU SEEK?" THE ELF LI EUTENANT BARELY gl anced up at Hugh the
Hand as he shuffl ed forward.



"W ngman, Master," Hugh answered.

The lieutenant kept his eyes on his crew lists. "Experience?"
"Aye, Master," Hugh replied

"Any references?"

"Want to see me | ash marks, Master?"

Now the lieutenant lifted his head. The delicate elven features were marred by
a from. "I don't need a troubl enaker."

"Only bein" honest, Mster." Hugh chuckled, grinned. " 'Sides, what better
ref erences could ye want ?"

The elf took in Hugh's strong shoul ders, broad chest, and cal |l used hands—al
mar ks of those who "lived in harness," as the sayi ng went—-humans who had been
captured and forced to serve as galley slaves aboard the elven dragon ships.
The el f was apparently inmpressed not only with Hugh's strength, but with his
candor .

"You look old for this line of work," renmarked the |lieutenant, a faint smle
on his lips.

"Anot her point in me favor, Mster," Hugh returned coolly. "I'mstill alive."

At this the lieutenant definitely seemed inpressed. "True. A good indication
Very well, you're... um.. hired." The elf's lips pursed, as if the word was
difficult to say. Doubtless the lieutenant was thinking with regret of the old
days when all that w ngnen earned was their food and water and the whip. "A
barl a day, plus your food and water. And the passenger's paying a bonus for a
snooth trip there and back."

Hugh argued a bit, just to nake it | ook good, but couldn't eke out another
barl, though he did win an extra water ration. Shrugging, he agreed to the
terms and put his X on the contract.

"W set sail tonorrow when the Lords of N ght pull back their cloaks. Be here
toni ght, on board, with your gear. You'll sleep in harness."

Hugh nodded and left. On his way back to the squalid tavern where he'd spent
the night, again keeping in character, he passed "the passenger," emnerging
fromthe crowd of people who were standing on the docks. Hugh the Hand
recogni zed the passenger—rian, King Stephen's w zard.

Crowds of people stood gawki ng at the unusual sight of an elven ship sw nging
at anchor in the human port city of Gevinor. Such a sight had not been seen
since the days when the elves occupi ed the Vol karan |slands. Children, too
young to renenber, stared in excited awe and wonder, tugged their parents
closer to marvel at the brightly colored garb of the elven officers, their
flute-like voices.

The parents watched with grimfaces. They renenbered—all too well. They
renenbered the elven occupation of their |lands and had no love for their
former enslavers. But the King's Owm stood guard around the ship; their
war - dragons circl ed overhead. Wat coments were nmade were nade beneath the
breath, therefore; all took care that the Royal Wzard shoul d not hear them

Trian stood anong a knot of courtiers and nobl enen who were either



acconpanyi ng himon his journey, seeing himoff, or attenpting to nake

last-m nute deals with him He was pleasant, smling, polite, hearing
everything, seeming to pronmise all in return, but actually prom sing nothing.
The young wi zard was adept at court intrigue. He was |ike the rune-bone pl ayer
at the fair who can play at any nunber of ganes at the sanme time, renenbering
every nove, beating handily every opponent.

Al most every opponent. Hugh the Hand wal ked right past him Trian saw hi mthe
wi zard saw everyone—but did not give the ragged sailor a second gl ance.

Hugh snmiled grimy, shoved his way through the crowmd. Showi ng hinmself to Trian
had not been an act of bravado. If Trian had recogni zed Hugh as the assassin
the wi zard had once hired to nurder Bane, the w zard woul d have shouted for
the guards. In that case, Hugh wanted a crowd around him a city to hide in.

Once on board, it was not likely that Trian would descend into the ship's
belly to hobnob with the galley slaves—er rather, the w ngmen, the term now
being officially used—but with the wi zard, one never knew. Far better to test
t he di sguise here in Crevinor than aboard the small dragon ship, where all the
guards had to do was wap Hugh's legs and arnms in bowstrings and toss him
overboard into the Mael strom

Havi ng obt ai ned a weapon to kill Hapl o, the assassin's next problem had been
reachi ng Hapl o: The Kenkari had told himthat the Patryn was in Drevlin, in
the Low Real ns

—a place nearly inpossible to reach under the best of circunstances.
Odinarily, flying to somewhere in Arianus would not be difficult for Hugh

who was expert at handling both dragons and the snmall, one-person dragon
shi ps.
But small ships did not fare well in the Mael strom as Hugh the Hand knew from

bitter past experience. And dragons, even the giant ones, would not venture
into the treacherous storm It had been C ang who had di scovered, through her
nunerous contacts, that the wi zard Trian would be flying down the day before
the cerenmony that would mark the starting up of the Kicksey-w nsey.

The wi zard, one of the king's nost val ued counsel ors, had renai ned behind to
keep an eye on the rebellious barons. Wen king and queen returned to renew
their iron grip on power, Trian would sail to Drevlin to make certain that
human interests were represented when the giant nachine started up and did
what ever it was supposed to do.

Hugh had once served as a galley slave aboard an el ven dragon ship. He guessed
that the elves would likely need replacement nmen when they stopped in G evinor
to pick up Trian. Operating the wings of the dragon shi ps was dangerous and
difficult work. A voyage rarely passed w thout a wi ngman being injured or

kill ed.

Hugh had not judged wong. Once in port, the first thing the elven captain did
was post a notice stating that he needed three wi ngnen—ene to work and two for
spares. It would not be easy to find replacenents to fly into the Mael strom
No matter that the pay was a barl a day—a fortune to sonme on the Vol karan

i sles.

The Hand returned to the tavern, nade his way to the filthy comobn room where
he'd spent the night on the floor. He gathered up his bl anket and knapsack
paid his bill, and sauntered out. He paused to study his reflection in the
dirty, cracked wi ndowpane. Small wonder that Trian hadn't known him Hugh
barely knew hi nsel f.



He had shaved every hair fromhis head—face, scalp, all conpletely bare. He'd
even—at the cost of pain that had brought tears to his eyes—yanked out nost of
his thick black eyebrows, leaving only a scraggly line that slanted upward to
his forehead, making his narrow eyes | ook abnormally | arge.

Havi ng been protected fromthe sun by his hair and beard, his chin and scalp
had stood out in pallid contrast to the rest of his face. He'd used the

boi | ed-down bark of a hargast tree to stain brown the pale skin. Now he | ooked
as if he'd been bald all his Iife. There hadn't really been a chance Trian
woul d recogni ze him

There wasn't a chance Haplo woul d recogni ze him Hugh the Hand returned to the
ship. Sitting on a barrel on the docks, he observed closely all who came and
went, watched Trian boardi ng, watched the other nenbers of the wi zard' s party
boar di ng.

Once assured that no one el se he knew had gone onto the ship, Hugh the Hand

boarded as well. He'd been faintly concerned (or was it faintly hopeful ?) that
Iridal mght be anmong the party of nysteriarchs accompanying the king's
wi zard. Well, Hugh was just as gl ad she wasn't. She woul d have recogni zed him

Love's eyes were hard to fool

Hugh put the worman firmy out of his mnd. He had a job to do. He reported to
the Iieutenant, who turned himover to a mate, who led himinto the ship's
belly, showed himhis harness, and left himto nmeet his fell ow crewren.

No | onger sl aves, the humans now took pride in their work. They wanted to win
the offered bonus for a snoboth trip and asked Hugh nore questions about his
experience than had the elf |ieutenant who hired him

The Hand kept his answers short and to the point. He promi sed he'd work as
hard as any of them and then made it plain that he wanted to be left al one.

The others went back to their boning and dicing; they'd | ose the bonus to each
other a hundred tinmes before they had it in their pockets. Hugh felt to make
certain the Cursed Bl ade, as he had dubbed it, was in his knapsack; then he

| ay down on the deck beneath his harness and pretended to sleep

The wi ngmen didn't earn their bonus that trip. They didn't even cone cl ose.
There were times when Hugh the Hand guessed that Trian nmust be sorry he hadn't
of fered nmore for sinply setting himdown on Drevlin alive. Hugh needn't have
worried about Trian recognizing him for the Hand saw nothing of the wi zard
during the voyage, until the ship finally cane to a shuddering | andi ng.

The Liftalofts* were located in the eye of the perpetual stormthat swept over
Drevlin. The Liftalofts were the one place on the continent where the storns
woul d swirl away, l|let Sol arus beam t hrough the scuddi ng cl ouds. Elven ships
had learned to wait to land until such times—the only safe tines. They set
down in relative calmand during this brief period (another stormwas already
massi ng on the horizon) swiftly offloaded the passengers.

*"Nine gigantic arnms nmade of brass and steel thrust up out of the
coralite—some of them soaring several nmenka into the air. Atop each armwas an
enor nous hand whose thunb and fingers were nmade of gold with brass hinges at
each of the joints and at the wist. The hands were... |arge enough to have
grasped one of the enornous waterships and held it in a golden palm..." Thus
Hapl o describes the Liftalofts in Dragon Wng, vol. 1 of The Death Gate Cycle.

Trian appeared. His face was partly nuffled, but the w zard | ooked deci dedly
green. Leaning weakly on the armof a comely young woman who was aiding his



faltering steps, Trian stunbled down the gangpl ank. Either the wi zard had no
magi cal cure for airsickness or he was playing on the young woman's synpat hy.
What ever the case, he glanced neither right nor left, but departed fromthe
vicinity as if he couldn't |eave the ship fast enough. Once on the ground, he
was met by a contingent of dwarves and fell ow humans, who —seeing the coning
storm —cut short the speeches and whi sked the wizard away to a pl ace of
dryness and safety.*

*1t appears fromthis text that the ship has |anded on the ground. Those who
read Haplo's first account of an elven ship arriving at the Liftalofts wll
recall that the dragon ship remained in the air. These early watershi ps were
accustoned to | eaving before the next stormhit, and while Hapl o provides no
expl anation for the difference, it is logical to assune that elven ships
intending to stay for long periods were forced to set down on the ground to
ride out the storm

Hugh knew how Trian felt. Every nuscle in the assassin's body ached and
burned. Hi s hands were raw and bl eeding; his jaw was swol |l en and brui sed —one
of the straps controlling the wings had snapped | oose in the stormand struck
hi m across the face. For long nmonents after the ship had | anded, Hugh lay on

t he deck and wondered that they weren't all dead.

But he didn't have tinme to dwell on his msery. And as for the swollen face,
he coul dn't have paid noney for a better addition to his disguise. Wth [ uck,
the ache in his head and the ringing in his ears would go away in a few hours.
He gave hinsel f that anmount of tinme to rest, wait for a lull in the storm and
rehearse his next course of action

The crew woul d not be allowed ashore. Nor, after having sailed through the
horrific storm would they be at all eager to venture out into it. Mst had
dropped from exhausti on; one —who'd been hit in the head by a broken beam —
Wwas unconsci ous.

In the old days, before the alliance, the elves would have chai ned up the
gal l ey slaves when the ship | anded —despite the storm Humans were known for
bei ng reckl ess, fool hardy, and | acking in common sense. Hugh woul dn't have
been nuch surprised to see the guards descending into the belly anyway—el d
habits die hard. He waited tensely for themto show up; their presence would
have been an extrene inconvenience to him But they didn't.

Hugh thought it over, decided it nmade sense—fromthe captain's viewpoint at

| east. Why put a guard over men who are costing you a barl a day (payable at
the end of the voyage)? If one wants to junp ship w thout collecting his pay,
fine. Every captain carried spare wingnen, the nortality rate anmong t hem bei ng
hi gh.

The captain night well cause a furor when he di scovered one of his crew

m ssing, but Hugh doubted it. The captain would have to report the matter to a
superior officer on shore, who woul d have his hands full with the dignitaries
and woul d be highly annoyed at bei ng bothered over such a ninor problem

Li kely the ship's captain hinmself would be the one reaned out.

"Why in the name of the ancestors can't you hang on to your humans, sir? High
Conmmand' Il have your ears for this when you get back to Paxarial™

No, Hugh's di sappearance woul d probably not even be reported. O if it was, it
woul d be conveniently forgotten soon after

The storm w nds were dropping; the thunder was runbling in the di stance. Hugh
didn't have nuch tinme. He dragged hinself to his feet, grabbed his knapsack



and staggered off to the head. The few el ves he passed never gave hima second
gl ance. Most were too exhausted by the rigors of the flight even to open their
eyes.

In the head, he nmade nost convincing retching sounds. G oaning occasionally,
he pulled fromthe knapsack a |lunp that |ooked like nothing so nmuch as the

i nsi des of the knapsack. Once Hugh brought the cloth out, however, it began

i medi ately to change color and texture, perfectly matching the wooden hull of
t he ship. Anyone |ooking at himwould think he was acting very strangely,

seem ngly dressing hinself in nothing. And then he would, to the observer's
eyes, di sappear altogether

Mich against their will, the Kenkari had provided himw th the nmagica
chanel eon-1ike clothing of the Unseen. They didn't have nmuch choice except to
accede to Hugh's demands. After all, they were the ones who wanted himto kil

Hapl o. The cl othes had the nagical power to blend in with their background,
renderi ng those who wore thempractically invisible. Hugh wondered if they
were the sane clothes he'd worn into the palace that ill-fated ni ght when he
and Iridal had stunbled into Bane's trap. He couldn't be sure, and the Kenkari
woul dn't tell. Not that it nmattered

Hugh di scarded his own cl ot hes—erude homespun that befitted a sail or—and
dressed hinself in the long, flow ng pants and tunic of the Unseen. The

cl othes, made for elves, were a tight fit. A hood covered his head, but his
hands remai ned bare; he could not hope to fit human hands into el ven gl oves.
But he had | earned, the last time he wore the garnents, to keep his hands
hidden in the folds of the tunic until time to use them By then, if anyone
saw him it would be too |ate.

Hugh retrieved his knapsack, which held one nore di sguise and his pipe, though
he woul d not dare use the latter. Few peopl e snoked stregno, and both Trian
and Haplo were likely to notice soneone who did, recall Hugh the Hand to m nd
The Cursed Bl ade, safely tucked into its sheath, he wore slung over his

shoul der, conceal ed beneath his cl ot hing.

Moving slowy, allowing the magical fabric time to adjust itself to its
surroundi ngs, the assassin glided past the elven guards, who had conme up on
deck during the lull in the stormto take advantage of the brief noment of
sunshine and fresh air. Tal king anong thensel ves about the marvels soon to be
wi t nessed when the great machi ne cane on, they once | ooked straight at Hugh
and saw nothing. He glided fromthe elven ship with as nuch ease as the
freshening wind glided over it.

Hugh the Hand had been on Drevlin before, with Alfred and Bane.* He knew his
way around as he knew his way around any place he'd ever been and nore than a
few he hadn't. The nine gigantic brass and golden arns thrusting up fromthe
ground were known as the Liftalofts. The elven ship had | anded right in the
center of a circle formed by the arns. Near the circle's perineter stood
another arm this one shorter than the rest, known as the Short Arm Inside
this armwas a circular staircase that led up to the nine drooping and

lifel ess hands atop the nine arns.

*Dragon Wng, vol. 1 of The Death Gate Cycle.
Darting inside the stairwell, Hugh cast a quick glance around, ascertai ned
that the place was enpty and he was al one. He shed the clothes of the Unseen

made what woul d be his final change of costune.

He had anple tinme; another storm had crashed down on Drevlin, and he dressed
with care. Exanmining hinmself in the polished nmetal interior wall of the



staircase, he decided he was too dry to be believable, and stepped outside. In
an instant he was drenched to the rich fur lining of his enbroidered cape.
Satisfied, he returned to the safety of the Short Armand waited with the

pati ence that all successful assassins knowis the true foundation of their
craft.

The curtain of rain parted enough so that he could see the el ven ship through
it—the stormwas bl owi ng over. Hugh the Hand was just about to venture out
when he saw a fenale dwarf heading in his direction. He decided it would be
nmore in character to wait for her arrival, and stayed where he was. But when
she drew near, Hugh began to curse softly.

O all the luck! He knew her! And she knew him
Jarre—tinbeck's girlfriend.

There was no help for it now He would have to trust to his altered appearance
and consi derable acting ability.

Spl ashi ng heedl essly through puddl es, Jarre was peering upward continual ly at
t he sky. Hugh deduced that another ship nust be expected, probably carrying
the el ven contingent of dignitaries. Good, she would be preoccupi ed and m ght
not pay much attention to him He braced hinsel f. She opened the door, bustled
i nsi de.

"I say!" Hugh rose haughtily to his feet. "It's about tine!l"

Jarre skidded to a halt, stared at himin astoni shment —Hugh was pl eased to
note that she showed no recognition. He kept his hood up, casting his face
i nto shadow but not hiding it, which m ght have | ooked suspi cious.

"Wha—what are you doing here?" the dwarf stamered in her own | anguage.

"Don't gabble at me in that strange tongue," Hugh returned pettishly. "You

speak human. | know you do. Everyone who is anyone does." He sneezed
violently, took the opportunity to draw up the collar of his cape around the
| ower part of his face, began to shiver. "There, you see, |'mcatching ny
death. I"'mwet to ny skin." He sneezed again.

"What are you doing here, sir?" Jarre repeated in passable human. "Did you get
| eft behi nd?"

"Left behind? Yes, | was |left behind! Do you think |I sought shelter in this
beastly place because | wanted to? Was it ny fault | was too sick to wal k when
we | anded? Does anyone wait for ne? No, no, and no. They're off |ike arrows,
leaving nme to the tender nercies of the elves. By the tine | staggered onto
deck, nmy friends were nowhere in sight. | nmade it this far when the stormhit
and now | ook at me." Hugh sneezed agai n.

Jarre's mouth twitched. She was about to | augh, thought better of it, and
changed it into a polite cough instead.

"We're neeting another ship, sir, but if you'll wait, I'll be happy to show
you to the tunnel s—=

Hugh gl anced outside, saw a whol e group of dwarves trudgi ng through the
puddl es. Hi s sharp eyes picked out the |eader, Linmbeck. Hugh scanned the rest
of the crowd intently, thinking Haplo might be with them He wasn't.

Hugh drew himself up in offended dignity. "No, | will not wait! I'mhalfway to



dyi ng of poononia. If you will sinply have the goodness to point nme in the
correct direction..."

"Well..." Jarre hesitated, but it was obvious she had nore inportant things to
do than fool with a sopping wet human nunbskull. "See that enornous big
bui | di ng way, way over there? That's the Factree. Everyone's inside." She cast
an eye at the distant stormclouds. "If you hurry, you should just about make
it before the next downpour hits."

"Not that it would matter." Hugh sniffed. "I can't get nuch wetter, can |?
Thank you, mdear." He offered her a hand that resenbled a wet fish, lightly
twi ddled his fingers near hers, and retrieved the hand before she could
actually touch it. "You ve been nost kind."

W apping his cloak around him Hugh stal ked out of the Liftalofts to nmeet the
startled stares of the dwarves (discounting Linmbeck, who was gazing around in
blissful myopia and didn't see himat all). Gving thema | ook that consigned
themall unfavorably to their ancestors, Hugh flung his cape over his shoul der
and strode past them

A second el ven dragon ship was descending, carrying the representatives from
Prince Rees' ahn. Those neeting it soon forgot Hugh, who splashed his way to
the Factree, ducking inside just as another storm swooped down on Worn be.

Throngs of elves, humans, and dwarves were gathered in the enornous area that
had been, so legend had it, the birthplace of the fabul ous Ki cksey-w nsey. Al
present were eating and drinking and treating each other with the nervous
politeness of longtime enem es now suddenly friends. Again Hugh searched the
crowd for Haplo.

Not here.
Just as well. Now was not the tine.

Hugh the Hand nmade his way to a fire that was burning inside an iron barrel
He dried his clothes, drank sone wine, and greeted his fellow humans with
outflung arnms, leaving themto think confusedly that they nust know him from
sonewher e

When anyone tried to ask—+n a roundabout way-who he was, Hugh | ooked faintly
insulted, replied vaguely that he was "in the party of that gentl eman over
there, Baron [sneeze, cough], standing by that thingamabob [wave of the
hand] . *

A polite bow and wiggle of the fingers to the baron. Seeing this obviously
weal t hy, well-dressed gentleman bowing to him the baron bowed politely back
The questioner was satisfied.

The Hand took care not to talk to one person too |ong, but he made certain
that he said sonething to everyone.

By the end of several hours every human in the Factree, including a pale and
ill-1ooking Trian, would have been prepared to swear that he or she had been
friends with the richly dressed and politely spoken gentleman for eons.

If they could just think of his name...
The dignitaries gathered in the Factree, fornmng a circle around the statue of

t he Manger. The Hi gh Froman of the dwarves, Linbeck Bolttightner, would have
t he honor of opening the statue, being the first to descend into the tunnels,



| eading the way to the heart and brains of the Kick-sey-w nsey.

This was Linbeck's nonment of triunph. He held the precious Sartan book* in his
hand (not that the book was necessary; Linbeck had nmenorized it conpletely,
besi des which he couldn't really see it unless he held it up level with his
nose), and with Jarre at his side (now Madam H gh Fronman), acconpanied by a
host of dignitaries, Linbeck Bolttightner approached the Manger. The dwarf,
who had started this wondrous upheaval by sinply asking "Wy?", gave the
statue a gentle shove.

*Foreseeing their doom realizing they would be forced to | eave Ari anus

wi t hout conpleting their task, the Sartan left detailed instructions inform ng
the mensch how to operate the Kicksey-wi nsey. The book was witten in three

| anguages, dwarven, elven, and human, as well as Sartan. Unfortunately, at
this time the nensch races were already at war, divided by hatred and
prejudi ce. The book fell into the hands of the Kenkari elves, a powerful
religi ous order.

Gving into their ow fears, particularly of the humans, the Kenkari hid the
book and suppressed all know edge of it. The current Speaker of the Soul —a
studi ous man who, |ike Linbeck, suffered frominsatiable curiosity—eanme upon
t he book and knew instantly what wonderful miracles it could bring to his
world. He, too, was afraid of the humans, however, until an incident occurred
that caused himto see true evil. He then gave the book to Haplo, to be given
to the dwarves. The Hand of Chaos, vol. 5 of The Death Gate Cycle.

The figure of the robed and hooded Sartan turned on its base. Before
descendi ng Li mbeck paused a nonment, stared down into the darkness.
"Take it one step at a tine," Jarre advised himin an undertone, conscious of
the dignitaries gathered around, waiting for themto proceed. "Don't go too
fast and hold on to ny hand and you won't fall."

"What ?" Li nbeck blinked. "Ch, it's not that. | can see fine. Al those blue
lights,* you know, make it quite easy. | was just... renmenbering."

*Sartan runes placed to guide the way down the stairs.

Li mbeck sighed and his eyes misted over, and suddenly the blue lights were
nmore blurred in his vision than before, if such a thing was possible. "So nmuch
has happened, and nost of it right here in the Factree. They held ny trial
here, when | first realized that the Manger was trying to tell us how the
machi ne worked, and then the fight with the coppers—

"When Alfred fell down the stairs and | was trapped in there with himand we
saw his beautiful people, all dead." Jarre took hold of Linbeck's hand and
squeezed it tight. "Yes, | renenber."

"And then we found the netal man and | found that roomw th the humans and

el ves and dwarves all getting along together.* And | realized that we could be
like that." Linmbeck smled, then sighed again. "And after that came the
horrible fight with the dragon-snakes. You were a hero, ny dear," he said,

| ooking at Jarre with pride. He saw her clearly, if he could see nothing el se
clearly in this world.

*Ironically, what Linbeck saw was a gathering of the evil dragon-snakes, who
had taken on forns of the nmensch in order to insinuate thenselves into the
wor | d. Hapio knows the truth, but, seeing that Linbeck is quite taken with the
i dea that the races can live and work together in peace, Haplo has never told
the dwarf what he really saw



She shook her head. "All | did was fight a dragon-snake. You fought nonsters
that were far bigger and ten tinmes nore horrible. You fought ignorance and
apat hy. You fought fear. You forced people to think, to ask questions and
demand answers. You are the true hero, Linbeck Bolttightner, and | |ove you,
even if you are a druz sonetines." She said the last in a whisper and then

| eaned over to kiss himon the side-whiskers, in front of all the dignitaries
and hal f the popul ati on of dwarves on Drevlin.

There was much cheering, and Linbeck blushed to the roots of his beard.

"What's the del ay?" asked Haplo softly. Quiet, keeping to the shadows, away
fromthe other mensch, he stood near the statue of the Manger. "It's safe. You
can go down there now. The dragon-snakes are gone."

At least they're not down in the tunnels anynore, he added, but he added it to
hinself. Evil was in the world and woul d al ways be in the world, but now, with
t he prospect for peace anong the nensch races, evil's influence was | essened.

Li mbeck blinked in Haplo's general direction. "Haplo, too," he said to Jarre.

"Haplo's a hero, too. He's the one really responsible.™

"No, I'mnot," Haplo said hastily, irritably. "Look, you'd better get on with
this. The people on the other continents above will be waiting. They m ght
start to get nervous if there's a delay."

"Haplo's right," said Jarre, ever practical. She tugged Linbeck toward the
entrance to the stairway.

The dignitaries crowded around the statue, preparing to follow Haplo stayed
put. He was feeling uneasy and could find no reason for it.

He | ooked, for the hundredth time, at the sigla tattooed on his skin, the
runes that would warn hi mof danger. They did not glowwith their nagica
war ni ng, as they would have if danger had threatened—f the dragon-snakes were
| urki ng sonewhere bel ow, for instance. But he felt the warning still, a
prickling of the skin, a tingle of nerve-endings. Sonething was w ong.

He retreated into the darkness, planning to take a close | ook at everyone in
the crowd. The dragon-snakes m ght disguise thenselves effectively as mensch
but their glinting red reptile eyes would give them away.

Hapl o hoped to remain unnoticed, forgotten. But the dog, excited by the noise
and activity, was not about to be left out of the celebrations. Wth a
cheerful bark, it bounded away from Haplo's side and dashed for the stairs.

"Dog!" Haplo made a lunge for the animal and woul d have caught it, but at that
nonent he was consci ous of novenent behind him novenent felt rather than
seen, of sonmeone drawing near him a whispered breath on the back of his neck

Di stracted, he glanced around and missed in his grab for the dog. The ani nal
joyfully leapt for the stairs and pronptly entangled itself anong the august
[inbs of the Hi gh Froman.

There was a perilous nonment when it seemed that the dog and Li nbeck woul d mark
this historic occasion by tunbling dowmn the stairs in a confused tangle of fur
and beard. But the quick-thinking Jarre grabbed hold of both her renowned

| eader and the dog, each by their respective napes, and nanaged to sort them
out and save the day.



Keeping firmhold of the dog in one hand and Linbeck in the other, Jarre
gl anced around. She had never really been all that fond of dogs.

"Hapl o!" she called in a stern and di sapprovi ng tone.

No one was near him He was quite alone, not counting the various dignitaries
all lined up at the head of the stairs, waiting for their chance to descend.
Hapl o stared at his hand. For one instant, he had thought the runes were about
to activate, to prepare to defend himfrominm nent attack. But they renai ned
dar k.

It was a strange sensation, one he'd never before experienced. He was rem nded
of a candle flane, extinguished by a breath. Haplo had the disquieting feeling
t hat someone had, with a breath, extinguished his magic. But that wasn't
possi bl e.

"Hapl o!" Jarre called again. "Come get this dog of yours!"

No help for it. Everyone in the Factree was | ooking at himand smling. Haplo
had | ost all opportunity of remaining confortably anonynmous. Scratching at the
back of his hand, he nade his way to the top of the stairs and, with a grim
expression, ordered the animal to his side.

Aware fromits master's tone that it had done sonething wong, but not quite
certain why all the fuss, the dog pattered nmeekly up to Haplo. Sitting in
front of the statue, the animal lifted a contrite paw, asking to be forgiven.
Thi s proceedi ng highly amused the dignitaries, who gave the dog a round of
appl ause.

Thi nki ng the appl ause was for him Linbeck bowed sol ermly, then proceeded down
the stairs. Haplo, the crowd pressing behind him had no choice but to join

t he procession. He cast one quick gl ance backward, saw nothing. No one was

| urki ng about the statue. No one was paying any particular attention to him

Perhaps he'd imagined it. Perhaps he was weaker fromhis injury than he'd
t hought .

Puzzl ed, Haplo followed Linmbeck and Jarre, the Sartan runes lighting their way
into the tunnels.

Hugh the Hand stood against a wall, in the shadows, watching the rest of the
nensch file down the stairs. Wen the | ast one was down, he woul d
foll ow—sil ent, unseen.

He was pleased with hinself, satisfied. He knew now what he needed to know
H s experinment had been successf ul

"A Patryn's magic is said to warn him of danger," C ang had told Hugh, "nmuch
as what we call our sixth sense warns us of danger, except that theirs is far
nore accurate, far nmore refined. The runes they have tattooed on their skin
flare with a bright light. This not only warns them of danger, but acts as a
def ensi ve shield."

Yes, Hugh renenbered—painfull y—the tinme in the Inperanon when he'd tried to
attack Haplo. A blue light had flared and a jolt like a Iightning bolt had
shot through the assassin's body.

"It would seemto ne logical that for this weapon to work, it nust sonehow
break down or penetrate the Patryn's nagic. | suggest you experinent," Ci ang
had advi sed him "See what it does."



And so Hugh had experinented. That norning, when the group of dignitaries
assenbled in the Factree, Hugh the Hand was anmpbng them The assassin spotted
his prey i mediately on entering.

Recal | i ng what he knew of Hapl o, the Hand guessed that the quiet, unassum ng
Patryn woul d keep to the background, out of the sunlight, as the saying went,
stayi ng hidden in the shadows—aki ng Hugh's task relatively sinple.

The Hand was not wrong. Haplo stood apart, near that huge statue the dwarves
called the Manger. But the dog was with him Hugh cursed hinmself softly. He
had not forgotten about the dog, but he was sinply amazed to find it with its
master. The |ast Hugh had seen of the animal, it had been with himand Bane in
the Md Real ns. Shortly after saving Hugh's life, the dog had di sappeared. The
assassin had not been particularly grateful to the dog for its action, and
hadn't bothered to go looking for it.

He had no idea how it had managed to make its way fromthe Md Realns to the
Low Real ns, and he didn't rmuch care. The dog was going to prove a damm

nui sance. If need be, he'd kill it first. Meanwhile, Hugh had to see how cl ose
he could get to the Patryn, see if the Cursed Bl ade reacted in any way.

Drawi ng the knife, keeping it hidden in the folds of his cloak, Hugh drifted
into the shadows. The gli mergl anps, which would have turned the Factree's
night into bright day, were dark, since the Kicksey-w nsey that ran them was
not working. The humans and el ves had brought oil |anps and torches, but these
did little to penetrate the darkness of the cavernous building. It was easy
for Hugh the Hand, dressed in the clothes of the Unseen, to join that

dar kness, becone one with it.

He crept silently up behind his quarry, canme to a halt, waited patiently for
the right time to make his nmove. Too many in Hugh's trade, driven by fear or
nervousness or eagerness, rushed to the attack instead of waiting, observing,
preparing nentally and physically for the correct noment, which always cane.
And when it canme, you had to know it, you had to react—eften in only a
splinter of an instant. It was this ability to wait patiently for that nonent,
to recognize it and act upon it, that had made Hugh the Hand great.

He bided his time, thinking as he did so that the knife had adapted itself
wonderfully to his hand. He couldn't have hired a snmith to design a hilt that
suited himas well.

It was as if the blade had nolded itself to his flesh. He watched, waited,
keeping his attention nmore on the dog than on its master

And the nonent cane.

Li mbeck and Jane were starting down the stairs when suddenly the Hi gh Froman
stopped. Haplo | eaned over to talk to him Hugh couldn't catch what they were
sayi ng, nor did he care. Then the dwarves started down the stairs.

"I wish,"” Hugh nuttered to hinmself, "the damm dog would go al ong."

At that nonment, the dog sprang after them

Hugh the Hand was startled by the coincidence but was quick to take advant age
of the opportunity. He glided forward. Hi s knife hand slid out from beneath
the folds of his cape.

He was not surprised to notice that Hapl o was suddenly aware of him The Hand



had a healthy respect for his opponent, had not expected this to be easy. The
knife withed in Hugh's grip—a repul sive sensation, as if he were holding a
snake. He advanced on Haplo, waiting grimy for the telltale runes to flare to
life, in which case he was prepared to freeze, letting the night-Dblending
magi ¢ fabric of the Unseen protect himfrom sight.

But the runes didn't react. No blue light flared. This appeared to disconfit
Hapl o, who had sensed a threat and | ooked to his body for confirmation, only
to see not hi ng.

Hugh the Hand knew in that instant that he could kill Haplo, that the Patryn's
magi ¢ had failed him that the knife nust have affected it and would affect it
agai n.

But now was not the tine to strike. Too many people. And it woul d disrupt the
cerenony. The Kenkari had been nobst precise in their instructions—en no
account was Hugh the Hand to disrupt the turning on of the Kicksey-w nsey.
This had been a test of his weapon. He now knew it worked.

It was a pity that he'd alerted Haplo to possi bl e danger. The Patryn woul d be
on his guard, but that was not necessarily a bad situation. A man |ooking over
his shoulder is a man who will trip and fall on his face—a conmon jest anong

t he Brotherhood. Hugh the Hand wasn't planning to anbush his victim take him
by surprise. Part of the assassin's contract—again, a part on which the
Kenkari had been npbst specific—was that he was to tell Haplo, in his final
nonents, the name of the nman who had ordered his death.

The Hand observed the procession fromthe darkness. Wen the last elf |lord had
di sappeared down the stairs, the assassin foll owed, unheard, unseen. H s tine
woul d cone, a tine when Haplo was cut off fromthe crowd, isolated. And at
that nmoment, the Patryn's magic would fail him The Cursed Bl ade would see to
t hat .

Hugh the Hand had only to follow, watch, and wait.
CHAPTER 14
WOVBE, DREVLI N ARI ANUS

"LOOK! " LI MBECK EXCLAI MED, COM NG TO A HALT W TH A SUDDENNES t hat caused
several people traipsing along at his heels to stunble into him "There's ny
sock!™"

The Sartan tunnels were shadowed and eerie, lit only by the blue rune-lights
that flickered along the base of the wall. These runes were | eading the party
to its destination —er so all of them devoutly hoped, although nore than a few
wer e begi nning to have serious doubts. No one had brought torches or |anps,

Li mbeck having assured themall that the tunnels were well lighted. (So they
were, to a dwarf.)

Since the departure of the dragon-snakes, the feeling of evil that had wafted
through the tunnels like the foul smell of sonething dead and decayi hg was no
| onger prevalent. But there remained in the tunnels a sensation of |ingering

sadness, regret for nistakes made in the past, regret that there had been no

future in which to correct them It was as if the ghosts of the builders of

t he Ki cksey-w nsey wal ked anong them benevol ent but sorrowf ul

W're sorry. The words seenmed to whi sper fromthe shadows. So very sorry...

Hearts were subdued. The dignitaries bunched together in the darkness, glad to



feel the touch of a warm hand—bke it human, elven, or dwarven. Trian was
vi sibly noved, and Jarre was just beginning to feel a choke in her throat when
Li mbeck made his di scovery.

"My sock!"

Eagerly the dwarf hurried over to the wall, proudly pointed out a bit of
string running along the floor

"I beg your pardon, H gh Froman?" Trian was not certain he'd understood the
wor ds, which were spoken in dwarven. "Did you say sonething about a... er..

"Sock," Linmbeck said for the third time. He was about to |aunch into the
exciting tale, which had come to be one of his favorites—all about how they
had di scovered the netal man, how then Hapl o had been captured by the el ves,
and how he, Linmbeck, had been left alone, lost in the tunnels with no way out
and only his socks standi ng between hi mand di saster

"My dear," said Jarre, giving his beard a tweak, "there isn't tine."

"But I'mcertain there will be after the machine is up and running," Trian
hastened to add, seeing that the dwarf appeared extrenely di sappointed. "I
woul d really enjoy hearing your tale."

"You woul d?" Li nbeck brightened.

"Mpst assuredly,"” said Trian with such eagerness that Jarre regarded himwth
suspi ci on.

"At least," said Linbeck, starting out again, Trian at his side, "now | know
we're going in the right direction."

This statement appeared to confort the vast najority of the procession. They
hurried after Linbeck. Jarre | agged behi nd.

She was sad and grunpy on the day that should have been the nost joyous of her
life, and she didn't understand why.

A cold, wet nose prodded her in the back of the |eg.
"Hull o, dog," she said dispiritedly, tinmdly patting its head.
"What's wrong?" Hapl o asked, com ng up beside her

She | ooked startled. She'd supposed he was in front, w th Linmbeck. But then
Hapl o was rarely where you thought he ought to be.

"Everything's changing," said Jarre with a sigh

"That's good, isn't it?" Haplo asked. "It's what you wanted. Wat you and
Li mbeck worked for. Wat you risked your lives for."

"Yes," Jarre admitted. "I know. And change will be good. The el ves have
offered to l et our people nobve up to our ancestral hones in the Md Real ns.
Qur children will play in the sunshine. And, of course, those who want to stay

down here and work on the nachi ne can stay."

"Now your work will have neani ng, purpose,"’
sl ave | abor."

Haplo said. "Dignity. It won't be



"I know all that. And | don't want to go back to the old days. Not really.
It's just... well... there was a lot of good mixed in with the bad. | didn't
see it then, but I mss it now Do you understand?"

"Yes," said Haplo quietly. "I understand. Sonetimes I'd like to go back to the
way things used to be in nmy life. | never thought 1'd say that. | didn't have
much, but what | did have, | didn't value. Trying to get sonething else, | |et
what was inmportant get away. And when | got what | wanted, it turned out to be
wort hl ess without the other. Now |l might lose it all. O maybe |I've already

lost it past finding."

Jarre understood without understanding. She slid her hand inside Haplo's. They
wal ked slowy after Linbeck and the others. She wondered a little why Haplo
shoul d choose to stay in the back of the procession; it was alnost as if he
wer e keepi ng watch. She noticed he glanced continually this way and that, but
he didn't seemto be afraid —ahich woul d have made her afraid. He just seened
puzzl ed.

"Hapl o," Jarre said suddenly, rem nded of another tine when she'd wal ked hand
in hand with anot her person down in these tunnels. "I'mgoing to tell you a
secret. Not even Linbeck knows."

Hapl o said nothing, but he smled encouragi ngly down at her

"I"'mgoing to see to it that no one"—-she stared hard at the wi zard Trian as
she spoke—that no one ever bothers the beautiful dead people. That no one
finds them 1 don't know how |l'mgoing to do it yet, but I will." She brushed
her hand across her eyes. "I can't bear to think of the humans, with their

| oud voi ces and prying hands, barging into that hushed tomb. O the elves with
their twitterings and hi gh-pitched | aughs. Or even of ny people clunping about
with their big, heavy boots. I'lIl make certain that it all stays quiet. |
think Alfred would want it that way, don't you?"

"Yes," said Haplo. "Alfred would want it that way. And | don't believe you
have to worry," he added, squeezing her hand. "The Sartan magic will take care
of its owmn. No one will find that roomwho isn't neant to."

"Do you think so? Then | don't need to worry?"
"No. Now, you'd better go on ahead. | think Linmbeck's |ooking for you."

I ndeed, the procession had straggled to a halt again. Linmbeck could be seen in
the front, in the reflected glow of the Sartan sigla, peering nyopically into
t he shadows.

"Jarre?" he was calling.
"He's such a druz," said Jarre fondly, and started to hurry back up to the
front of the line. "Wn't you come, too?" she asked Haplo, hesitating. "Are
you feeling all right?"

"Just a little weakness,"” Haplo lied easily. "Let go of the past, Jarre. Reach
out to the future with both hands. It will be a good one for you and your
peopl e. "

"I will," said Jarre decisively. "After all, you gave us that future." She had
a sudden funny feeling that she woul d never see hi m again.

"Jarre!" Linmbeck was getting worried



"You'd better run along," Haplo told her

"Good-bye," she faltered, a snmothering ache in her chest. Leaning down, she
gave the dog a hug that nearly choked the animal; then, blinking back sudden
and inexplicable tears, she ran off to join Linmbeck

Change—even good change-—was hard. Very hard indeed.

The procession halted outside a door marked by gl eam ng blue Sartan runes.
Bathed in the soft blue light, Linbeck marched up to the door and, acting
according to Jarre's instructions (she held the book, reading out directions),
the dwarf drew with a stubby finger the Sartan rune that conpleted the circle
of runes on the door.

The door swung open

A strange cl anking sound could be heard within, coming toward them The el ves
and humans hel d back, curious but al arned.

Li mbeck, however, marched right in. Jarre hurried to stay at his side. The
wi zard Trian nearly tripped on the dwarves' heels, hastening in behind.

The roomthey entered was brightly lighted by gl obes hanging fromthe ceiling.
The light was so bright after the darkness of the tunnels that they had to
shade their eyes nmonmentarily.

A man made all of metal —silver and gold and brass—wal ked over to neet them
The nmetal man's eyes were jewels; it noved stiffly. Sartan runes covered its
body.

"I't's an automaton," announced Linbeck, recalling Bane's word. The dwarf waved
his hand at the netal man with as nuch pride as if he'd nade it hinself.

Awed, Trian stared at the automaton, and at the huge gl ass eyeballs that |ined
the walls, each eye gazing out watchfully on a certain part of the great

machi ne. The wi zard | ooked around dubi ously at the banks of gl eani ng netal
adorned with gl ass boxes and small wheels, |evers, and other fascinating and
unf at homabl e obj ect s.

None of the levers or gears or wheels was noving. Al held perfectly still, as
if the Kicksey-wi nsey had fallen asleep and was waiting for the sunlight to
shine on cl osed eyelids, -when it woul d awake.

"The gate is open. Wiat are ny instructions?" asked the nmetal man.
"It speaks!"™ Trian was agog.

"OfF course it does," Linbeck said proudly. "It wouldn't be much use
ot herw se. "

He gul ped in excitenent, reached out a shaking hand for Jarre. She caught hold
of his hand in hers, held on to the book in the other. Trian was trenbling in
excitenent.

One of the human nysteriarchs, peering in nervously through the door, had
br oken down and was weepi ng uncontroll ably.
"Al'l lost," he was bl ubbering incoherently, "
centuries.”

all lost, for all these many



"Now found," Trian breathed. "And bequeathed to us. May the ancestors make us
wort hy. "

"What do | say to the metal man, ny dear?" Linbeck quavered. "I... want to
make sure | get it right."

"Put your hand on the wheel of life and turn,' Jarre read the directions

i n* dwarven.

Trian translated the words into el ven and human for those crowdi ng around the
door.

"Put your hand on the wheel of life and turn," Linbeck ordered the autonaton
The dwarf's voice cracked at first, but, gathering his confidence, he booned
out the last words so that even Hapl o, standing alone and forgotten in the
hall, heard them

A gigantic wheel made of gold was affixed to one of the nmetal walls. Runes
were etched all around the wheel. The netal man obediently clanked its way
over to the wheel. The automaton placed its hands on the wheel and then | ooked
back with its jewel ed eyes at Linbeck

"How many tinmes do | turn it?" the mechanical voice intoned.

'One for each of the worlds," said Jarre, soundi ng doubt ful

"That is correct,” said the netal man. "Now, how many worlds are there?"

None of them who'd studied the book was sure about this part. The answer
wasn't given. It was as if the Sartan assunmed the nunber would be conmon
know edge.

They had consulted Haplo. He'd shut his eyes, as if he were seeing noving
pi ctures—i ke those in the Sartan magic | antern—+n his mind

"Try the nunber seven," Haplo had advised them but wouldn't say how he
arrived at the answer. "I'mnot sure nyself."

"Seven," Jarre repeated with a hel pl ess shrug.
"Seven," said Linbeck
"Seven worlds," murmured Trian. "Can such a thing be?"

Apparently it could, for the automaton nodded and, reaching up its hands, took
hol d of the wheel and gave it a mghty turn.

The wheel shuddered; its gears squealed fromlong disuse, but it noved.

The netal man began to speak, saying a word every tine it turned the wheel. No
one coul d understand what it said except Haploo.

"The first world, the Vortex," said the automaton in Sartan
The wheel revolved with a protesting, grinding sound.

"The Vortex," Haplo repeated. "I wonder..." H's musings were cut short.

"The Labyrinth,"” the netal man intoned.



Agai n the wheel turned.
"The Nexus," said the automaton

"The Labyrinth, then the Nexus." Hapl o consi dered what he was hearing. He
qui eted the dog, which had begun to how dismally—the squealing of the whee
hurt its sensitive ears. "Both of those in order. Perhaps that neans the
Vortex is in the—=

"Arianus," said the netal man.

"It said us!" Jane cried in delight, recognizing the Sartan word for their
wor | d.

"Pryan. Abarrach. Chelestra.” At each name in the roll call, the netal man
gave t he wheel another turn

When it came to the |ast nanme, it stopped.

"Now what ?" Trian asked.

'"Heaven's fire will spark life,' " Jarre read

"I"'mafraid we were never very clear on that part," Linmbeck said in apol ogy.
"Look!" cried Trian, pointing to one of the crystal eyeballs that |ooked out
upon the worl d.

Terri bl e thundercl ouds, darker and nore ferocious than any that had been seen
before on Drevlin, were nassing in the skies above the continent. The | and
grew pitch-black. The very roomin which they stood, so brightly lit, seened
dar ker, though they were far, far beneath the ground.

"My—y goodness," stammered Linmbeck, eyes round. Even without his spectacles,
he coul d see the boiling clouds swirling over his homnel and.

"What have we done?" Jarre gasped, crowding close to Linbeck

"Qur ships," cried the elves and the humans. "This will weck our ships. W'l
be stranded down here—=

A bolt of jagged lightning shot fromthe clouds, struck one of the netal hands
of the Liftalofts. Arcs of fire swirled around the hand, flashed down the
metal arm The armtw tched. Simultaneously hundreds of other spears of
lightning slanted down fromthe heavens, struck hundreds of metal hands and
arms, all over Drevlin. The eyeballs focused on each. The nensch gazed from
one to the other in terrified astoni shnent.

'Heaven's fire'!" announced Trian suddenly.

And at that nmonent all the nmachinery in the roomcane to life. The wheel on
the wall began to turn of its own accord. The glass eyeballs started to blink
and rove, shifting their gazes to different parts of the great nachine.
Arrows encased in glass boxes began to inch their way upward.

On all parts of Drevlin, the Kicksey-wi nsey came back to life.

I mredi ately the netal man left the | arge wheel and headed for the |evers and
the small wheels. The nensch scranbled to get out of its way, for the



automaton |l et nothing stop it.
"Look, oh, |ook, Linbeck!" Jarre was sobbing and didn't know it.

The whirl ey-wheels were whirling, the 'lectric zingers zinging, the arrows
arrowi ng, the flash-rafts flashing. The di g-claws began furiously digging;
gears were gearing and pulleys pulling. The glinmrerglanmps burst into |ight.
Bel | ows sucked in great breaths and whooshed them out, and warmair wafted
once again through the tunnels.

The dwarves coul d be seen swarm ng out of their honmes, huggi ng each ot her and
what ever parts of the machine they could conveniently hug. The scrift-bosses
appeared in their mdst and i nedi ately began bossing, which was what they
wer e supposed to do, so no one minded. Al the dwarves went back to work, just
as they had before.

The netal man was wor ki ng, too, the nensch taking care to keep out of its way.
What it was doing, no one had any idea, when suddenly Linmbeck pointed to one
of the eyeballs.

"The Liftal ofts!”

The stormclouds roiled and swirled around the circle of the nine huge arns,
form ng a hole through which the sun shone on a waterspout, which was no
| onger wor ki ng.

In the old days, the spout had funneled the water collected fromthe Mael strom
into a water pipe |lowered fromAristagon. Elves had seized control of the

pi pe, and of the life-giving water, thus bringing about the first of many
wars. But when the Kicksey-w nsey had ceased to work, the waterspout had no

| onger functioned—for anybody.

Wuld it begin working now?

"According to this," said Jarre, reading fromthe book, "some of the water
harvested fromthe stormw ||l be heated until it turns to steam and hot water;
then that steam and hot water will shoot up into the sky..."

Slow y the nine hands attached to the nine arnms rose straight up in the air.
Each hand opened, its netal palmlifted to the sun. Then each hand seened to
catch hold of something, like an invisible string attached to an invisible

kite, and began the notion of pulling the string, pulling the kite.

Above, in the Md Real ns and the High, the continents shuddered, noved, began
slowy to shift their positions.

And suddenly a sparkling geyser of water burst out of the waterspout. Hi gher
it rose, higher and higher, clouds of steambillow ng around it, obscuring it
fromview.

"It's starting,"” said Trian softly, reverently.

CHAPTER 15

VOLKARAN | SLES

ARI ANUS

KI NG STEPHEN STOOD ON THE BATTLEGROUND OF SEVEN FI ELDS, outside his royal
pavilion, watching and waiting for what many in his real mbelieved would be



the end of the world. H s wife, Queen Anne, stood beside him their baby
daughter safe in her arns.

"I felt sonmething that tine,"
his feet.

St ephen said, peering down at the ground bel ow

"You keep saying that,’
anyt hi ng. "

Anne told himw th fond exasperation. "I didn't fee

St ephen grunted but didn't argue. The two of them had decided to cease the
const ant bickering that had been all for show anyway. Now they publicly
reveal ed their love for each other. It had been quite anusing, those first few
weeks after the peace treaty with the elves had been signed, to watch the
various factions, who had supposed they were playing the king and queen off
each other, flop about in confusion

A few barons were trying to stir up trouble and succeeding, in |large part
because nobst humans still distrusted the elves and had grave reservations
about peace ampong the races. Stephen kept quiet, bided his tinme. He was w se
enough to know that hatred was a weed that would not wilt just because the sun
was shining on it. Patience would be needed to uproot it. Wth luck and care,
his daughter nmight live to see the weed die. Stephen knew he probably woul d
not .

Still, he had done what he could to help. He was pleased. And if this crazy
machi ne of the dwarves worked, so much the better. If not, well, he and
Rees' ahn and the dwarf-what was his nane? Bolt-sonethi ng—aoul d find a way.

A sudden hubbub fromthe shoreline attracted Stephen's attention. The King's
Own were posted on watch, and now nobst of them were peering cautiously over
the edge of the floating island, exclainng and pointing.

"What the devil—= Stephen started forward to see for hinself what was going
on, and ran into a messenger comng to report.

"Your Majesty!" The nessenger was a young page, so excited he bit his tongue
trying to speak his piece. "Wwwater!"

St ephen had no need to nove another step, for now he could see... and feel. A
drop of water on his cheek. He stared in wonder. Anne, next to him gripped
his arm

A fountain of water shot up past the island, soaring high into the sky.

St ephen craned his neck, nearly fell over backward trying to see. The geyser
ascended to a height that the king guessed nust be somewhere bel ow t he

Fi rmanent, then cascaded downward in a sparkling shower |like a gentle spring
rain.

Steam ng hot when it burst up out of Drevlin, the water was cooled by the air
t hrough which it passed, still nmore by the cold air near the ice floes that
formed the Firmament. It was tepid when it hit the upturned faces of the
humans, who stared in awe at the miracle showering down around them

"It's... beautiful!" Anne whi spered.

Sol arus's bright rays burst through the clouds and struck the cascadi ng water,
transformng the transparent curtain into shining bands of color. Rings of

rai nbow hue surrounded the geyser. Droplets of water glittered and gli stened,
began to gather in the sagging tops of the tents. The baby | aughed until a
drop hit her squarely in the nose; then she wailed in dismy.



"I"'mpositive | felt the ground nove that tine!" Stephen said, winging water
fromhis beard

"Yes, dear," said Anne patiently. "lI'mgoing to take the baby inside before
she catches her death."”

St ephen stayed outside, reveling in the deluge, until he was soaking wet to
his skin and then sone. He | aughed to see the peasants rushing around wth
buckets, determined to catch every drop of the commodity that was so precious
it had become the nonetary standard in human | ands (one barl equal ed one
barrel of water). Stephen could have told themthey were wasting their tine.
The water would fall and keep on falling without end, so long as the

Ki cksey-wi nsey kept working. And know ng the energetic dwarves, that woul d be
forever.

He wandered for hours around the battlefield, which had now become a synbol of
peace, for it was here that he and Rees' ahn had signed the peace accord. A
dragon flashed down through the water, its wet wings shining in the sunlight.
Conming to rest on the ground, it shook itself all over, appearing to enjoy its
shower .

St ephen squi nted against the sunlight, trying to see the rider. A fenmale, to
judge by the clothing. The King's Owm were giving her respectful escort.

And then he knew her. Lady Iridal

Stephen frowned, resentful. Wy the devil was she here? Did she have to ruin
this wonderful day? At the best of times, she made hi m dammed unconfort abl e.
Now, since she'd been forced to kill her own son to save the king's life,
Stephen felt even worse. He glanced longingly toward his tent, hoping Anne
woul d cone to his rescue. The tent flap not only renai ned cl osed, but a hand
could be seen popping out, tying it shut.

Queen Anne wanted even less to do with the Lady Iridal than the king.

Lady Iridal was a nysteriarch, one of the nost powerful magi in the |and.
St ephen had to be polite. He splashed through the puddl es to neet her

"My Lady," he said gruffly, giving her his wet hand.

Iridal took it coolly. She was extremely pale, but conmposed. She kept the hood
of her cape over her head, protecting herself fromthe water. Her eyes, which
had once shone as brightly as the rainbows in the water, were now gray,
clouded with a sorrow that would remain with her until she died. But she
seened at peace both with herself and with the tragic circumstances of her
life. Stephen still felt unconfortable around her, but now the feeling was one
of synmpathy, no longer guilt.

"I bring you news, Your Majesty," said Iridal when the polite formalities and
exchange of wondernents over the water were finished. "I have been with the
Kenkari on Aristagon. They sent ne to tell you that the Inperanon has fallen."

"I's the enperor dead?" Stephen asked eagerly.

"No, Sire. No one is quite certain what happened, but fromall indications,
Agah' rahn di sgui sed hinself in the nagical garnents of the Unseen and, wth
their aid, managed to slip away in the night. Wen his people discovered that
the enperor had fled, leaving themto die alone, they surrendered peaceful ly
to Prince Rees' ahn."



"That is welcome news, My Lady. | know the prince was loath to have to kil

his own father. Still, it is a shame Agah'rahn escaped. He could yet cause
m schief.”

"There is much in this world that will yet cause mischief,"” Iridal said,
sighing, "And always will. Not even this mracle of water can wash it away."

"Yet perhaps now we are arnored against it," Stephen told her, smling
"There!" He stanped his foot. "Did you feel that?"

"Feel what, Sire?"

"The ground shake. This island is noving, | tell you! Just as the book
pron sed. "

"I'f so, Your Majesty, | doubt you could feel it. According to the book, the
nmoverrent of the isles and continents would take place very, very slowy. Mny
cycles will go by before all are in their proper alignnment."

St ephen said nothing; the last thing he wanted to do was argue with a
nmysteriarch. He was convinced he had felt the ground nove. He was certain of
it. Book or no book.

"What will you do now, Lady Iridal?" he asked, changing the subject. "WII you
return to the H gh Real ns?"

He was inmredi ately unconfortable asking this question, w shed he hadn't
t hought of it. Her son was buried up there, as was her husband.

"No, Your Majesty." Iridal grew paler, but answered himquite calmy. "The
H gh Real ns are dead. The shell that protected them has cracked. The sun
parches the land; the air is too hot to breathe.”

"I"'msorry, Lady," was all Stephen could think of to say.
"Do not be sorry, Your Majesty. It is better this way.

As for me, | amgoing to serve as a |liaison between the nysteriarchs and the
Kenkari. We are going to pool our magical talents and | earn from each other,
to the benefit of all."

"Excellent!" said Stephen heartily. Let the blasted wi zards keep to
t hensel ves, | eave decent people alone. He'd never really trusted any of them

Iridal smled slightly at his enthusiasm Undoubtedly she guessed what he was
t hi nki ng, but was polite enough to say nothing. Now it was she who changed the
subj ect. "You have just returned fromDrevlin, haven't you, Your Mjesty?"

"Yes, Lady. Her Majesty and | were there with the prince, |ooking things
over."

"Did you, by chance, see the assassin, Hugh the Hand?" A crinson stain spread
over lIridal's cheeks when she spoke the nane.

St ephen scow ed. "No, thank the ancestors. Wiy would |I? What woul d he be doing
down there? Unl ess he has another contract—
Iridal's flush deepened. "The Kenkari..."
silent.

she began, then bit her lip, fel



"Who' s he supposed to kill?" Stephen asked grimy. "Me or Rees'ahn?"

"No... please... |I... must have been m staken.'
anyt hing..."

She | ooked al arned. "Don't say

Maki ng hima |l ow curtsy, she drew her hood farther over her face, turned, and
hurried back to her dragon. The creature was enjoying its bath and didn't want
to fly. She rested her hand on its neck, said soothing words to it, keeping it
under her magical control. The dragon shook its head, flapped its wi ngs, a

bl i ssful expression on its face.

St ephen hastened for his tent, planning to reach it before Iridal thought of
sonmething else to tell himand cane back. Once there, he would informthe
guard that he wasn't to be disturbed. He should probably find out nore about
t he assassin, but he wasn't going to get the information fromher. He'd put
Trian on the nystery, when the w zard returned.

As it was, though, Stephen was gl ad he had spoken to Iridal. The news she
brought was good. Now that the elven enmperor was gone, Prince Rees'ahn would
be able to take over and work for peace. The nysteriarchs woul d, Stephen
hoped, become so interested in Kenkari magic that they would stay out of his
hair. As for this business with Hugh the Hand, perhaps the Kenkari had wanted
the assassin out of the way, sent himto his doomin the Mel strom

"Trust a bunch of elves to dream up sonething sneaky like that!" Stephen
muttered into his beard. Realizing what he'd said, he glanced around hurriedly
to make certain no one had heard.

Yes, prejudice was going to take a long tine to die.

On his way to his tent, he took out his purse and dunped all the barls into a
puddl e.

CHAPTER 16
WOVBE, DREVLI N ARI ANUS
THE DOG WAS BORED. Not only bored, but hungry and bored.

The dog didn't blanme its naster for this state of affairs. Haplo wasn't well.
The jagged wound across the heart-rune had healed, but it had left a scar, a
white weal slashing across the sigil that was the center of Haplo's being.
Hapl o had attenpted to tattoo over it, to close the sigil, but for some reason
unknown to both the dog and its master, the pignment wouldn't take on the scar
tissue; the nmagic woul dn't work.

"Probably sone sort of venom left by the dragon-snake," Hapl o had reasoned
when he' d cal med down enough to be reasonabl e.

The first few noments after he'd discovered that his wound woul dn't conpletely
heal had, in the dog's estimation, rivaled the stormraging outside their
ship. The dog had deened it wise to retreat during the outburst to a place of
saf ety under the bed.

The dog sinmply couldn't understand all the fuss. Haplo's magi c was as strong
as ever—or so it seened to the dog, who, after all, should know, having been
not only a witness to sone of Haplo's nore spectacul ar feats, but a willing
participant in themas well.



The know edge that his magic was in good working order hadn't pleased Hapl o as
t he dog had hoped it woul d. Haplo grew silent, w thdrawn, preoccupied. And if
he forgot to feed his faithful dog, well, the dog couldn't conplain nmuch
because Haplo often forgot to feed hinself.

But there came a tine when the dog could no | onger hear the glad cries of the
mensch, cel ebrating the wondrous workings of the Kicksey-w nsey, because the
runblings of its own enpty stomach drowned out the noise. The aninmal decided
enough was enough

They were down in the tunnels. The nmetal thing that |ooked like a man and

wal ked like a man but snelled |ike one of Linbeck's tool boxes was cl anki ng
about, doing nothing interesting that the dog could see, yet receiving al
sorts of lavish praise. Only Haplo wasn't interested. He | eaned agai nst one of
the walls of the tunnel, in the shadows, staring at nothing.

The dog cocked an eye in Haplo's direction and gave a bark that expressed the
foll owi ng thoughts: "Very well, Master. The nman-thing without a snell has
turned on the nmachine that hurts our ears. Qur little and our big friends are
happy. Let's go and eat."

"Hush, dog," said Haplo and patted the ani nal absent-nindedly on the head.

The dog sighed. Back on board the ship hung rows and rows of

sausages—fragrant, stomach-filling sausages. The dog could see themin its

m nd, could snell them could taste them The animal was torn. Loyalty
prompted it to stay with its naster, who might get into serious trouble on his
own.
"However," reasoned the dog, "a dog who is faint with hunger is not a dog who
woul d be nmuch good in a fight."

The ani mal whi ned, wiggled against Haplo's leg, and cast a |onging | ook back
down the tunnel, the way they'd cone.

"You have to go out?" Hapl o demanded, eyeing the dog with irritation

The dog considered the matter. This hadn't been what it intended. And, well,
no, it didn't have to go out. Not in the way Haplo neant. Not at the nonent.
But at |east they both would be out—anywhere el se besides this rune-lit
tunnel .

The dog indicated, by pricking its ears straight up, that yes, indeed, it did
have to go out. Once out, there was just a short jaunt to the ship and the
sausages.

"Go on, then," said Haplo inpatiently. "You don't need ne. Don't get lost in
the storm™

Lost in the storml Look who's tal king about being lost! Still, the dog had
recei ved permssion to go and that was the main thing, although pernission had
been received based on a fraudul ent prem se. The dog's conscience jabbed it on
this point, but hunger pangs hurt worse than consci ence pangs and the dog
trotted off without giving the matter further consideration

It was only when the dog was hal fway up the stairs |eading out of the tunnels,
near another man that had no smell but |ooked Iike Alfred, that the dog
realized it had a probl em

The ani mal could not get back onto the ship w thout assistance.



The dog drooped. Its steps faltered. Its tail, which had been waving jauntily
in the air, sagged. It would have fl opped down on its belly in despair if it
hadn't been at that nmoment ascending a staircase, which nade fl oppi ng
unconfortabl e. The dog dragged itself up the stairs. Near the man that had no
snel |l but | ooked |ike Alfred, the dog sat down to scratch an itch and consi der
its current problem

Hapl o' s ship was conpl etely guarded by Patryn rune-nagic. Not a problemfor
the dog, who could slide inside the sigla as easily as if it were greased. But
paws are not rmeant to open doors. And while doors and walls had not stopped
the dog when it was going to rescue its master, such obstacles mght well stop
it fromsneaking inside to steal sausages. Even the dog could adnmit that there
was a distinct difference.

There was al so the unfortunate fact that Haplo kept the sausages hangi ng up
near the ceiling, well out of the reach of hungry dogs. Another point the
ani mal had not consi dered.

"This sinmply is not ny day," the dog said, or words to that effect.
It had just heaved anot her sigh and was considering biting something to ease
its frustration when it caught a scent.

The dog sniffed. The scent was famliar, belonged to a person the dog knew
wel . The man's scent was an odd variety, conmposed of a m xture of elf and
human, conbined with the flavor of stregno and held together by a sharp snell
of danger, of nervous anticipation

The dog bounded to its feet, searched the roomfor the source of the scent,
and came upon it alnost i mediately.

Hs friend, his master's friend—Hugh the Hand. The nman had shaved off all his
hair for some reason, which the dog didn't bother to try to figure out. Not
many of the things people did ever nade sense.

The dog grinned, wagged its tail in friendly recognition

Hugh didn't respond. He seened di sconcerted by the dog's presence. He grow ed
at it, kicked at it with his foot. The dog understood that it was not wel cone.

This wouldn't do. Sitting down, the dog lifted a paw to be shaken. For sone
reason which the animal coul d never fathom people found this inane gesture
char m ng

It appeared to work. The dog couldn't see the man's face, which was hidden
beneat h a hood (people were so very strange), but the animal knew Hugh was now
regarding it with interest. The man squatted down on his haunches, beckoned
the dog to cone cl oser.

The dog heard the man's hand nove inside the cloak, although the man was
trying very hard to nove it silently. Hugh the Hand drew something forth with
a scraping sound. The dog snelled iron tinged with old bl ood, a scent the dog
didn't like nuch, but this was no time to be choosy.

Hugh accepted the dog's paw, shook it gravely. "Were's your master? Were's
Hapl 0?"

Wl l, the dog couldn't see |launching into a | engthy explanation at this point.
The animal junped to its feet, eager to go. Here was soneone who coul d open



doors, soneone who could snag sausages off their hooks. And so the dog told a
lie.

It barked once and | ooked out the Factree door, in the direction of Haplo's
shi p.

One nust note that the dog didn't consider this alie. This was a nere natter
of taking the truth, gnawing at it a bit, and then burying it for later. His
master wasn't on the ship at this preci se nonent—as the dog was | eadi ng Hugh
to believe—but he soon woul d be.

In the meanwhil e, the dog and Hugh woul d have a nice visit and share a sausage
or two. Tine for explanations |later.

But, of course, the man couldn't react sinply and logically. Hugh the Hand
stared around distrustfully, as if expecting Haplo to | eap out at himany
nmonent. Not seeing Hapl o, Hugh the Hand gl ared at the dog.

"How di d he get past ne?"

The dog felt a howl of frustration rising in its throat. Damm the man. There
were all sorts of ways Haplo could have slipped past him Magic, for one..

"I guess he nust have used his nagic," Hugh the Hand nuttered, standing up
There was the scraping sound again, and the snell of iron and old bl ood was
consi derably di m nished, to the dog's relief.

"So why did he sneak of f?" Hugh the Hand was asking. "Maybe he suspects
somet hing's up. That nust be it. He's not the type to take chances. But then
what are you doing runni ng around | oose?" The nan was staring at the dog
again. "He didn't send you out |ooking for nme, did he?"

Oh, for the love of all that was greasy! The dog could have cheerfully bitten
the man. Why did everything have to be so conplicated? Hadn't this fellow ever
been hungry before?

The dog assuned an innocent air, cocked its head to one side, gave the man a
melting ook with its dark eyes, and whined a bit to protest being fal sely
accused.

"I guess not," Hugh the Hand said, studying the animal intently. "He coul dn't
know it's ne who's after him for one thing. And you—you mi ght be ny ticket on
board his ship. He'd let you in. And when he sees I'mw th you, he'll let ne
in as well. Come on, then, nutt. Lead the way."

Once this man made up his nmind, he noved quickly. The dog had to give him
credit for that, and so it chose to overl ook (for the nmoment) the use of the
highly insulting "mutt."

The dog danced off, dashed out the Factree door. The man foll owed al ong

cl osely behind. He appeared slightly daunted at the sight of the trenendous
stormraging over Drevlin, but after a nmonent's hesitation in the entrance, he
drew his hood up over his head and advanced grimy into the wind and rain.

Bar ki ng back at the thunder, the dog splashed gl eefully through puddl es,
headi ng for the ship—a hul king mass of rune-glimering darkness, barely
vi sible through the slanting rain.

O course, there would cone the nmonent when, once on the ship, Hugh the Hand
woul d di scover that Haplo wasn't on board. \Wich nonent mght be rather



ticklish to handle. The dog hoped, however, that the nmonent would cone only
after the man had been persuaded to hand over a few sausages.

Once its stomach was full, the dog felt capabl e of anything.
CHAPTER 17
WOVBE, DREVLI N ARl ANUS

ALONE | N THE HALLWAY, HAPLO TOOK A LOCOK | NSI DE THE Autonmton's room The
mensch were tal king excitedly anong thensel ves, noving fromone glass eye to
the next, gazing out at the marvels of the new world. Linbeck was standing
squarely in the center of the room giving a speech. Jarre was the only one
listening to him but he never noticed that he had such a small audi ence, nor
did he nuch care. Jarre regarded himw th | oving eyes—her eyes would see quite
wel | enough for the two of them

"Good-bye, ny friends," Haplo told themboth fromthe hallway, where they
couldn't possibly hear him He turned around and left.

Arianus woul d be at peace now. An uneasy peace, riven with cracks and splits.
It woul d break and crunmble and threaten nore than once to fall down and crush
everyone beneath. But the nensch, guided by their w se | eaders, would shore

t he peace up here, patch it up there, and it would stand, strong in its

i mperfection.

Whi ch was not what he'd been ordered to do.
"It had to be this way, Lord Xar. O herw se the dragon-snakes..."

Hapl o' s hand went, unknowi ng, to his breast. The wound bot hered hi m soneti nmes.
The scar tissue was inflaned, painful to the touch. He scratched at it
absently, w nced, and snatched his hand away, cursing. Looki ng down, he saw
his shirt spotted with blood. He'd broken the wound open again.

Emerging fromthe tunnels, he clinbed the stairs, halted at the top, stood
before the statue of the Manger. It remi nded himnore than ever of Alfred.

"Xar won't listen to nme, will he?" Haplo asked the statue. "Any nore than
Samah listened to you."

The statue didn't respond.
"But 1've got to try," Haplo insisted. "I've got to nake ny | ord under st and.
O herwise we're all in danger. And then, when he knows the danger of the
dragon- snakes, he can fight them And | can return to the Labyrinth, find ny
child."

Qddly, the thought of going back into the Labyrinth no |onger terrified him
Now, at |ast, he could wal k back through the Final Gate. His child. And her
child. Perhaps he'd find her as well. The nistake he'd nade—tetting her
go—woul d be rectified.

"You were right, Marit," he said to her silently. "' The evil inside us,' you
said. Now | understand."

Hapl o stood staring up at the statue. Once, when he had first seen it, the
statue of the Sartan had seened to himawful, majestic. Nowit |ooked tired,
wi stful, and faintly relieved.



"I't was tough being a god, wasn't it? Al that responsibility... and no one
listening. But your people are going to be all right now " Haplo rested his
hand on the metal arm "You don't have to worry about them any |onger."

"And neither do |."

Once outside the Factree, Haplo headed for his ship. The stormwas letting up
the clouds were starting to roll away. And so far as Haplo could see, there
wasn't another stormin sight. The sun might actually shine on Drevlin—all of
Drevlin, not just the area around the Liftal ofts. Hapl o wondered how t he
dwarves woul d cope

Knowi ng dwarves, they'd probably be opposed to it, he decided, smiling at the
t hought .

Hapl o sl ogged t hrough the puddl es, taking care to keep clear of any part of
the runbling Ki cksey-w nsey that |ooked as if it mght swing, trundle, roll

or smash into him The air was filled with the various sounds of the nachine's
i ntense activity: whistles and hoots, beeps and grindings, the zap of
electricity. A few dwarves had actually ventured outside and were peering up
at the sky with doubt.

Hapl o | ooked swiftly to his ship, was pleased to see that no one and not hi ng
was near it—this included the Kicksey-w nsey. He was not so pleased to note
that the dog wasn't around either. But then, Haplo was forced to admt, |
haven't been very good conpany of |ate. Probably the dog was off chasing rats.

The storm cl ouds broke up. Solarus burst through, streanm ng down between the
breaks in the clouds. In the distance, a cascade of rainbow colors shinmered
around the spouting geyser. The sunlight made the great machi ne suddenly
beautiful 4+t gl eanmed on the bright silver arms, glinted off fanciful golden
fingers. The dwarves stopped to stare at the amazing sight, then hurriedly
shaded their eyes and began to grumble about the brightness of the light.

Hapl o stopped, took a |ong | ook around.
"I won't be back here," he said to hinself suddenly. "Ever again."

The know edge didn't cause himsorrow, only a kind of wi stful sadness, nuch as
he'd seen on the face of the Sartan statue. It wasn't a feeling of ill onen.
But it was a feeling of certainty.

He wi shed, after all, that he'd said good-bye to Linbeck. And thanked himfor
saving his life. Haplo couldn't remenber that he ever had. He al nost turned
around, then kept going straight ahead, toward his ship. It was better this
way.

Hapl o renoved the runes fromthe entrance, was about to open the hatch when he
st opped agai n, | ooked around agai n.

"Dog!" Hapl o call ed.

An answering "whuff" came frominside. Fromfar inside the ship. Say, around
the hold area, where the sausages were hung..

"So that's what you' ve been up to,"
door and stepped in.

Hapl o called out grimy. He opened the

Pai n burst at the base of his skull, exploded behind his eyes, and propelled
him struggling, into darkness.



Chill water, splashing on his face, brought Haplo instantly to consci ousness.
He was wi de awake and alert, despite the ache in his head. He found hinself
lying on his back, his wists and ankl es bound securely with a length of his
own rope. Soneone had anbushed him But who? Why? And how had whoever it was
gotten on board his ship?

Sang-drax. The dragon-snake. But mnmy magi ¢ shoul d have warned ne. ..

Hapl o' s eyes flicked open involuntarily when the water hit him but he cl osed
them al nost i medi ately. Groaning, he let his head loll sideways. Then he | ay
still, pretending to black out again, hoping to hear sonething to tell him
what was happeni ng.

"Come off it. Qit shanm ng."

Sonet hi ng—probably the toe of a boot-—prodded Haplo in the side. The voice was
famliar.

"I know that old trick," the voice continued. "You' re awake, all right. | can
prove it if you want ne to. A kick in the side of the knee. Feels like
someone's driving a red-hot poker into your flesh. No one can play dead

t hrough the pain."

The shock of recognizing the voice, nore than the threat—which to Haplo, with
his protective runes, was no threat at all—eaused himto open his eyes. He
stared up dazedly at the man who had spoken

"Hugh the Hand?" he said groggily.

The Hand grunted in acknow edgnent. He was seated on a | ow wooden bench t hat
ran al ong the bul kheads. He had a pipe in his mouth, and the noxious odor of
stregno wafted through the ship. Al though he | ooked rel axed, he was wat chf ul
and undoubt edly had a weapon ready.

Not that any mensch weapon could hurt Haplo. But then, no mensch could
possi bly break through his magic, sneak on board his ship. Nor could any
nmensch ambush him

He'd figure this out later, once he was free of these ropes. Haplo called on
the magi c that woul d renmove his bonds, dissolve the ropes, burn them away. ..

Not hi ng happened.
Ast ounded, Haplo tugged at the ropes, to no avail

Hugh the Hand watched, puffed on his pipe, said nothing. Hapl o had the odd
i npression that the Hand was as curious as the Patryn about what was goi ng
f or war d.

Hapl o i gnored the assassin. He took tine to analyze the magic, sonething he
hadn't bothered to do, since a routine spell of this sort was second nature.
He scanned the possibilities, only to discover that there was only one

possi bility—he was bound securely with strong rope. Al other possibilities
had di sappear ed.

No, not di sappeared. They were still there; he could see them but they were
unavail able to him Accustonmed to having i nnunerabl e doors open to him Haplo
was shocked to find that now all but one were shut and | ocked.



Frustrated, he pulled hard at the bonds, tried to free hinself. The rope cut
painfully into his wists. Blood trickled over the sigla on his forearns.
Sigla that should have been burning bright red and blue, sigla that should
have been acting to free him

"\What have you done?" Hapl o demanded, not afraid, just amazed. "How did you do
this?"

Hugh the Hand shook his head, renoved the pipe fromhis mouth. "If | told you,
you might find a way to fight it. Seems a pity to let you die w thout know ng,

but"—the assassin shrugged—1 can't take the chance.™

"Die..."

Hapl o' s head hurt like hell. None of this was nmaking sense. He closed his eyes
again. He wasn't trying to fool his captor anynore. He was sinply trying to
ease the pain in his skull long enough to figure out what was goi ng on

"I"'ve sworn to tell you one thing before I kill you," Hugh the Hand said,

rising to his feet. "That's the nane of the person who wants you dead. Xar
That name mean anything to you? Xar wants you dead."

"Xar!" Haplo's eyes flared open. "How do you know Xar? He wouldn't hire you-a
mensch. No, damm it, this doesn't make any sense!™

"He didn't hire me. Bane did. Before he died. He said | was to tell you that
Xar wants you dead."

Hapl o went nunb. Xar wants you dead. He couldn't believe it. Xar mght be
di sappointed with him angry with him But want hi m dead?

No, Haplo said to hinmself, that would nean Xar is afraid of me. And Xar isn't
afrai d of anything.

Bane. This was his doing. It had to be.
But now that Haplo had figured that out, what did he plan to do about it?

Hugh the Hand stood over him The assassin was reaching into his cloak
probably for the weapon he was going to use to finish the job.

"Listen to me, Hugh." Haplo hoped to distract the assassin with talk while he
tried surreptitiously to | oosen his bonds. "You've been tricked. Bane lied to
you. He was the one who wanted me dead."

"Doesn't matter." Hugh the Hand drew a knife out of a sheath strapped behi nd
his back. "A contract's a contract, no matter who nmade it. | took it. I'm
honor-bound to carry it out."

Haplo didn't hear. He was staring at the knife. Sartan runes! But how?...
Wiere?... No, dam it, that didn't matter! \What nmattered was that now he
knew-sort of —hat was bl ocking his magic. If he only understood how the runes
wor ked. . .

"Hugh, you're a good man, a good fighter." Haplo stared hard at the knife. "I
don't want to have to kill you—=

"Good thing," Hugh the Hand remarked with a grimsnile. "Because you're not
goi ng to have the chance.™



Conceal ed in Hapl o's boot was a rune-covered dagger of his own. He acted on
the probability that the dagger wasn't in his boot but in his hands.

The magi ¢ worked. The knife was in Haplo's hands. But at the sane instant the
knife in the assassin's hand was suddenly a doubl e- bl aded ax.

Hugh funbl ed, nearly dropped the heavy weapon, but quickly recovered, held on
toit.

So that's how the magi c works, Haplo realized. Ingenious. The knife can't stop
my magic, but it can limt my choices. It will let me fight, because it can
count eract whatever weapon | choose to use. And the weapon works on its own,
obvi ously, judging by the ook on Hugh's face. He was nore shocked than | was.

Not that this hel ps much, since the Sartan knife will always give himthe
upper hand. But does it react to all magic? O just to a threat..

"Il make your death quick," Hugh the Hand was saying. He gripped the ax in
both hands, raised it over Haplo's neck. "If you people have any prayers to
say, you'd best say them"

Hapl o gave a | ow whistle.

The dog-sausage grease on its nose—trotted out fromthe hold. It paused to
regard its master and Hugh with amazed curiosity. Cbviously this was a gane...

Take him Haplo ordered silently.

The dog | ooked puzzl ed. Take him Master? He's our friend! | saved his life.
He was kind enough to feed ne a sausage or two. Surely you 're m staken
Mast er .

Take him Hapl o ordered.

The dog m ght have, for the first and only tinme inits life, disobeyed. But at
t hat nonment Hugh rai sed the ax.

The dog was baffled. The ganme had suddenly turned ugly. This couldn't be
al l owed. The man nust be making a nmistake. Silently, not grow ing or barking,
t he dog junped for Hugh

The Hand never knew what hit him The animal struck himsolidly from behind.
The assassin |lost his balance; the ax flew from his hands, thudded harm essly
into the wall. Hugh stunbled, fell. The human's heavy wei ght crashed down on
top of Hapl o.

Hugh the Hand gave a great groan. Hi s body stiffened. Haplo felt a rush of
war m bl ood cover his hands and arns.

"Dam!" Hapl o pushed on the assassin's shoulder, rolled himover onto his
back.

Hapl o's knife protruded fromthe nan's gut.
"Dam it! | didn't mean—Why the hell did you— Cursing, Haplo crouched over
the man. A major artery had been severed. Bl ood was pul sing out of the wound.

Hugh was still alive, but he wouldn't be for |ong.

"Hugh," Haplo said quietly. "Can you hear ne? | didn't nean to do this."



The man's eyes flickered open. The Hand seemed alnpst to smile. He tried to
speak, but the blood rattled in his throat. Hs jaw fell slack. The eyes
fixed. His head rolled to one side.

The dog trotted over, pawed at the dead man. Gane's over. That was fun. Now
it's time to get up and play again.

"Leave him al one, boy," Haplo said, shoving the dog back

The dog, not understandi ng but having the idea that this was all sonehowits
fault, flopped down on its belly. Nose between its paws, it gazed fromits
master to the man, who was now lying quite still. The dog hoped soneone woul d
tell it what was goi ng on.

"You of all people,"” Haplo said to the corpse. "Damm it!" He beat gently on
his leg with a clenched fist. "Damm it all. Bane! Wy Bane—and why thi s? Wat
cursed fate put this weapon into your hands?"

The Sartan weapon lay on the bl ood-spattered deck beside the body. The weapon,
whi ch had been an ax, was now again a crude knife. Haplo didn't touch it. He

didn't want to touch it. The Sartan runes etched into its metal were hideous,

repul sive, rem nded himof the corrupt Sartan runes he'd seen on Abarrach. He
left it where it was.

Angry at Hugh, hinself, fate—er whatever one might call it—Haplo stood up
stared grimy out the ship's porthole.

The sun was pouring down on Drevlin with blinding intensity. The rai nbow
geyser sparkled and danced. Mire and nore dwarves were coming up to the
surface, staring around themin dazzled bew | derment.

"What the devil am| going to do with the body?" Hapl o demanded. "I can't
leave it here, on Drevlin. How would I explain what happened? And if | just
dunp it out, the humans wi |l suspect the dwarves of rmurder. Al hell wll

break | oose. They'll all be back right where they started."

"I"l1l take him back to the Kenkari," he decided. "They'll know what to do.
Poor bastard—

A great and terrible cry of rage and anguish, coming fromdirectly behind him
froze Haplo's heart to awed stillness. He was unable to nove for an instant,
his brain and nerves fused by fear and disbelief.

The cry was repeated. Haplo's icy blood surged through his body in chilling
waves. Slowy he turned around.

Hugh the Hand was sitting up, |ooking down at the knife hilt protruding from
his stomach. Grimacing as if in nenory of the pain, the assassin took hold of
the hilt and pulled the blade out. Wth a bitter curse, he hurled the
weapon—stained with his own bl ood—away from him Then he I et his head sink
into his hands.

It took only a noment for the initial shock to wear off, for Haplo to
under st and what had happened. He said one word.

"Alfred."

Hugh the Hand | ooked up. Hs face was ravaged, haggard; the dark eyes burned.
"l was dead, wasn't [|?"



Wor dl essly Hapl o nodded.

Hugh' s hands cl enched; fingernails dug into flesh. "lI... couldn't leave. |I'm
trapped. Not here. Not there. WIIl it be like this always? Tell nme! WII it?"

He sprang to his feet. He was nearly raving. "Miust | know death's pain and
never its release? Help ne! You have to help ne!"

"I will,"” Haplo said softly. "I can."

Hugh halted, regarded Haplo with suspicion. H s hand went to his breast, tore
open the bl oodstained shirt. "You can do sonething about this? Can you get rid
of it?"

Hapl o saw the sigil, shook his head. "A Sartan rune. No, | can't. But | can
hel p you find the one who can. Alfred put it there. He's the only one who can
free you. | can take you to him if you have the courage. He's inprisoned i n—=

"Courage!" Hugh gave a roaring |augh. "Courage! Wiy do | need courage? | can't
die!" His eyes rolled in his head. "I don't fear death! It's life |I'm scared
of!l It's all backward, isn't it? All backward."

He | aughed and kept |aughing. Haplo heard a high, thin note, of hysteria, of
madness. Not surprising, after what the human had endured, but he couldn't be
permtted to indulge in it.

Hapl o caught hold of Hugh's wists. The assassin, scarcely knowi ng what he was
doi ng, struggled violently to free hinself.

Hapl o held himfast. Blue light shone fromthe runes on Hapl o's hands and
arnms, spread its soothing glowto Hugh the Hand. The |ight wapped itself
around him tw ned up his body.

The Hand sucked in his breath, stared at the light in awe. Then his eyes
cl osed. Two tears squeezed out from beneath his lids, trailed down his cheeks.
He rel axed in Haplo's hold.

Haplo held him drew himinto the circle of his being. He gave his strength to
Hugh, took Hugh's torment into hinself.

Mnd flowed into mnd; nmenories became tangl ed, shared. Haplo flinched and
cried out in agony. It was Hugh the Hand, his potential killer, who supported
him The two nen stood, |ocked in an enbrace that was of spirit, mnd, and
body.

Gradual ly the blue light faded. Each man's being returned to its own
sanctuary. Hugh the Hand grew calm Haplo's pain eased

The Hand lifted his head. Hi s face was pale, glistening with sweat. But the
dark eyes were calm "You know, " he said.

Hapl o drew a shivering breath and nodded, unable to speak

The assassin stunbl ed backward, sat down on a | ow bench. The dog's tail stuck
out from underneath. Hugh's resurrection had apparently been too nmuch for it.

Haplo called to the animal. "Come on, boy. It's all right. You can cone out
now. "

The tail brushed once across the deck, disappeared.



Hapl o grinned and shook his head. "All right, stay there. Let this be a | esson
about purl oi ning sausages."

d ancing out the porthole, Haplo saw several of the dwarves, blinking in the
sunlight, |ooking curiously in the ship's direction. A few were even pointing
and begi nning to wander toward the ship.

The sooner they left Arianus, the better

Hapl o put his hands on the steering mechani sm began speaking the runes, to
make certain that all were unbroken, that the magic was ready to take them

back through Death's Gate.

The first sigil on the steering stone caught fire. The flames spread to the
second, and so on. Soon the ship would be airborne.

"What' s happeni ng?" Hugh the Hand asked, staring suspiciously at the gl ow ng
runes.

"We're getting ready to |l eave. W're going to Abarrach," said Haplo. "I have
to report to my lord..." He paused.

Xar wants you dead.

No! Inpossible. It was Bane who wanted hi m dead.

"Then we'll go find Alf— Hapl o began, but never finished.

Everything that was three-dimensional suddenly went flat, as if all juice and
pul p and bone and fiber were sucked out of every object aboard the ship.

W thout dimension, brittle as a dying leaf, Haplo felt hinself pressed back
agai nst tinme, unable to nmove, unable to so rmuch as draw breath.

Sigla flared in the center of the ship. A hole burned through time, broadened,
expanded. A figure stepped through the hole: a woman, tall, sinewy. Chestnut
hair, tipped with white, flowed around her shoul ders and down her back. Long
bangs feathered over her forehead, casting her eyes in shadow. She was dressed
in the clothes of the Labyrinth—teather pants, boots, |eather vest, blouse
with | oose sleeves. Her feet touched the deck, and time and |ife surged back
into all things.

Surged back into Haplo.

He stared in wonder. "Marit!"

"Hapl 0?" she asked, her voice | ow and cl ear.

"Yes, it's me! Wiy are you here? How?" Haplo stammered in amazenent.

Marit smiled at him She wal ked toward him held out her hand to him " Xar
wants you, Haplo. He has asked me to bring you back to Abarrach."

Hapl o reached out his hand to her..
CHAPTER 18
WOVBE, DREVLI N ARl ANUS

"LOOK our!" HUGH THE HAND SHOUTED. JUMPI NG TO HI' S FEET, he leapt at Mirit,



caught hold of her wrist.

Blue fire crackled. The sigla on Mark's arns flared. The Hand was fl ung
backward by the shock. He hit the wall, slid down to the floor, clutching his
tingling arm

"What the— Haplo was staring fromone to the other

The assassin's fingers touched cold iron: his knife, lying on the floor beside
hi m The nunbi ng shock that had sent his mnuscles into painful spasms
di sappeared. Hugh's fingers closed over the hilt.

"Beneath her sleeve!" he shouted. "A throw ng dagger."
Hapl o stared in disbelief, unable to react.

Marit drew forth the dagger that she wore in a sheath on her armand flung it
all in the same snooth notion

Had she caught Hapl o unaware, her attack woul d have felled him Hi s defensive
magi ¢ woul d not react to protect himfroma fellow Patryn. Particularly not
from her.

But even before Hugh's warning, Haplo had experienced a glinmrer of distrust,
unease.

Xar wants you, she had said to him
And in his mnd, Haplo heard the echo of Hugh's words.
Xar wants you dead.

Hapl o ducked. The dagger fell harm essly over his head, chest, bounced off,
fell to the floor with a clatter.

Marit lunged for her fallen weapon. The dog shot out from underneath the
bench, intent on putting its body between its master and danger. Marit tripped
over the animal, crashed into Haplo. He |l ost his balance. Reaching out to save
hinself fromfalling, he caught hold of the steering stone.

Hugh the Hand raised the knife, intending to defend Hapl o.

The Cursed Bl ade had other plans. Wought ages ago, designed specifically by
the Sartan to fight their nost feared enenmies,* the knife recognized that it
had two Patryns to destroy, not just one. \Wat Hugh the Hand wanted counted
for nothing. He had no control over the blade; rather, it used him That was
how the Sartan, with their disdain for mensch, had designed it. The bl ade
needed a warm body, needed that body's energy, nothing nore.

*See Appendi x |, The Accursed Bl ade.

The bl ade becane a live thing in Hugh's hand. It squirnmed and withed and
began to grow. Appalled, he dropped it, but the blade didn't mnd. It no

| onger had any need of him Taking the formof a gigantic bl ack-w nged bat,
the knife flew at Marit.

Haplo felt the runes of the steering stone beneath his hand. Marit had
recovered her dagger. She lunged to stab him H s defensive magic, which would
have reacted instantly to protect himfroman attack by a nensch or a Sartan
was unable to respond to danger froma fellow Patryn. The sigla on his skin



remai ned pale, would not shield him

Haplo flung up one armto fend off Marit's attack, attenpted to activate the
steering stone's nmagic with the other. Blue and red light flared. The ship
soared upward

"Death's Gate!" Hapl o managed to gasp

The sudden notion of the ship threw Marit off bal ance, caused her to miss. The
kni fe sl ashed across Haplo's forearm |eaving a streak of glistening red
bl ood. But he was |lying on the deck in an awkward and vul nerabl e position

Marit regai ned her balance swiftly. Wth the skilled, single-mnded purpose of
a well-trained fighter, she ignored the ship's erratic notion and went after
Hapl o agai n.

He was staring not at her but past her.
"Marit!" he yelled. "Look out!"

She was not about to fall for a trick she had learned to avoid as a child. She
was nmore worried about the wetched dog, which was in her way. Marit stabbed
at the dog. Sonething large, with scratching claws, struck her from behind.

Tiny, sharp teeth whose bite was |ike searing flane sank into the flesh at the
base of her skull, above the protective tattoos. Wngs fl apped agai nst the
back of her head. Marit knew her attacker—a bl oodsucker. The pain of its bite
was excruciating; worse, the creature's teeth were venonpus, injecting a

paral yzi ng poison into its victimto bring her dowmm. Wthin noments she woul d
be unable to nove, helpless to stop the bat fromdraining her life's bl ood.

Fi ghti ng down panic, Marit dropped the knife. Reaching behind her, she grabbed
hold of the furry body. The bat had dug its claws deep into her flesh. Its
teeth were ni pping and sl ashing, hunting for a large vein. The poi son burned

t hrough Marit, making her sick and dizzy.

"Break its hold!" Haplo was shouting. "Quick!"

He was trying to help her, but the lurching of the ship made it difficult for
himto reach her.

Marit knew what she had to do. Gitting her teeth, she gripped the flapping
bat in her hands and yanked on it as hard as she could. The claws tore her
flesh out with them the bat squeal ed and bit her hands. Every bite shot
anot her dose of poison into her

She flung the bat away, hurling it with her remaining strength into the wall.
She slunped to her knees. Hapl o dashed past her; the dog bounded over her.
Marit felt her dagger beneath her palm Her fingers closed on it. She slid it
up the sleeve of her blouse. Keeping her head down, she waited for the
sickness to pass, waited for her strength to return

Behi nd her she heard a snarling and thunping, and then Haplo's voice.

"Hugh, stop that damm knifel"

"l can't!"

The sunlight that had been shining through the porthole was gone. Marit | ooked
up. Arianus had been replaced by a dazzling display of swiftly altering



i mges. A world of green jungle, a world of blue water, a world of red fire, a
world of twilight, a world of terrible darkness, and a bright white |ight.

The t humpi ng ceased. She heard the heavy, |abored breathing of the two nen,
t he dog panti ng.

The i mages repeated thenmsel ves, swirls of color to her dazed mind: green

bl ue, red, pearl gray, dark, light. Marit knew how Death's Gate worked. She
focused on the green.

"Pryan," she whispered. "Take me to Xar!"

The ship altered course i mediately.

Hapl o was staring blankly at the dog. The dog was staring at the deck
Grow i ng, wondering where its prey had gone, the ani mal began pawi ng at the
rune-covered wooden hull of the ship, thinking perhaps that the bat had
somehow managed to crawl into a crack

Hapl o knew better. He | ooked around.

Hugh the Hand was hol di ng the weapon—a crude iron knife. Pale and shaken, he
dropped it. "I never did trust nagic. You got any idea how the dam bl ade
wor ks?"

"Not much," Haplo said. "Don't use it again."

The Hand shook his head. "If we were on solid ground, I'd bury the cursed
thing." He | ooked out the wi ndow, his expression dark. "Were are we?"

"Death's Gate," said Hapl o, preoccupied. He knelt down beside Marit. "How are
you?"

She was shivering hard, al nbst convul sively.
Hapl o took hold of her hands.
Angrily Marit snatched them away, pulled back fromhim "Leave ne al one!"

"You've got a fever. | can help..." he began, and started to brush aside the
feathery chestnut bangs that she wore | ow over her forehead.

She hesitated. Sonething inside her wanted himto know the truth, knew it
woul d hurt himworse than the knife's blade. But Xar had warned her not to
reveal this secret power she possessed, this link to him

Marit shoved Hapl o's hand aside. "Traitor! Don't touch ne!l"

Haplo lowered his hand. "I'mnot a traitor."

Marit eyed himwith a grimsmle. "Qur |ord knows about Bane. The dragon-snake
told him"

"Dragon-snake!" Haplo's eyes flashed. "What dragon-snake? One who calls
hi nsel f Sang- dr ax?"

"What does it matter what the creature calls hinself? The dragon-snake told
our lord about the Kicksey-w nsey and Arianus. How you brought peace when you
were ordered to bring war. And all for your own glory."



"No." Haplo's voice grated. "He lies."

Marit made an inpatient negating notion with her hand. "I heard what the
mensch said for nyself. Back there on Arianus. | heard your nmensch friends
talking." Her lip curled. She cast a scornful glance back at Hugh the Hand.

"Mensch friends arned with Sartan weapons—made by our eneny for our
destructi on! Weapons you undoubtedly intend to use on your own kind!"

The dog whined, started to creep over to Haplo.
Hugh the Hand whi stled, spoke gruffly, "Here, boy. Conme to ne."

The dog gazed woefully at its master. Hapl o appeared to have forgotten its
exi stence. Ears drooping, tail hanging |inp, the dog wandered over to Hugh and
fl opped down at his side.

"You betrayed our lord, Haplo," Marit continued. "Your betrayal hurt him
deeply. That was why he sent ne."

"But | didn't betray him Marit! | haven't betrayed our people. Everything
|'ve done has been for them for their own good. The dragon-snakes are the
true betrayers—

"Hapl o," the Hand call ed warningly, casting a significant |ook out the
porthol e. "W've changed course, seemngly."

Hapl o barely glanced out. "This is Pryan." He eyed Marit. "You brought us
here. \Wy?"

She was rising shakily to her feet. "Xar ordered me to bring you here. He
wants to question you."

"He can't very well do that if |I'm dead, can he?" Hapl o paused, renenbering
Abarrach. "On second thought, | guess he can. So our lord has |earned the
forbi dden Sartan art of necromancy."

Marit chose to ignore the enphasis. "WIIl you cone to himpeacefully, Haplo?
Surrender yourself to his judgment? O rmust | kill you?"

Hapl o stared out the wi ndow at Pryan—a hollow stone ball, its suns shining in
the center. Basking in eternal daylight, the plant life on Pryan grew so
thickly that vast mensch cities were built in the linbs of gigantic trees.
Mensch ships sail ed oceans floating on broad noss plains far above the ground.

Hapl o | ooked at Pryan, but he wasn't seeing it. He was seeing Xar

How easy it would be. Fall on ny knees before Xar, bow ny head, accept ny
fate. Quit the fight. Quit the struggle.

If I don't, I'Il have to kill her

He knew Marit, knew how she thought. Once the two of them had thought alike
She honored Xar. Haplo did, too. How could he not? Xar had saved his life,
saved the lives of all their people, led themforth fromthat heinous prison

But Xar was wong. Just as Haplo had been w ong.

"You were the one who was right, Marit," he told her. "I couldn't understand
then. Now | do."



Not follow ng his thoughts, she eyed himw th suspicion

" "The evil is in us,' you said. W are the ones who give the Labyrinth
strength. It feeds off our hatred, our fear. It grows fat on our fear," he
said with a bitter snile, recalling Sang-drax's words.

"I don't know what you're tal king about,” Marit said disdainfully. She was
feeling better, stronger. The poison was abating, her own magic acting to
dilute it. "I said lots of things | didn't nmean then. | was young."

Mentally, silently, she spoke to Xar. | amon Pryan, Husband. | have Hapl o.
No, he is not dead. Guide nme to the neeting place.

She rested her hand on the steering stone. Runes flared. The ship had been
drifting aimessly; nowit began to fly swiftly through the green-tinged sky.
Her lord's voice flowed inside her, drew her to him

"What is your decision?" Course set, Marit let go the stone. She pulled her
dagger from her sleeve, held it firmy, steadily.

Behi nd her the dog growled lowin its throat. Hugh the Hand qui eted the
animal, petting it gently. He watched intently; his own fate—bound up in
Hapl o, who would lead himto Al fred—was at stake. Marit kept the human in her
line of vision, but she was paying scant attention to him She discounted him
as a threat, as she would di scount any mensch.

"Xar's nmade a terrible mstake, Marit," Haplo told her quietly. "The
dragon-snakes are his true eneny. They're the ones who will betray him"

"They are his allies!"

"They pretend to be his allies. They will give Xar what he seeks. They'l
crown himruler of the four worlds, bow down to him Then they' |l devour him
And our people will be destroyed as surely as were the Sartan.

"Look at us," he continued. "Look what they've done to us. Since when, in the
hi story of our people, have two Patryns fought each ot her?"

"Since one of thembetrayed his people," she returned scornfully. "You are now
nore Sartan than Patryn. So ny |ord says."

Hapl o sighed. He called the dog to his side. The animal, ears alert, tai
waggi ng happily, trotted over. Haplo scratched its head. "If it were just ne,
Marit, 1'd give up. 1'd go with you. 1'd die at ny lord' s hands. But |'m not
al one. There's our child. You did bear ny child, didn't you?"

"I bore her. Alone. In a Squatter's hut." Her voice was hard, sharp as the
bl ade i n her hand.

Hapl o was silent, then asked, "A girl-child?"

"Yes. And if you're thinking to soften ne, it won't work. | |earned well the
one | esson you taught me, Haplo. Caring about something in the Labyrinth
brings only pain. | gave her a nanme, tattooed the heart-rune on her chest, and
then | left her."

"What did you nane her?"

"Rue. "



Haplo flinched. He was pale; his fingers curled, dug into the dog's flesh.

The ani mal yel ped, gave hima reproachful glance.

"Sorry," he nuttered.
The ship had descended, was skinmng over the tops of the trees, noving at an
i ncredi bl e speed, far faster than when Haplo had first visited this world.

Xar's magic, drawing themto him

Bel ow, the jungle was a dizzying green blur. A flash of blue, briefly seen and
t hen gone, was an ocean. The ship was dropping |ower and lower. In the

di stance Hapl o could see the sparkling beauty of a white city: one of the
Sartan citadels. Probably the one he hinself had discovered.

It would be logical for Xar to visit the citadel; he had Hapl o's account to
gui de him

What does Xar expect mny corpse to tell hin? Hapl o wondered suddenly. Cbviously
he suspects me of having hidden know edge. Sonething |I've kept from him But
what? |1've told himeverything... almpst... And what's left isn't inportant to
anyone but ne.

"Well?" Marit demanded inpatiently. "Have you nmade your deci sion?"

The spires of the citadel |oomed above them The ship was flying over the
wal I, descending into an open courtyard. Two nensch standi ng beneath were
staring up at themin open-nouthed astoni shnment. Haplo could not see Xar, but
the lord nust be somewhere nearby.

If 1"mgoing to make ny nove, it has to be now

"I won't go back, Marit," Haplo said. "And | won't fight you. It's what
Sang-drax wants us to do." H's gaze shifted fromthe porthole, slid with

del i berate sl owness around the ship, flicked over Hugh the Hand, returned to
Marit.

Hapl o wondered how nuch the human had under st ood of what had passed. Hapl o had
spoken in human for the assassin's benefit, but Marit had been using the
Patryn | anguage.

Well, if he didn't understand before, he woul d now.

"I guess you'll have to kill ne," said Haplo.

Hugh the Hand dove for the knife-not the Cursed Bl ade, but Haplo's knife,
stained with the human's own bl ood, which lay on the deck. He intended to
di stract the wonman; he knew he didn't stand a chance of stopping Marit.

She heard him whirled, stretched out her hand. The sigla on her skin flashed.
Runes danced in the air, spun thenselves into a flaring rope of fire that

wr apped around the human. Hugh screamed in agony and crashed to the deck, the
bl ue and red runes tw ning around him

Hapl o t ook advantage of the diversion to grasp the steering stone. He spoke
the runes, willed the ship to | eave

Resi stance. Xar's magic held them fast.



The dog gave a warni ng bark. Haplo turned. Marit had dropped the knife. She
was going to use her magic to kill him Sigla on the backs of her hands began
to gl eam

The Cursed Bl ade cane to life.
CHAPTER 19

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

THE CURSED BLADE ALTERED FORM A TYTAN—ONE OF THE terrifying
nmur derous gi ants of Pryan—stood over them

The tytan's huge hands were clenched to fists as big around as boul ders. Its
blind face contorted in rage; it lashed out brutally at creatures it sensed
rather than saw

Marit heard the thing roaring above her, saw on Haplo's face a | ook of fear
and astoni shnent that was certainly not feigned. Her nmagi c changed swiftly
froman offensive attack to a defensive shield.

Hapl o plumreted into her, dragged her with himto the deck. The giant's fi st
swung harm essly over them Marit struggled to regain her feet, her mnd stil
concentrating on killing Haplo. She didn't fear the nonster until she suddenly
realized that her defensive shield-nmagic was beginning to crunble.

Hapl o saw her runes starting to fade, saw her | ook of astonishnent.
"The tytans know Sartan magic!" he shouted to her above the giant's roar

Hapl o hinself couldn't believe what was happening, and his confusion hindered
his ability to respond. Either the ship had expanded to accomvodate the giant,
or the giant had shrunk to fit inside the ship.

Hugh the Hand, freed of Marit's spell, lay groaning near one of the bul kheads.
The sound attracted the tytan's notice. It turned, raised its enornous foot
over the prostrate man, prepared to stanp himto death. Then, unaccountably,
the tytan lowered its foot, left himalone. The giant shifted its attention
back to the Patryns.

The Sartan bl ade, Haplo realized. It's not a real tytan at all, but a creation
of the blade. It won't hurt its naster

But the Hand was barely conscious; there was no hope now of his controlling
the blade, if he ever coul d—sonethi ng Hapl o was begi nning to doubt.

Death's Gate. Perhaps it had been only coincidence, but the bat had
di sappeared; the blade's magic had failed when they entered Death's Gate.

"Dog, attack!"™ Haplo cried.

The dog darted around behind the giant, nipped at the tytan's heel. The dog's
bite nust have seened |l ess than a beesting to the giant, but apparently hurt
it enough to distract it. The tytan swung around, stanping in rage. The dog
ninbly sprang to one side, dove in again, sinking its teeth into the other
heel .

Hapl o cast a defensive spell. Blue sigla flared around him | ooking |Iike an



eggshell and just as fragile. He turned to Marit, who was crouched on the
deck, staring up at the giant. Her sigla were fading. She was nmuttering the
rune-| anguage, apparently about to cast another spell

"You can't stop it!" Haplo grabbed hold of her. "Not by yourself. W've got to
create the circle.”

She shoved hi m asi de

The tytan kicked the dog, sent the animal flying across the deck. Its body
crashed into a wall, quivered, and lay still. The tytan's eyel ess head turned
this way and that, sniffing out its prey.

"Create the circle!" Haplo yelled at her savagely. "It's our only chance. The
thing is a Sartan weapon. It means to kill us both!"

The giant's fist hamered down on Haplo's magic shield. The sigla started to
crack, began to fade. Marit stared at it. Perhaps she was beginning to
understand. O perhaps the instinct for survival, honed in the Labyrinth,
goaded her to action. She reached out, grasped hold of Haplo's hands. He held
fast to hers. They spoke the runes swiftly together

Conbi ned, both their magi cks strengthened; they formed a shield stronger than
the strongest steel. The tytan's fist slanmed down on the gl ow ng
rune-structure.

The sigla wavered but held fast, Haplo saw a tiny break in it, however. The
shield woul dn't 1ast I|ong.

"How do we fight it?" Marit demanded, begrudgi ng his hel p but aware of the
necessity.

"We don't," he said grinly. "W can't. W've got to get out of here. Listen to
me: the bat that attacked you vani shed when we entered Death's Gate. The
gate's magi ¢ nmust sonehow di srupt the blade's magic."

The tytan, in a frustrated rage, rained blow after bl ow down on the gl ow ng
shield, kicking at it with its feet, drumming on it with its hands. The cracks
wi dened.

"I'"ll hold it off!" Haplo yelled above the tytan's roars. "You take us back to
Death's Gate!"

"This is a trick," she cried, glaring at him hating him "You' re only trying
to escape your fate. | can fight this thing."

She broke | oose of Haplo's grasp. The shield around them burst into flane,
engul fing the tytan's hands. It shrieked in pain, snatched its hands back out
of the blaze. Sucking in a huge breath, it blew on the fire, and suddenly the
flames were engul fing Marit.

She screaned. Her rune-nagic acted to protect her, but the sigla on her skin
were starting to wither in the heat.

Swiftly Haplo formed his own runes into a huge spear, cast it at the tytan
The spear slammed into the giant's chest. The point penetrated flesh and
nmuscl e. The tytan was wounded, though not seriously, and in pain. The flanes
around Marit died.

Hapl o caught hold of her, dragged her to where the steering stone rested.



Qut si de the wi ndow, he could see two nensch—an elf and a human—waving their
arnms and dashing frantically around the ship, as if searching for a way in. He
paid them scant attention. He placed his hands on the stone and spoke the
runes.

Blinding light flared. The sigla on the ship's walls glowed with dazzling
brilliance. The nmensch outside the w ndow vani shed, as did the citadel and the
jungle around it.

They were in Death's Gate. The tytan was gone.

Colors flashed and swirled: blue water, red fire, green jungle, gray storm
darkness, light. Faster and faster the images spun. Haplo was caught in a
whirlwi nd of color. He tried to fix on a single image, but they all swept past
himtoo rapidly. He could see nothing except the colors. He | ost sight of
Marit, of Hugh, of the dog.

Lost sight of everything except the Sartan blade. It lay on the deck, a

qui vering, mal evolent force. Once again it was an iron knife. Once again
they'd defeated it. But they were nearly finished and the bl ade's magi c was
powerful. It had |lasted through centuries, perhaps. Survived its makers. How
could he destroy it?

The col ors—the choi ces—swirl ed around him Blue. One force existed which m ght
destroy the knife. Unfortunately, it nmight destroy all of them

Hapl o shut his eyes against the colors and chose blue. His ship left Death's
Gate and slanmed into a wall of water.

The bl ur of colors disappeared. Haplo could see the ship's interior again and,
out si de the wi ndow, the peaceful aqua sea that was the world of Chel estra.

"Where the hell are we now?" Hugh the Hand demanded. He was consci ous agai n,
staring in bew | derment out the porthole.

"The fourth world."

Hapl o coul d hear om nous sounds in his ship. A groan from somewhere in the
hol d, strange whispering sighs, as if the ship were lanmenting its fate.

Marit heard them too. She tensed, |ooked around in alarm "Wat is that?"

"The ship is breaking apart,"” Haplo answered grimy. H's eyes were on the
knife. Its runes glowed faintly.

"Breaking apart?" Marit gasped. "That's not possible. Not with the rune-magic
to protect it. You're... you're lying."

"Fine, I"'mlying." Haplo was too tired, too badly hurt, too preoccupied to
argue. Keeping a wary gaze on the knife, he cast a glance around at the
steering stone. It stood on a wooden pedestal well above the deck. Still, when

the ship began to break up that wouldn't nmatter. "G ve ne your vest," Haplo
told Marit. "Wat?"

"The vest! Your |leather vest!" He glared at her
"Dam it, | don't have time to explain! Just give it to nel"

She was suspicious. But the creakings were growi ng | ouder; the disnmal sighs
had gi ven way to sharp cracks.



Taking of f the | eather vest, which was covered with protective runes, Mrit
flung it at Haplo. He tossed it over the steering stone.

The runes on the Cursed Bl ade gl owed an ugly green. The dog, apparently unhurt
and now norbidly curious, crept near, sniffed at the knife. The aninmal | eapt
back suddenly, hackles rising.

Hapl o | ooked up at the ceiling. He recalled the last time he' d | anded on

Chel estra—his ship breaking apart, the rune-magic failing, the water starting
to seep through the cracks. Then he'd been amazed, raging, afraid. Now he
prayed for a drop

There it was! Atiny trickle of sea water, running down one of the bul kheads.
"Hugh!" Hapl o shouted. "Grab the knife! Put it in the water!"

Hugh the Hand didn't respond. He didn't nove. He was crouched against the hul
of the ship, holding on to it for dear life, staring with gaping nouth and
frantic eyes at the water.

The water. Haplo cursed hinmself for a fool. The human came froma world where
peopl e fought over water; a bucket of the precious liquid was weal th. He had
undoubtedly never in his entire life seen this nmuch water. And he certainly
hadn't seen it as a terrifying fist closing over the ship, slowmy crushing its
wooden shel | .

Per haps there was no word in the mensch | anguage on Arianus for drowning, but
Hugh the Hand didn't need a word. He could picture such a death vividly. Haplo
under st ood; he'd gone through this hinmself.

The choking, the snmothering, the bursting lungs. Useless to try to explain to
Hugh the Hand that he could breathe the water as easily as he coul d breathe
air. Useless to explain to himthat if they acted quickly they could | eave
before the ship broke apart. Useless to remind himhe couldn't die. At this
juncture, that mght not appear to be much of a bl essing.

A drop of water, falling fromone of the slowy w den-ing cracks in the wooden
hull, fell on Hugh's face. He shuddered all over, gave a hollow cry.

Hapl o | urched across the deck. G abbing hold of the assassin, the Patryn dug
his nails into Hugh's arm "The blade! Gab it!"

The knife flew fromthe deck, sprang into Hugh's hand. It had not altered
form but its greenish glowintensified. Hugh the Hand stared at it as if he'd
never seen it before.

Hapl o backed swiftly away.

"Hugh!" The Patryn tried desperately to break through the man's terror. "Put
the knife in the water!"

A yell fromMarit stopped him

She was pointing out the porthole, her face pale and horrified. "What... what
isit?"
Foul ooze, |ike blood, stained the water. The beautiful aqua was dark now, and

hi deous. Two red-green glowi ng eyes peered in at them eyes that were bigger
than the ship. A toothless mouth gaped in silent, nocking |aughter



"The dragon-snakes ... in their true form" Hapl o answered.

The knife. That's why the Cursed Bl ade hadn't changed form It didn't need to
change. It was drawing on the greatest source of evil in the four worlds.

Marit couldn't | ook away. Slowy she shook her head. "No," she said thickly.
"I don't believe... Xar would not permt it..." She stopped, whispered al nost
to herself, "The red eyes..."

Haplo didn't answer. He waited tensely for the dragon-snake to attack, to
batter the ship to pieces, seize them and devour them

But the dragon-snake didn't, and then Haplo realized it wouldn't. | grow fat
on your fear, Sang-drax had said to him There was enough fear and hatred and
m strust on board this ship to feed a | egion of dragon-snakes. And with the
ship breaking apart slowy, the dragon-snake had only to wait for its victins'
magi c to dimnish and die, wait for themto feel the full extent of their

hel pl essness. Their terror would only increase.

Anot her snapping crack, a series of cracks fromfarther back in the ship.

Wat er dripped on Haplo's hand. The sigla, which had flared blue and red at the
appear ance of the dragon-snake, began to dim their |ight—his magi c—was
growi ng faint.

Soon his magi ¢ woul d break apart, as his ship was breaking apart.

Revul sion twi sting inside him Haplo reached out and snatched the Cursed Bl ade
from Hugh's unresisting grasp

The pain was worse, far worse than if he'd taken hold of a red-hot poker. His
instinct was to drop it. He gritted his teeth against the pain, held on. The
burning iron seared his skin, melted into it, seemed to flow from his hand
into his very veins.

The bl ade cane to life, twi sted and wrapped around his hand, burrowed
insidiously into his flesh. It devoured his bone. It was beginning to devour
hi m

Reeling, in a blind and frantic effort to free hinself of the pain, he
stunbled to his knees, thrust his hand into a pool of water forming on the
deck.

The Cursed Bl ade went instantly dark and col d.

Shivering, clutching his wounded hand, afraid of |ooking at it, Haplo crouched
on his knees, doubled over, sick and retching.

A blow hit the ship. A tinber above the human snapped, caved in. Hugh the Hand
gave a great bellow Water poured down on top of him on both of them Haplo
was drenched. H s magi c was gone.

The dog barked warningly. Ared glowlit the interior of the cabin.

Hapl o | ooked outside the window The Cursed Bl ade was dead, apparently, but

t he dragon-snake had not vanished as had the tytan and the bat. The knife had
sumoned it, and now it would not be dism ssed. But the dragon-snake saw that
t he ship was now breaking apart; those inside had a chance to escape. The
snake couldn't afford to wait. Its tail struck the ship again.



"Marit," Haplo whispered. His throat was raw, he couldn't talk.

She was far fromwhere the water was pouring in, and since the ship was
listing in the opposite direction, she was still relatively dry.

"The steering stone!" He knew she couldn't hear hiny the words had cone out a
croak. He tried again. "The stone! Use it..."

She either heard or seized on the sane idea herself. She could see at a gl ance
the effect the water was having on her own magi c, and now she understood why
Hapl o had covered the steering stone with the | eather vest.

The dragon-snake's eyes gl owed hideously. It read her thoughts, understood her
intent. Its toothless naw opened.

Marit cast one frightened glance at it, then resolutely ignored it. She
snat ched the | eather vest off the stone.

Crouching over it, protecting the magic fromthe dripping water with her body,
she wrapped her hands around it.

The dragon-snake struck. The ship seermed to Hapl o to expl ode. Water swept him
away; he was sinking beneath it.

Then strong arns caught him held him A voice spoke to him soothed him

Al'l pain vanished. He rested, drifting on the water's surface, at peace with
hi nmsel f.

The voice call ed again.

He opened his eyes, |ooked up and saw. ..

Al fred.

CHAPTER 20

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

"No! DON T LEAVE us! TAKE us WTH YOU TAKE us WTH YOU "

"Ch, stop it, Roland, for On's sake,
gone. "

the elf snapped testily. "They're

The human gl owered at his conpanion and, nore for the sake of defiance than
because he thought he mi ght acconplish anything constructive, he continued to
wave his arns and shout at the strange ship, which was no | onger even in

si ght.

At length, feeling a fool and growing tired of waving his arns above his head,
Rol and left off shouting and turned around to take his frustration out on the
elf.

"It's your fault we lost them Quindiniar!"

"M ne?" Paithan gaped.

"Yes, yours. If you' d let ne talk to themwhen they first landed, | could have



made contact. But you thought you saw a tytan inside! Hah! One of those
monsters couldn't get its little toe into that ship," Roland scoffed.

"I saw what | saw," returned Paithan sullenly. "And you couldn't have tal ked
to them anyway. The ship was all covered with those weird pictures, |ike that
Hapl o' s ship, when he was here. You renenber hin®"

"Qur savior? | renenber. Brought us here to this blasted citadel. Hi mand the
old man.* 1'd like to have both of themin front of me right now " Roland
swung a clenched fist, which, quite by accident, smacked Paithan in the

shoul der.

*Hapl o was tricked by the wizard Zifnab into transporting the human siblings
Rol and and Rega and the el ven siblings Paithan and Al eatha and the dwarf
Drugar to the Sartan citadel on Pryan. Their adventures are recorded in Elven
Star, vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle.

"Ch, sorry," Roland muttered.
"You did that on purpose!" Paithan nursed his bruised arm
"Bosh. You got in ny way. You're always getting in nmy way."

"Me getting in your way! You're the one who keeps followi ng me around! W
divided this city into two halves. If you' d stay in your half, as we agreed, |
woul dn't get in your way."

"You'd like that!" Roland jeered. "Rega and | stay on our side and starve to
death while you and your bitch of a sister grow fat—

"Fat! Fat!" Paithan had switched to elven, as he often did when
exasper at ed—and he seenmed to be speaking a lot nore elven these days. "Were
do you think we're getting food?"

"I don't know, but you spend a lot of time in that fool Star Chamber or
what ever you call it." Roland was deliberately and irritably speaki ng human

"Yes, I'mgrowing food there. In the darkness. Aleatha and | are living on
mushroonms. And don't call ny sister nanes."

"I wouldn't put it past you. Either of you. And 1'Il call her exactly what she
is—a scheming little bit—=

"Schemng little what?" cane a throaty, sleepy voice fromthe shadows.
Rol and choked, coughed, glowered in the voice's general direction

"Ch, hello, Thea," Paithan greeted his sister without enthusiasm "I didn't
know you were here."

An el ven wonan stepped into Pryan's eternal sunlight. One mght guess, from
her | anguorous appearance, that she had just waked froma nap. By the | ook in
her blue eyes, her sleep had been filled with sweet dreans. Her ashen-bl ond
hai r was di shevel ed; her cl othes appeared to have been thrown on hastily, were
just the tiniest bit disarranged. The fabric and | ace seemed to want sone
strong male hand to shift theminto proper place—er to take them off and start
over.

She stayed in the sunlight only a few nmonments, |ong enough to let it shine on
her hair. Then she glided back into the shadows cast by the high city wall



surroundi ng the plaza. Bright |light was damaging to her fair conpl exi on and
made wrinkl es. Languidly she | eaned agai nst the wall and regarded Roland wth
an anusement which glittered sapphire blue from beneath | ong and sl eepy

eyel ashes.

"What were you about to call nme?" Al eatha asked again, eventually grow ng
bored at hearing him stamer and sputter

"You know wel | enough what you are,"” Rol and managed to get out at |ast.

"No, | don't." Aleatha's eyes opened wide for just a fraction of a second,

| ong enough to absorb himinside; then—as if the effort were too

exhausti ng—she | owered the | ashes again. Cast himout. "But why don't you neet
me in the maze garden at winetinme and tell ne."

Rol and rmuttered something to the effect that he'd nmeet her in hell first
and-his face nottl ed—stal ked of f.

"You shouldn't tease himlike that, Thea," said Paithan when Rol and was out of
earshot. "Humans are |ike savage dogs. Baiting only nmakes them*+

"More savage?" suggested Aleatha with a snile

"You may find toying with himanusing, but it makes himdamm difficult to live
with," Paithan told his sister.

He began wal ki ng back through the human section of the city toward the main
part of the citadel. Aleatha fell into slow step beside him

"I wish you'd just |eave him alone,"” Paithan added.

"But he's the only source of entertainment | have in this dreary place,"”

Al eat ha protested. She gl anced at her brother; a slight frown nmarred the
delicate beauty of her face. "What's the matter with you, Pait? You never used
to scold ne like this. | swear, you're getting nore like Gallic every day—a
stringy old mai d—=

"Stop it, Thea!" Paithan caught hold of her wist, jerked her around to face
him "Don't you talk about her like that. Gallic had her faults, but she held
our famly together. Now she's dead and father's dead and we're all going to
di e and—

Al eat ha snat ched her hand away, used it to slap her brother across his face.
"Don't say that!"

Pai t han rubbed his stinging cheek, regarded his sister grimy. "Ht me as nuch
as you like, Thea, it won't change things. W're going to run out of food

eventual ly. When that happens— He shrugged.
"We'll go out and find nore," Aleatha said. Two spots of fevered col or burned
in her cheeks. "There's |oads of food out there: plants, fruit—=

"Tytans," Paithan said dryly.

Gat hering up her full skirts, which were adnmittedly growing a bit frayed at
the hem Aleatha flounced off, nmoving at a much nore rapid pace than
previously.

"They're gone," she said over her shoul der



Pai t han had difficulty keeping up with her. "That's what the |ast group said
when they left. You know what happened to them™

"No, | don't," Aleatha retorted, wal king quickly through the enpty streets.
Pai t han caught up. "Yes, you do. You heard the screams. W all heard them"

"Atrick!" Aleatha tossed her head. "A trick to deceive us, trick us into
staying in here. The others are probably out there feasting on... on all sorts
of wonderful things and |aughing at us..." Despite herself, her voice
quavered. "Cook said there was a ship out there. She and her children found it
and they flew away fromthis dreadful place..."

Pai t han opened his nouth to argue, shut it again. Al eatha knew the truth. She
knew wel I enough what had really happened that terrible night. She and Rol and,
Pai t han and Rega and Drugar, the dwarf, had stood on the steps, watching

anxi ously as Cook and the others left the safety of the citadel and entered
the distant jungle. It was the enptiness and the | oneliness that drove themto
risk leaving the safety of the citadel's walls. That and the constant
quarreling, the arguing over dw ndling food supplies. Dislike and distrust had
strengthened into fear and abhorrence.

None of them had seen or heard signs of the tytans—the terrifying giants who
roamed Pryan—for a long, long tine. They all assumed—everyone except

Pai t han—that the creatures had left, roaned of f. Paithan knew that the tytans
were still there, knew because he'd been reading a book he'd found in a dusty
old library in the citadel

The book was handwitten in elven—a rather ol d-fashioned and outdated

el ven—and was illustrated with lots of pictures, one reason Paithan had chosen
it. Other books in the library were witten in elven, but they had nore
writing than pictures. He snored just |ooking at them

Sone type of godlike beings who called thenselves "Sartan" were the ones who
had—so they cl ai mred—brought the el ves and hunans and dwarves to this world.

"Heretical nonsense,” his sister Gallic would have termed it.
The worl d of Pryan—world of fire—was one of four worlds, purportedly.

Paithan didn't believe that part, having found a di agram of the supposed
"uni verse"—four balls hanging suspended in midair, as if some juggler had
tossed them up and then wal ked off and | eft them

"What kind of fools do they take us for?" he wondered.

A green and lush tropical world whose suns, located in the heart of the holl ow
pl anet, shone constantly, Pryan was —according to the book—ntended to provide
light and food to the other three worlds.

As for the light, Paithan readily conceded that he had nore |ight than he knew
what to do with. Food was a different matter. Admittedly the jungle was ful

of food, if he wanted to fight the tytans for it. And how was he supposed to
send it to these other worlds anyway?

"Throw it at them | guess,"” said Paithan, considerably tickled at the thought
of flinging pua fruit into the universe. Really, these Sartan rust think they
were all idiots to believe a tale like thisl!

These Sartan had built this citadel. And, according to them they had built a



whol e ot nore citadels. Paithan found this idea intriguing. He could al nost
believe it. He'd seen their lights shining in the sky. According to the book
the Sartan had brought the elves, humans, and dwarves to live with themin the
ci t adel s.

Pai t han believed that, too, mminly because he could see evidence with his own
eyes of the fact that others like hinself had once inhabited this city. There
were buildings built the way elves liked them wth |ots of gewgaws and
curlicues and usel ess columms and arched wi ndows. And there were buil di ngs
nmeant to house humans—solid and dull and square. And there were even tunnels
down bel ow, nade for dwarves. Paithan knew because Drugar had taken hi m down
there once, right after they had first entered the city, when the five of them
had still been speaking to each ot her

The citadel was very beautiful and practical, and the person who had witten
this book appeared to be baffled by the fact that it hadn't worked. Wars had
started. The el ves, humans, and dwarves (the witer called them "nensch") had
refused to live in peace, had begun to fight each other

Pai t han, however, understood perfectly. There were only two elves, two hunans,
and one dwarf living in the city now, and these five couldn't get along. He
could imagi ne what it rmust have been |ike back then—whenever "then" was.

The nmensch (Paithan cane to hate that word) popul ati ons had grown at an
alarm ng rate. Unable to control the ever expandi ng numbers, the Sartan (may
On shrivel their ears and any other part that seened suitable) had created
fearsone beings they called tytans, which were apparently supposed to act as
nursemai ds to the nmensch and also work in the citadels.

The light beanming fromthe citadel's Star Chanbers was so bright that any
ordinary nortal who | ooked on it would be blinded, and so the tytans were
created w thout eyes. To conpensate for the handicap (and to control them
better), the Sartan had provided the tytans with strong telepathic skills; the
tytans coul d comruni cate by thought alone. The Sartan had al so given the
tytans very limted intelligence (such strong and powerful beings would be a
threat if they were too smart) and had al so endowed themw th their rune-nagic
or sonething like that.

Pai t han wasn't much on reading; he had tended to skimover the boring parts.

The plan had worked, apparently. The tytans roamed the streets, and the elves,
humans, and dwarves were too intimdated by the nonsters' presence to fight.

Al well and good. But what had happened after that? Wiy did the nensch | eave
the cities and venture into the jungle? How did the tytans get |oose? And
where were these Sartan now and what did they intend to do about this ness?

Pait han didn't have the answers, because at that point the book ended.

The elf was niffed. He'd gotten interested in the story in spite of hinself
and wanted to know how it turned out. But the book didn't tell him It | ooked
as if it had intended to, since there were nore pages bound into it, but these
pages were bl ank

He' d read enough, however, to know that the tytans had been created in the
citadels, and so it seened nore than likely that they should be drawn to the
citadels. Especially since the tytans kept asking everyone they net (before
t hey bashed their brains out) questions such as "Were is the citadel ?" Once
the tytans found the citadel, they wouldn't be likely to |l eave it.



That's what he'd told the others.

"I"mstaying right here, inside these walls. The tytans are still out there,
hiding in the jungle, waiting for us. Mark ny words,"” he'd said.

And he'd been right. Horribly right. He would sonetimes wake up in a cold
sweat, thinking he heard the screanms of the dying out in the jungle, beyond
the walls.

Pai t han had refused to go with Cook and the others. And because he refused to
go, Rega—Roland's sister and Paithan's | over—-had refused to go. And because
Rega had refused to go, Roland had decided to stay. O perhaps it was because
Al eat ha—Pai t han' s sister—-had refused to go that Roland had decided to stay. He
said it was because of Rega, but his eyes kept darting to Al eatha as he spoke.
No one was certain quite why Al eatha stayed, except that she was fond of her
brother and it would have taken a great deal of effort to |eave.

As for Drugar, the dwarf, he stayed because he was given to know that he
wasn't wel come to join the party that was | eaving. Not that he was

particul arly wel cone anong those who stayed behind, but they would never say
as much to him al oud, since he was the one who had saved themall from being
devoured by the dragon.* The dwarf did what he wanted anyway and kept his own
counsel about it, rarely talking to any of them

*Zifnab's dragon. See Elven Star, vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle.

But apparently Drugar agreed with Paithan, because the dour dwarf had shown no
desire to | eave the citadel, and when the scream ng began he had sinply
stroked his beard and nodded his head, as if he'd been expecting it.

Pai t han t hought about all this and sighed and put his armaround his sister's
shoul ders.

"What were you and Rol and doi ng together in the plaza anyway?" Al eatha asked,
i ndi cating by her change of subject that she was sorry she'd hit him "You

| ooked a couple of idiots when | saw you fromthe wall s—unpi ng around and
shouting at the sky."

"A ship cane down," Paithan answered, "out of nowhere."

"A shi p?" Her eyes opened wi de; she forgot, in her astonishment, that she was
wasting their beauty on a mere brother. "Wat kind of ship? Wiy didn't it
stay? Ch, Paithan, maybe it will come back and fly us out of this horrible

pl ace! "

"Maybe, " he said, not wanting to danmpen her hopes and get his face sl apped
again. Privately he had his doubts. "As for why it didn't stay, well, Roland
doesn't agree with nme but | could swear that the people on board were fighting
a tytan. | know it sounds crazy, the ship was snmall, but | saw what | saw. And
| saw sonething else, too. | saw a nan who | ooked like that Haplo."

"Ch, well, then, I'"'mglad he left," Aleatha said coldly. "I wouldn't have gone
anywhere with him He led us into this dreadful prison, pretending to be our
savior. Then he left us. He was the cause of everything rotten that's happened
to us. | wouldn't be surprised if he was the one who brought the tytans down
on us in the first place."

Paithan let his sister rant on. She had to have someone to bl anme and, thank
On, this tinmne it wasn't him



But he couldn't help thinking that Haplo had been right. If the three races
had allied to fight the tytans, maybe their people would be alive right now
As it was...

"Say, Thea." Paithan cane out of his gloony reverie as a thought struck him
"What were you doing down in the market plaza,* anyway? You never wal k that
far."

*Hapl o' s description of the citadel of Pryan, made on his first journey,
pl aces the market plaza right inside the city gates.

"I was bored. No one to talk to except that human slut. Speaking of Rega, she
said to tell you that sonething funny was going on in that bel oved Star
Chanber of yours."

"Way didn't you say so?" Paithan glared at her. "And don't call Rega a slut!"

Breaking into a run, he dashed through the streets of the shining marble city,
a city of spires and dones and wondrous beauty. A city that was likely to
becone their tonb.

Al eat ha wat ched hi m go, wondering how he could expend all that energy on
somet hing as sensel ess as going into a gigantic roomand fiddling with
machi nes that never did anything and weren't ever likely to do anything.
Not hi ng constructive—such as grow f ood.

Vll, they weren't starving yet. Paithan had attenpted to i npose sone sort of
rati oning systemon them but Roland had refused to accept it, stating that
humans—bei ng bi gger —needed nore food than elves and so it was unfair of
Paithan to allot to Roland and Rega the sane anount of food that he allotted
to hinmself and Al eat ha.

At which Drugar had spoken up—a rarity for him—and cl ai ned that dwarves,
because of their heavier body mass, needed tw ce as rmuch food as either elves
or humans.

At whi ch Paithan had thrown up his hands and said he didn't care. They could
gorge thensel ves. They'd only die that nuch sooner and he, for one, would be
glad to be rid of them

At which Rega had flown into a rage and said that no doubt he'd be thankful if
she was the first one to die and she hoped she was because she couldn't go on
living with a man who hated her brother.

At which they'd all storned off and no one had ended up rationing anyt hing.

Al eat ha | ooked down the enpty street and shivered in the bright sunlight. The
marble walls were always cold. The sun did nothing to warmthem probably
because of the strange darkness that flowed over the city every night. Having
been raised in a world of perpetual light, Aleatha had come to enjoy the
artificial night that fell on the citadel and nowhere el se on Pryan. She |iked
to walk in the darkness, reveling in the nystery and velvet softness of the

ni ght air.

It was especially nice to walk in the darkness with soneone. She gl anced
around. The shadows were deepening. The strange night would fall soon. She
could either go back to the Star Chanber and be bored to tears watching
Pai t han dither over his stupid machine or she could go and see if Roland woul d
really meet her at the garden naze.



Al eatha gl anced at her reflection in a crystal w ndow of a vacant house. She
was somewhat thinner than she had been, but that didn't detract from her
beauty. If anything, her narrow wai stline only made her full breasts nore
vol uptuous. Artfully she rearranged her dress to best advantage, brushed her
fingers through her thick hair.

Rol and woul d be waiting for her. She knewit.
CHAPTER 21

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

THE GARDEN MAZE WAS AT THE BACK OF THE CITY, ON A GENTLE sl ope that dipped
down fromthe city proper to the protective wall that surrounded it. None of
her compani ons particularly liked the maze; it had a strange feel to it,
Pai t han conpl ai ned. But Aleatha felt drawn to the maze and often wal ked near
it during winetinme. If she had to be by herself (and it was getting nore and
more difficult to find conpany these days), this was where she liked to be.

"The garden nmaze was built by the Sartan,"” Paithan told her, having acquired

t he know edge from one of the books he bragged about reading. "They nmade it
for thensel ves because they were fond of being outdoors and it rem nded them
of wherever it was they cane from It was off-limts to us mensch.” His lip
curled when he said the word. "I don't know why they bothered. | can't inmagine
any elf in his right mnd who'd want to go in there. No of fense, Thea, but
what do you find so fascinating about that creepy place?"

"Ch, | don't know, " she'd answered with a shrug. "Perhaps because it is kind
of frightening. Everything—and everyone—around here is so boring."

According to Paithan, the maze—a series of hedges, trees, and bushes—had once
been carefully clipped and maintai ned. The paths |ed, by various circuitous
routes, to an anphitheater in the center. Here (away fromthe eyes and ears of
the nmensch) the Sartan had hel d secret neetings.

"I wouldn't go into it if |I were you, Thea," Paithan had warned her
"According to the book, these Sartan laid sone type of nmagic on the maze,
meant to trap anyone who wasn't supposed to be there."

Al eatha found the warning thrilling, just as she found the naze fascinating.

Over the years, abandoned and left to itself, the garden maze had gone wil d.
Hedges that had once been neatly trimred now soared high into the air, grew
over the paths, formng green and tangled ceilings that shut out the Iight and
kept the maze cool and dark even during the hot daylight hours. It was |ike
venturing into a green tunnel of plant life, for sonething kept the paths

t hensel ves cl ear, perhaps the strange markings carved into the stone, narks
that could be seen on the buildings in the city and on its walls. Marks that
Pai t han said were sone type of nagic.

A gate made of iron (a rarity on Pryan, where few people had ever seen the
ground) led to an arch forned by a hedge over a stone pathway. Each stone on
the path was marked with one of the magical synbols. Paithan had told her that
the marks might hurt her, but Al eatha knew better. She'd paid no attention to
t hem before finding out what they were. She'd wal ked on them many tines. They
hadn't hurt her feet a bit.

Fromthe gate, the path led straight into the naze. H gh walls of vegetation



soared overhead; flowers filled the air with sweet fragrance.

The path ran straight for a short distance, then forked, slanting off in two
different directions, each |eading deeper into the maze. The fork was the
farthest Al eatha had ever ventured. Both paths took her out of sight of the
gate, and Al eatha, though wild and reckl ess, was not w thout comon sense.

At the fork were a nmarble bench and a pool. Here Aleatha sat in the coo
shadows and listened to hidden birds singing, admiring her reflection and
wondering idly what it would be |like to wander deeper into the maze. Probably
boring and not worth the effort, she'd decided after having seen a draw ng of
the maze in Paithan's book. She'd been dreadfully di sappointed to | earn that
the paths led to nothing but a circle of stone surrounded by tiers of seats.

Wal ki ng down the enpty street (so very enpty!) that led to the maze, Al eatha
snm |l ed. Roland was there, pacing noodily back and forth, casting dark and
dubi ous gl ances into the bushes.

Al eatha permitted her skirts to rustle loudly, and at the sound Rol and
strai ght ened, shoved his hands into his pockets, and began to saunter about
quite casually, regarding the hedge with interest, as if he had just arrived.

Al eat ha smot hered a | augh. She'd been thinking about himall day. Thinking how
much she didn't Iike him Thinking that she detested him in fact. Thinking
that he was boorish, and arrogant and... well... human. Recalling how nuch she
hated him it was only natural for her to think about the night they'd once
made | ove. There had been extenuating circunstances, of course. Neither had
been responsi bl e. Both had been recovering fromthe terrible fright of being
nearly eaten by a dragon. Rol and had been hurt and she'd only been trying to
confort him..

And why did she have to keep renmenbering that night and his strong arnms and
soft lips and the way he'd | oved her, a way in which no other man had ever
dared to | ove her..

It wasn't until the next day she'd renenbered he was human and had
perenmptorily ordered hi mnever to touch her again. He apparently had been only
too glad to obey—judgi ng by what he'd said to her in response.

But she took a grimdelight in teasing him+t was the only pleasure she had.
And he seenmed to take equal delight in irritating her

Al eat ha stepped out into the pathway. Rol and, |ounging agai nst the hedge,
gl anced at her and smiled what she considered a nasty smile

"Ah, | see you cane,"” he said, inmplying that she had cone because of him
robbi ng her of the Iine that had been on her |ips—nplying that he'd cone
because of her —and thereby making her instantly furious.

And when Al eatha was furious, she was sinply sweeter and nore charmi ng than
ever.

"Why, Roland,"” she said, with a very natural start of surprise. "lIs that you?"
"And who the hell would it be? Lord Dumndrun, perhaps?"
Al eatha flushed. Lord Dundrun had been her elven fiance, and while she hadn't

| oved himand she'd been going to marry himonly for his noney, he was dead
and this human had no right to nake fun of himand... oh, never nind



"I wasn't certain," she said, tossing her hair back over a bare shoul der (the
sl eeve of her dress didn't quite fit properly anynore because she'd | ost

wei ght, and it kept slipping down her arm revealing a white shoul der of
surpassi ng |l oveliness). "W knows what sliny thing night have craw ed up from
Bel ow?"

Rol and' s eyes were drawn to her shoul der. She pernmitted himto | ook and yearn
(she trusted he was yearning), and then she slowy and caressingly covered her
shoul der with a lacy shaw she'd found in an abandoned house.

"Well, if sonething sliny did crawl up out of nowhere, I'mcertain you'd
frighten it off." He took a step nearer her, glanced again pointedly at her
shoul der. "You're turning all bony."

Bony! Aleatha glared at him so angry she forgot to be charm ng. She bounded
at him her hand raised to strike.

He caught her wist, twisted it, bent down and ki ssed her. Al eatha struggl ed
exactly the right Iength of time—not too I ong (which mght discourage him,
but 1ong enough to force himto tighten his hold on her. Then she relaxed in
hi s armns.

H's |ips brushed over her neck. "I know this is going to disappoint you," he
whi spered, "but | only came to tell you | wasn't comng. Sorry." And with
that, he let go of her.

Al eat ha had been | eaning her full weight on him Wen he renoved his hold, she
tunmbl ed onto her hands and knees. He grinned at her

"Begging for me to stay? Wwn't do any good, |I'mafraid." Turning, he sauntered
of f.

Enraged, Al eatha struggled to her feet, but her heavy skirts hampered her, and
by the time she was upright and ready to claw his eyes out, Roland had rounded
a corner of a building and was gone.

Al eat ha paused, breathing heavily. To run after himnow would | ook |ike just
that +unning after him (If she had gone after him she woul d have di scovered
hi m sl unped against a wall, shivering and wi ping sweat fromhis face.) Digging
her nails into her palms, she storned through the gate that led into the maze,
fl ounced down the stones marked with Sartan runes, and threw herself on the
mar bl e bench

Certain she was al one, hidden, where no one could see her if her eyes turned
red and her nose swell ed, she began to cry.

"Did he hurt you?" a gruff voice demanded.

Startled, Aleatha jerked her head up. "Wat—eh, Drugar." She sighed, at first
relieved, then not so. The dwarf was strange, dour. Who knew what he was

t hi nking? And he had tried to kill themall once...'

"No, of course not," she replied scornfully, drying her eyes and sniffing.
"I"'mnot crying." She gave a light little laugh. "I had sonething in nmy eye.

How. .. |ong have you been standi ng here?" she asked, airy, nonchal ant.

The dwarf grunted. "Long enough." And what he neant by that, Aleatha hadn't a
cl ue.

H s nanme anong the humans was Bl ackbeard, and he suited it. His beard was | ong



and so thick and full that it was difficult to see his nouth. One rarely knew
whet her he was smiling or frowning. The glittering bl ack eyes, shining out
from beneath heavy, beetling brows, gave no hint of his thoughts or feelings.

Then Al eatha noticed that he had come fromthe inner part of the naze, the
part into which she'd never dared venture. She was intrigued. Obviously no
wi cked magi ¢ had stopped him She was about to ask himeagerly what he'd seen,
how far he'd gone, when he disconcerted her by asking her a question first.

"You |l ove him He loves you. Wiy do you play these hurtful ganes?"

"I? Love hinP" Aleatha gave a lilting laugh. "Don't be ridicul ous, Drugar
Such a thing is inpossible. He's a human, isn't he? And I'man elf. You m ght
as well ask a cat to |love a dog."

"It is not inpossible. I know, " he answered.

H s dark eyes net hers and then their gaze shifted away. He stared into the
hedge, gl oony, silent.

Bl essed Mot her! Al eatha thought, her breath taken away. Though Rol and m ght
not |ove her (and she was quite convinced, at this nonent, that he did not and
never woul d), here was soneone who did.

Except it was not |ove which had stared at her hungrily fromthose eyes. It
was nore. Al npst adoration

Had it been any other man—elf or hunman—Al eat ha woul d have been anused,
accepting his infatuation as her due, taking his love and hanging it up for
show with the rest of her trophies. But her feeling at the noment was not
triunph over another conquest. Her feeling was pity—deep and prof ound.

I f Al eatha appeared heartless, it was only because her heart had been hurt so
much that she had |l ocked it up in a box and hidden the key. Everyone she had
ever cared about had abandoned her—first her nother, then Callie, then her
father. Even that fop Durndrun—-who had been a sap, but rather a dear sap—had
managed to get himself killed by the tytans.

And if she ever had been attracted to Roland (Al eatha was careful to put that
in the past tense), it was only because he'd never seened the least bit
interested in finding the key to the box containing her heart. Which nade the
gane safe, fun. Mst of the tine.

But this wasn't a ganme. Not with Drugar. He was lonely, as lonely as she was
herself. Lonelier, for his people, everyone whom he had | oved and cared for
were gone, destroyed by the tytans. He had not hi ng, nobody.

Pity was swall owed by shame. For the first time in her life, Aleatha was at a
loss for words. She didn't have to tell himhis | ove was hopel ess—he knew t hat
for hinself. She didn't worry that he woul d becone a nui sance. He woul d never
mention it again. This time had been an acci dent—he' d spoken out of synpathy
for her. Fromthis nonment forward, he'd be on his guard. She couldn't prevent
hi m from bei ng hurt.

The silence was beconing extrenely unconfortable. Al eatha | owered her head,
her hair hanging around her face, hiding himfromher sight, hiding her from
his. She began to pick little holes in the | ace shaw .

*Tytans wi ped out Drugar's people. Blam ng the hunans and el ves for abandoni ng
t he dwarves, Drugar swore vengeance on Rol and, Rega, and Paithan. El ven Star



vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle.

Drugar, she wanted to say. |I'ma horrible person. I'mnot worthy. You haven't
seen me. Not the real ne. I'mugly inside. Truly, truly ugly!
"Drugar," she began, swallowing, "I'ma—*>

"What's that?" he growl ed suddenly, turning his head.

"What's what ?" she asked, leaping up fromthe bench. The bl ood rushed to her
face. Her first thought was that Roland had sneaked back and had been spying
on them He would know... This would be intolerable..

"That sound," said Drugar, brow winkling. "Like someone humm ng. Don't you
hear it?"

Al eatha did hear it. A humm ng noise, as the dwarf said. The humm ng wasn't
unpl easant. In fact, it was sweet, soothing. It rem nded her of her nother
singing a lullaby. Al eatha breathed a sigh. Woever was hunmming, it certainly
wasn't Roland. He had a voice |like a cheese-grater

"How curious," Al eatha said, snmoothing her dress, dabbing at her eyes to make
certain all traces of tears were gone. "I suppose we had better go see what's
causing it."

"Ya," said Drugar, hooking his thunbs into his belt. He waited deferentially
for her, to precede himdown the path, not presumng to wal k besi de her

She was touched by his delicacy and, reaching the gate, she paused, turned to
face him

"Drugar,"” she said with a smle that was not the least flirtatious, but was a
snmle fromone | onely person to another, "have you gone far inside the naze?"

"I have," he answered, lowering his eyes before hers.
"I"d love to go in there sonetine nyself. Wuld you take me? Just ne. None of
the others," she added hurriedly, seeing the frown |ines appear

He gl anced up at her warily, perhaps thinking she was teasing. H's face
softened. "Ya, I'll take you," he said. An odd glint canme into his eyes.
"There's strange things to be seen in there."

"Truly?" She forgot the eerie hunm ng. "What?"

But the dwarf only shook his head. "It will be the dark-tinme," he said. "And
you have no light. You will not be able to find your way back to the citadel
We must go now. "

He held the gate open for her. Al eatha swept past him Drugar shut the gate.
Turning to her, he made a clunmsy bow, runbl ed sonething deep in his chest,
somet hing that was probably in dwarven, for she couldn't understand the words.
But they sounded rather |ike a blessing. Then, turning on his heel, he stal ked
of f.

Aleatha felt a tiny pulse of unaccustoned warmth in her heart, shut inits
box.

CHAPTER 22



THE Cl TADEL
PRYAN

TAKI NG THE STEPS TWO AT A TIME IN H S EXClI TEMENT, PAI THAN dashed up the spira
staircase that led to the very topnost tower of the citadel, into a large room
he had named the Star Chanber.* He coul d now see—and hear—for hinself that
some type of change had befallen his star machine (he took a proprietary
interest init, having discovered it), and he cursed Rol and heartily for
havi ng kept him from viewing the change as it occurred.

*Haplo refers to this roomin his account as the sanctuary.

He was al so considerably surprised, and considerably alarned, to receive the
nmessage from Rega about the machine. Humans were not confortabl e around
machi nery. They generally tend to distrust it, and when confronted with it,
usual ly break it. Rega had turned out to be worse than nost.

Al t hough at first she had evinced interest in the machine and had | ooked on
admringly as Paithan displayed its nore prom nent features, she had gradually
devel oped a nost unreasonabl e dislike for the marvel ous contraption. She
conpl ai ned about the amount of time he spent with it, accused hi mof being
nore interested in it than he was in her

"Ch, Fait, you are so thick," Aleatha told him "She's jealous, of course. If
t hat machi ne of yours were another woman, she'd tear its hair out."

Pait han scoffed at the notion. Rega had too much sense to be jeal ous of a
bunch of gl eami ng netal clockwork, even though it was nore el aborate than any
ot her cl ockwork device he'd ever seen in his life, resplendent with sparkling
stones call ed "di anonds" and rai nbow makers known as "prisns" and ot her
wonders and beauties. But now he began to think Al eatha m ght be right, and
that was why he was taking the stairs two at a tine. Perhaps Rega had torn up
hi s machine. He flung open the door, ran into the Star Chanber, and

i medi ately ran back out. The light inside the roomwas blinding. He couldn't
see a thing. Huddling in a shadow cast by the open door, he nassaged his
aching eyeballs. Then, squinting, he tried to make out what was goi ng on

But all he could cone up with were the obvious facts—his machi ne was beani ng
with dazzling, multicolored Iight while sinmultaneously grinding, revolving,
ticking and... humm ng

"Rega?" he yelled from behind the door. He heard a strangl ed sob. "Paithan?

Ch, Paithan!™ "It's ne. Were are you?" "I'm... in here!"

"Well, cone out," he said with a certain anpbunt of exasperation

"I can't!" she wailed. "It's so bright. | can't see! |I'mscared to nove. | .
I"'mafraid of falling in that hole!"™ "You can't fall in the 'hole,' Rega. That

di amond—+ nean the thing you call a rock—+s wedged into it."

"Not anynore! The rock noved, Paithan! | sawit! One of those arms picked it
up. Down in the hole it was like a fire burning, and the Iight got so bright I
couldn't see, and then the glass ceiling started to open—=

"I't's open!" Paithan gasped. "How did it work? Did the panels slide over each
other? Like a giant |otus blosson? Like in the picture—=2"

Rega, shrieking al nost incoherently, informed himjust what he could do with
his picture and his lotus blossons. Finishing with a hysterical burst, she



demanded that he get her the hell out of there.

At that noment the |ight shut off. The hummi ng stopped. It was dark and silent
in the room dark and silent throughout the citadel, throughout the world—er
so it seened

But it wasn't truly dark—-not l|like the strange "night" that spread over the
citadel for some unknown reason, not dark the way it was Bel ow. For though
night mght fall on the citadel itself, the light of Pryan's four suns
continued to beam down into the Star Chanber, mnmuch like an island in a sea of
bl ack fog. Once his eyes had adjusted to normal sunlight, as opposed to

bl i ndi ng rai nbowcol ored starlight, Paithan was able to enter the chanber.

He found Rega flattened against a wall, her hands over her eyes.

Pai t han cast a hurried and anxi ous gl ance around the chanber. He knew t he
monent he entered that the Iight hadn't shut off for good; it was just
resting, perhaps. The cl ockwork above the hole in the floor (he called it the
"well") kept ticking. The ceiling panels were closing. He paused to watch,
enraptured. The book had been right! The panels, made of gl ass covered with
strange pictures, were shutting up just like the petals of a |lotus bl ossom
And there was an air of expectation, anticipation. The machi ne was quivering
with life.

Pai t han was so excited he wanted to run around and exani ne everything, but his
first duty lay with Rega. Hastening to her, he took her gently in his arnmns.
She grasped hold of himas if she were going under for the third tinme, keeping
her eyes squi nched shut.

"Quch! Don't pinch nme. 1've got you. You can | ook now," he added nore
tenderly. She was shivering uncontrollably. "The light's gone out."

Rega cautiously opened her eyes, took one | ook, saw the ceiling panels noving,
and i mredi ately shut her eyes again.

"Rega, watch," Paithan coaxed her. "It's fascinating."
"No." She shuddered. "I don't want to. Just... get me out of here!"

"I'f you'd only take the tine to study the nachine, my dear, you wouldn't be
frightened of it."
"y

"I was trying to study it, Paithan," she said with a sob. ve been | ooki ng

at those damm books you're always reading and | cane... cane in here"—she
hi ccuped—"this winetime to... to | ook around. You... you were so ..
interested init ... |I thought it would nake you happy if | was—=

"And it does, dear, it does," said Paithan, stroking her hair. "You came in
here and you | ooked around. Did you... touch anything, ny dear?"

Her eyes flared open. She went stiff in his arms. "You think | did this, don't
you?"

"No, Rega. Well, maybe not on purpose, but—=
"Well, | didn"t! | wouldn't! | hate it! Hate it!"
She stanped her foot. The clock gave a lurch. The armthat held the dianond

above the well creaked and started to turn. Rega flung herself into Paithan's
arms. He held her, watching, fascinated, as a red |ight started to beam out of



the well, pulsing up fromits fathom ess depths.
"Pai than!" Rega whi npered.
"Yes, yes, dear," he said. "W'll |eave." But he nmade no nove to go.

The books provided a conpl ete diagram of the way the Star Chamber worked and
expl ai ned exactly what it did.* Paithan could understand the part that dealt
with the machinery, but he didn't understand the part that dealt with the
magic. Now if it had been elven magic, he could have conprehended what was
goi ng on, for though not magically inclined hinself, he had worked with the
elven wizards in his fanily's weapons busi ness | ong enough to have | earned the
fundanent al s.

*A part of this explanation and acconpanyi ng di agram can be found i n Appendi x
.

The Sartan magi c—dealing as it did with such concepts as "probabilities" and
maki ng use of the pictures known as "sigla"—was beyond him He felt as awed
and baffled in its presence as he knew Rega nust feel in the presence of elven
magi c. *

*Humans do use mmgic, but their magic deals with the mani pul ati on of nature
and all things natural, as opposed to elves, who work with mechani cal magi cks.
El ves tend to di scount human magic, therefore, considering it crude and
backward. This accounts for Paithan's superior attitude. Unfortunately, nost
humans on Pryan, accustoned to using elven magi cal technol ogy, feel the sane
way about their own magic as do the elves. Human w zards are accorded very
little respect.

Slowy, gracefully, silently, the |otus-blossomceiling started to reopen

"This... this is howit all began, Paithan," Rega whinpered. "I didn't touch
anything! | swear it. It's... doing this all by itself."

"I believe you, dear. | truly do," he answered. "It's all... so wonderful!"

"No, it isn't! It's horrible. W' d better |eave. Quickly, before the Iight
cones back on."

"Yes, | guess you're right."
reluctantly.

Pait han started for the door, moving slowy,

Rega went with him clutching himso close that their feet tangled.
"Why are you st oppi ng?"

"Rega, darling, | can't walk like this..."

"Don't let go of me! Just hurry, please!"

"It's hard to hurry, dearest, with you standing on ny foot..."

They edged their way across the polished marble floor, circling the

wel | —eapped with its gigantic nultifaceted jewel —and the seven enornous chairs
that faced outward fromthe hole.

"The tytans sat here," Paithan explained, placing his hand on the I eg of one
of the chairs, a leg that extended far over his head. "I can see now why the
creatures are blind."



"And why they're insane," Rega nuttered, tugging himal ong.

The red light beanming up fromthe depths of the well was growing brighter. The
cl ockwork hand that held the dianmond turned it this way and that. The |ight
glinted and danced off the jewel's sheer planes. The sunlight, shining in

t hrough the ever wi dening panels, was sliced into colors by the prisns.

Suddenly the di anond seenmed to catch fire. Light blazed. The cl ockwork

mechani smticked nore rapidly. The machine cane to life. The light in the room
grew brighter and brighter and even Paithan admitted that it was tinme to get
out. He and Rega ran the rest of the way, sliding across the polished floor
and dashed out the door just as the strange humm ng sourid started again.

Pai t han sl anmed the door shut. The brilliant multicol ored rai nbow |ight shone
out fromthe Cracks, illuminated the hallway.
The two stood | eaning against a wall, catching their breath. Paithan stared at

t he cl osed door |ongingly.

"I wish | could see what was going on! If | could, perhaps | could figure out
how it works!"

"At |east you got to see it start," said Rega, feeling nuch better. Now that
her rival had, in essence, spurned the devotion of a smtten follower, Rega
could afford to be generous. "The humring is quite nice, isn't it?"

"I hear words init," said Paithan, frowning. "As if it's calling ..
"As long as it's not calling you," Rega said softly, her hand tw ning around
his. "Sit down here with ne a nonent. Let's talk."

Pai t han, sighing, slid down the wall. Rega curled up on the floor, nestled
besi de him He | ooked at her fondly, put his arm around her

They made an unusual couple, as unlike in appearance as they were in al nost
everything el se. He was el ven. She was human. He was tall and w Il owy,

whi t e-skinned, with a long, foxish face. She was short and full-figured,

br own- ski nned, with brown hair that hung straight down her back. He was a
hundred years ol d—+n his youth. She was in her twenties—n her youth. He was a
wanderer and a phil anderer; she was a cheat and a snuggl er and casual in her
rel ati onships with men. The only thing they had in conmon was their |ove for
each other—a | ove that had survived tytans and saviors, dragons, dogs, and
daft old wi zards

"I'"ve been neglecting you lately, Rega," Paithan said, resting his cheek on
her head. "I'msorry."

"You' ve been avoiding nme," she said crisply.
"Not you in particular. 1've been avoidi ng everyone."

She waited for himto offer some expl anation. Wen he didn't, she noved her
head out from beneath his chin, |ooked at him

"Any reason? | know you' ve been involved with the nachi ne—=
"Ch, On take the machine," Paithan growed. "lI'minterested in it, certainly.

| thought maybe | could get it to work, even though I'mnot really certain
what it's meant to do. | guess | hoped it might help us. But | don't think it



will. No matter how much it hunms, no one will hear it."

Rega didn't understand. "Look, Paithan, | know Rol and can be a bastard

soneti mes—

"I't's not Roland,"” he said inpatiently. "If it comes to that, what's nostly
wong with Roland is Aleatha. It's just... well..." He hesitated, then blurted
it out. "I found sonme nore stores of food."

"You did!'" Rega cl apped her hands together. "Ch, Paithan, that's wonderful!"
"Isn't it," he nuttered.

"Well, of course it is! Now we won't starve! There... there is enough, isn't
t here?"

"Ch, nmore than enough," he said gloomly. "Enough to last a human lifetine,
even an elven lifetine. Maybe even a dwarven lifetime. Especially if there
aren't any nore mouths to feed. Wich there won't be."

"I"'msorry, Paithan, but | think this is wonderful news and | don't see what
you're so upset about—

"Don't you?" He glared at her, spoke al nbst savagely. "No nore nouths to feed.
W're it, Rega! The end. \Wat does it matter whether we live two nore
tonorrows or two million nore tomorrows? We can't have children.* Wien we die,
maybe the | ast humans and el ves and dwarves on Pryan die. And then there wll
be no nore. Ever."

*Due to genetic differences, elves, humans, and dwarves cannot cross-breed.

Rega stared at him stricken. "Surely... surely you can't be right. This world
is so big. There nmust be nore of us... somewhere.™

Pai t han only shook his head.

Rega tried again. "You told me that each one of those lights we see shining in
the heavens is a city, like this one. There nust be people like us in them"

"W woul d have heard from them by now. "

"What ?" Rega was anmzed. " How?"

"I"'mnot sure," Paithan was forced to admit. "But it says in the book that in
the old days, the people living in the cities could communi cate with each

other. W haven't been communi cated wi th, have we?"

"But maybe we just don't know how... That humr ng sound." Rega bri ghtened.
"Maybe that's what it's doing. It's calling the other cities.”

"It's calling someone, | think," Paithan conceded thoughtfully, Iistening
intently. The next sound, however, he heard all too well. A human voi ce,
booni ng | oudly.

"Pai than! \Were are you?"

"It's Roland." Paithan sighed. "Now what ?"

"We're up here!" Rega shouted. Standing up, she | eaned over the rail of the
staircase. "Wth the machine."



They heard booted feet clattering up the stairs. Roland arrived, gasping for
breath. He gl anced at the cl osed door, the Iight welling from underneath.

"I's that where... this strange sound's... com ng fron?" he demanded, sucking
inair.

"What of it?" Paithan returned defensively. He was on his feet, eyeing the
human warily. Roland was no fonder of the nmachine than was his sister

"You'd better turn the dam thing off, that's what," Roland said, his face
grim

"W can't— Rega began, but stopped when Paithan stepped on her foot.
"Why should I?" he asked, sharp chin jutting outward in defiance.
"Take a | ook out the wi ndow, elf."

Paithan bristled. "Talk to ne that way and I'll never | ook out another w ndow
as long as | live!"

But Rega knew her hal f-brother, guessed that his belligerent facade was
covering up fear. She ran to the wi ndow, stared out a nmoment, not seeing
anyt hi ng. Then she gave a low cry.

"Ch, Paithan! You'd better cone see this."

Rel uctantly the elf noved to her side, peered out. "Wat? | don't see..."
And then he did see.

It looked as if the entire jungle were noving; it appeared to be advanci ng on
the citadel. Large masses of green were surging slowy up the mountain. Only
it wasn't the jungle, it was an arny.

"Bl essed Mother!" Paithan breathed.

"You said the machine was calling sonething!" Rega npaned.

It was. It was calling the tytans.

CHAPTER 23

QUTSIDE THE ClI TADEL PRYAN

"MARI T! WFE! HEAR ME! ANSVER ME!'" XAR SENT out his command in silence and it
returned to himin sil ence.

No response.

Frustrated, he repeated her nane several tines, then ceased. She nust be
unconsci ous... or dead—the only two circunmstances in which a Patryn woul d
refuse to answer such a sunmons.

Xar pondered what to do. H's ship was already in Pryan; he'd been attenpting
to guide Marit to the |l anding site when she had vani shed. He consi dered
changi ng course—Marit's last frantic message to himhad been from Chel estra.
But at length he decided to continue to the citadel. Chelestra was a world
made up of magic-nullifying water, water that woul d weaken his power. It was



not a world Xar had rmuch interest in visiting. He would go to Chelestra after
he had di scovered the Seventh Gate.

The Seventh Gate.

It had becone an obsession with Xar. Fromthe Seventh Gate, the Sartan had
cast the Patryns into prison. Fromthe Seventh Gate—Xar deterni ned-he woul d
free them

In the Seventh Gate, Samah had sundered the world, created new worlds out of
the old. In the Seventh Gate, Xar would forge his own new worl d—and it would
be all his.

This was the true reason for his journey to Pryan

The ostensible reason—+the reason he gave his people (and Sang-drax)—was to
gai n ascendancy over the tytans and incorporate theminto his army. The rea
goal was to discover the location of the Seventh Gate.

Xar was certain it nmust be in the citadel. He nmade the deduction based on two
facts: (one) Haplo had been to the citadel on Pryan and, according to both

Kl eitus and Samah, Hapl o knew the | ocation of the Seventh Gate; (two) as
Sang-drax had said, if the Sartan had somet hing they wanted to protect, what
better guards than the tytans?

Fol | owi ng Hapl o' s coordi nates, which would lead to the citadel, the Lord of

t he Nexus, accompani ed by Sang-drax and a small force of about twenty Patryns,
eventual |y reached Pryan. The citadel itself was easy to find. An intensely
bright light, made up of bands of brilliant color, beamed fromit, acting as a
gui di ng beacon.

Privately Xar was astoni shed at the massive size of Pryan. Nothing Hapl o had

witten had prepared his lord for what he found. Xar was forced to revise his
pl ans, forced to think that maybe conquering this enormous world with its four
ever-shining suns was going to be inpossible—even with the help of the tytans.

But not inpossible if he were naster of the Seventh Gate.

"The citadel, My Lord," announced one of his people.

"Bring the ship down inside the walls,"” Xar comranded.
He could see a perfect landing site—a large, open area just inside the walls,
probably a marketplace. He waited inpatiently for the ship to set down.

But the ship couldn't land. It couldn't even get close to the site. Wen it
cane level with the walls of the citadel, the ship seemed to hit an invisible
barrier, bumping into it gently, not damaged, but unable to fly through. The
Patryns tried again and again, to no avail .

"It nust be Sartan mmgic, Lord," said Sang-drax.

"OfF course it's Sartan nagic!" Xar repeated, irritated. "What did you expect
to be guarding a Sartan city?"

He hadn't expected it, though, and that was what made hi mangry. Hapl o had
entered the citadel. How? The Sartan magi ¢ was strong. Xar couldn't unravel
it; he couldn't find the beginning of the rune-structure. Such a feat was
possible, but it mght take himyears.



Xar reread Haplo's report, hoping for a clue.

The city is built up off the jungle floor, rising from behind an enornous
wal |, rising taller than the tallest trees. Atowering, pillared crystal spire
bal ances on a done formed of narble arches that stand in the city's center

The top of the spire nust be one of the highest points in this world. It is
fromthis center spire that the |light beans nost brightly.

But in Haplo's case, the Iight had been white—er so Xar recalled. Not this
dazzling array of colors. Wat had caused the light to alter its aspect? And
nost i mportant, how was he going to get inside to find out? Xar read on

The center spire is framed by four other spires, duplicates of the first; they
stand on the platformholding the dome. On a |l evel beneath that stand ei ght
nore identical spires. Ggantic marble steppes rise from behind these spires.
And finally, at each end of the guard walls stands another pillar. There are
four such pillars, placed at the cardinal direction points.

A path |l eads up the nmountain straight to a |large netal door formed in a
hexagon and inscribed with Sartan runes—the city's gate. The gate is seal ed
shut .

Sartan rune-nmagi ¢ woul d open the gate, but | refused to use the magic of our
enem es. | entered by going through the marble wall, using an ordinary sol vent
rune-structure.

That is the difference, then, Xar reasoned. Hapl o had entered by going through
the walls. The Sartan magi c nust extend above the walls, |like an invisible
donme, to keep out flying enem es such as dragons. The magic of the wall itself
was either weaker to begin with or had been weakened over tine.

"Land the ship in the jungle," Xar ordered. "As near the citadel as possible."

H s crew brought the ship down in a clearing they found sone distance outside
the walls of the citadel. The huge warshi p was one of the steam powered dragon
shi ps used by the Sartan on Abarrach to sail the nolten seas. It was
conmpletely refitted to suit the Patryns, and it drifted down easily anpbng the
treetops, sank into a vast bed of nopss.

Shafts of the striated, nmulticolored Iight filtered through the thick foliage
that surrounded them slid over the ship, shifting around it in an ever
changi ng pattern.

"My Lord!" One of the Patryns pointed out the porthole.

A gigantic being stood near the ship, so near that had they been standing on
the prow, they could have reached put and touched it. The being was shaped
like a man, but its skin was the color and the texture of the jungle, so that
it blended perfectly with the trees—ene reason they had nearly | anded on top
of it and had not seen it until now Its huge head had no eyes, but it
appeared to be staring fixedly at sonething. It stood notionless, alnost as if
it were in a trance.

"Atytan!" Xar was vastly interested. He could see nore of them now that he
| ooked for them Six or so were around his ship.

He recall ed Hapl 0o's report:

Creatures thirty feet tall. Skin that blends in with its background, naking
themdifficult to see. No eyes; they're blind, but they have other senses that



nore than nmake up for their lack of sight. They are obsessed with one thing:
the citadels. They ask questions about the citadels of everyone they neet, and
when these questions aren't answered satisfactorily (and no one has yet

di scovered what a satisfactory answer is) the creatures fly into a mnurderous
rage, killing any living being near them Created by the Sartan to oversee the
mensch (and possibly for some other purpose having to do with the light) they
use a crude formof Sartan nagic...

These creatures very nearly destroyed ne. They cane cl ose to destroying ny
ship. They are powerful, and | see no way of controlling them

"You saw no way of controlling them" Xar remarked. "But then, Haplo, ny son
you are not rme.

"Not hi ng could withstand a fighting force of these creatures!"” he added with
sati sfaction to Sang-drax. "They don't | ook all that dangerous. They're
certainly not bothering us."

The dragon-snake appeared nervous, however. "True, Lord Xar. | think it likely
that they are under sone type of spell. If you are going to the citadel, you
shoul d go now. Before whatever spell they are under wears off."

"Nonsense, | can deal with them" Xar replied with scorn. "Wat is the matter
with you?"

"I sense a presence of great evil,k"
mal evol ent force—=

Sang-drax said in a | ow voice. "A

"Not these mindless entities, surely,"” Xar interrupted with a glance at the

tytans.

"No. It is intelligent, cunning." Sang-drax was silent a noment, then said
softly, "I think we may have fallen into a trap, Lord of the Nexus."

"You were the one who advised me to cone," Xar rem nded the dragon-snake.

"But it was not I who put the idea into your head, Lord," Sang-drax returned,
his single red eye hooded.

Xar was displeased. "First you badger ne to cone here, now you're warni ng ne
to leave. If you continue tal king out of both sides of your mouth, ny friend,
you' Il choke!™"

"I amonly concerned about ny lord' s safety— "And not your own precious skin,
eh? Well, cone on, if you're going with me. O wll you stay here, hiding from
the "evil' force?"

Sang-drax made no response, but he al so made no nmove to | eave the ship.

Xar opened the hatch, descended the ship's gangplank to the floor of the
jungle. He cast a swift glance around, eyed the tytans warily.

The nonsters paid himno attention. He nmight have been a bug at their feet.
Their heads were turned in the direction of the citadel. The rainbow Iight
bat hed the creatures in radi ance.

And it was then he heard the humm ng sound. "Who is making that irritating
noi se?" the | ord demanded.

He notioned to a Patryn who stood on the ship's upper deck, ready to run and



do whatever his lord mght require of him "Find out where that strange
hunm ng sound is conming fromand put a stop to it."

The Patryn left swiftly. "My Lord," he reported on his return, "everyone in
the ship can hear it, but no one has any idea what is causing it. The sound
does not appear to be conming fromthe ship itself. If you notice, Lord, it
seens to be | ouder out here than inside."

True, Xar admtted. The sound was | ouder out here. He cocked his head. It
appeared to be coming fromthe direction of the citadel

"There are words in that sound," said Xar, listening intently.
"It's as if it were speaking to soneone, Lord," the Patryn offered.

"Speaking!" Xar repeated to hinmself. "Yes, but what is it saying? And to
whon?"

He |istened closely and carefully; he could distinguish alterations of pitch
and tone that mght indicate words being forned. He coul d al nost make out what
they were, but never quite. And that, he concluded, was what was so irritating
about the sound. Al the nore reason, then, to reach the citadel

He stepped onto the noss, started walking in the direction of the citadel. He
was not worried about finding a clear path. H's magic would cut a swath

t hrough the thickest tangle of undergrowh. He kept his eyes on the tytans,
however, noving cautiously, prepared to defend hinself.

The tytans paid no attention to him Their sightless heads faced in one
directi on—the citadel.

Xar had ventured only a short distance away from his ship when Sang-drax
suddenly appeared at his side.

"If the citadel is now working, it could nmean that Sartan are inside,
operating it," Sang-drax warned.

"Hapl o reported the citadel uninhabited—

"Haplo is a traitor and liar!" the dragon-snake hissed.

Xar saw no reason to respond to that. Keeping his attention fixed on the
tytans, he ventured farther and farther away from his ship. None of the

nonsters appeared to take the slightest interest in him

"More likely, the Iight has something to do with the starting up of the
Ki cksey-wi nsey," Xar returned coldly.

"Or both," Sang-drax rejoined. "O worse," he added beneath his breath.

Xar flicked hima glance. "Then | will find out. Thank you for your concern
You may now return to the ship."

"I have decided to go with you, Lord."
"I ndeed? And what of this '"evil force' that so terrified you before?"
"I wasn't terrified," Sang-drax replied sullenly. "I respect it, as you would

be wise to do, Lord of the Nexus, for it is your eneny as nmuch as mne. | have
been asked to investigate it."



"By whon? | did not give any such command."
"My brethren, Lord. If that nmeets with your approval ?"

Xar detected a note of sarcasmin the snaky voice, disliked the inplication
"There is no greater enemnmy than the Sartan, no nore powerful force than
thei rs—and ours—n the universe. You will do well to remenber that. You and
your brethren."

"Yes, Lord," Sang-drax said humbly enough, apparently chastened. "I neant no
insult. | have found out that the Kicksey-w nsey has been started on Arianus.
My brethren have asked nme to see if there might be some connection.”

Xar didn't see how there could be—er why there should be. He gave the matter
no nmore thought, left the clearing, and entered the jungle. H s nmagi c caused
the tree branches to lift to all ow himpassage. The tangled vines slithered
apart to give himclearance. He | ooked back at his people, lined up on the
deck, ready to cone to his defense if necessary. He indicated with a wave of
his hand that he was going on. They were to remain with the ship, guard it,
keep it safe.

Xar rounded the bole of a tree and suddenly cane face to shinbone with one of
the tytans. The creature gave a grunt, began to nove. The Lord of the Nexus
instantly prepared to defend hinmself. But the tytan had not sensed him
apparently. It was taking a slow and halting step forward.

Xar, staring up at the creature, saw on its sightless face an expression of
happi ness.

And then he could distinguish the words of the hunm ng.

Return... return to...

And just when he thought he was going to be able to sort out the rest, the
hunm ng stopped. The rainbow | i ght went out. And although Pryan's four suns

continued to shine in the sky, the jungle seened vastly darker by contrast.

The tytan shifted its head. The eyel ess face turned toward Xar. The tytan no
| onger | ooked happy.

CHAPTER 24

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

"SHUT THE MACHI NE OFF!" ROLAND YELLED
"l can't!" Paithan shouted.

"It's calling the tytans!™"

"Maybe it is and maybe it isn't. Who knows? Besides, | ook at the tytans. They
act like they're drunk..."

"Drunk, my ass! You just don't want to turn off your precious machine. You
thi nk nore of that damm thing than you do of us!"

"Ch, Roland, that's not true— Rega began



"Don't you 'Ch, Roland' ne!" he snapped at his sister. "It was you who said
that very thing last night!"

"But | didn't mean it," she said hastily, with an apol ogetic smile for
Pai t han.

"You try to shut it down. Go ahead!" Paithan yelled, waving a hand at the
door.

"Maybe | will!" Roland said loftily, sonewhat daunted but unable to refuse the
chal | enge.

He took a step toward the door. The Iight went out; the humm ng stopped.
Rol and st opped, too.

"What did you do?" Paithan demanded, pouncing on himangrily.

"Nothing! | swear! | didn't go near the damm thing!"

"You broke it!" Paithan clenched his fists.

Rol and cl enched his own fists, fell into a fighting stance.

"There's someone out there!" Rega cried. "Don't try to trick me, Rega." Rol and
and Paithan were circling each other. "It won't work. I'mgoing to tie those
poi nted ears around his neck—

"Stop it, both of you!" Rega grabbed hold of Paithan, nearly draggi ng him off
his feet, and haul ed himover to the wi ndow. "Look, damm it! There are two
peopl e—two hunans, by the | ook of them-eut beyond the gate."

"Orn's ears, there are people out there!" Paithan said in astoni shnent.
"They're running fromthe tytans."

"Ch, Paithan, you were wong!" Rega said excitedly. "There are nore people on
this world."

"They won't be on it for long," Paithan said grimy. "There nust be fifty of
t hose nonsters out there and only two of them They'|ll never make it."

"The tytans! They've got them W have to help!" Rega started to run off.

Pai t han caught her around the waist. "Are you nad? There's nothing we can do!"
"He's right, sis.” Roland had |l owered his fists, was peering out the w ndow.
"I'f we went out there, we'd only die, too—~

"Besi des," Paithan added in awed tones, "it doesn't look as if they need our
hel p. Bl essed Mother! Did you see that?"

Loosening his hold on Rega in his amazenent, Paithan | eaned out the w ndow
Rol and crowded in beside him Rega pulled herself up on her tiptoes to | ook
out over their shoul ders.

The citadel was built on one of the few nountains tall enough to rise above
the mass of Pryan's vegetation. The jungle encircled it, but had not
encroached upon it. A path, cut into jagged rock, led fromthe jungle to the
citadel, to the large metal door forned in the shape of a hexagon and
inscribed with the sane picture-witing the books terned "runes."



Once, many cycles ago, the five trapped in the citadel had run up that path

t hensel ves, pursued by a flesh-devouring dragon. It was the dwarf, Drugar, who
had figured out how to open that magi cal door. Escaping inside, they had shut
t he dragon out.

Now two nore people were running along that sane treacherous path, attenpting
to reach the safe haven of the citadel. The tytans, carrying branches cl utched
in massive fists, were bearing down on their foes, who | ooked smaller and nore
fragile than insects.

But then one of the strangers, clad in black robes,* turned to face the
advanci ng tytans. The figure raised his hands. Blue light flared around him
danced and twi ned, and then spread out to form an enornmous blue wall, a blue
wal | that burst into flane.

*Probably what | ed Paithan to deduce that Xar was human. No elf ever wears
bl ack, considering the color ill-omened.

The tytans fell back before the magical fire. The strangers took advantage of
t he nonsters' confusion to continue running up the path.

"Hapl 0," Paithan muttered.
"What ?" Rega asked.

"Quch! Do you have to dig your nails into ny shoul der? The blue fire rem nds
me of that Haplo, that's all."

"Maybe. But | ook, Paithan! The fire isn't stopping the tytans!"

The magical fire was flickering, dying out. The tytans continued their
advance.

"But the two have al nost reached the gate. They'll be safe enough.”
The three fell silent, watching this life-or-death race.

The strangers—the one in black robes and the other dressed in ordinary
human-type cl ot hi ng—had reached the nmetal gate. They came to a sudden halt.

"What's stopping then?" Rol and wonder ed.
"They can't get in!l" Rega cried.

"Sure they can," Roland scoffed. "Any w zard who can work nmagic |ike that
ought to be able to open a gate."

"That Haplo got in," Paithan said. "Or at |east he clained he did."

"Wul d you quit yammering about Haplo!" Rega shouted at him "I tell you they
can't get in!l W've got to go down there and open the gate for them"

Pai t han and Rol and exchanged gl ances. Neither noved.

Rega cast them each a furious |ook; then, turning, she headed toward the
stairs.

"No! Wait! If you open the gate for them you'll let the tytans in, too!"



Pai t han nade a grab for her, but this tinme Rega was prepared. She darted out
of his reach and was off and running down the hall before he could stop her

Pai t han swore sonething in elven and started after her. Noticing he was al one,
he stopped, turned. "Roland! Come on! It'll take both of us to fight the
tytans of f—=
"Not necessary," Roland said. He waved Paithan back to the wi ndow. "Drugar's
down there. He's opening the gate."

The dwarf took the pendant that hung from around his neck and placed it in the
center of the runes as he had done once before, only this tine he was inside
the gate instead of outside. The sigil on the dwarf's pendant burned with bl ue
fire, expanded. Wherever its fire touched one of the sigla on the gate, that
sigil burst into blue flane. Soon a circle of magic burned brightly.

The gates swung open. The two strangers darted inside, the tytans roaring on
their heels. The nagical fire daunted the nmonsters, however. They fell back
The gates shut; the flanes died.

The tytans began to beat on the gates with their fists.

"They're attacking the citadel!" Paithan exclained in horror. "They never did
that before. Do you think they can get in?"

"How the hell should I know?" Roland retorted. "You're the expert. You're the
one who's read all those damm books! Maybe you should turn that machi ne of
yours back on again. That seens to cal mthem down."

Pai t han woul d gl adly have turned the machi ne on again, but he didn't have any
i dea how. He couldn't tell Roland that, however, and for the noment, Rol and
was actually regarding Paithan with a certain anmount of grudgi ng respect.

What the human doesn't know won't hurt him was Paithan's theory. Let him
think I'ma nechanical genius. If I'mlucky, the nmachine will cycle itself
back up again. If not, and the tytans manage to break down the wall, well, the
truth won't matter nuch then anyway.

"The machine ... uh ... has to rest. It'll come back on soon." Paithan prayed
to Orn he was right.

"I't had better. O we're all going to be resting—+esting in peace, if you know
what | mean.”

They coul d hear clearly, through the open wi ndow, the tytans roaring and
bashing at the walls in a frantic effort to get inside. Rega was down there
now, talking with the human in the black robes.

"One of us ought to go down there," Paithan suggested, proddi ng Rol and.
"Yeah, you should," Roland agreed, proddi ng Paithan

Suddenly an enornous shape filled the window, blotting out the sunlight. A
dank, dark snell choked them

Frightened half out of their wits, the two grabbed hold of each other, dragged
each ot her down. A nassive green-scal ed body slid past the w ndow, scraping
al ong the outside wall of the citadel at tremendous speed.

"A dragon!" Paithan quavered.



Rol and sai d sonet hi ng not repeatabl e.

A gigantic talon thrust through the w ndow.

"Ch, god!" Paithan quit huggi ng Rol and and hugged the fl oor
Rol and flung his arnms over his head.

But the talon disappeared after breaking out a section of the nmarble wall. The
dragon had apparently used the window to give itself |everage. The
green-scal ed body slithered off. Sunlight shone through

Trenbling, the two clutched at the windowsill, pulled thensel ves cautiously
back up, peered out over the |edge.

The dragon was sliding down the tower, wapping its w ngless body around tal
spires, then dropping onto the courtyard bel ow. Those in the courtyard—Rega,
Drugar, and the two strangers—appeared to be frozen with terror. None of them
made a nove. The dragon |urched toward them

Pai t han nopaned and covered his eyes with his hand.
"Rega! Run for it!" Roland screamed out the w ndow.

But the dragon thundered past themw thout a gl ance, heading straight for the
gates. The Sartan runes flashed blue and red, but the dragon soared right
t hrough the magi ¢ and through the netal gates as well.

Qutside the walls, the dragon reared up to an astoni shing height, its head
nearly at a level with the citadel's tall spires. The tytans turned and fl ed,
t heir enormnmous bodi es noving with i ncongruous fluid grace.

"It saved us!" Paithan cried.
"Yeah, for lunch," Roland said grimy.
"Nonsense!" said a voice behind them

Pai t han junmped, cracked his head on the casenment. Rol and whirled around, | ost
hi s bal ance, and nearly fell backward out the wi ndow. Fortunately Paithan
feeling the need to grab hold of sonething substantial, grabbed hold of

Rol and. Both stood staring.

An old man with a stringy white beard, nouse-colored robes, and a disreputable
hat was stal king down the hall, waving his arns and | ooking extrenmely pl eased
wi th hinsel f.

"Dragon's under mny conplete control. Hadn't been for me, you' d be guava jelly
ri ght about now. Showed up in the nick of time—whoever Nick is. Dukes ate
macki naw, you ni ght say."

The old man planted hinself triunphantly in front of the elf and the hunan,
folded his arns across his chest, and rocked back on his heels.

"What dukes?" Paithan asked feebly.
"Dukes ate mackinaw," repeated the old nan, scowling. "Wth ears as big as

yours, you'd think you could hear. | flew down to save your lives, arrived
right in the nick of time. Dukes ate nmackinaw. That's Latin," the old man



added inportantly. "Means... well, it nmeans... well, that | showed up... in
the... er... nick of tinme."

"I don't understand." Paithan gul ped.

Rol and was rendered speechl ess.

" '"Course you don't understand," said the old man. "You have to be a great and
powerful w zard to understand. You're not, by chance, a great and powerful

wi zard?" He appeared sonewhat nervous.

"N-no." Paithan shook his head.

"Ah, there, you see?" The old man was smug

Rol and drew a quivering breath. "Aren't... aren't you Zifnab?"

"Am I ? Wait!" The old man closed his eyes, held out his hands. "Don't tell nme.
Let me guess. Zifnab. No. No. Don't believe that's it."

"Then... who the devil are you?" Rol and denanded.

The old man straightened, threw out his chest, stroked his bearded chin.
"Nane's Bond. Janes Bond."

"No, sir," came a sepulchral voice fromdown the hall. "Not today, |'mafraid,
sir."

The old man flinched, drew nearer Paithan and Roland. "Don't pay any
attention. That's probably only Moneypenny. Got the hots for ne."

"W saw you die!" Paithan gasped.
"The dragon killed you!" Rol and gargl ed.

"Ch, they're always trying to kill me off. But | come back in the last reel
Dukes ate macki naw and all that. You wouldn't have a dry martini about you,
woul d you?"

Measured footfalls echoed in the hallway. The closer the footfalls cane, the
nore nervous the old nan appeared, although he was obviously doing his best to
i gnore the om nous sound.

A very tall, inposing gentleman wal ked up to the old man. The gentl eman was
dressed all in sonber black—bl ack wai stcoat, black vest, black knee-breeches
wi th bl ack ribbons, black stockings and shoes with silver buckles. H's |ong
hair was white and tied in the back with a black ribbon, but his face was
young, and rather stern about the nouth. The gentl eman bowed.

"Master Quindiniar. Master Redleaf. | am pleased to see you again. | trust |
find you in good health?"

"Zifnab died!" Paithan insisted. "W saw him"

"We can't have everything, can we?" The inposing gentl eman gave a

| ong-suffering sigh. "Excuse ne, please." He turned to the old man, who was
staring hard at the ceiling. "I amsorry, sir, but you cannot be M. Bond

t oday. "

The old man began to hum a tune. "Dum deedl e-um dum-dum dum dum Dum



deedl e-um dum-dum dum dum Bonmp—de-urn."
"Sir." The inposing gentleman's voice took on an edge. "l really nust insist."”

The old man appeared to deflate. Taking off his hat, he twirled it around and
around by the brim darting swift glances frombeneath his brows at the
i mposi ng gent | eman.

"Pl ease?" the old nman whi ned.
"No, sir."

"Just for the day?"

"It sinply wouldn't do, sir.

The old man heaved a sigh. "Who am 1, then?"

"You are Zifnab, sir," said the inposing gentleman with a sigh

"That doddering idiot!" The old man was quite indignant.

"I'f you say so, sir.
The old man stewed and funed and nade a conpl ete shanbl es of his hat. Suddenly
he cried, "Ah, ha! | can't be Zifnab! He's dead!" He stabbed a bony finger at
Pai t han and Roland. "They'll tell you! By cracky, |'ve got w tnesses!"

"Deus ex machina, sir. You were saved in the final reel."

"Dam the dukes!" Zifnab cried in a towering rage.

"Yes, sir," said the inmposing gentleman serenely, "And now, sir, if you wll
permit me to rem nd you. The Lord of the Nexus is in the courtyard—=

"The courtyard... Blessed Mother! The dragon!" Paithan whirled, alnost fel
out the wi ndow. He caught hinmself, blinked. "It's gone."

Rol and turned. "Wat? Where?"

"The dragon. It's gone!"

"Not precisely, sir," said the inmposing gentleman w th another bow. "I believe
that would be ne to whomyou are referring. | amthe dragon." The gentl eman
turned back to zZifnab. "I, too, have business in the courtyard, sir."

The old man | ooked alarmed. "WIIl this end up in a fight?"
"I trust not, sir," said the dragon. Then its voice softened. "But |I'mafraid
I may be gone for some considerable length of tine, sir. | know that | |eave
you i n good conpany, however."

Zi fnab reached out a trenbling hand. "You will take care of yourself, won't
you, old chap?"

"Yes, sir. And you will renenber to take your warmng drink at night, won't
you, sir? It would never do to have you irregul ar—=

"Uh, yes, yes. Warnming drink. Certainly."
at Paithan and Rol and.

Zi fnab flushed and gl anced askance



"And you will keep an eye on the Lord of the Nexus? Not let himfind out
about —you know. "

"Do |I know?" Zifnab asked, puzzl ed.

"Yes, sir, you do."

"Well, if you say so," Zifnab said with an air of resignation
The dragon did not seemoverly pleased with this, but the old man had pl aced
hi s hat back on his head and was raci ng off down the hall

"Centl enen." The dragon bowed a last tine to Paithan and Rol and. Then it
di sappear ed.

"I"ve got to lay off the hard stuff."” Roland w ped sweat from his brow

"Hey, you two!" Zifnab came to a halt, peered back over his shoulder. "Are you
com ng?" He pointed majestically down the staircase. "You have a guest! The
Lord of the Nexus has arrived."

"Whoever he is," Paithan muttered.

Not knowi ng what else to do, having no idea what was goi ng on but hoping
desperately to find out, Paithan and Roland trailed along reluctantly behind
the ol d man.

As they passed the door of the Star Chanber, the machine started up again.
CHAPTER 25

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

XAR WAS | N AN | LL HUMOR. HE HAD BEEN FORCED TO FLEE FROM a bunch of blind
behenot hs; then he'd been bl ocked fromentering a gate by magic that even a
mensch could unravel. Finally, he owed, if not his Iife, then at |east his
dignity and well-being to a dragon. This galled him This and the know edge

t hat Hapl o had been able to enter this citadel and he, the Lord of the Nexus,
coul d not.

"Haplo was telling the truth," said Sang-drax beneath his breath.

The two stood just inside the gate. Three mensch—+two fenmal es and a nal e—were
staring at themstupidly, much as Xar m ght have expected from nensch

"Haplo told the truth," Xar returned grimy. "I sawinto his heart. He was
here. He was inside this citadel. And these—these weak-m nded mensch nanaged
to get inside." He was speaking in Patryn and so could express his thoughts
freely. "And what is the matter with you?"

Sang-drax had been gl anci ng around nervously, his one eye swiveling to take in
every part of the citadel —aalls, spires, w ndows, the shadows on the ground
bel ow, the bl ue-green sky above.

"I was wondering where the dragon went, Lord."

"What does it matter? The wyrm s gone. Leave it at that. W have other, nore



i mportant things to consider."

Sang-drax continued to | ook about. The nensch were now staring at him
obvi ousl y wonderi ng what was wrong with him

"Stop that!" Xar commanded Sang-drax, further irritated. "You look a fool! One
woul d al nost think you were frightened."

"Only for you and your safety, Lord," Sang-drax returned with an oily smle
that had a strained quality. The single red eye ceased its roving, fixed
itself on the nmensch.

One of them a human fenale, stepped forward. "Welcone, sirs," she said,
speaki ng human. "Thank you for driving off the tytans. That was wonderf ul
magi c!'" She was gazing at Xar with reverence and awe.

Xar was pleased, felt better. "Thank you, madam for permitting nme entrance
into your city. And you, sir"-he bowed to the dwarf—for your assistance wth
the gate."

Xar stared hard at the pendant the dwarf wore around his neck. The Patryn
recogni zed a Sartan sigil when he saw one.

The dwarf, glowering, put his hand over the pendant, thrust it back beneath
heavy | eat her arnor.

"I beg your pardon, sir," said Xar hunbly. "I didn't nean to be rude. | was
adm ring your anulet. Mght | ask where you acquired it?"

"You can ask," the dwarf said gruffly.
Xar waited.
The dwarf renained silent.

The human femal e, casting the dwarf an angry glance, slid in front of him
came nearer Xar.

"Don't mind Drugar, sir. He's a dwarf," she added, as if that explained
everything. "My nane is Rega Redleaf. And this is Aleatha Quindiniar." She
gestured toward another fenmale—this one an elf.

The female was quite lovely, for a mensch. Xar bowed to her. "I am charned
madam "
She gave hima cool, languid nod. "Did that Haplo send you here?"

Sang-drax hastily intervened. "This is Xar. Lord Xar. The nman Haplo is ny
lord's subject. My lord sent Haplo. Haplo did not send ny lord."

Rega | ooked i npressed. Drugar's frown deepened. Aleatha stifled a yawn, as if
this was all too boring for words. Rega continued introductions. Two nal es—a
human and an el f-had just dashed up

"This is ny brother, Roland, and ny... er ... friend, Paithan Quindiniar."

"Hullo, sir." Paithan gave Xar a quick glance, then turned i medi ately back to
Rega. "Have you seen hin? Did he cone down here?"

"\Where' ve you been during all the excitement, Roland?" Al eatha asked in dul cet



tones. "Hi ding under your bed?"
"I was not!" Roland said hotly, rounding on her. "I was—
"Rol and." Rega tugged at him "You're being rude. This is Lord Xar."

"Good to neet you, sir." Roland gave the lord a nod, then turned back to
Al eatha. "If you must know, Paithan and | were trapped up in the tower with

a—"
"He was right in front of us!" Paithan struck in. "He nmust be herel™
"Who are you tal king about ?"

"The dragon!" said Rol and.

"Zifnab!" said Paithan at the sane tine.

"Who did you say?" Rega demanded

"Zifnab."

Rega stared at Paithan in shock

Xar and Sang-drax exchanged sw ft gl ances. Xar's |ips tightened.

"Zifnab," Rega repeated in perplexity. "Paithan, that's inpossible. He's
dead. "

"Ch, no, he's not," said Rol and.
Al eat ha began to | augh

"I't's not funny, Thea," Paithan snapped. "He was here. That was his dragon
Didn't you recogni ze the beast?"

Sang-drax sucked in a breath. The single red eye glistened, narrowed. He made
a hi ssing sound.

"What is it?" Xar asked in Patryn.

"The old man. | know now what he is."

"He's a Sartan—

"No. Or rather, he was. But not anynore. He has beconme one of thent
"\Where are you goi ng?"

Sang-drax had begun to sidle toward the gate. "Beware the old man, My Lord.
Bewar e—

An inmposing gentl eman dressed all in black materialized out of the shadows.

At the sight of him Sang-drax pointed. "He's the dragon, Lord! Trap him Kil
him Quickly, while he's in this weak body!"

Xar didn't need to be told. The sigla on his skin flared red and bl ue, burned
with the fire that warned himof an eneny.



"Ever the coward, aren't you?" The dragon faced Sang-drax. "This is our
battle."

"Kill him Lord!" the dragon-snake urged. He turned to the others, who, not
under st andi ng the | anguage, were staring in perplexity. "My brethren." He
spoke in human. "Don't be deceived. This man is not what he seens. He is a
dragon! And he plans to slaughter us all. Kill himl Swiftly!"

"CGo find shelter, friends. | will deal with this," Xar said to the nensch.

But they didn't nove. Afraid, confused, too stupi d—who knew? Stupid or not,
they were in his way.

"Run, fools!" Xar yelled, exasperated.

The i nmposi ng gentl eman i gnored both Xar and the nmensch, continued to advance
on Sang-drax. Snarling curses, Sang-drax was slowy giving ground, sidling
back toward the gate.

"Slay him M/ Lord!" he hissed.

Xar gnashed his teeth. He couldn't cast a spell that would kill the dragon
wi thout killing the mensch. And he needed them needed to question them

Perhaps if they saw the dragon in its true form they would be frightened into
fl eei ng.

The lord drew a single sigil in the air. The spell was a sinple one, not being
battle magic. The sigil flared red, expanded, blazed through the air toward
the gentl eman dressed all in black

At that noment the gentleman caught hold of the whining Sang-drax by the
throat. The sigil struck both of them flared around them entw ning themin
magi cal fl ane.

An enornmous w ngl ess dragon with bright, shining green scales, the col or of
the jungle in which it dwelt, reared up over the walls of the city.
Confronting it was a huge serpent, its foul body covered in sline, reeking of
the dead of centuries. Its head had only one red eye.

Xar was nearly as startled by the sight of this apparition as the mensch were.
He had never seen a dragon-snake in its true form He had read Haplo's
description of themon Chelestra, but now Xar understood fully Haplo's

| oat hing, revul sion, even fear. Xar, Lord of the Nexus, who had battled

i nnumerable terrible foes in the Labyrinth, was shaken and unnerved.

The dragon opened massive jaws, closed themon the serpent's neck, just bel ow
the toothl ess head. The serpent's tail |ashed out, coiled around the dragon
with crushing force, seeking to squeeze the life out of its foe. Tw sting and
screaming in fury, the two thrashed and flailed, threatening to destroy the
citadel. The walls shivered; the gate trenbled as the massive bodi es crashed
into them If the walls fell, the tytans would be able to enter the city.

The nmensch did not flee, but remained rooted to the spot with terror. Xar
could not work his magi c—either out of fear of hitting Sang-drax or fear of
Sang-drax. The lord wasn't certain, and his confusion angered him caused him
to hesitate.

And suddenly the two were gone. The dragon and serpent, bound in a deadly
enbrace, vani shed.



The nmensch stood staring stupidly at nothing. Xar sought to gather his rattled
t houghts. An old man clad in nouse-col ored robes wandered out of the shadows.
"Take care of yourself, you sorry excuse for a reptile,"”
good- bye sadly.

Zi fnab call ed, waving

CHAPTER 26

THE Cl TADEL PRYAN

XAR STOOD | N AMAZEMENT. THE TWO WERE GONE, DEFI NI TELY gone. He reached out
mental |y, searching for them He sought themin Death's Gate. He sought them
on the other worlds. No trace. They were, quite sinply, gone. And he had no

i dea where.

I f one believed Haplo..

But Xar didn't. He put that notion out of his mnd.

He was baffled, enraged... intrigued. If the dragon and its foe were gone from
this world, this universe, then they nust have found a way out. Which neant

that there was a way out.

"Well, of course there is!"™ A hand cl apped Xar soundly on the back. "A way
out. Away to the Inmortal."

Xar turned swiftly. "You!" He scow ed.
"Who?" The ol d man bright ened.
"Zifnab!" Xar spat the nane.

"Ch." The old man sagged despondently. "Not sonmeone el se? You weren't
expecting soneone el se? A M. Bond, perhaps?"

Xar recalled Sang-drax's warning. Beware the old man. It seened al npbst
| aughable. Still, the old man had escaped fromthe prisons of Abarrach

"\What are you tal king about?" Xar demanded, eyeing the old man with nore
i nterest.

"Beats the hell out of ne," said Zifnab, quite cheerful
"What was | talking about? | rarely remenber. | try not to remenber, in fact."

H s face went gray. His eyes lost their vague expression, were suddenly
focused, suddenly pained. "It hurts—renmenbering. | don't do it. Not ny
menories. Other people's menories... easier, much easier..."

Xar was grim "A way out,' you said. 'Away to the Imortal..."

Zifnab's eyes narrowed. "The final Jeopardy answer, eh? | have thirty seconds
to wite down the question. Dum de-dum dum da-doo-de-doo. There! | think
|'"ve got it." He looked triunmphantly at Xar. "Wat is the Seventh Gate?"

"What is the Seventh Gate?" Xar asked casually. "That's the question!" Zifnab
said. "But what's the answer?" Xar was rapidly |osing patience.

"That's the answer! To the question. Do | wi n?" Zfnab asked hopefully.



"Chance to cone back tonbprrow?"

"I may give you a chance to stay alive today!" Xar snarled. Reaching out, he
took hold of the wizard's arm gripped it tightly. "Enough foolery, old man.
VWhere is the Seventh Gate? Your conpani on obviously knew*

"Way, so did yours," Zifnab countered. "Didn't he tell you? Mnd you don't
crunple the fabric..."

" Conpani on? Sang-drax? Nonsense. He knows only that | amsearching for it. If
he had known, he would have taken ne to it."

Zifnab | ooked extrenely wise and intelligent—er at |east he made the attenpt.
He drew near Xar, whispered, "On the contrary, he's |eading you away fromit."

Xar gave the old nman's arma painful twi st. "You know where the Seventh Gate
isl"”

"I know where it isn't," Zifnab said neekly. "If that's any help."

"Leave hi m al one!"

Preoccupied with the old Sartan, Xar had forgotten the mensch. He turned to
find one of themdaring to interfere. "You're hurting him" The elven fenal e
(Xar couldn't recall her name) was attenpting to pry his hand off Zi fnab's
arm "He's only a daft old man. Leave him al one. Paithan! Cone hel p!"

Xar rem nded hinmself again that he needed these nmensch—at |east until they had
shown himthe secrets of the citadel. Xar renoved his hand from Zifnab's arm
was about to make sonme expl anatory remark when anot her nmensch dashed up. This
one | ooked scandal i zed.

"Al eat ha! What are you doing? This really isn't any of our business.
apol ogi ze, sir, for ny sister. She's sonewhat... well, sonewhat..." The elf
hesi t at ed.

"Pi gheaded?" offered a human mal e, com ng up behind the elven femnale.

Her nanme was apparently Al eatha. She whirled around, slapped the hunman mal e
across the face.

At this point, a human female entered the fray, "Wat did you hit Roland for?
He didn't do anything!"

"Rega's right," said the man call ed Roland. He was nursing a red cheek. "I
didn't do anything."

"You said | had the face of a pig!" Aleatha stated haughtily.

"He said you were pigheaded, Aleatha." Paithan attenpted to explain. "It
doesn't mean the same thing in hurman that it neans in elven..."

"Ch, don't pander to her, Paithan!" Rega snapped. "She knows perfectly well
what he neant. She speaks human better than she lets on."

"Excuse me, Rega, but this is between nme and ny sister—

"Yes, Rega," interjected Al eatha, arching her eyebrows. "W don't need any
outsiders interfering in our famly business.”



"Qutsiders!" Rega flushed, glared at Paithan. "So that's what you think of ne!
An outsider! Come on, Roland. W outsiders are going back to our side of the
city!”

Grabbi ng hold of her brother's arm Rega haul ed hi m down the street.

"Rega, | never said that..." Paithan started to run off after them Pausing,
he gl anced back at Xar. "Uh, excuse me, won't you?"

"Ch, Paithan, for On's sake, find a backbone!" Al eatha cried.

Pait han didn't answer, continued followi ng after Rega. Al eatha flounced off in
anot her direction.

This left the dwarf, who had not said a word. He gl owered darkly at both Xar
and Zifnab; then, with a parting grunt, he turned on his heel and trudged off.

Long ago the Sartan and Patryns fought over who would control these creatures.
Why did we bother? Xar wondered. W should have tied themall up in a sack and
dr owned t hem

"Hapl o knows," Zifriab announced.

"So |'ve been told," Xar said irritably.

"He doesn't know he knows, but he knows." Zifnab took off his disreputable
hat, rubbed his hair until it stood straight up on his head.

"If this is some trick on your part to try to keep Haplo alive, it won't
work," Xar snapped testily. "He will die. He may already be dead. And his
corpse will lead me to the Seventh Gate."

"Trick." Zifnab sighed. "The trick is on you, |I'mafraid, old chap. Die. Yes,
Haplo may well die. In a place where you'll never find him"

"Ah, then you know where he is?" Xar didn't believe it, but he was playing
al ong, still hoping for sonething useful

"Well, of course | know" Zifnab said, insulted. "He's in—ip!" The old nman
cl apped his hand over his nouth.

"Yes?" Xar prodded.
"Can't say. Top secret. For your eyes only. My eyes, that is.”

Xar had an i dea.

"Perhaps | was too precipitous in ny decision to execute Haplo," the lord

said, nusing. "He is a traitor, but | can be generous. | will be generous. |
pardon Hapl o. There, you see. | forgive himas a father should forgive his
erring child. And now you say he is in sonme type of danger. W will go and
find him You and I. You will lead ne to him"

Xar began steering the old man toward the city gate. "We'll go back to ny
ship. Rescue Haplo..."

"I"mtouched. Truly touched," said Z fnab, noist-eyed. "My dragon often says
t hat about ne, you know. But it's really quite inpossible."

Xar began forming a spell. "You will cone with ne, old man..."



"Ch, 1'd be tickled to death to cone with you," Zi fnab said cheerfully. "If

you were goi ng anywhere. But you're not. Your ship, you see..." Hi s gaze
shifted to the sky.

Xar's ship was lifting above the treetops, sailing away.

The lord was nonmentarily astounded; then he swiftly cast a spell, a spell that

shoul d have taken himinstantly on board. The runes flared on his body. He
started to leap forward through time and space, but fell back as if he'd
struck a wall. Sartan magic. He tried again, only to run into the invisible
barrier.

Furious, Xar rounded on the old man, set to cast a spell that would wither the
flesh fromthe fragile bones.

The i nmposing gentl eman dressed all in black stepped out of the shadows. He was
bl oody and di shevel ed, his clothes torn, and he | ooked exhausted. But he took
hold of Xar's wist in his, gripped it with a strength that the Lord of the
Nexus with all his magic could not break

"Leave himalone," said the gentleman. "He's not responsible. Your friend the
serpent, the one you know as Sang-drax. He escaped nme. He's the one who is
bl ocki ng your magic. He's the one stealing your ship."

"I don't believe you!"
The lord's ship was now nothing nore than a speck in the sky.

"He's taken your form Lord of the Nexus," said the gentlenman. "Your people
t hi nk Sang-drax is you. They'll obey all his commands—and he'll probably repay
themw th death."

"I'f what you say is true, then he nust have sone urgent need for the ship,"”
Xar said confidently, trying to cal mhinself, though he cast a swift and
frowni ng gl ance at his di sappearing vessel

The gentl eman was speaking to Zifnab. "You don't |ook well, sir.

"Not my fault,"” the old man said, pouting. He pointed an accusing finger at
Xar. "I told himl| was Bond. Janes Bond. He didn't believe ne."

"What else did you tell him sir?" the gentleman asked, | ooking severe.
"Not hi ng you weren't supposed to, | take it?"

"Well, now, that depends," said Z fnab, rubbing his hands together nervously,
not meeting the gentleman's eye. "W did have such a nice chat."

The i nmposi ng gentl eman nodded gloomly. "That's what | feared. You've done
damage enough for one day, sir. Tinme to go inside and have your warm ng drink
The human female will be happy to make it for you, sir."

"OfF course she'd be happy to! Make her day! But she won't!" Zifnab whined
qguerul ously. "She doesn't know how. No one mekes it the way you do."

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I'mvery sorry, sir, but I won't be able to... fix
your drink tonight." The gentleman had gone extrenely pale. He managed a wan
smle. "I"'mnot feeling very well. "Il just take you to your bedchanber,

sir..."



Once they were gone, Xar could give vent to his anger. He glared around the
city's walls, walls that were suddenly prison walls, for though he could wal k
out of that gate with ease (not counting the tytans, which were suddenly the
| east of his worries), he had no ship, no way to travel back through Death's
Gate. No way to reach Hapl o—either dead or alive.

That is, if he believed what the old man had told him Feeling weak and old
and tired—unusual feelings for the Lord of the Nexus—Xar sat down on a bench
in the strange gathering darkness that appeared to be falling on the citade
and nowhere else. Xar tried again to reach Marit, but there was no answer to
hi s urgent summons.

Had she betrayed hi n? Had Sang-drax betrayed hin?. ..

"Wul d you believe ny eneny?" The whi sper canme fromthe night, startling Xar
He stared into the shadows, saw glowing there a single red eye.

Xar rose. "Are you here? Come out where | can see you!"
"I amnot here in actual physical presence, Lord. My thoughts are with you."

"I had nmuch rather ny ship was with ne,’
to ne."

Xar said angrily. "Bring ny ship back

"I'f you command, Lord, | will." Sang-drax was hunmble. "But may | present an
alternate plan? | overheard the conversation between you and that old fool
who may not be as foolish as he woul d have us believe. Allow nme to search for
Hapl o, while you go on with your business here."

Xar pondered. Not a bad idea at that. He had too nuch to do, too nuch at stake
to | eave now. H s people were on Abarrach, poised for war. He had to continue
| ooking for the Seventh Gate; and he still needed to determ ne whether he had
| earned the art of bringing life to the dead. Several of those goals m ght be
acconpl i shed here.

In addition, he would find out whether Sang-drax was | oyal.

He was beginning to see the outline of a plan

"If I agree to let you search for Haplo, how do | return to Abarrach?" Xar
demanded, not wanting Sang-drax to think he had the upper hand.

"Anot her ship is available to you, Lord. The nmensch know its |l ocation."

Probably inside the city sonewhere, Xar reasoned.

"Very well." The lord gave his permi ssion nmagnani mously. "I will let you know
the nmonent | hear from Marit. Meanwhile, do what you can to find himon your
own. Renenber, | want Haplo's corpse—and in good condition!"

"I live only to serve you, Lord Xar," Sang-drax said hunbly. The single eye
closed in reverence, and then the presence was gone.

"Excuse me, sir," came a voice, speaking elven

Xar had been aware of the young elf's presence for sone time, but, absorbed in
his mental conversation with Sang-drax, he hadn't paid any attention. Now was
t he nonent, however, to start putting his plan into action

The Lord of the Nexus gave an affected start of surprise, peered through the



shadows.

"I beg your pardon, young man. | didn't hear you conme up. What was your nane
agai n? Forgive ne for asking, but I'"'mold and my mind wanders."

"Paithan," said the elf kindly. "Paithan Quindiniar. | came back to apol ogi ze
for the way we behaved. W've all been under a lot of strain lately. And then
what with the dragon and that horrible serpent and Zifnab... That rem nds ne,

have you seen the old nan | atel y?"

"No, I'mafraid not," Xar answered. "I nust have dozed off. Wen | woke up, he
was gone."

Pai t han | ooked al arned. He gl anced around anxiously. "Orn take him the crazy

ol d bugger. | wonder where he's got to? No good searching for himtonight,
t hough. You nust be tired and hungry. Please, come, share dinner with ny
sister and ne. We... uh ... usually eat with the others, but | don't suppose

they' Il be joining us tonight."

"Why, thank you, ny boy." Xar reached out a hand. "Wuld you nmind assisting
me? |'msomewhat feeble..."

"Ch, certainly, sir." Paithan offered Xar his arm

The Lord of the Nexus clasped the elf close to him and together—the el f
supporting the lord's faltering steps —they proceeded slowy along the streets
toward the citadel

And while they were wal ki ng, Xar received a response to his sunmons.

"Marit," he said silently. "I have been waiting to hear fromyou . . |
CHAPTER 27
LCST

MARI T SAT W TH HER BACK AGAI NST A CHILL STONE WALL, watching the human
assassin keep watch over her. He was | eaning back against the wall opposite, a
pipe in his mouth and a nost foul -snelling snoke issuing fromit. Hi s eyelids
were cl osed, but she knew that if she so nmuch as brushed a strand of hair out
of her face, she'd see the black glitter of his deep-sunken eyes.

Lying on a pallet on the floor between the two, Haplo slept fitfully,
uneasily, not the healing sleep of her kind. Beside him another set of eyes
kept careful watch, dividing their attention between her and the master. Hugh
t he Hand sonetinmes slept. The dog never did.

Gowing irritated at the unrelenting scrutiny, Marit turned her back on both
t he wat chers and, hunkering down, began to hone her dagger. It didn't need
honing, nor did it need the sigla redrawn. But fussing with the dagger gave
her something to do besides pacing the chill floor—-around and around, around
and around until her | egs ached. Perhaps, though she didn't really expect it,
if she quit watching them the watchers night relax and grow carel ess.

She coul d have told themthey were worrying over nothing. She wasn't going to
harm him Not now. Her orders had been changed. Haplo was to live.

Kni fe sharpened, Marit thrust it into a mnute crack between two of the |arge
bl ocks of white polished stone that formed the floors, walls, and doned
ceiling of the strange roomin which they'd been inprisoned. She slid the



dagger al ong the crack, probing, testing for a weakness she knew woul dn't be
there. Sartan runes were engraved on each bl ock. Sartan runes surrounded her
were on the floor, everywhere she | ooked. The runes didn't harm her, but she
avoi ded touching them They nade her nervous, unconfortable, just as this room
made her nervous and unconfortable.

And it was inpossible to | eave.
She knew. She'd tried.

The roomwas large, well lit, with a diffused white |ight that shone from
everywhere at once and nowhere in particular. A maddening sort of |ight—t was
begi nning to annoy her. There was a door, but it was covered with Sartan
sigla. And though again the runes didn't react when Marit cane near, she was
loath to touch the door they guarded.

She couldn't read the Sartan witing; she'd never |earned. Haplo coul d,

t hough. She'd wait until he woke up to tell her what it said. Since he was to
live.

Haplo was to live. Marit nmade a vicious stab into the crack, |evered the
dagger against the block in a completely futile attenpt to wiggle the stone

| oose. It didn't budge. She was likely to break her dagger first. Angry,
frustrated, and—though she refused to admt it—frightened, she snatched the
dagger fromthe crack and hurled it away. The bl ade ski dded across the
pol i shed floor, caromed off the wall, and slid back to the center of the room

The assassin's eyes opened, two glittering slits. The dog lifted its head,
regarded her warily. Marit ignored them both, turned her back on them

"I's Hapl o dead?"

"No, Lord. | amafraid | failed in ny—=

"He is not dead. Has he escaped you?"

"No, Lord. I amwith him=

"Then why is he not dead?"

A knife, she could have said. A cursed Sartan knife. He saved ny life, she
could have said. Saved it even though I'd tried to kill him Al these things
she coul d have sai d.

"I have no excuse, Lord," was what she did say. "I failed."

"Perhaps this task is too difficult for you, Marit. | have sent Sang-drax to
deal with Haplo. Were are you?"

Marit blushed again, hotly, at the nenory of her shame-filled reply. "In a
Sartan prison, Lord."

"A Sartan prison! Are you certain?"

"All I know, Lord, is that | amin a white roomcovered with Sartan runes and
there is no way out. A Sartan is here, keeping guard on us. He is the one you
descri bed, Lord, the one known as Alfred. A friend of Haplo's. This Alfred was

t he one who brought us here. Qur ship was destroyed on Chel estra.”

"The two are in this together, undoubtedly. Tell me what happened."”



She told him the strange weapon with the Sartan runes, the tytan, the waters
of Chelestra, the steering stone in her hands, the dragon-snakes.

"W were brought here, Lord—-by the Sartan.”
"He brought you? How?"
"He... he put his foot in the gate. That's the only way | can describe it.

"I remenber the water rising; the ship was breaking apart, our nagic failing.
| took hold of the steering stone. It was still dry, its magic still working.
| mpmges of the worlds flashed before my mind. | grasped the first | saw and
clung to it and Death's Gate opened for me. Then the water was washi ng over
me, drowning ne, drowning the magic. The gate began to close. The ship began
sliding beneath the water; the dragon-snakes were coiled around it.

"A serpent head smashed through the wood, dove straight for Haplo, | reached
out, caught hold of him and dragged himout of the creature's jaws. The
horrible red eyes swiveled until they found nme. The gate was closing fast, too
fast for ne to stop it. And then the gate stuck about hal fway, as if sonething
had jamed it open

"A bright Iight shone on nme. Sil houetted against the [ight was the figure of a
st ooped and gangling rman, who was peering at us worriedly. He reached out his

hands to Haplo. | hung on to himand | was pulled through the gate. Just as it
began to shut again, |I fell and kept on falling."

There had been sonething el se, but it was a vague shadow, on the fringes of
her consci ousness, and so she did not think it proper to mention it to Xar. It
was uni nmportant anyway. Nothing nore than a voice—a kindly voice—saying to
her, "There now, |'ve got him He's safe. You can let go." She renmenbered
being relieved of a draggi ng weight and of sinking thankfully into sleep.

"What is the Sartan doing to you?"

"Not hi ng, Lord. He comes and goes like a thief, creeping in and out of the
room He refuses to look at me or talk to ne. The Sartan's only concern is for
Hapl o. And no, Lord, | have not spoken to the Sartan. Nor will | give himthe
satisfaction!"”

"True. It would make you | ook weak, vulnerable. What is this Alfred |ike?"

"A nmouse. A scared rabbit. But | assume this is only his disguise, Lord,
intended to lull me into a fal se sense of security.”

"Undoubt edly you are right. |I wonder one thing, though, Wfe. You saved
Haplo's life on Chelestra. You could have left himto die, it seens.”

"Yes, | saved him Lord. You wanted his corpse."

No nention of the fact that the dragon-snakes terrified her. That it had
seened |likely she would die on Chelestra, along with Haplo. Xar trusted the
dragon-snakes. He knew them better than she did. It was not her place to

qguestion. ..

"The dragon-snakes woul d have brought himto nme," Xar returned. "But then
suppose you could not have known that. Describe this prison.”

She did so. An enpty room nmade of polished white stone, covered with Sartan



runes. "And thus nmy magic will not work here,"” she said ruefully. "I am
surprised we are still able to communi cate, Husband."

"That is because such magic is internal. It does not attenpt to reach into the
possibilities, and thus the Sartan magi c does not affect it. As you say, Haplo
will be able to read the Sartan runes. He will know where you are. O perhaps

his '"friend will tell him Haplo won't kill you, will he? Since you tried to

kill hinP"

"No, Lord. He wll not kill nme."

It was well Xar could hear only words through the magic. He could not hear her
si gh.

"Excellent. On second thought, | think it would be best if you stayed with
him"

"Are you certain, Lord? Once | escape this place, | can find a ship. | know
can. |—

"No. Stay with Haplo. Report to me what he and his Sartan friend say to each
ot her about this room about Pryan, about any of the other worlds. From now
on, Marit, report to ne everything Hapl o says."

"Yes, Lord." She was now a spy. Her final humliation. "But what am| to say
to hin? He'll wonder why | don't try to kill him=

"You slept with him You bore his child. He loves you still. Do you need nme to
el aborate, ny dear?"

No, she didn't. And that was how their conversation ended.

Marit's stomach cl enched. She was al most physically ill. How could Xar ask
such a thing of her? To pretend to make |l ove to Haplo! To ingratiate herself
to him cling to himand, while she was clinging, suck his blood |like a |eech
No! Such an insidious scheme was di shonorable! No Patryn would agree to it.
She was di sappointed, bitterly disappointed in Xar, that he could even suggest
such a repul sive—

Her anger, her di sappoi nt nent seeped away.

"I understand. You don't think | would be pretending," she said softly to the
absent Xar. "I failed you. | saved Haplo's life. You think | amstill in |ove
with him don't you, Lord! O herw se you woul d never have asked nme to do
this."

There had to be a way—anot her way—to convince Haplo that she was, if not
exactly for him at |east no | onger against him

Patryn law Marit lifted her head, alnost sniled, but checked herself, with a
stealthy glance at the mensch assassin. It wouldn't do to | ook suddenly
pl eased with hersel f.

She continued to sit quietly in the prison; she had no idea how |l ong. Alfred
cane and went. She watched himdistrustfully. Hugh the Hand watched her

di strustfully. The dog watched themall (with the exception of Alfred)
distrustfully, and Al fred appeared extremely upset and unhappy about the whol e
t hi ng.

At length, bone-tired, Marit lay down to sleep. She had nearly drifted off



when a voi ce jerked her to wakeful ness.
"Hapl o, how are you feeling?"

Hugh the Hand was asking the question. Marit shifted her position slightly so
that she could see. Haplo was sitting up on his pallet, staring around in
amazement. The dog, with a pleased bark, was on its feet, nosing its naster
eagerly. Haplo petted it, rubbed its nuzzle and jows. The aninal's tai
wagged furiously.

"How | ong have | been out?" Hapl o asked.

"Who knows?" the Hand answered with disgust. "How can you tell in this place?
| don't suppose you have any idea where we are now?"

Hapl o gl anced around again, frowned. "l've seen sone place like this before..
but | can't remenber..."

H s gaze flicked over to Marit, held. He'd caught her staring at him Too late
to try to pretend she was asleep. She stiffened, | ooked away. She was aware
suddenly of her dagger, lying in the mddle of the floor, |ying between them

"Don't worry," Hugh the Hand grunted, follow ng Hapl o's gaze. "Between the dog
and ne and Al fred, we haven't let her get close to you."

Hapl o propped hinself up on one el bow. He was weak, far too weak for a Patryn
who had been through the healing sleep. The wound on the heart-rune. Such a
wound woul d have doomed himin the Labyrinth.

"She saved ny life," he said.

Marit could feel his eyes on her. She wi shed there was sonepl ace to hide in
this damm room some way to escape. She might even try the door, but she'd

| ook a fool if she couldn't break out. Gitting her teeth, keeping a tight
hol d on herself, she sat up and pretended to be absorbed in |acing her boot.
After all, what Haplo had just said was going to work to her advantage.

The assassin grunted. Renoving the pipe fromhis nouth, he knocked the bow
agai nst the wall, dunped ashes on the floor.

Hapl o's attention shifted back to the human.
"Did you say Al fred?"

"Yeah. | said Alfred. He's here. Of sonewhere, getting food." He jerked a
thunmb at the door.

Hapl o took in his surroundings. "Alfred. Now | renenber what this place
rem nds ne of +he mausol eum on Arianus."

Marit, recalling Xar's command, |istened carefully. The words neant nothing to
her, but she felt a chill go over her. Mausoleum It rem nded her of
Abarrach—a world that was a mausol eum

"Did Alfred say where we are?"

Hugh sniled—a terrible smle that tightened his |ips, darkened his eyes.
"Alfred hasn't had nmuch to say to ne. In fact, he's been avoiding ne."

"I'"'mnot surprised.”



Hapl o sat up straight, |ooked down at his hand—the hand that had picked up the
cursed Sartan knife. It had been black, the flesh burned off. Now the arm was
whol e, uninjured. He | ooked over at her

Marit knew what he was thinking as well as if he'd said it aloud. She was
still close to him and that irritated her

"You track ny thoughts like a wolfen tracks a wounded man," he'd said once,

t easi ng her.

What she had never told himwas how closely he'd been able to track hers. At
first she'd hungered for such cl oseness, one reason that she'd stayed with him
so |l ong, longer than any other man she'd ever been with before. But then she'd
found herself liking himtoo much, counting on him becom ng dependent on him
And it was then she'd realized she was going to have his child. It was then
she'd left.

Bad enough knowi ng she'd lose himto the Labyrinth; to have to face losing the
child, too..

Be the one who | eaves. Don't be the one left. It had beconme her credo.

She | ooked at himand knew exactly what he was thinking. Someone has heal ed
me. Someone has closed the circle of ny being. He | ooked at her, wanting it to
be her. Why? Way couldn't he realize it was over?

"The Sartan heal ed you," she said to him "Not ne." Slowy and deliberately,
she turned away agai n.

Whi ch was all very well and all very dignified, but sometime soon she was
going to have to explain that she wasn't out to kill himanynore.

Marit wove the runes, hoping to snare her dagger, which was still lying in the
center of the floor. Her magic fizzled, petered out; the damm Sartan magic in
this dreadful roomwas unraveling her spells.

"Tell me what happened." Haplo had turned his attention back to Hugh the Hand.
"How did we get here?"

The human sucked on his pipe, which had gone out. The dog lay at Haplo's side,
crowmding as close as it could get, its eyes gazing anxiously into its nmaster's
face. Haplo gave it a reassuring pat, and it sighed and nestled even cl oser

"I don't remenmber nuch," the Hand was saying. "Red eyes and gi ant serpents and
you with your hand on fire. And terror. Being nore afraid than |'ve ever been
inm life. O death."

The assassin smled wyly. "The ship burst apart. Water filled my nmouth and ny
l ungs and then the next thing | knew | was in this room on ny hands and
knees, heaving up ny guts. And you were lying next to me, with your hand and
armlike charred wood. And that wonman was standi ng over you with her dagger
and the dog was about to go for her throat, and then Alfred canme bunbling

t hr ough t he door.

"He said something to her in that strange | anguage you people tal k and she
seened about to answer hi mwhen she toppled over. She was out cold.

"Alfred | ooked at you and shook his head; then he | ooked at her and shook his
head agai n. The dog had shut up by this tine, and I'd managed to get onto ny



f eet.

"I said, 'Alfred!'" and wal ked toward him only I couldn't walk very well. It
was nore of a lurch.”

The Hand's snile was grim "He turned around and saw me and gave a ki nd of
croak and then he toppled over and he was out cold. And then | nust have
passed out, because that's the last thing | renenber."

"And when you cane to?" Hapl o asked

Hugh shrugged. "I found nyself here. Alfred was fussing over you and that
worman was sitting over there, watching, and she wasn't saying anything and
neither was Alfred. And | stood up and went over to Alfred. This tinme | nade
sure | didn't scare him

"But before |I could open ny nouth, he was up like a startled gazelle and took
of f through that door, nuttering something about food and I was to keep watch
until you came around. And that was a while ago and | haven't seen him since.
She's been here the whole tine."

"Her nane is Marit," said Haplo quietly. He was staring at the floor, running
his finger around—but not touching—a Sartan sigil

"Her nane's Death, ny friend, and you're the mark."
Marit drew a deep, shivering breath. Mght as well get it over.
"Not any |onger," she said.

Rising to her feet, she wal ked over, picked up her dagger fromthe stone
fl oor.

The dog | eapt up, stood over its naster protectively, grow ing. Hugh the Hand
rose, too, his body supple, his noverment swift. He said nothing, just stood
t here, watching her through narrowed eyes.

I gnoring themboth, Marit carried the dagger to Haplo. Kneeling down, she
of fered the dagger to him-hilt first.

"You saved ny life," she said, cold, grudging. "By Patryn | aw, that nust
settle any quarrel between us in your favor."

"But you saved ny life," Haplo countered, |ooking at her with a strange
intensity that made her extrenely unconfortable. "That makes us even."

"I didn't." Marit spoke with scorn. "It was your Sartan friend who saved you."

"What's she saying?" Hugh the Hand demanded. She had spoken in the Patryn
| anguage.

Hapl o transl ated, adding, "According to the | aw of our people, because | saved
her life, any dispute between us is settled in ny favor."

"I hardly call trying to murder you a 'dispute,' "
the pipe and eyeing Marit distrustfully. "This is a ruse. Don't believe her

Hugh said dryly, sucking on

"Stay out of this, nmensch!"™ Marit told him "Wat do worms such as you know of
honor ?" She turned back to Haplo. She was still holding the dagger out to him
"Well, will you take it?"



"Win't this put you in disfavor with Lord Xar?" he asked, still |ooking at her
with that penetrating intensity.

She forced herself to keep her eyes on his. "That's my concern. | cannot in
honor kill you. Just take the damm dagger!"

Haplo took it slowy. He |l ooked at it, turning it around and around in his
hand as if he'd never seen anything like it before in his life. It wasn't the
dagger he was examining. It was her. Her notives.

Yes, whatever had once been between them was over.

Turni ng around, she started to wal k away.

“Marit."

She gl anced back.

He hel d the dagger out to her. "Here, you shouldn't go unarned."

Swal | owi ng, jaw cl enched, Marit stal ked back, grabbed the dagger, slid it into
the top of her boot.

Hapl o was about to add sonething. Marit was turning away so that she woul dn't
have either to hear himor to respond, when they were all startled by a flash
of rune-light and the sound of a stone door creaking open

Al fred wal ked into the room but when he saw themall staring at him he
started backing hastily out.

"Dog!" Hapl o ordered

Gving a joyful bark, the animal dashed forward. It caught hold of the
Sartan's coattails and tugged the reluctant Alfred, tripping and stunbling,
into the room

The door shut behind him

Caught, Alfred cast a nmeek and unhappy gl ance at each of themand then, wth
an apol ogetic smle and a slight shrug of his thin shoul ders, he fainted.

CHAPTER 28

LCST

I T TOOK SOME TI ME TO RESTORE ALFRED, WHO APPEARED VASTLY reluctant to

redi scover his consciousness. At length his eyes fluttered open
Unfortunately, the first thing he saw was Hugh the Hand, | oomi ng over him
"Hullo, Alfred," the Hand said grimy.

Alfred turned pale. Hs eyes rolled back in his head.

The assassin reached down, caught hold of Alfred by his frayed | ace collar
"Faint again and |I'll choke you!"

"No, no. I'm.. all right. Air. | need... air.

"Let himup," Haplo said.



Hugh the Hand rel eased his grip, backed off. Alfred, gasping, staggered to his
feet. Hs gaze fixed firmy on Haplo. "I'mvery happy to see you..."

"Happy to see ne, too, Alfred?" Hugh the Hand denanded.

Alfred slid a swift glance in Hugh's direction and was apparently sorry he'd
done so, because his gaze slid away again quite rapidly.

"Uh, certainly, Sir Hugh. Surprised..."

"Surprised?" Hugh grow ed. "Wy are you surprised? Because | was dead t hat
last time you saw ne."

"Well, yes, as a matter of fact, nowthat | think of it, you were. Qite
dead." Alfred flushed, stanmered. "You obviously made a... a miracul ous
re—+ecovery..."

"I don't suppose you'd know anythi ng about that, do you?"

"Me?" Alfred raised his eyes to the |level of Hugh's knees. "I'mafraid not. |
was rather busy at the tinme. There was the Lady Iridal's safety to worry
about, you see..."

"Then how do you explain this?" Hugh the Hand ripped his shirt open. The
Sartan rune was visible on his breast, now glowing faintly, as if with
pl easure. "Look at it, Alfred! Look what you've done to ne!"

Alfred raised his eyes slowy, reluctantly. He cast one stricken glance at the
rune, then groaned and covered his face with his hands. The dog, whinpering in
synmpat hy, trotted over and placed its paw gently on Alfred' s over-large foot.

Hugh the Hand glared in fury, then suddenly grabbed Al fred and shook him
"Look at ne, damm it! Look at what you' ve done! Werever | was, | was content,
at peace. Then you wenched ne back. Now |l can't live, | can't die! End it!
Send me back!"

Al fred crunpled, hung Iike a broken doll in Hugh's hands. The dog, squashed
bet ween the two, | ooked confusedly fromone to the other, uncertain which to
attack, which to protect.

"I didn't know | did it!" Afred was babbling, practically incoherent. "I
didn't know. You must believe ne. | don't renenber..."

"You—don' t +emenber!" Hugh the Hand punctuated each word with a shake t hat
eventual ly drove poor Alfred to his knees.

Hapl o rescued the dog, which was in danger of being tranpled, and then rescued
Al fred.

"Let himalone," Haplo advised. "He's telling the truth —as weird as that

m ght sound. Half the tine he doesn't know what he's doing. Like changing
hinself into a dragon to save nmy life. Come on, Hugh. Let himgo. He's our way
out. At least | hope he is. If we're trapped here, none of this is going to
matter anyway."

"Let himgo!" Scarcely able to breathe around his rage, Hugh the Hand
glowered, then finally threw the Sartan to the floor. "Wo's going to let ne
go?"



Turning on his heel, he walked to the door, flung it open, and left. Marit,
wat ching closely, noted with interest that the Sartan nagi c made no apparent
attenpt to stop the nensch. She considered following him just to escape this
room hersel f, but instantly abandoned the idea. She couldn't |eave Hapl o. Her
| ord had conmanded her to stay.

"Dog, go with him" Hapl o ordered.

The ani mal dashed of f after Hugh the Hand. Hapl o knelt down beside Alfred.
Marit took advantage of the confusion to fade quietly into the background, as
much as she possibly could in this w de-open room

Al fred lay huddled on the floor in a heap, pitiful and pathetic. Marit
regarded himwith scorn. This Sartan didn't look as if he could rai se bread
dough, let alone raise the dead. Hugh the Hand nust be m staken

The Sartan was a m ddl e-aged man, with a bald crown and wi spy hair straggling
down on the sides of his head; he had a gangly, ungraceful body and | arge feet
and hands-all of which appeared to think they bel onged to sonmeone el se. He was
clad in faded vel vet breeches, a velvet coat that didn't fit, shabby hose, and
a ruffled shirt decorated with tattered | ace.

Taki ng a frayed handkerchief froma torn pocket, Alfred began to nop his face.
"Are you all right?" Haplo asked gruffly, with a kind of grudging concern

Al fred glanced up at him flushed. "Yes, thank you. He... he had every right
to do that, you know What | did—if | didit, and | truly don't remenber
doing it—was wong. Very wong. You recall what | said on Abarrach about
necr omancy?" He whi spered the | ast word.

" "When a life is brought back untinely, another dies untinely.' | remenber.
But | ook, is there any way you can hel p hin®"

Al fred hesitated a nonent. He was about to answer no, it seened; then he
si ghed. Hi s bony shoul ders sagged. "Yes, |I think it would be possible." He
shook his head. "But not here."

"Then where?"

"Do you renenber the chanber ... on Abarrach? The one they call the Chanber of
t he Damed?"

"Yes," said Haplo, |ooking unconfortable. "I renenber. | wanted to go back
there. 1 was going to take Xar, to prove to himwhat | neant about a higher
power —

"Ch, dear, no!" Alfred protested, alarnmed. "I don't believe that woul d be at
all wise. You see, |'ve discovered what that chanber is. Ola told ne."

"Tol d you what ?" Hapl o demanded.

"She was convinced that we had di scovered the Seventh Gate," Alfred said
softly, in awed tones.

Hapl o shrugged. "Yeah? So what?" Alfred | ooked startled at this reaction; then
he sighed. "I guess you wouldn't know, at that. You see, when the Sartan
sundered the world—=

"Yes, yes," Haplo interrupted inpatiently. "Death's Gate. The Final Gate. 1've



been t hrough enough gates to last ne a lifetine. Wiat about this one? Wat
makes it so special ?"

"That was where they were when they sundered it," Alfred said in a | ow voi ce.

"They were in the Seventh Gate."
"So Samah and Orla and the Council got together in this chanmber—=

"More than that, Haplo," Alfred said gravely. "They not only cane together in
t he chamber, they inbued the chanmber with magic. They tore apart a world and
built four new ones from that chanber—=

Hapl o gave a whistle. "And it still exists, with all its magic... all its
power..." He shook his head. "No wonder they put warding runes to prevent
anyone's getting inside."

"According to Orla, Samah wasn't responsible for that," Afred said. "You see,
when the magi ¢ was conplete and the worlds were forned, he realized how
dangerous this chanber could become—

"Wirl ds that could be created could al so be destroyed. "

"Precisely. And so he sent the chanber into oblivion." "Wiwy didn't he just
destroy the chanber?" "He tried," Afred said quietly. "And he di scovered he
couldn't."

"The hi gher power stopped hin?" Alfred nodded. "Afraid of what he'd tapped
into, unable or unwilling to understand it, Samah sent the chanber away,
hoping it would never be discovered. That was the last Ola knew of it. But

t he chanmber was discovered, by a group of Sartan on Abarrach—a group
desperately unhappy wi th what was happening to their own people. Fortunately,
| don't believe they had any idea what they'd found."

"Yeah, all right, so we were in the Seventh Gate. \Wat has any of this got to
do with Hugh the Hand?"

"I think that if he went into the Seventh Gate, he would be free."
" How?"

"I can't be sure,” A fred answered evasively. "Not that it matters anyway.
W' re not goi ng anywhere."

Hapl o gl anced around. "Were the devil are we? And did you escape Samah? This
pl ace | ooks famliar, like that tonb on Arianus. | don't suppose we're back on
Ari anus?"

"No, no, we're not on Arianus."

Hapl o waited patiently for the Sartan to conti nue.

Al fred kept quiet.

"You do know where we are?" Hapl o asked dubi ously.

Al fred conceded the point with a reluctant nod.

"Then where are we?"

Al fred wung his hands together. "Let ne think how best to explain. First, |



must tell you that | didn't escape Sanmah."
"I'"'mnot interested—

"Please, let me finish. Have you travel ed through Death's Gate since it's been
open?"

"Yes. | went back to Arianus. Wy?"

"I'mages of each of the worlds flashed before your eyes, giving you a choice of
where you want to go. Do you recall a world that was very beautiful, a world
you' ve never visited, never seen? A world of blue skies, sunlight, green
trees, vast oceans—an ancient, ancient world."

Hapl o nodded. "I saw that. | wondered at the tinme—=

"That's where we are," said Al fred. "The Vortex."

Hapl o | ooked around at the bare white marble. "Blue sky. Sunshine. Wonderful ."
H s gaze returned to Alfred. "You' re maki ng even | ess sense than usual."

"The Vortex. The center of the universe. Once it led to the ancient world—=
"A world no | onger in existence."
"True. But the images of it nust have been accidentally retai ned—

"Or put there deliberately, a Sartan trap for someone traveling Death's Gate
who shoul dn't have been," Haplo said grimy. "I damm near came here myself. Is
this where | would have ended up?"

"Yes, I'mafraid so. Although you'll find it's not bad, once you get used to
it. All our wants and needs are provided. The magic sees to that. And it's
safe. Perfectly safe.”

Hapl o was | ooki ng around again. "And to think |I've been worrying about you in
the Labyrinth, picturing you dead or worse. And all the time you' ve been
here." He waved his hand. "Safe. Perfectly safe.”

"You were concerned about ne?" Alfred asked, his wan face brightening.

Hapl o made an inpatient gesture. "OfF course |I was concerned. You can't wal k
across an enpty room w t hout causing sone sort of catastrophe. And speaking of
enpty roons, how do we get out of this one?"

Alfred didn't reply. Lowering his head, he stared at his shoes.

Hapl o eyed hi mthoughtfully. "Samah said he was sending you and Orla to the
Labyrinth. Either he nmade a mi stake or he wasn't quite the bastard he nade out
to be. He sent you both here." A thought seened to occur to him "Were is
Ola, anyway?"

"Samah wasn't a bad man," Alfred said softly. "Just a very frightened one. But
he's not afraid anynore. As for Ola, she left. She went to be with him"

"And you just stayed here? You didn't go with her? You could have at | east
gone back to warn the other Sartan on Chel estra—

"You don't understand, Hapio," Alfred said. "I stay here because | have to.
There is no way out."



Hapl o stared at himin exasperation. "But you said Ola left—=

Al fred began to sing the runes. H s ungainly body was suddenly graceful
swayi ng and whirling to the rhythmof the song. H s hands formed the sigla in
the air.

The nel ody was sad, yet sweet, and Marit was suddenly rem nded of the |ast
time she'd held her baby in her arms. The menory hurt her, the song hurt her
and the pain made her angry. She was about to lash out, to disrupt the nagic
spell he was casting—a spell that was undoubtedly nmeant to weaken her—when a
portion of the stone wall disappeared.

Inside the wall, lying in a crystal coffin, was a Sartan woman. Her face was
qui et, her eyes closed. She seened to smile faintly.

Hapl o understood. "lI'msorry..."

Alfred smled sadly. "She is at peace. She left to join her husband." He
shifted his gaze to Marit; his expression grew stern. "Ola saw what happened
to him saw how he died."

"He was executed for his crines.” Marit was defensive, defiant. "He suffered
as he made us suffer. He deserved what he got. Mre, even. Far nore."

Al fred said nothing. He cast a fond glance at the woman in the crystal coffin,
rested his hand on the window with a gentle touch. Then, slowy, his hand
noved to another crystal coffin beside hers. This coffin was enpty.

"What's that?" Hapl o demanded.

"Mne," Alfred said, "when the tine conmes. You are right. This place is very
much |ike Arianus."

"Too damm nuch," said Haplo. "You' ve found another tonmb. 'Perfectly safe!'" He
snorted. "Well, you're not crawling into it. You' re comng with nme."
"I"'mafraid not. You're not going anywhere. |'ve told you, there's no way

out." Alfred | ooked back at Orla. "Except her way."

"He's lying!" Marit cried, fending off panic, fighting a sudden terrifying
desire to tear at the solid stone with her bare hands.

"No, he's not lying. He's a Sartan. He can't lie. But he's very good at not
telling the truth.” Haplo eyed Alfred. "Death's Gate is around here sonewhere.
We'll go out through Death's Gate."

"W don't have a ship," Marit rem nded him

"We' || build one.” Haplo kept his gaze on Alfred, who was once nore staring at
his shoes. "What about it, Sartan? Death's Gate? |Is that the way out?"

"The gate swings only one way," Alfred said in a | ow voi ce.
Frustrated, not certain what to do, Haplo stared at the Sartan
Marit knew what to do. Leaning down, she slid the dagger from her boot.

"I'"l'l make himtal k. "



"Leave himalone, Marit. You won't get anything out of himthat way."
"Il try not to damage your 'friend too nuch. You don't have to watch."

Hapl o stepped in front of her. He said nothing. He sinply put his body between
her and Al fred.

"Traitor!" Marit tried to dodge around him

Hapl o caught her, his noverment quick and deft. He held on to her tightly. She
was strong, perhaps stronger than he was at this nmonent, and she fought to
escape. Their arms and hands | ocked, and as they held each other fast, a blue
gl ow began to shi mer from each hand, each arm

The rune-nmagic, conming to life.

Except that this magic wasn't acting either to attack or to defend. It was
acting as it would when any two Patryns touched. It was the nmagic of joining,
of closing the circle. It was a magi c of healing, of shared strength, shared
conmi t ment .

It began to seep inside Marit.

She didn't want it. She was enpty inside, enpty and holl ow, dark and silent.
She couldn't even hear her own voice anynore, just the echo of words spoken
| ong ago com ng back to her. The enptiness was cold, but at least it wasn't

pai nful . She'd pushed out all the pain, given birth to it, cut the cord.

But the blue glow, soft and warm spread from Haplo's hand to hers. It began
creeping into her. Atiny drop, like a single tear, fell into the enptiness..

"Hapl o, you'd better cone and see this."

It was Hugh the Hand, standing in the door. Hi s voice was harsh, urgent.

Di stracted, Haplo turned. Marit broke free of his grasp. He turned back to
her, looking at her, and in his eyes was the sane warnth she'd felt in the

rune-nmagi c. Hi s hand reached out toward her. She had only to take it...

The dog came trotting up. Tail wagging, tongue lolling, it started toward her
as if it had found a friend.

Marit threw her dagger at it.

Her aimwas rotten. She was upset, could barely see. The dagger grazed the
animal along the left flank

The dog yel ped in pain, flinched away from her. The dagger thudded agai nst the
wal | somewhere near the assassin's right calf. Hugh put his foot on it. Alfred
was staring in horror, so pale it seemed he mght faint again.

Marit turned her back on themall. "Keep that beast away from ne, Haplo. By
law, | can't kill you. But | can kill that dam dog."
"Come here, boy," Haplo called. He examined the animal's wound. "It's al

right, dog. Just a scratch. You were |ucky."

"In case anybody's interested," Hugh the Hand said, "I found the way out. At
least | think it's a way out. You'd better cone and | ook. |'ve never seen
anything like it."



Hapl o gl anced at Al fred, who had flushed bright red "What's wwong with it? Is
it guarded? Magic?"

"Nothing like that," the Hand answered, "Mre like a joke."
"I doubt it's a joke. The Sartan don't have nuch of a sense of hunor."

"Someone did. The way out is through a maze."

"A maze..." Haplo repeated softly.

He knew the truth then. And Marit knew at the sane nonment Hapl o knew. The
enptiness inside her filled, filled with fear, fear that tw sted and ki cked
inside her like a living thing. She was alnost sick with it.

"So Samah did keep his word," Haplo said to Alfred.

The Sartan nodded. His face was deathly white his expression bleak. "Yes, he
kept it."

"He knows where we are?" Hugh the Hand demanded.

"He knows," Haplo said quietly. "He's known all along. The Labyrinth."
CHAPTER 29

THE LABYRI NTH

THEY LEFT THE ROOM OF WHI TE MARBLE AND | TS CRYSTAL COFFINS. Fol |l owi ng Hugh's
| ead, they traversed a narrow hallway carved out of gray rough-cut rock. The
corridor sloped, straight and even, steadily downward. At its end an arched
doorway, also carved out of rock, opened into a gigantic cavern

The vault of the cavern's roof was high overhead, |ost in shadows. A dull gray
light, shining froma point far opposite the entrance, glistened off the wet
surfaces of huge stalactites. Stalagnmites thrust up out of the cavern floor to
nmeet them like teeth in a gaping nouth. Through gaps in the wet teeth a river
of black water swirled, flowing in the direction of the cheerless |ight.

An ordinary enough cavern. Haplo | ooked at the arched doorway. Touchi ng
Marit's arm he silently called her attention to a mark scratched above it—a
single Sartan rune. Marit |ooked at it, shuddered, |eaned against the chil
wal | .

She was shivering, her bare arnms clasped tightly. Her face was averted; her
hair hung over it, hiding it. Haplo knew that if he snpothed back that tangled
mass of hair, touched her cheek, he'd feel tears. He didn't blame her. Once he
woul d have wept hinmself. But now he felt strangely elated. This was, after

all, where he'd intended to conme all al ong.

Marit couldn't read the Sartan rune-language, but she could read that one
sigil. Al Patryns could. They could read them and they had conme to hate and
detest them

"The First Gate," said Haplo. "W stand at the very begi nnings of the
Labyrinth."

"Labyrinth," Hugh the Hand repeated. "Then | was right. That is a nmaze out
there." He gestured beyond the gate.



Rows of stalagnites spread out into the darkness. A path, wet and sleek, |ed
fromthe arch into the stalagmtes. Haplo could see fromwhere he stood -the
first fork in the path, two diverse courses, slanting left and right, each
wandering off amd rock formations that had not been naturally created, but
had been fornmed by magic and fear and hate.

There was one right way. Al others led to disaster. And they were standi ng at
the very first gate.

"I"ve been in a few caves in ny life," the Hand continued. He gestured into

the darkness with the stemof his pipe. "But nothing like this. | wal ked out
onto the path until | came to that first fork; then |I caught a glinpse of
where it led." He rubbed his chin. The hair was beginning to grow back on his
face and his head, a blue-black stubble that nmust have itched. "I figured I'd

better conme back before I got nyself lost."

"Cetting lost would have been the | east of your worries," said Haplo. "The
wrong turn in that naze |leads to death. It was built that way on purpose. The
Labyrinth is nore than a maze. It's a prison. And my child is trapped in
there."”

Hugh the Hand renoved his pipe fromhis mouth, stared at Haplo. "I'lIl be
damed. "

Al fred huddled in the back, as far fromthe arched doorway as he could get and
still remain near the group. "You want to tell himabout the Labyrinth,
Sartan, or shall [?"

Al fred | ooked up briefly, an expression of hurt in his eyes. Haplo saw the
pai n, knew the reason for it, chose to ignore it. Alfred wasn't Al fred
anynore. He was the eneny. No matter that they were all in this together now
Hapl o needed soneone to hate, needed his hate as a strong wall to | ean agai nst
for support, or he'd fall and maybe never get up

The dog had been standi ng besi de Hapl o, near the open archway, sniffing the
air and not liking what it snelled. It shook itself all over, padded to

Al fred. The dog rubbed against the Sartan's leg, its pluny tail brushing back
and forth slowly, gently.

"I understand how you feel," Alfred said. Reaching out, he gave the dog a
timd pat on the head. "lI'msorry."

Hapl o's wall of hate began to crunble; fear started clinbing up over the
pieces. He gritted his teeth. "Damm it, Alfred, stop apologizing! I've told
you before, it's not your fault!" The echo came boundi ng back at him

Your fault... your fault... your fault...

"I know. I will. I"'ms-s-s—= Alfred nmade a hi ssing sound |ike a spent
teakettl e, caught Haplo's eye, and fell silent.

The Hand | ooked fromone to the other. "I don't give a damm whose fault it is.
Sonebody expl ain what's going on."

Hapl o shrugged. "A long time ago there was a war between his people and m ne
W | ost and they won—

"No," Alfred corrected gently, sadly, "nobody won."



"At any rate, they shut us up in this prison, then went off to find prisons of
their own. Is that how you'd put it, Al fred?"

The Sartan did not answer.

"This prison is known as the Labyrinth. It's where | was born. It's where she
was born." He gestured at Mark. "It's where our child was bom And where our
child lives."
"If she lives," Marit nuttered beneath her breath.

She had regained a certain anpbunt of control; she was no | onger shaking. But

she did not |ook at them Leaning against the wall, she kept her arns cl asped
about her tightly, holding herself together

"It's a cruel place, filled with cruel nagic that delights not only in
killing, but in killing slowmy, torturing, tormenting you until death cones as
a friend.* The two of us managed to escape, with the help of our lord, Xar

But many don't. Many haven't. Generations of our people have been born, have
lived and died in the Labyrinth.

*One of the Patryn words for "death" is, in fact, the same as the word for
"friend."

"And there are none of our people now living," Haplo finished quietly, "who
started at the First Gate and made it all the way through to the end."

The assassin's expression darkened. "Wat are you savi ng?"

Marit turned to him anger burning her tears dry. "It took our people hundreds
of years to reach the Final Gate. And they did it by standing on the bodies of
t hose who fell before them A dying father points out the way ahead to his
son. A dying nother hands her daughter to those who will carry the child on. |
escaped and now |'m back."

She gul ped, a dry, wenching sob. "To face it all over again. The pain, the
fear... And no hope of escape. W're too far away."

Hapl o wanted to confort her, but he guessed his synpathy woul dn't be
appreci ated. Besides, what confort could he offer? She spoke the truth.

"Well, no use standing around here. The sooner we start the sooner we're
finished," he said, and didn't realize the dark inport of his words until he
heard Marit's bitter laughter.

"I was coming on this journey with the intent of going back inside the
Labyrinth," he went on, deliberately brisk, businesslike. "I just hadn't

pl anned on entering fromthis direction. But | guess one way is as good as
anot her. Maybe the best. Now | won't niss anything."

"You were going back?" Marit stared at himin wonder. "Wy?" Her eyes
narrowed. "To escape Xar?"

"No," Haplo answered. He didn't | ook at her. His gaze shifted to the cavern
to the gray light gleaming off the eddies in the dark water. "I was goi ng back
to find you. And our daughter.™

She seened about to say sonething; her |lips parted. Then they cl osed over the
words. Her eyes | owered.



"I amgoing in there now to search for our daughter,"” Haplo said. "WII| you go
with ne?"

Marit raised her head, her face pale. "lI... | don't know. | have to think..."
"Marit, you don't have nuch choice. There's no other way out."

"According to the Sartan!" She sneered. "Maybe you trust him But | don't. |
have to think about it."

She saw the pity on Haplo's face. Very well. Let himthink she was afraid. Let
hi mthi nk she needed tine to bol ster her courage. Wat did it matter to her
what he thought?

Her body rigid, she stalked up the path toward the nausol eum Com ng |evel
with Alfred, she glared at himuntil he cringingly fell back out of her way,
stunbling over the dog as he did so. Marit swept past him disappeared up the
corridor.

"Where's she off to?" Hugh the Hand demanded, suspicious. "Maybe one of us
should go with her."

"Leave her alone. You don't understand. We both nearly died in there. Going
back isn't easy. Are you com ng?"

The Hand shrugged. "Either that or spend eternity here. | don't suppose |
could die of boredon?" He cocked an eye at Alfred.

"No, I'mafraid... not," said Alfred, thinking the question was serious.

Hugh | aughed, bitter and sharp. "I'll go with you. Wat can happen to ne?"
"Good." Haplo's spirits |lightened. He al nost began to think they had a chance.
"We can use your skills. You know, when | first contenpl ated goi ng back

i nside, | thought of you for a conpanion. Strange the way it's all worked out.
What weapons do you cany?"

Hugh the Hand started to answer, but Al fred interrupted.

"Uh... that won't matter," he said in a small voice.

"What do you nmean, it won't matter? OF course it matters—

"He can't kill," said Alfred.

Hapl o stared, struck dunmb with astoni shment. He didn't want to believe it, but
the nore he thought about it, the nmore sense it nmade—at |least froma Sartan
poi nt of view

"You understand?" Al fred asked hopefully.

Haplo intimated that he did with a few brief and unrepeatabl e words.

"Well, | sure as hell don't!" Hugh the Hand snarl ed.

"You can't be killed. You can't kill. It's as sinple as that," said Hapl o.

"Think about it," Alfred continued in a | ow voice. "Have you killed
anyt hi ng—even a bug-since your... uh... return?"



Hugh stared, his face going sall ow beneath the bl ack sprouts of beard.

"That's why no one would hire me," he said harshly. Sweat glistened on his

skin. "Trian wanted nme to kill Bane. | couldn't. |I was supposed to kil
Stephen. | couldn't. | was hired to kill you"-he gave Hapl o a haunted
| ook—and | couldn't. Damm it, | couldn't even kill nyself! | tried"—he stared

at his hands—and | couldn't do it!"
He | ooked at Alfred, eyes narrowed. "Wuld the Kenkari have known that ?"

"The Kenkari?" Alfred was puzzled. "Ah, yes. The elves who keep the soul s of
the dead. No, | don't believe they would have known. But the dead woul d," he
added after a nmoment's thought. "Yes, they would have known. Why?"

"The Kenkari were the ones who sent ne to kill Haplo," the Hand said grimy.

"The Kenkari?" Alfred was amazed. "No, no, they would never kill anyone or
hire it done. You may be certain, you were sent for sonme other reason..."

"Yes," said the Hand, eyes glittering, "I'm beginning to understand. They sent
me to find you."

"Isn't that interesting, Alfred," Hapl o added, regarding the Sartan intently.
"They sent Hugh the Hand to find you. | wonder why?"

Alfred' s eyes slid out frombeneath both of their gazes. "I can't inagi ne—=

"Wait a minute," Haplo interrupted. "Wat you said can't be right. Hugh the
Hand did damm near kill ne. And Marit as well. He has sonme sort of nmgica
weapon—

"Had, " Hugh the Hand corrected with grimsatisfaction. "lIt's gone. Lost in the
sea water."

"A magi cal weapon?" Al fred shook his head. "Fromthe Kenkari? They are quite
gifted in magic, but they would never use their magic to make weapons—

"Naw, " Hugh the Hand grow ed. "I got it from.. well, let's just say it cane
from anot her source. The bl ade was supposedly of ancient Sartan nmake and
design. Your people used it during sone |ong-ago war..."

"Perhaps."” Al fred | ooked extrenely unhappy. "Many magi cal weapons were nade,
I"'mafraid. By both sides. | don't know anythi ng about this particul ar one,
but my guess is that the weapon itself was intelligent, could act on its own.
It used you, Sir Hugh, sinply as a bearer, a means of transport. That and your
fear and will to guide it."

"Well, it's lost now, so it doesn't matter,"
of Chelestra."

Hapl o said. "Lost in the waters

"A pity we cannot flood the universe with such water,"'
hi nmsel f.

said Alfred quietly to

Hapl o | ooked into the cavern, into the dark water that flowed through it. He
could hear the water now that he listened, hear it churn and gurgle and | ap
agai nst the bordering rocks. He could inagine what horrid things swamin its
foul currents, what dread creatures nmight craw out of its dark depths.

"You're not coming with us, are you," Haplo said.



"No," said Alfred, staring at his shoes. "I'mnot."

Al most sick with fear, Marit took her tine returning to the white room
knowi ng she rmust conpose herself before she spoke to Xar. He woul d understand;
he al ways understood. She had seen hi meountless ti nes—eonfort those unable to
go back into the Labyrinth. He was the only one who'd ever done so. He would
under stand, but he woul d be disappointed. Marit entered the round room

The crystal coffins were no | onger visible, covered over by Sartan magic, but
she sensed their presence. And being around dead Sartan didn't give her as
much pl easure as she m ght have i magi ned.

Standi ng at the opposite end of the roomfromthe coffins, as far away as she
could get, she placed her hand on the sigil tattooed on her forehead and bowed
her head.

"Xar, My Lord," she murnured.

He was with her inmediately.

"I know where we are, Lord," she said softly, unable to check a sigh. "W are
in the center of the Labyrinth. W stand at the very first gate."

Sil ence. Then Xar said, "And will Haplo enter?"

"He claims he will. But | doubt he has the courage." She doubted she had the
courage, but she didn't nmention that. "No one has ever gone back before, Lord,
except you." Still, what do we have if we stay here? Qur own tonbs.

Marit recalled the face of the woman in the crystal coffin. She rested
peaceful Iy, wherever she was. Her death had been an easy one.

"What reason does Haplo give for entering the Labyrinth?" Xar asked.

Marit found it difficult to answer. She hesitated, felt him press her—an
unconfortabl e sensation

"The—the child, Lord," she said at |last, stamering. She'd al nost said, our
chi | d.

"Bah! What a paltry excuse! He nust take me for a fool! | know his true
reason. He has becone anbitious, has Haplo. He has succeeded in seizing
control of Arianus. Now he and that Sartan friend of his plan to try to
subvert my own people, turn them against ne. He will enter the Labyrinth and
rai se his own arny! He nmust be stopped... You doubt nme, Marit?"

She sensed his displeasure, alnost anger. Yet she couldn't help what she felt.
"I think he is serious... He has certainly never nentioned..."

"OfF course he wouldn't." Xar dism ssed her admttedly weak argunents. "Haplo

is cunning and clever. But he will not succeed. Go with him Daughter. Stay
with him Fight to stay alive. And do not fear. Your time there will not be
long. Sang-drax is on his way to the Labyrinth. Through ne, he will find you

and Haplo. Sang-drax will bring Haplo to ne." Since you have fail ed.

Marit heard the rebuke. She accepted it in silence, know ng she deserved it.
But the image of the horrid dragon-snakes she'd glinpsed on Chel estra rose
hi deously in her mnd. Firmy she banished the vision. Xar was aski ng ot her
guesti ons.



"Hapl o and the Sartan. Wat did they talk about? Tell me everything they have
said."

"They spoke of Hugh the Hand, how the Sartan might be able to lift the curse

of immortal life fromthe human. They tal ked of Abarrach and a chanber there.
It is called the Chanber of the Damed—

"Again that wetched chanmber." Xar was angry. "Haplo tal ks of nothing el se! He

is obsessed with it! He once wanted to take me to it. I—=
A pause.

A long, |ong pause.

"lI... have been a fool. He would have taken ne," Xar nurnured. H s words were
soft, brushing across her forehead |like the wings of a butterfly. "What did he
say about this chanmber? Did he or the Sartan nmention sonething called the
Sevent h Gate?"

"Yes, Lord." Marit was astounded, awed. "How did you know?"

"Afool, a blind fool!" he repeated bitterly, and then he was urgent,
conpel ling. "Wat did they say about it?"

Marit related all she could renenber.

"Yes, that is it! Aroominbued with magi c! Power! Wat can be created can be
destroyed!"

Marit could feel Xar's excitement; it quivered through her like an electric
jolt.

"Did they say where it was on Abarrach? How to reach it?"

"No, Lord." She was forced to di sappoint him

"Speak to him about this chanber further! Find out all you can! Were it is!
How to enter!"” He grew calnmer. "But don't rouse his suspicions, Daughter. Be
ci rcunmspect, cautious. O course, that is how they plan to defeat ne. Haplo
nmust never come to suspect—

"Suspect what, Lord?"

"Suspect that | know about this chanber. Keep in contact with me, Daughter..
O perhaps | should say Wfe."

He was pleased with her again. Marit had no idea why, but he was her lord and
his commands were to be obeyed without question. And she would be glad to have
hi s counsel when they were in the Labyrinth. But his next statenent proved

t roubl i ng.

"I will let Sang-drax know where you are."

That brought no confort to her, though she knew it should. Only unease.

"Yes, Lord."

"OfF course, | do not need to tell you—sention none of what we have di scussed
to Haplo."



"No, Lord."

He was gone. Marit was al one. Very nuch al one. That was what she wanted, what
she'd chosen. He travels fastest who travels alone. And she'd travel ed fast,
very fast indeed.

Al the way back to where she'd started.

The four (and the dog) stood at the entrance to the cavern, the entrance to
the Labyrinth. The gray light had grown not brighter, but stronger. Haplo
judged it nust be mdday. If they were going, they should go now. No tinme was
a good tinme to travel in the Labyrinth, but any tine during the daylight was
better than at night.

Marit had rejoined them Her face was pale but set, her jaw clenched. "I will
go with you," was all she'd said, and she'd said that rmuch sullenly, wth
rel uctance.

Hapl o wondered why she'd decided to cone. But he knew asking would do no good.
Marit woul d never tell him and his asking would only alienate himfrom her
further. She had been like this when they'd first met. Walled up inside
hersel f. He had managed, with patience and care, to find a door—enly a snall
one, but it had permitted himinside. And then it had sl ammed shut. The
chi | d-he knew now t hat was why she'd left himand he thought he understood.

Rue, she'd naned the baby.

And now t he door was closed and shuttered, walled up. There was no way in. And
fromwhat he could tell, she'd sealed the only way out.

Hapl o gl anced up at the Sartan sigil shining above the archway. He was
entering the Labyrinth, the deadliest place in existence, wthout any
weapons—except for his magic. But that, at |east, wasn't a problem In the
Labyrinth, there were always plenty of ways to kill

"W shoul d go," Haplo said.

Hugh the Hand was ready, eager to get on with it. O course, he had no idea
what he was wal king into. Even if he couldn't die... and who knew? Against the
Labyrinth's cruel magic, the Sartan heart-rune m ght not protect him Marit
was frightened, but resolved. She was going forward, probably because she
couldn't go back

Either that or she was still hoping to nurder him

And the one person—the |ast person Haplo woul d have said he needed or
want ed. . .

"I wish you'd cone, Alfred."

The Sartan shook his head. "No, you don't. I'd only be in your way. | would
faint..."

Hapl o regarded the nan grimy. "You' ve found your tonmb again, haven't you?
Just like in Arianus."”

"And this tine I'mnot going to |l eave." Alfred gazed fixedly downward. He nust
know his shoes very well by now. "I've caused too nuch trouble already." He
lifted his eyes, cast a quick glance at Hugh the Hand, |owered his eyes again.
"Too much," he repeated. "Good-bye, Sir Hugh. I'mreally... very sorry."



"Good-bye? That's it?" the Hand denmanded angrily.

"You don't need me to end the... curse," Alfred said softly. "Haplo knows
where to go, what to do."

No, Haplo didn't, but then he figured it wouldn't matter anyway. They'd likely
never get that far.

He was suddenly angry. Let the damm Sartan bury hinsel f. Who cared? Who needed
hin? Alfred was right. He'd only be in the way, be nore trouble than he was
wor t h.

Hapl o entered the Labyrinth. The dog cast one nournful | ook back at Alfred,
then trotted along at its master's heels. Hugh the Hand foll owed. He | ooked
grimbut relieved, always grateful for action. Marit brought up the rear. She
was very pale, but she didn't hesitate.

Al fred stood at the entryway, staring at his shoes.

Hapl o wal ked the path carefully. Coming to the first fork, he halted, exani ned
bot h branches. One way | ooked much the same as the other, both probably

equal ly bad. The tooth-like rock formations thrust out fromall sides,

bl ocking his view He could see only upward, see what | ooked |ike dripping
fangs. He could hear the dark water swirling onward, into the heart of the
Labyri nt h.

Hapl o grinned to hinself in the darkness. He touched the dog on the head,
turned the dog's head toward the entrance.

Toward Al fred.

"Go on, boy," Hapl o commanded. "Fetch!"
CHAPTER 30

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

"I DON T LI KE THAT HORRI D W ZARD, PAI THAN, AND | THI NK YQU should tell himto
| eave. "

"Orn's ears, Aleatha, | can't tell Lord Xar to | eave. He has as nmuch right to
be here as we do. W don't own this place—=

"W were here first."

"Besides, we can't send the old gentleman out into the arms of the tytans. It
woul d be nurder."

The el f's voice dropped, but not | ow enough that Xar couldn't hear what was
bei ng said.

"And he could prove useful, help protect us if the tytans nanage to break
i nside. You saw how he got rid of those nonsters when he first canme. \Woosh!
Blue lights, magic fire."

"As to that magic fire"—this was the human nmal e, adding his small nodi cum of
wi sdom—the wi zard m ght do the same to us if we nake him mad."



"Not likely," Xar murmured, smling unpleasantly. "I wouldn't waste the
effort.”

The nensch were having a neeting—a private, secret neeting, or so they
supposed. Xar knew all about it, of course. He was seated at his ease in the
Sartan library in the citadel. The mensch were gathered down by the garden
maze—a good di stance away, but Xar clearly heard every word they were saying.

"What is it you don't like about him Al eatha?" the human fenal e was aski ng.

What was her name? Xar couldn't recall. Again, he didn't waste the effort.
"He gave ne this lovely necklace,” the human was continuing. "See. | think it
must be a ruby. And look at the cunning little squiggly mark cut into it."

"I got one, too," said the elf Paithan. "M ne's a sapphire. And it has the
same squiggle. Lord Xar said that when | wore it, soneone woul d be watching
over me. Isn't it pretty, Al eatha?"

"I think it's ugly." The elf fenale spoke with scorn. "And | think he's ugly—=

"He can't help how he | ooks."

"Something |'mcertain you can understand, Roland," Al eatha interjected
coolly. "As to those 'gifts,' he tried to give ne one. | refused. | didn't
like the look in his eye."

"Come on, Thea. Since when have you turned down jewel s? As for that | ook
you've seen it a thousand times before. Every man | ooks at you that way,"
Pai t han sai d.

"Then they get to know her," Rol and mnuttered.

Either Al eatha didn't hear himor she chose to ignore him "The old man only

offered ne an enerald. |'ve been offered better than that a hundred ti nes
over."
"And taken themup on their offers a hundred tines over, |I'll wager," Roland

said, nore loudly this tine.

"Come on, you two, stop it," Paithan intervened. "Wat about you, Roland? Did
Lord Xar give you one of these jewels?"

"Me?" Rol and sounded amazed. "Look, Paithan, | don't know about you elves, but
anong us humans, guys don't give necklaces to other guys. As to guys who
accept jewelry fromother guys, well..."

"What are you sayi ng?"

"Not hi ng, Paithan," Rega intervened. "Roland's not saying anything. He took

t he neckl ace; don't let himfool you. |I saw hi maski ng Drugar about the jewel,
trying to get it appraised.”

"What about it, Drugar? How rmuch are they worth?"

"The gemis not of dwarf-make. |I cannot tell. But | wouldn't wear one. | get a
bad feeling fromthem" The dwarf's voice was | ow and gruff.

"Sure you do," Roland scoffed. "Such a bad feeling you' d gladly take every one



of themfor yourself. Look, Drugar, old buddy, never try to swindle a
swindler. | knowall the tricks. It has to be dwarf-nade. Your people are the
only ones who dig deep enough bel ow the leaf-level to find jewels like this.
Cone on. Tell me what it's worth."

"What does it matter what it's worth?" Rega flared. "You'll never get a chance
to cash in onit. W're trapped in here for the rest of our lives and you know
it."

The nensch all fell silent. Xar yawned. He was grow ng bored, and this

m ndl ess chatter was starting to irritate him He was beginning to regret
giving them the magi cal gens, which brought every word of what they said to
him Then suddenly he heard what he'd been wanting to hear all al ong.

"I guess that brings up the real reason for our neeting," Paithan said
quietly. "Do we tell himabout the ship? O keep it to oursel ves?"

A ship! Sang-drax had been right. The nensch did have a ship hidden around
here. Xar shut the Sartan book he'd been attenpting to read, concentrated on
[ i stening.

"What difference does it make?" Al eatha asked languidly. "If a ship really
does exi st-which | doubt—ae can't reach it. W have only Cook's word on it,
and who knows what she and her brats thought they saw out there? The tytans
have probably smashed it to toothpicks anyway."

"No," Paithan said after another nmoment's silence. "No, they haven't. And it
does exist."

"How do you know?" Rol and demanded, suspi cious.

"Because |'ve seen it. You can—+fromthe top of the citadel. Fromthe Star
Chanber . "

"You mean all this time you knew that the others were telling the truth about
what they saw? That a ship was out there and still in good shape and you
didn't tell us?"

"Don't shout at me! Yes, damm it, | knew And | didn't tell you for the sinple
reason that you woul d have acted stupid the way you're acting now and rushed
out like the others and gotten your fool head bashed in—=

"Well, and so what if | did? It's ny head! Just because you' re sleeping with
nmy sister doesn't make you ny big brother."

"You could use a big brother."

"Ch, yeah?"

"Yeah!"

"Stop it, both of you, please—=

"Rega, get out of ny way. It's time he |learned..."

"You're all behaving like children.”

"Al eat ha! Where are you goi ng? You shouldn't go into that maze. It's..

"I"ll go where | please, Rega. Just because you're sleeping with ny brother—=



I mbeci |l es! Xar clenched his fists. For an instant he considered transporting
hi nsel f down to them shaking the truth out of them O perhaps choking it out
of them He grew cal ner, however, and soon forgot about them But not about
what they'd said.

"You can see the ship fromthe top of the citadel," he nuttered. "I'll go up
there and | ook for nyself. The elf mght well be lying. And they're not likely
to conme back soon."

Xar had been nmeaning to take a | ook inside what the nensch referred to as the
Star Chamber, but the el f—Paithan—had the annoyi ng habit of hovering around
the room treating it as if it were his own personal and private creation
He'd very proudly offered to give Xar a tour. Xar had been careful not to
evince too nmuch interest, nuch to Paithan's disappointment. The Lord of the
Nexus woul d examnmine the Star Chanber in his own good time—by hinself.

What ever Sartan magi ¢ happened in the Star Chanber was the key to controlling
the tytans. That nuch was evident.

"I't's the hunm ng sound,"” Paithan had said. "I think that's what's draw ng
them™

Qovi ous enough that even a nmensch had seen it. The humm ng sound undoubt edly
did have a startling effect on the tytans. From what Xar had observed, the
hunm ng sent theminto some sort of trance. And when it stopped, they flew
into a frenzy, like a fretful child who will only be quiet when it hears its
not her' s voi ce.

"An interesting anal ogy," Xar remarked, transporting hinself to the Star
Chanmber with a spoken word of magic. He disliked clinmbing the stairs. "A

nmot her's soothing voice. A lullaby. The Sartan used this to control them and
while they were under this influence, they were slaves to the Sartan's wll.
If I could just learn the secret..."

Reaching the door that led into the Star Chanmber, Xar peered cautiously

i nside. The machi ne was shut down. The blinding Iight was off. The machi ne had
been running erratically ever since the lord's arrival. The elf thought it was
supposed to work this way, but Xar guessed not. The Lord of the Nexus knew
little about nmachinery; he truly mssed the child Bane at this nmoment. The boy
had figured out how to work the Kicksey-w nsey; he coul d undoubtedly have
solved the nystery of this far sinpler nachine.

Xar was confident that he hinself would solve it in tinme. The Sartan, as was
their custom had |eft behind innunmerabl e vol unes, sone of which nust contain
somet hing other than their constant whini ng—onpl ai nts about how tough things
were, how awful their lives had become. He grew irritated every tinme he tried
to read one.

What with wadi ng through books of useless twaddle, listening to the nensch
bi cker and quarrel, and keeping an eye on the tytans, who had once again
massed outside the citadel's walls, Xar had found very little information to
hel p him

Until now. Now he was begi nning to get somewhere.

He entered the Star Chanber, stalked over to the wi ndow, and stared outside.
It took himseveral nonents of intense searching to find the ship, partly
hi dden in the thick jungle foliage. Wien he located it, he wondered how he
could have missed it. His eye was instantly drawn to it —the only ordered



thing in a world of wild disorder.

He exanmined it intently, excited, tenpted. The ship was in plain view He
could whisk hinmself there at this nonent. Leave this world, |eave the mensch
Return to the Labyrinth, return to find Haplo.

Hapl o—who knew the | ocation of the Seventh Gate on Abarrach. Wo want ed
nothing nore than to take his lord with him..

Sartan runes.

Xar narrowed his eyes, brought the ship into tighter focus. He could not be
m st aken. The hull of the vessel 4+t was built to resenble sonme type of giant
bi rd—was covered with Sartan runes.

Xar cursed. The Sartan magi ¢ woul d keep himout as effectively as it had kept
himout of the citatlel.

"The mensch..." he whispered.

They had nanaged to enter the citadel; they could certainly enter the ship.
That dwarf with his amulet and his puny little bit of Sartan rune-magic. The
mensch coul d get inside the ship, take Xar with them The mensch woul d be
thrilled to | eave this place.

But between the nensch and the ship, between Xar and the ship, was an arny of
tytans.

Xar cursed again.

The creatures—hundreds of themwere canped outside the walls. Whenever the
machine flared to life, they swarmed out of the jungle, surrounded the
citadel, blind heads turned in the direction of the gate, waiting for it to
open. This transfixion |asted as long as the hunm ng and the brilliant
starlight. When the machi ne shut off, the tytans came out of the trance and
attenpted to break into the citadel

Their rage was truly frightening. The tytans beat on the walls with their
fists and tree-branch clubs. Their silent shouts reverberated in Xar's head
until it almost drove himmad. But the walls held; Xar gave grudgi ng thanks to
the Sartan for that nmuch at |east. Eventually, worn out, the tytans would
shuffl e back into the cover of the jungle and wait.

They were waiting now. He could see them Wiiting to question the first living
bei ng who canme out of the citadel, waiting to club himto death when they
didn't get the right answer.

Thi s was naddeni ng, truly maddening. | know now the |ocation of the Seventh
Gat e—back on Abarrach. Haplo could lead me to it. He will lead ne to it. Once
Sang-drax finds him..

But what about Sang-drax? Does Sang-drax know? Has the dragon-snake
deliberately |ied—

Movement outside the door. A shuffling sound. Drat those snooping nmensch
Couldn't they | eave him alone an instant?

A rune flared fromhis hand; the door dissolved. A startled-Iooking old man,
clad in nmouse-col ored robes, with his hand raised to the now nonexi stent door
handl e, was staring into the roomin amazenent.



"I say," he said. "Wiat'd you do with the door?"

"What do you want ?" Xar demanded.

"This isn't the men's roonP" The old man gl anced about in w stful expectation
"Where did you come fron"

The old man shuffled into the room still |ooking about hopefully. "Ch, down
the hall. Take a right at the potted palm Third door on the left. | asked for
a roomwth a bath, but—=

"What are you doi ng here? Were you foll owi ng ne?"

"I don't believe so." The old man considered the matter. "Can't think why I
woul d. No of fense, old chap, but you're not exactly my type. Still, | suppose
we should make the best of it. Two girls left at the altar, aren't we, ny
dear ? Abandoned at the church door..."

The old man had wandered over near the well. A magical shove and Xar woul d be
rid of this irritating fool for good. But Xar found what the old man was
sayi ng intriguing.

"What do you nean... abandoned?"
"Dunped is nore like it," said the old nman with increasing gloom "So | won't
get hurt. "You'll be safe here, sir,'" " he mmcked, scowming. "Thinks I'mtoo
old and frail to mx it up in a good brawl anynore. I'll show you, you
hyperthyroid toad..."

He shook a scrawny fist in the general direction of nothing, then sighed and
turned to Xar. "What was the excuse yours gave you?"

"Who gave nme?" Xar was playing along. "I'mafraid | don't understand."
"Why, your dragon. Ceriatric? Feeble? Sl ow himdown? |—Ah, of course." The
ol d man's vague expression grew di sconcertingly sharp. "l understand. Qite

clever. Lured you here. Got you here. Left you here. And now he's gone. And
you can't follow "

Xar shrugged. The old man knew sonething. Now to keep himtal king. "Are you
referring to Sang-drax?"

"On Abarrach, you're too close. Kl eitus has already tal ked too nuch. He m ght
say nore. Sang-drax is worried. Suggests Pryan. WAsn't expecting ny dragon

t hough. Opposing team Rip side. Change in plans. Haplo trapped in Labyrinth.
You here. Not perfect, but better than nothing. Takes ship. And people. Leaves
you—+urch. Goes to Labyrinth. Kills Haplo."

Xar shrugged. "Dead or alive, it doesn't matter to ne."

"That's true." The old nan pondered. "So |ong as Sang-drax brings you the
body. But that... that's the one thing he won't do."

Xar stared out the window He stared long and hard out the wi ndow. Stared |ong
and hard at the ship guarded by the Sartan runes, an arny of tytans between
hi m and escape.

"He'll bring him" said Xar at |ast.



"No, he won't," the old man replied. "Care to wager?"

"Why woul dn't he? What woul d be his reason?"

"To keep you and Haplo fromreaching the Seventh Gate," the old man said

triunphantly.

"So," Xar said, turning to face the old man. "You do know about the Seventh
Gate."

The old man tugged nervously at his beard. "The fourth race at Aqueduct. A
horse. Seventh Gate. Six to one. Prefers a nuddy track."

Xar frowned. He advanced on the old man, stood so close that his breath
di sturbed the wispy gray hair. "You will tell me. If you don't, | can nmake the
next few minutes very unpl easant for you..."

"Yes, |'ve no doubt you could."

The vague | ook left the old man's eyes, leaving themfilled with an
i nexpressi bl e pain, a pain Xar could never hope to replicate.

"It wouldn't matter what you did to ne." The old man sighed. "I truly don't
know where the Seventh Gate is. | never went there. | disapproved, you see. |
was going to stop Samah, if | could. | told himso. The Council menbers sent
their guards to bring ne by force. They needed ny magic. | am powerful, a

powerful w zard..."

The old man smiled briefly, sadly.

"But when they cane, | wasn't there. | couldn't |eave the people. | hoped

m ght be able to save them And so | was left behind. On Earth. | sawit. The
end. The Sundering."

The old man drew in a trenbling breath. "There was nothing | could do. No
hel p. Not for them Not for any of themthe 'deplorable but unavoi dabl e

civilian casualties.'... '"It's a question of priorities,' Samah said. 'W
can't save everyone. And those who survive will be better off.’'
"And so Samah left themto die. | saw. .. | saw

A trenor shook the old man's thin body. Tears filled his eyes and a | ook of
horror began to contort his face—a | ook so dreadful, so awful, that despite
hi msel f, Xar recoiled before it.

The old man's thin lips parted as if he would scream but no scream cane out.
The eyes grew wi der and wider, reliving horrors only he could see, only he
coul d renenber.

"The fires that devoured cities, plains, and forests. The rivers that ran

bl ood-red. The oceans boiling, steamblotting out the sun. The charred bodies
of the countl ess dead. The living running and running, with nowhere to run
to."

"Who are you?" Xar asked, awed. "Wat are you?"
The old man's breath rattled in his throat; spittle flecked his lips. "Wen it

was over, Samah caught nme, sent ne to the Labyrinth. | escaped. The Nexus, the
books you read—ine. My handiwork." The old man | ooked faintly proud. "That



was before the sickness. | don't renenber the sickness, but mnmy dragon tells ne
about it. That was when he found ne, took care of ne..."

"Who are you?" Xar repeated.
He | ooked into the old man's eyes... and then Xar saw t he nmadness.

It dropped like a final curtain, dousing the menories, putting out the fires,
cl oudi ng over the red-hot skies, blotting out the horror

The madness. A gift? O a punishment.

"Who are you?" Xar denanded a third tine.

"My name?" The old man sniled vacantly, happily. "Bond. Janes Bond."
CHAPTER 31

THE Cl TADEL

PRYAN

ALEATHA FLOUNCED THROUGH THE GATE LEADI NG | NTO THE naze. Her skirt caught on a
brambl e. Swearing, she tore it |loose, taking a certain grimsatisfaction in
hearing the fabric rip. So what if her clothes were in shreds? What did it
matter? She woul d never get to go anywhere, never get to do anything with
anybody of interest ever again...

Angry and m serabl e, she curled up on the marble bench, giving herself up to
the luxury of self-pity. Qutside the maze, through the hedgerows, she could
hear the other three continuing to bicker. Roland asked if they shouldn't go
in after Al eatha. Paithan said no, |eave her alone, she wouldn't go far and
what coul d happen to her anyway?

"Not hing," said Aleatha drearily. "Nothing will happen. Ever again."

Eventual ly their voices faded away; their footsteps trailed off. She was
al one.

"I mght as well be in prison," she said, |ooking at her surroundi ngs, the
green walls of the hedges with their unnaturally sharp angles and |ines,
strict and confining. "Except prison would be better than this. Every prisoner
has some chance of escape, and | have none. Nowhere to go but this sane place.
No one to see except these same people. On and on and on ... through the
years. Wearing away at each other until we're all stark, raving mad."

She flung herself down on the bench and began to cry bitterly. Wat did it
matter if her eyes turned red, her nose dripped? Wiat did it matter who saw
her like that? No one cared for her. No one loved her. They all hated her. She
hated them And she hated that horrid Lord Xar. There was sonet hi ng
frightening about him..

"Don't do that, now," came a gruff voice. "You will make yourself sick."

Al eatha sat up swiftly, blinking back her tears and funbling for what remai ned
of her handkerchi ef, which—from being put to various uses—was now little nore
than a ragged scrap of lace. Not finding it, she wi ped her eyes with the hem

of her shaw .

"Ch, it's you," she said.



Drugar stood over her, gazing down at her with his bl ack-browed frown. But his
voi ce was kind and al nost shyly tender. Al eatha recognized admirati on when she
saw it, and though it came fromthe dwarf, she felt conforted.

"I didn't nean that the way it sounded," she said hurriedly, realizing her
previ ous words hadn't been exactly gracious. "In fact, I'mglad it's you. And
not any of the others. You're the only one with any sense. The rest are fools!
Here, sit down."

She made room for the dwarf on the bench

Drugar hesitated. He rarely sat in the presence of the taller humans and the
el ves. When he sat on furniture made for them his |legs were too short to
permt his feet to touch the ground; he was left with his linbs dangling in
what was to himan undignified and childlike manner. He could see in their
eyes—or at |east he presuned he could see—that they tended to think |ess of
himas a result.

But he never felt that way around Al eatha. She sniled at hi mhen she was in a
good hunor, of course—and listened to himw th respectful attention, appeared
to admire what he did and said.

Truth to tell, Aleatha reacted to Drugar as she reacted to any man-she flirted
with him The flirtation was innocent, even unconscious. Making nen | ove her
was the only way she knew to relate to them And she had no way at all to
relate to other wonen. She knew Rega wanted to be friends, and deep inside

Al eat ha thought it m ght be nice to have another wonman to talk to, |augh wth,
share hopes and fears with. But early on in her life, Al eatha had understood
that her ol der sister, Gallie, unlovely and undesirable, had hated Al eatha for
her beauty, at the sane tine |loving her all the nore fiercely.

Al eat ha had conme to assune that other wonen felt the sane as Gallie—and
admttedly nost did. Aleatha flaunted her beauty, threwit into Rega's face
like a glove, made of it a challenge. Secretly believing herself inferior to
Rega, knowi ng she wasn't as intelligent, as winning, as |likable as Rega,

Al eat ha used her beauty as a foil to force the other woman to keep her

di st ance.

As for men, Aleatha knew that once they discovered she was ugly inside, they'd
| eave her. And so she made a practice of |leaving themfirst, except that now
there was nowhere to go. \Wich neant that sooner or later, Roland would find
out, and instead of loving her, he'd hate her. If he didn't hate her already.
Not that she cared what he thought of her

Her eyes filled with tears again. She was al one, so desperately alone..

Drugar cleared his throat. He had perched on the edge of the bench, his toes
just touching the ground. H's heart ached for her sorrow, he understood her
unhappi ness and her fear. In a strange way, the two of themwere alike—

physi cal differences keeping themapart fromthe others. In their eyes, he was
short and ugly. In their eyes, she was beautiful. He reached out, awkwardly
patted her on the shoulder. To his amazenent, she nestled against him resting
her head on his broad chest, sobbing into his thick black beard.

Drugar's aching heart alnost burst with | ove. He understood, though, that she
was a child inside, a lost and frightened child, turning to himfor
confort—not hing nore. He gazed down at the blond, silken tresses, mngling
with his own coarse black hair, and he had to close his own eyes to fight back
the burn of tears. He held her gently until her sobs quieted; then, to spare



t hem bot h enmbarrassnment, he spoke swiftly.
"Wuld you like to see what | have discovered? In the center of the maze."

Al eat ha rai sed her head, her face flushed. "Yes. 1'd like that. Anything is
better than doing nothing at all." She stood up, smoothing her dress and
wi pi ng her tears from her cheeks.

"You won't tell the others?" Drugar asked.

"No, of course not. Way should I?" Al eatha said haughtily. "They have secrets
from me—Pai than and Rega. | know they do. This will be our secret—yours and
m ne." She extended her hand.

By the One Dwarf, he loved her! Drugar took her hand. Small as his was, hers
fit well inside it. He led her by the hand down the naze path until it grew
too narrow for themto wal k together. Rel easing her, he adnmoni shed her to stay
cl ose behind him lest she get lost in the nmyriad turns and twists of the
naze.

H s injunction was needl ess. The hedges were tall and overgrown, often form ng
a green roof that blotted out all sight of the sky or anything around them
Inside it was greenly dark and cool and very, very quiet.

At the beginning of their journey into the naze, Aleatha tried to keep track
of where she was going—two right turns, a left, another right, another left,
then two nore lefts, a conplete circle around a statue of a fish. But after
that she was confused and hopel essly | ost. She kept so near the dwarf she
nearly tripped himup, her long skirts constantly getting under his heels, her
hand pl ucking at his sl eeve.

"How do you know where you're goi ng?" she asked nervously.

He shrugged. "My people have lived all their lives in tunnels. Unlike you, we
are not easily confused once we cannot see the sun or the sky. Besides, there
is a pattern. It is based on mathematics. | can explain it," he offered.

"Don't bother. If | didn't have ten fingers |I couldn't count that high. Is the
center nuch farther?" Al eatha had never been strongly attracted to physica
exertion.

"Not far," Drugar growed. "And there is a place to rest when we get there."

Al eat ha sighed. This had all started out to be exciting. It was eerie inside
t he hedges and fun to pretend that she nmight be lost, all the tinme enjoying
the conforting know edge that she wasn't. But now she was grow ng bored. Her
feet were beginning to hurt.

And they still had to go all the way back.

Tired and ill-tenpered, she now eyed Drugar suspiciously. He had, after all
tried to kill themall once. Wiat if he was bringing her down here for sone
nef ari ous purpose? Far away fromthe others. No one woul d hear her scream She
paused, gl anced behind, half-toying with the idea of turning around and goi ng
back.

Her heart sank. She had no idea which way to turn. Had it been to the right?
O maybe they hadn't turned at all, but taken the path in the mddle..

Drugar came to a halt so suddenly that Aleatha, still |ooking behind, stunbled



into him

"I'm.. I'"'msorry," she said, steadying herself with her hands on his
shoul ders and then snatching her hands away hurriedly.

He | ooked up at her, his face darkening. "Don't be afraid," he said, hearing
the strain in her voice. "W are here." He waved his hand. "This is what |
wanted to show you."

Al eat ha | ooked around. The maze had ended. Rows of marble benches, set in a
circle, surrounded a npbsaic of variously colored stones arranged in a
starburst. In the center were nore of those strange symbols |ike those on the
pendant the dwarf wore around his neck. Above them was open sky, and from
where she stood Al eatha could see the top of the citadel's center spire. She
breathed a sigh of relief. At |east now she had sone idea of where she was—
t he anphitheater. Though her know edge wasn't likely to help her nuch in
getting out of this place.

"Very pretty,"” she said, |ooking back at the starburst in the multicol ored
tile, thinking she should say sonmething to keep the dwarf happy.

She woul d have liked to rest; there was a calm pleasant feeling to this place
that urged her to linger. But the silence nmade her nervous—that and the dwarf
staring at her with his shadowed, dark eyes.

"Well, this has been fun. Thank you for—

"Sit down," said Drugar, gesturing to a bench. "Wiit. You have not yet seen
what | wanted you to see.”

"I"d love to, really, but | think we should be getting back. Paithan will be
wor ri ed—=

"Sit down, please,"” Drugar repeated and his brows cane together in a frown. He
gl anced up at the citadel's spire. "You will not have to wait |ong."

Al eat ha tapped her foot. As usual when her will was thwarted, she was starting
to get angry. She fixed the dwarf with a stern and inperious gaze that never
failed to cut any man down to size, only this time it lost some of its

ef fectiveness as it slanted down her nose instead of flashing upward from
chilling eyes. And it was conpletely I ost on Drugar anyway. The dwarf had
turned his back on her and wal ked over to a bench

Al eat ha gave a final hopel ess gl ance down the path and, sighing again,

foll owed Drugar. Plopping herself down near him she fidgeted, |ooked back at
the spire, sighed loudly, shuffled her feet, and gave every indication that
she was not anused, hoping he'd take the hint.

He didn't. He sat, stolid and silent, staring into the center of the enpty
starburst.

Al eat ha was about ready to try her luck in the maze. Getting lost in there
woul dn't be nearly as bad as being bored to death out here. Suddenly the Iight
fromthe Star Chanber, on the top of the citadel, began to glow. The strange
humr ng sound began.

A shaft of strong white light slanted down fromthe citadel's tower, struck
the starburst nosaic.

Al eat ha gasped, rose fromthe bench, would have backed up except that the



bench was behind her. As it was, she nearly fell. The dwarf reached out a
hand, caught hold of her

"Don't be afraid.”
"People!" Aleatha cried, staring. "There are... people there!"

The stage of the anphitheater, which had been enpty, was now suddenly crowded
with people. O rather, with wisps of people. They weren't whole, flesh and
bl ood as she and Drugar were. They were transparent shadows. She coul d see

t hrough them+to the other seats in the theater, to the hedgerow of the naze
beyond.

Her knees weakeni ng, she sat back down on the bench and watched the people.
They stood in groups, talking earnestly, walking slowy, noving fromgroup to
group, coming into her view and then passing out of it as they stepped into
and then out of the shaft of light.

Peopl e. Ot her people. Humans, elves, dwarves—standi ng together, talking
toget her, apparently conpani onably, with the exception of one or two groups
who seenmed—-by their gestures and posture—+o be di sagreei ng about sonething.

Groups of people gathered for only one purpose, so far as Al eatha was
concer ned.

"It's a party!" she cried joyfully and | eapt up fromher seat to join them

"No! Wait! Stop! Don't go near the light!" Drugar had been viewi ng the scene
with reverent awe. Shocked, he attenpted to catch Al eatha as she darted past.

He missed his hold, and she was suddenly in the center of the crowd.
She m ght as well have been standing in a thick fog.
The people flowed around her, flowed through her. She could see themtalking,

but couldn't hear them She was standing near them but couldn't touch them
Their eyes bright, they | ooked at each other, never at her

"Please! I'"mhere!" she pleaded in frustration, reaching out eager hands.

"\What are you doi ng? Cone out of there!" Drugar conmanded. "It is a holy

pl ace! "

"Yes!" she cried, ignoring the dwarf, talking to the shadows. "I hear you!

Can't you hear ne? I'mright in front of you!"
No one answered.

"Why can't they see ne? Wiy won't they talk to ne?" Al eatha demanded, facing
the dwarf.

"They are not real, that is why," Drugar said dourly.

Al eat ha | ooked back. The fog-people slid past her, over her, around her
And suddenly the Iight went out, and they were gone.

"Ch!" Al eat ha gasped, disappointed. "Were are they? Were did they go?"

"When the |ight goes, they go."



"WIl they conme back when the I|ight comes back?"

Drugar shrugged. "Sometines yes. Sonetimes no. But generally, this tinme in the
afternoon, | find themhere."

Al eat ha sighed. She felt nore al one than ever now.
"You said they aren't real. What do you think they are?"

"Shadows of the past, maybe. OF those who used to live here." Drugar stared
into the starburst. He stroked his beard, his expression sad. "A trick of the
magi ¢ of this place."

"You saw your people there," said Al eatha, guessing what he was t hinking.

"Shadows," he said again, his voice gruff. "My people are gone. Destroyed by
the tytans. | amall that is left. And when | die, the dwarves will be no
nore."

Al eat ha | ooked back around the floor of the anphitheater, now enpty, so very
enpty.

"No, Drugar," she said suddenly. "You' re wong."
"What do you mean, | am w ong?" Drugar gl owered. "Wat do you know about it?"
"Not hi ng," Al eatha admtted. "But | think one of them heard ne when |I spoke."

Drugar snorted. "You imagined it. Don't you think | have tried?" he denanded
grimy. H's face was haggard and ravaged by sorrow. "To see ny people! To see
them tal king and | aughing. | can al nost understand what they say. | can al npost
hear the |anguage of ny honel and once again."

H s eyes squeezed shut. He turned away from her abruptly, stal ked back anong
the seats of the anphitheater

Al eat ha wat ched him go. "Wat a selfish beast |'ve been," she said to herself.
"At least | have Paithan. And Rol and, though he doesn't count for nuch. And
Rega's not a bad sort. The dwarf has no one. Not even us. \W've done our best
to freeze himout. He's cone here—+to shadows—for confort.

"Drugar," she said aloud. "Listen to me. When | was standing in the starburst,
| said, '"I"'mright in front of you!' And then, | saw one of the elves turn and
ook in nmy direction. H s nouth noved and | swear he was saying, 'What?'

spoke again and he | ooked confused and gl anced all around, as if he could hear
me but couldn't see nme. | know it, Drugar!"

He cocked his head, |ooking back at her dubiously but obviously wanting to
bel i eve. "Are you certain?"

"Yes," she lied. She | aughed gaily, excited. "How could | stand in a group of
nmen and not be noticed?"

"I don't believe it." The dwarf was gl um again. He eyed her suspiciously,
m strusting her |aughter.

"Don't be mad, Drugar. | was only teasing. You |looked ... so sad." Al eatha
wal ked over to him Reaching out, she touched the dwarf's hand with her own.
"Thank you for bringing me. |I think it's wonderful. I... | want to come back



wi th you again. Tonorrow. Wen the |ight shines."

"You do?" He was pleased. "Very well. W will come. But you will say nothing
to the others.”

"No, not a word," Al eatha prom sed

"Now we shoul d be getting back," Drugar said. "The others will be worried
about you."

Al eatha heard the bitter enphasis on the last word. "Drugar, what would it
mean if those people are real? Wuld it nean that we aren't alone, as we
t hi nk?"

The dwarf stared back at the enpty starburst. "I don't know, " he said, shaking
his head. "I do not know. "

CHAPTER 32
THE Cl TADEL
PRYAN

THE SUDDEN FLARING O THE LIGHT IN THE STAR CHAMBER drove
Xar fromthe room He managed to rid hinself of the old Sartan, foisting him
off onto the elf, who had cone upstairs to tal k nonsense. Figuring that the
mensch and the madman woul d get al ong well together, Xar left themstanding in
front of the door to the Star Chanber, both of themstaring inanely at the
bright |ight seeping out from underneath.

The ol d man was expoundi ng on some theory concerning the workings of the
chanmber, a theory Xar m ght once have found interesting. Now the Lord of the
Nexus coul d not have cared | ess. He sought sanctuary in the library, the one
pl ace where he was certain the mensch woul d not bother him Let the Sartan
light shine fromthis Star Chamber and any others like it. Let it bring light
and energy into Death's Gate. Let it light Abarrach's terrible darkness, thaw
Chelestra's frozen sea noons. What did Xar care?

VWhat if the old man was right? Wat if Sang-drax was a traitor?

Xar unrolled a scroll, flattened it out on the desk. The scroll was a Sartan
wor k, portraying the universe as they had remade it—four worlds, air, fire,
stone, water, connected by four conduits. Conquering these worlds had seened
so sinple in the beginning. Four worlds, popul ated by mensch, who would fal
before Xar's mght like rotten fruit dropping fromthe tree.

But one thing after another had gone w ong.

"The fruit on Arianus isn't all that rotten,” he was forced to adnmt to

hi nsel f. "The mensch are ripe and strong and intent on clinging to the tree
with tenacity. And who could have foreseen the tytans on Pryan? Not even |
coul d have supposed the Sartan woul d be stupid enough to create giants, endow
themw th magic, and then | ose control over them

"And the magi c-destroyi ng sea on Chel estra? How the devil am| to conquer a
worl d where all sonme nensch has to do is throw a bucket of water on ne to
render nme harnl ess!

"I need the Seventh Gate! | need it. O | mght fail."



Failure. In all his long life, the Lord of the Nexus had never permitted that
word to enter his brain, had certainly never spoken it aloud. Yet now he was
forced to concede it was a possibility. Unless he could find the Seventh Gate—
the place where it all began

The place where—with his hel p—+t would all end.

"Hapl o woul d have shown nme, if | had et him He came to the Nexus, that |ast

time, for that purpose. | was blind, blind!" Xar's fingers, like talons,
cl enched over the scroll, crushed the ancient parchment, which crunbled to
dust in his hands. "I cared. That was ny failing. H's betrayal hurt me, and

shoul d not have permitted such a weakness. O all the | essons the Labyrinth
teaches, this is the nost inportant: to care is to lose. If only I had been
able to listen to himdispassionately, to cut to the core of his being with
the cold knife of |ogic.

"He acconplished what | sent himto acconplish. He did what he was comranded
to do. He tried to tell me. | wouldn't listen. And now, perhaps, it is too
late.”

Xar went over every word of Hapl o' s—the spoken and the unspoken

The sigla had been running consistently along the base of the wall ever since
we left the dungeon. At this point, however, they left the base of the wall,
travel ed upward to forman arch of glowing blue light. | squinted ny eyes
against the brilliance, peered ahead. | could see nothing beyond but darkness.

| wal ked straight for the arch. At ny approach, the runes changed col or; blue
turned to flaring red. The sigla snoldered, burst into flame. | put ny hand in
front of ny face, tried to advance. Fire roared and crackl ed; snoke blinded
me. The superheated air seared ny lungs. The runes on my arns gl owed blue in
response, but their power did not protect ne fromthe burning flanes that
scorched ny flesh. | fell back, gasping for air..

Runes of warding... | couldn 't enter

These runes are the strongest that could possibly be |laid down. Sonething
terrible lies beyond that door..

St andi ng before the archway, a preposterous, ungainly figure, A fred began to
performa sol erm dance. The red light of the warding runes glimrered, faded,
gli mered, and died.

W could go in now. ..
The tunnel was wide and airy, the ceiling and walls dry. A thick coating of

dust | ay undisturbed on the rock floor. No sign of footprints or claw marks or
the sinuous trails left by serpents and dragons. No attenpt had been made to

obliterate the (Sartan) sigla; the guide-runes shone brilliantly, lighting our
way ahead. .

If it hadn't been too preposterous, Lord, | could have sworn | actually felt a
sense of peace, of well-being that relaxed taut muscles, soothed frayed
nerves... The feeling was inexplicable..

The tunnel |ed us straight forward, no twists or turns, no other tunnels
branching off this one. W passed beneath several archways, but none were
marked with the wardi ng runes as had been the first. Then, w thout warning,

t he bl ue guide-runes canme to an abrupt halt, as if we'd run into a blank wall.



Whi ch we had.

A wall of black rock, solid and unyielding, |oomed before us. It bore faint
mar ki ngs on its snooth surface. Sartan runes. But there was somethi ng wong
with them

Runes of sanctity.

And inside... a skull.

Bodi es. Countl ess bodi es. Mass nurder. Mass suicide.

Runes appeared, running in a circle around the upper portion of the chamnber.
"Any who bring violence in here will find it visited upon thensel ves."

Why is this chanber sacred, Lord? What is it sacred to?

| alnpst had the answer... | was so close..

And then Haplo and his party were attacked by... Kleitus.

Kl eitus knew the | ocation of the Chamber of the Damed! O, as Xar now
supposed he should start considering it, the Seventh Gate. Kleitus had died in
t hat chanber!

Xar went over Haplo's report again and again in his nind. Sonething about a
force opposing them ancient and powerful... a table, an altar, a vision..

The Council set the Sartan the task of contacting the other worlds, to explain
to themtheir desperate peril and beg themto send the aid prom sed before the
Sundering. And what was the result? For nmonths they did nothing. Then suddenly
they came forward, prattling nonsense that only a child would believe—

O course, Xar realized. How utterly |l ogical. These wetched Sartan on
Abarrach, cut off fromtheir people for innunerable generations, had forgotten
much of the rune-magic, [ost nuch of their power. A group of them stunbling
across the Seventh Gate, had suddenly redi scovered what had been lost. No
wonder they had been intent on hiding it, keeping it for thensel ves. Mking up
stories about opposing forces, ancient and powerful. Even Haplo had fallen for
their lies.

The Sartan hadn't known what to do with such power.
But Xar did.

If only he could find the chamber. Could he do so, perhaps, w thout Hapl 0? The
Lord of the Nexus wal ked t hrough Hapl o's nmind, as he had done on Haplo's
return from Abarrach. Xar recogni zed the dungeons where Hapl o had al nost died.
He had escaped fromthe dungeons, run down a corridor, guided by blue Sartan
rune-1lights.

Whi ch corridor? Wiat direction? There nust be hundreds down there. The Lord of
t he Nexus had explored the cataconbs beneath the castle in Necropolis. It was
a maze worthy of the Labyrinth, a rat's warren of tunnels and corridors—sone
naturally forned, others burrowed into the rock by magic. It m ght take a man
alifetime to find the right one.

But Hapl o knew the right one. If he escaped fromthe Labyrinth.



Xar brushed the ashes of the scroll from his hands.

"And | amtrapped here! Unable to help. A ship within sight. A ship covered
with Sartan runes. The nmensch can break the runes, they broke themto enter
here. But they'd never reach the ship alive because of the tytans. | nust..

"Alivel"

Xar drew in a deep breath, let it out slowy, thoughtfully. "But who said the
nmensch need to be alive?"

CHAPTER 33
THE LABYRI NTH

THE PATH THROUGH THE CAVERN LEADI NG | NTO THE LABYRI NTH was | ong and torturous.
It took themhours to traverse, inching their way slowy forward, each of them
forced to test every step, for the ground would shift and slide beneath the
feet of one person after another had passed over it safely.

"I's the damm rock alive?" Hugh the Hand asked. "I swear | saw it deliberately
throw her off."

Breat hing heavily, Marit stared down into the black and turbid water swirling
beneat h her. She had been negotiating a narrow section of rock | edge that ran
al ong the sheer wall of the cavern when suddenly the | edge beneath her feet
gave way. Hugh the Hand, follow ng cl ose behind her, caught her as she started
to slide down the wet walls. Flattening hinmself out on the | edge, the assassin
held fast to Marit's wist and armuntil Haplo could reach themfromthe
opposite side of the broken |edge.

"It's alive. And it hates us," Haplo answered grimy, pulling Marit up to the
relative safety of the section of path on which he stood.

Hugh the Hand junped across the gap, |anded beside them This part of the
trail was narrow and cracked, wi nding through a junble of boul ders, beneath a
curtain of stalactites.

"Maybe that was its last jab at us. W're near the exit..."

Only a few feet away was the cavern opening—gray light, straggly trees,
fog-danp grass. A heart-bursting dash would take themthere. But they were al
of them bone-weary, hurting, afraid. And this was only the begi nning.

Hapl o took a step forward.

The ground shivered beneath his feet. The boul ders around hi m began to wobbl e.

Dust and bits of rock fell in cascades fromthe ceiling.

"Hold still! Don't anyone nove!" Hapl o ordered.

They held still, and the runbling ceased.

"The Labyrinth," Haplo nuttered to hinself. "It always gives you a chance."

He | ooked at Marit, who was standing on the path beside him Her face was
scrat ched, hands cut and bleeding fromher fall. Her face was rigid, her eyes
on the exit. She knew as well as Hapl o.

"What is it? What's the matter?" It was Al fred, quavering.



Hapl o turned his head slowy. Alfred was behind, standing on the narrow | edge
that had already tried to throw Marit into the roiling black water. Part of
that | edge was mssing. He'd have to junmp for it, and Haplo renenbered clearly
what a wonder Alfred was at |eaping across chasns. H s feet were w der than
the | edge he woul d have to traverse. Hugh the Hand had al ready saved the
clumsy and accident-prone Sartan fromfalling into two pits and a crack.

The dog remmi ned near Alfred, occasionally nipping at his heels to urge him
al ong. Cocking its head, the dog whi ned unhappily.

"What's wong?" Alfred repeated fearfully when no one answered.

"The cavern's going to try to stop us fromleaving," Marit said coldly.
"Dear me," said Alfred, amazed. "Can it... can it do such a thing?"
"What do you think it's been doing?" Haplo demanded irritably.

"Ch, but come now." Alfred took a step forward to argue the point. "You make
it sound as if—=

The ground heaved. A ripple passed through it, alnost —Hapl o could have
sworn—as if it laughed. Alfred gave a cry, wavered, twisted. His feet slid out
fromunder him The dog sank its teeth into his breeches and hung on. Arns
flailing wildly, Alfred managed, with the dog's help, to regain his bal ance.
Eyes closed in terror, he flattened hinself against the rock wall, sweat
trickling down his bald head.

Al'l inside the cavern was suddenly still.

"Don't do that again!" Marit ordered, grinding the words through cl enched
teet h.

"Bl essed Sartan!" Alfred murnured, his fingers trying to dig into the rock

Hapl o swore. "It was you bl essed Sartan who created this. How the devil are we
going to get out?"

"You shoul dn't have brought ne," Alfred said in a trenbling voice. "I warned
you | would only slow you down, put you in danger. Don't worry about ne. You
go on ahead. 1'll just go back..."

"Don't nove— Haplo began, then fell silent.

Ignoring him Alfred had started to wal k back, and nothi ng was happeni ng. The
ground rerai ned still.

"Alfred, wait!" Haplo called
"Let himgo!" Marit said scornfully. "He's slowed us up enough al ready."

"That's what the Labyrinth wants. It wants himto go, and |I'l|l be damed if
"Il obey. Dog, stop him"

The dog obediently caught hold of Alfred' s flapping coattails, hung on. Alfred
| ooked back at Haplo piteously. "What can | do to help you? Nothing!"

"You may not think so, but the Labyrinth does. Strange as it may seem Sartan
I've got the feeling that the Labyrinth is afraid of you. Maybe because it



sees its creator."
"No!" Alfred shrank back. "No, not ne."

"Yes, you. By hiding in your tonb, by refusing to act, by keeping 'perfectly
safe,' you feed the evil, perpetuate it."

Al fred shook his head. Catching hold of his coattails, he began to tug at
t hem

The dog, thinking it was a game, growl ed playfully and tugged back.

"At ny signal," Haplo said beneath his breath to Marit. "You and Hugh the Hand
make a run for the opening. Be careful. There may be something waiting for us
out there. Don't stop for anything. Don't | ook back."

"Haplo..." Marit began. "I don't want to— She faltered, flushing.

Startled, hearing a different tone in her voice, he |ooked at her. "To what?
Leave ne? I'Il be all right."

Touched, pleased by the | ook of concern in her eyes—the first softness he'd
seen in her-he reached out his hand to brush the sweat-danp hair back from her
forehead. "You're hurt. Let ne take a | ook—=

Eyes flaring, she pulled away fromhim "You're a fool." She flicked a
di sparagi ng glance at Alfred. "Let himdie. Let themall die."

She turned her back on him fixed her eyes on the cave's opening.

The ground trenbl ed beneath Haplo's feet. They didn't have rmuch tinme. He held
out his hand across the broken | edge. "Alfred," he said quietly, "I need you."

Alfred lifted a haggard, drawn face, stared at Haplo in amazenent. The dog, at
a silent signal fromits master, released its hold.

"I can't do this alone," Haplo continued. He held out his hand, held it
steady. "I need your help to find my child. Cone with ne."

Alfred' s eyes filled with tears. He smled tremulously. "How? | can't..."
"Gve me your hand. I'll pull you across."

Al fred | eaned precariously over the broken | edge, reached out his hand—bony,
ungainly, the wist protruding fromthe frayed |lace of his too-short cuffs.
And, of course, he was bl ubbering. "Haplo, I don't know what to say..."

The Patryn caught hold of the Sartan's wist, clasped it tightly. The ground
heaved and buckled. Al fred lost his footing.

"Run, Marit!" Haplo shouted, and began to work his magic.

At his command, blue and red sigla burned in the air. He spun the runes into a
bl ue-gl owi ng rope that snaked fromhis armto wap around Al fred' s body.

The cavern was col |l apsing. Risking a quick glance, Haplo saw Marit and Hugh
running madly for the exit. A rock plumreted down fromthe ceiling, struck
Marit a gl ancing blow. The runes on her body protected her fromharm but the
wei ght of the rock knocked her down. Hugh the Hand pi cked her up. The two
dashed on. The assassin | ooked behind himonce, to see if Haplo was comni ng



Marit did not | ook.

Haul i ng on the rope, Haplo swng the Sartan—arns and | egs dangling |like a dead
spi der—across the gap to his side of the | edge. Just at that nonment, the part
of the | edge on which Al fred had been standi ng gave way.

"Dog! Jump!" Haplo yelled

The dog gathered itself and, as the rock slid out frombeneath its feet,
hurled its body into the dust-laden air. It slamed into Alfred, sent them
both spraw i ng.

Boul ders fell across the path, blocking it, blocking their way out. Haplo
pi cked the Sartan up, shook him Alfred' s eyes were starting to roll back in
hi s head; his body was going linp.

"I'f you faint, you'll die here. And so will I!" Haplo shouted at him "Use
your own nmagic, damm it!"

Al fred blinked, stared. Then he drew in a sucking breath. Singing the runes in
a quavering voice, he spread his arnms and began to fly toward the exit, which
was rapidly growing smaller.

"Come on, boy," Hapl o commanded the dog and plunged ahead. H s rune-magic
struck the boul ders that bl ocked his path, burst them apart, sent them
boundi ng out of his way.

Al fred swooped up and out of the cavern opening. Hs arnms fl apping, feet
stretched out behind him he |ooked |ike a coattailed crane.

A huge rock thundered down on top of Haplo, bow ed himover, pinned his |eg
beneath it. The opening was closing; the nountain itself was sliding down on
top of him A tiny glimrer of gray light was all that remai ned. Haplo used his
magi ¢ as a wedge, pried the boul der off his leg, lunged forward, thrusting his
hand t hrough the narrow ng gap-The tunnel of light grew wi der. Sartan runes
flared around his hand, strengthening the glow of the Patryn runes.

"Pull himout!" Al fred was shouting. "I'Il hold it open!"

Hugh t he Hand grabbed hol d of Haplo, pulled himthrough the magi c- w ought
tunnel. Haplo scranbled to his feet, began to run. The assassin and Al fred
were at his side, the dog barking and racing in front of them Alfred
natural ly stunbled over his own feet. Haplo didn't even pause, but swept the
Sartan up and kept going. Marit stood on a ridge, waiting for them

"Take cover!" Hapl o shouted at her

An aval anche of rock and splintered trees roared down the nountai nside.

Hapl o flung hinself face forward on the ground, dragged Alfred down with him
The Patryn's rune-magi c sheltered him and he hoped Al fred had sense enough to
use his own magic for protection. Rock and debris bounced off the nagica
shi el ds, crashed around them The ground shook, and then suddenly all was
qui et .

Slowy, Haplo sat up

"I guess you won't be going back now, Alfred," he said

Hal f the mountain had collapsed in on itself. Ggantic slabs of stone |ay



across what had been the cavern's entrance, sealing it shut, perhaps forever.

Hapl o stared at the ruin with a strange forebodi ng. Wat was wong? He hadn't
really planned to cone back this way. Perhaps it was nothing nore than the
instinctive fear of having a door slanmed shut at his back. But why had the
Labyrinth suddenly decided to seal off their exit?

Marit unknow ngly spoke his thoughts.

"That | eaves us just one way out nowthe Final Gate."

Her words came back, a dismal echo, bouncing off the ruined nountain.

The Final Cate.

CHAPTER 34

THE LABYRI NTH

"I CAN T GO ON," ALFRED GULPED, SINKING ONTO A FLAT ROCK. "I have to rest."

The | ast pani cked dash and the fall of the nountain on top of him had been too
much for the Sartan. He sat hunched over, wheezing and gasping. Marit cast a
di sdai nful glance at him then one at Haplo. Then she | ooked away.

| told you, said her scornful gaze. You are a fool

Hapl o said quietly, "There's no time, Alfred. Not now. W' re exposed, out in
the open. We find cover, then we rest."

"Just a few nonments,"” Alfred pl eaded neekly. "It seens quiet..."

"Too quiet," Marit said.

They were in a small grove of scrub trees that appeared, fromtheir stunted
grom h and twi sted linbs, to have waged a desperate struggle for life in the
shadow of the nountain. A sparse smattering of |eaves clung dejectedly to the
branches. Now that the nmountain had col |l apsed, the Labyrinth's sun touched the
trees for perhaps the first tine. But the gray |ight brought no cheer, no
confort. The | eaves rustled nournfully, and that, Marit noticed uneasily, was
the only sound in the |and.

She drew her knife out of her boot. The dog junped up, growl ed. Hugh the Hand
eyed her suspiciously. Ignoring the aninmal, ignoring the mensch, Marit said a
few words to the tree in her own | anguage, apol ogizing for harming it,
expl ai ning her dire need. Then she began to hack at a branch

Hapl o, too, had apparently noted the silence. "Yes, it's quiet. Too quiet.
That aval anche nmust have been heard for miles. You can bet someone is on their
way to investigate. And I don't intend to be here when they arrive."

Al fred was perplexed. "But... it was only an aval anche. A rock slide. Wy
woul d anyone care?"

"OfF course the Labyrinth cares. It dropped a mountain on us, didn't it?" Haplo
wi ped sweat and rock dust fromhis face.

Marit cut off the branch, began to strip away small tw gs and hal f - dead
| eaves.



Hapl o squatted down on his haunches, faced Al fred.

"Don't you understand yet, damn it? The Labyrinth is an intelligent entity. |
don't know what rules it or how, but it knows—t knows everything." He was
silent, thoughtful. "But there's a difference about the Labyrinth. | can sense
it, feel it. Fear."

"Yes," agreed Alfred. "I'mterrified.”

"No, not our fear. Its fear. It's afraid."”
"Afraid? Afraid of what?"

Hapl o grinned, though his grin was strained. "Strange as it sounds, us; you,
Sartan. "

Al fred shook his head.

"How many heretical Sartan were sent through the Vortex? Hundreds... a
t housand?" Hapl o asked.

"I don't know." Alfred spoke into the lace of his draggled shirt collar

"And how many had nount ai ns dropped on then? None, |'ll wager. That nountain
has been standing there a long, long tinme. But you—you enter the Vortex and
bam And you can be damm sure that the Labyrinth's not going to give up."

Al fred | ooked at Haplo in dismy. "Way? Wiy would it be afraid of nme?"

"You're the only one who knows the answer to that," Haplo returned.

Marit, sharpening the point of the branch with her knife, agreed with Al fred.
Why woul d the Labyrinth fear a nensch, two returning victins, and a weak and
sniveling Sartan? Yet she knew the Labyrinth, knew it as Haplo knewit. It was
intelligent, malevol ent. The aval anche had been a deliberate attenpt to nurder
them and when the attenpt had failed, the Labyrinth had sealed off their only
route of escape. Not that it had been much of an escape route, with no ship to
t ake them back through Death's Gate.

Fear. Haplo's right, Marit realized, with a sudden heady el ation. The
Labyrinth's afraid. All ny life |I've been the one who was afraid. Now it is.
It is as scared as | ever was. Never before has the Labyrinth tried to keep
someone fromentering. Tine and again, it permitted Xar to enter the Fina
Gate. The Labyrinth even seened to wel come the encounter, the chance to
destroy him It never shut the gate on Xar, as it tried to shut it on us. Yet
not one of us, nor all of us conbined, is nearly so powerful as the Lord of

t he Nexus.

Then why? What does the Labyrinth fear fromus? Her elation faded, |left her
chilled. She needed to talk to Xar, report to himwhat had occurred. She
want ed his counsel. Chopping off another branch, she wondered how she coul d
find an opportunity to slip off by herself.

"I don't understand any of this," said Hugh the Hand, gl anci ng around
nervously, his face darkening. "And | wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't
seen how that damm Cursed Bl ade took on a life of its own. But | know fear. |
know how it works in a man and | suppose it's no different in a bunch of
intelligent rocks. Fear nmakes a man desperate, reckless." The assassin | ooked
down at his hands, smiled grimy. "I grewrich off other nmen's fear."



"And it will make the Labyrinth the same,"” Haplo said. "Desperate, reckless.
That's why we can't afford to stop. W' ve already spent too nuch time here as
it is." The sigla on his hands and arns were glowing a pate blue, tinged with
red.

Marit glanced at the tattoos on her body, saw the same warning. Danger was not
near, but it wasn't far away either

Al fred, pale and shaken, rose to his feet. "I'll try," he said ganely.

Marit traced a sigil of healing on the tree, then cut off another branch.
Silently she handed the first crude spear she had nade to Haplo. He hesitated,
ast oni shed that she should think of him pleased that she was concerned. He
accepted the spear, and as he took it, their hands touched.

He smiled that quiet snile of his. The light in his eyes, in that smle, which
was so achingly famliar, seeped into Marit's heart.

But the only effect the light had was to illum nate the enptiness. She could
see inside every part of her, see the bleak walls, barred wi ndows, shuttered
doors.

Better the darkness.
She turned away. "Which direction?"

Hapl o didn't answer imediately. Wen he did, his voice was cool, perhaps with
di sappoi ntnent. O perhaps she was acconplishing her goal —perhaps he was
| earning to hate her.

"The top of that ridge up ahead." He pointed. "W should be able to get a view
of the countryside, maybe find a path."

"There's a path?" Hugh the Hand stared around in disbelief. "Wat nade it?
Thi s place | ooks deserted.”

"It has been deserted, probably for hundreds of years. But yes, there's a
path. This is the Labyrinth, remenber? A deliberately crafted maze, made by
our enem es. The path runs ail the way through it. The path | eads the way
out—+n nore ways than one. There's an old saying, 'You abandon the path at
your peril. You keep to the path at your peril.""

"Wonderful ." Hugh the Hand grunted. Reaching into the folds of his clothing,
he drew out his pipe, regarded it with longing. "I don't suppose there's such
a thing as stregno in this god-awful place?"

"No, but when we reach one of the Squatter villages, there's a dried |eaf
m xture that they snmoke on cerenoni al occasions. They'll give you sone." Haplo
grinned, turned to Marit. "Do you renenber that village cerenmony where we—

"You'd better see to your Sartan friend," she interrupted. She had been
t hi nki ng of exactly the same tinme. Hi s hand was on the door of her being,
trying to force it open. She put her shoulder to it, barred his entry. "He's

[inping."

They had only travel ed a short distance and already the Sartan was | aggi ng
behi nd.

"I seemto have twisted my ankle," Al fred said apol ogetically.



"I't would have been nore useful if he'd twisted his neck," Marit nuttered
scornful ly.

"I"'mdreadfully sorry— Al fred began. He caught Hapl o's bal eful glance and
swal | owed the rest.

"Why don't you use your mmgic, Alfred?" Haplo suggested with el aborate
pati ence.

"I didn't think there was time. The healing procedure—=

Hapl o checked an exasperated exclamation. "Not to heal yourself! You can
float, fly. As you did just now when you flew out of the cavern. O have you
forgotten al ready?"

"No, | didn't forget. It's just that—=
"You m ght even prove useful," Haplo went on quickly. He didn't want to give
Alfred tine to think. "You can see what's ahead."

"Well, if you really believe it would hel p—~ Alfred still sounded dubi ous.
"Just do it!" Haplo said through cl enched teeth.

Marit knew what he was thinking. The Labyrinth had left themin peace too
| ong.

Alfred went into his little dance—a hopping sort of dance, on his sore foot.
He waved his hands and humred a tune through his nose. Slowy, effortlessly,
he rose into the air, drifted gently forward. The dog, in a high state of
excitement, gave a joyful bark and leapt playfully for Alfred s dangling feet
as the Sartan sail ed overhead.

Hapl o, breathing a sigh, turned and started up the ridge. He was al nost at the
top when the wind hit, slamming into himlike a doubled-up fist.

The wi nd cane out of nowhere, as if the Labyrinth had sucked in an enornous
breath and was blowing it back out. The blast sent Marit staggering. Hugh the
Hand, at her side, was cursing and rubbing his eyes, half-blinded by

wi nd- bl own dust. Hapl o stunbl ed, unable to keep his bal ance.

Above them Alfred let out a strangled cry. The wi nd caught hold of the
floating Sartan. Arns and | egs flapping wildly, he was being flung at
i ncredi bl e speed right into the nountain.

Only the dog was able to nove. It raced after Alfred, snhapped at the man's
flying coattails.

"Catch him" Haplo shouted. "Drag him— But before he could finish, the w nd
snote hima blast from behind, knocked himflat.

Hearing the urgency in its nmaster's voice, the dog bounded high into the air.
Teeth cl osed over fabric. Alfred sagged down; then the fabric tore. The dog
tumbled to the ground in a flurry of legs. The wind rolled the animal over and
over. Alfred was bl own away, and then suddenly he stopped. H s body, his

cl ot hes, had becone entangled in the Iinbs of one of the stunted trees. The
wind fretted and whipped at himin frustration, but the tree refused to |let

| oose.

"I'"ll be damed," said Hugh the Hand, wiping grit fromhis eyes. "The branches



reached up and grabbed him"

Al fred hung fromthe tree |inbs, dangling hel pl essly, gazing about in
bewi | dernment. The strange wi nd had ceased bl owi ng as suddenly as it had
started, but there remrmai ned an omnous feeling in the air, a sullen anger

The dog dashed over to stand protectively beneath Al fred. The Sartan was
starting to sing and wave his hands.

"Don't!" Haplo shouted urgently, scrambling to his feet. "Don't nove or say or
do anyt hi ng! Especially not magic!"

Alfred froze
"His magic," Haplo muttered; then he began to swear beneath his breath. "Every
goddamm tinme he uses his magic. And what will happen to himif he doesn't? How
can he get through the Labyrinth alive without it? Not that he's going to get
through alive with it. This is hopel ess. Hopeless. You're right," he said
bitterly to Marit. "I ama fool ."

She coul d have answered him The tree saved him You didn't see it, but | did.
| saw it catch hold of him Sone force is working for us, trying to help us.
There is hope. If we've brought nothing el se, we've brought hope.

But she didn't say that. She wasn't certain hope was what she wanted.

"I suppose we'll have to get himdown," grow ed Hugh t he Hand.

"What's the use?" Hapl o demanded dispiritedly. "I've brought himhere to die.
I've brought us all here to die. Except you. And maybe that's worse. You'll be
forced to just keep on living..."

Marit edged close to him Instinctively, she reached out a hand to confort
him then realized what she was doi ng.

She stopped, confused. It seenmed she was two different peopl e—ene hating
Hapl o, the other... not hating him And she didn't nuch trust either

VWhere am | in all this? she wondered angrily. What is it | want?

That doesn't matter, Wfe. She could hear Xar's voice. Wat you want is not
i mportant. Your job is to bring Haplo to ne.

And 1'Il do it, she decided. Me! Not Sang-drax!
Hesitantly Marit brushed her fingers against Haplo's arm
Startled at her touch, he turned.

"What the human said is true," Marit told him swallow ng. "Don't you
under stand? The Labyrinth's acting out of fear. And that makes us its equal ."

She noved closer to him "I've been thinking about nmy child, mnmy daughter. | do
sonmetines, at night. Wien I'mall alone, | wonder if she is all alone. |
wonder if she ever thinks of ne, as | think of her. If she wonders why | left
her ... | want to find her, Haplo. | want to explain..."

Tears filled her eyes. She hadn't meant that to happen. She lowered the lids
swiftly so that he wouldn't see.

But it was too late. And then, because she wasn't |ooking at him she coul dn't



nmove away from him fast enough to prevent his putting his arnms around her
"We'll find her," he was saying softly. "I promse."

Marit | ooked up at him He was going to kiss her

Xar's voice was in Marit's head. You slept with him You bore his child. He

| oves you still. This was perfect. Wat Xar wanted. She would lull Haplo into
feeling secure around her; then she would disable him capture him

She cl osed her eyes. Haplo's |ips touched hers.

Marit shivered all over and suddenly shrank back, pulled away.

"You'd better go get your Sartan friend out of the tree." Her voice was sharp
as the knife clutched tightly in her hand. "I'I|l keep watch. Here, you'll need
this."

Marit handed himthe knife, Ieft him not |ooking back. She was shaking al
over, trenors tightening her arns and the nuscles of her thighs, and she

wal ked blindly, hating him hating herself.

Reaching the top of the ridge, she | eaned agai nst a huge boul der, waited for
the shaking to cease. She permitted herself one swift glance behind to
ascertain what Haplo was doing. He had not followed her. He had gone off, the
dog trotting along at his heels, to try to extricate Alfred fromthe treetop
Good, Marit told herself. The trenbling was under control. She quelled her
inner turnoil, forced herself to scan the area carefully, closely, searching
for telltale signs of an eneny.

She felt cal menough to talk to Xar

But she didn't get the chance.

CHAPTER 35

THE LABYRI NTH

ALFRED DANGLED HELPLESSLY FROM THE TOP OF THE TREE; A sturdy linb running up
t he back of his frock coat supported himlike a second—and in Alfred s case
firmer—backbone. The Sartan's | egs and arnms waved feebly; there was no way he

could get hinmself down.

The dog paced beneath, mouth open in a tongue-lolling grin, as if it had treed
a cat. Haplo, arriving on the scene, stared upward.

"How t he devil did you manage that ?"

Al fred spread his hands. "lI... | really haven't any idea." Twi sting his head
he struggled to peer over his shoulder. "If ... if it didn't sound too
strange, 1'd say the tree caught ne as | went flying past. Unfortunately, it

now appears reluctant to let nme go."

"I don't suppose there's any chance of that back seam on your coat ripping?"
Hapl o cal | ed.

Al fred shifted his weight experinentally, began to sway back and forth. The
dog, cocking its head, was fascinated.



"It's a very well-made coat," Alfred returned with an apol ogetic snile. "The
dressmaker to Her Majesty, Queen Anne, fashioned the first one for nme. |
became quite fond of it and so I've... well... |I've made them nmyself fromthe
same pattern ever since."

"You made it."
"I"'mafraid so."

"Usi ng your rune-magic?"

"I'"ve becone rather good at tailoring," Alfred answered defensively.

"Rai sing people fromthe dead and tailoring,"’
need. "

Hapl o nuttered. "Just what |

The sigla on his body continued to glow faintly, but now they had begun to
itch and bum The danger, whatever it was, was drawi ng nearer. He peered up at
the ridge. He couldn't see Marit, but then he shouldn't be able to see her. He
guessed she had hi dden herself in the shadow of a | arge rock

"I don't remenber the damm tree being this tall," Hugh the Hand renarked,
craning his neck to see. "You could stand on ny shoul ders and we stil

woul dn't be able to reach him If he'd unbutton his coat and free his arns
fromthe sleeves, he'd drop down."

Al fred was considerably alarmed at the suggestion. "I don't think that would
work, Sir Hugh. I'mnot very adept at things of that sort."

"He's right there," Haplo agreed grimy. "Knowing Alfred, "he'd end up hangi ng
hi msel f."

"Can't you"—Hugh the Hand gl anced at Hapl o' s bl ue-gl owi ng ski n—=magi c hi m
down?"

"Using the magic drains my strength, just as running or junping drains yours.
I'd rather conserve it for inmportant things like surviving, not little things
ti ke getting Sartan out of trees." Haplo tucked the dagger into his belt,

wal ked over to the base of the tree. "I'lIl clinb up there and cut himl oose
You stay down here and be ready to catch him"

Hugh the Hand shook his head, but couldn't suggest any other option. Renpving
the pipe fromhis mouth, he slid it safely into his pocket and took up a
position directly underneath the dangling Alfred. Haplo clinbed the tree,
tested the linb holding the Sartan before crawing out on it. He had been
afraid, by the look of it, that the branch wouldn't hold his weight. But it
was stronger than he'd supposed. It bore his weight—and Al fred s—easily.
"Caught himas he went flying past,” Haplo repeated in disgust. Still, he'd
seen stranger things. Mst of theminvolving Al fred.

"It's... it's an awfully long fall,"
could use ny magic..."

Alfred protested in a trenbling voice. "I

"Using your magic's what got you here in the first place,” Haplo interrupted,
craw ing gingerly out onto the linb, flattening hinself in order to distribute
his wei ght evenly.

The branch sagged. Alfred gasped in terror, waved his arms, and kicked his
feet. The linb creaked om nously.



"Hold still!" Haplo ordered in irritation. "You'll bring us both down!" He
slid his dagger between the coat and the branch, began to cut through the
seam

"What ... what do you nean—Ay magic got ne into this?" Al fred asked, closing
his eyes tightly.

"That wind didn't pick up any of the rest of us and try to inpale us on a
mount ai n. Just you. And the mountain didn't start to collapse until you began
to sing those damm runes of yours."

"But why?"

"Like | said, you tell ne," Haplo grunted.

He was about hal fway through, cutting slowy, hoping to let Alfred down as
easily as possible, when he heard a | ow whistle. The sound went through him
like a bolt of hot iron, burning him piercing him

"What an odd-sounding bird," said Alfred.

"It's not a bird. It's Marit. Qur signal for danger."

Hapl o gave the knife a jerk, slit the coat seamin one |ong, jagged tear

Alfred had tine for one wild yell; then he was plumeting through the air.
Hugh the Hand stood stolidly, feet planted firmly, body braced. He caught
Al fred, broke the Sartan's fall, but the two went over together in a heap

Hapl o, fromhis vantage point in the tree, |looked to the ridge. Marit detached
herself fromthe boul der |1 ong enough to point to her left. She gave anot her
| ow whistle and added a series of three cat-like how s.

Ti ger - men.

Marit raised her hands, spread all ten fingers wide, then repeated this
gesture tw ce.

Hapl o swore softly. A hunting pack, at least twenty of the fierce beasts, who
were not really nen at all, but were known as such because they wal ked upri ght
on two strong hind |l egs and used their front paws, conplete with prehensile

t hunbs, |ike hands.*

*Tiger-men are taller than most humans, with thick fur pelts and long tails.
They can run on back |l egs or drop down on all fours, are capable of |eaping

i ncredi bl e di stances, and are as rmuch at honme in trees as on the ground. They
are adept at using weapons, but prefer killing with fang and cl aw, dragging
down their prey and sinking their teeth into the neck, ripping out the throat.
They know rune-magic, using it primarily to enhance their weapons. They kil
for sport as well as food.

They coul d, therefore, use weapons, and were skilled with one known as a cat's
paw, intended to cripple rather than kill. A disk-shaped piece of wood with
five sharp stone "claws" attached, the cat's paw was either thrown or flung
froma sling. Its magi c was weak agai nst Patryn magic, but effective. No
matter what part of a sigla-covered body it struck, the cat's paw inserted its
claws through the small breaks in the tattoos, bit deep into nmuscle, and clung
there tenaciously. Often hurled at the legs of a victim the cat's paw tearing
into a calf nmuscle or thigh felled the prey with deadly efficiency.



Tiger-nmen prefer their neat fresh

Hapl o cast a fleeting glance behind himat the ruined nountain, knew before he
| ooked that it was usel ess. No hope of crawling back into that cave. He
scanned the horizon, then noticed that Marit was waving to him urging himto
hurry.

Haplo slid down the tree. Hugh the Hand was picking A fred up, attenpting to
hel p hi mstand. The Sartan crunpled |like a rag doll

"Looks like in the fall he did something to his other ankle," Hugh the Hand
sai d.

Hapl o swore again, |ouder and nore graphically.

"What's all that hand-wavi ng and shrieking about?" the assassin asked, |ooking
in Mark's direction.

She was no | onger visible, having retreated behind the boul der again to keep
the tiger-men fromseeing her. Although, if what Haplo suspected was true,

they didn't need to see her. They knew what they were | ooking for and probably
where to find it.

"Tiger-nen are comng," Haplo said shortly.
"What ' re t hey?"
"You have house cats on Arianus?"

Hugh t he Hand nodded.

"I'magi ne one taller, stronger, faster than | am with teeth and claws to
mat ch. "

"Dam." Hugh | ooked i npressed.

"There's a hunting pack, maybe twenty of the beasts. W can't fight them Qur
only hope is to outrun them Though where we're going to run to is beyond ne."

"Why don't we just lie |low? They couldn't have spotted us yet."

"My guess is they know we're here. They've been sent to kill us."

Hugh the Hand frowned skeptically but didn't argue. Reaching into his pocket,
he fished out his pipe, stuck it between his teeth, and stared down at Alfred,
who was rubbing his injured ankles and trying to ook as if the massage was
hel pi ng.

"I"'mreally very sorry— he began

Hapl o turned away.

"What do we do about hinP" the Hand asked in a |low voice. "He can't wal k, much
less run. | could carry him.."

"No, that would weigh you down. Qur only chance is to run and keep runni ng
until we drop. Tiger-nen are fast, but only in short bursts. They're not good
at long distances."

A low and urgent whistle from Mark enphasi zed the need for haste. Haplo



gl anced over at the dog, then back at Alfred.

"You' ve ridden dragon-back, haven't you?"
"Ch, yes." Afred perked up. "In Arianus. Sir Hugh would remenber. It was when
| was tracki ng Bane—

But Haplo wasn't listening. He pointed at the dog, began speaking the runes
softly. The animal, aware sonething involving it was about to happen, was on
its feet, its tail, its entire body seeming to wag with excitement. Blue sigla
flared from Hapl o' s hand, flashed through the air, and tw ned about the dog.

The runes sparkled over its body like the '"lectric zingers of the

Ki cksey-wi nsey gone mad. The dog began to grow in size, expanding, enlarging.

It cane to Haplo's waist; then its nuzzle was level with his head, and then it
was | ooking down at its master, tongue lolling, bathing themall in a rain of

sl obber.

Hugh the Hand gasped and staggered backward. Shaking his head, he rubbed his
eyes. When he | ooked again, the dog was even bigger. "I've had drunken
hal | uci nati ons that weren't this bad."

Al fred sat on the ground, stared up at the nagically transformed animal with a
dol eful expression. Halting the magic, Haplo started toward the injured
Sartan. Alfred nade a pathetic attenpt to stand, scrabbling backward up a
conveni ent boul der.

"I"'mmuch better. Truly I am You go on ahead. |—=

H s protestations were cut short by an exclamation of pain. He would have
fallen, but Haplo planted his shoulder in the Sartan's mddle, lifted him and
tossed himonto the back of the dog before Alfred knew precisely what had
happened, where he was, or which end of himwas up.

Once he figured all these out, he realized he was sitting on the back of the
dog—ow the size of a young dragon—and he was well above the ground. Gving a
| ow moan, shutting his eyes, Alfred flung his arns around the dog's neck and
hung on for dear life, nearly choking the animal.

Hapl o managed to pry |loose the Sartan's death-like grip, at |east enough to
| et the dog breathe.

"Come on, boy," he said to the animal. He | ooked over at the assassin. "You

all right?"

Hugh the Hand gave Hapl o a quizzical glance. "You people could take over the
world."

"Yeah," said Haplo. "Let's go."

He and the assassin set off at a run. The dog—waith Alfred clinging and
groani ng and keeping his eyes shut—trotted easily al ong behi nd.

Hapl o—keeping | ow—<rept up the side of the ridge to join Marit. He left the
others at the bottom awaiting his signal before proceeding.

"What have we got?" he asked softly, though by now he could see for hinself.

Of to his left, a large group of tiger-men was crossing the plain below They
| oped along at a leisurely pace on two |l egs. They didn't pause to | ook around,



but kept coming. And there were at least forty.
"This is no ordinary hunting pack," Haplo said.

"No," Marit agreed. "There're too many of them They're not fanning out, not
stopping to sniff the air. And they're all arned."

"Al'l heading straight in this direction. And us with our backs against the
mount ai n." Hapl o scanned the vast plain in discouragenent. "And no hel p down
there."”

"I"'mnot so sure,” Marit said, sweeping her hand to her right. "Look over
there, on the horizon. Wat do you see?"

Hapl o | ooked, squinted. Gay clouds hung Iow, fingers of nmist dragged over the
tops of a distant stand of fir trees. The jagged peaks of snow capped
nmount ai ns coul d be seen when the mst lifted. And there, above the dull green
of the firs, about halfway up the side of one of the nountains..

"I'"ll be damed!" Haplo breathed. "A fire."

Now that his attention was drawn to the brilliant spot of orange, he wondered
that he hadn't noticed it immediately, for it was the only splotch of color in
the dismal world. He let hope, kindled by the flane, warm himan instant, then
qui ckly stamped it out.

"A dragon attack," he said. "It has to be. Look how far it is above the
treetops.”

Marit shook her head. "I've been watching the fire while you were down there
fooling with the Sartan. It burns steadily. Dragon-flane cones and goes. It
may be a village. | think we should try for it."

Hapl o | ooked at the tiger-nmen, steadily decreasing the distance between

t hensel ves and their prey. He | ooked back at the flanme, which continued to
burn steadily, brightly, alnmpst defiantly lighting the gl oom Whatever

deci sion they made woul d have to be made soon. Heading for the fire would
carry themdown the ridge, into the plains, clearly into view of the
tiger-nen. It would be a desperate race.

Hugh the Hand crawl ed up on his belly beside Haplo.

"What is it?" he grunted. Hi s eyes wi dened at the sight of the cats noving
purposefully toward them But he said nothing beyond another grunt.

Hapl o pointed. "What do you nmake of that?"

"A beacon fire," Hugh the Hand said pronptly. "There nust be a fortress near
here.”

Hapl o shook his head. "You don't understand. Qur people don't build
fortresses. Mud and grass huts, easily put up, easily abandoned. Qur people
are nomads—for reasons like that." He glanced at the tiger-nmen.

Hugh the Hand chewed thoughtfully on the pipe stem "It sure as hell |ooks
like a beacon fire to me. 'Course,” he added dryly, renmpving the pipe, "in a
pl ace where house cats are as big as nen and dogs are as big as trees, | could
be m staken."

"Beacon fire or not, we have to try for it. There's no other choice," Marit



i nsi st ed.

She was right. No other choice. And no nore time to stand here argui ng about
it. Besides, if they could just nake the forest safely, that m ght di scourage
their pursuers. The tiger-men didn't like the forests, the territory of their
| ongtime foes, wolfen and snogs.

Wl fen and snogs—ether threats they'd have to face. But—ene way of dying at a
tine.

"They'l|l spot us the nmonent we break cover. Run down the ridge and across the

pl ai ns. Make straight for the trees. If we're lucky, they won't follow us into
the forest. Not rmuch use in setting an order of march. Try to keep together."

Hapl o | ooked around, brought the dog forward with a gesture.

Al fred opened his eyes, took one | ook at the band of tiger-nen noving toward
them gave a groan, and shut his eyes again.

"Don't faint," Haplo told him "You'll fall off and I'lIl be damed if |'m
going to stop and put you back on."

Al fred nodded, clutched the dog's fur even nore tightly.

Hapl o pointed toward the woods. "Take himthere, boy," he ordered.
The dog, realizing this was serious work now, cast a bal eful glance at the
tiger-nmen and then stared at the forest with fixed determi nation

Haplo drew in a deep breath. "Let's go."

They plunged down the side of the ridge. Alnost instantly, wild cat screans
rose on the air—horrible sounds that raised the hair on the back of the neck
sent shivers through the body. Fortunately, the ridge was made of granite,
solid and hard, and they were able to scranmble down it swiftly. Mving at an
angle away fromthe tiger-nen, the small band reached the | evel plains ahead
of their pursuers.

The ground was now snooth and fl at; whatever type of vegetation had once
covered it appeared to have been deliberately cut down, allowing themto run
unobstructed. The thought occurred to Haplo, bounding swiftly over the dark
black dirt, that he m ght have been dashing across lush farm and perched hi gh
in the nossbeds of Pryan. The idea was |udicrous, of course. H's people were
hunters and gatherers, fighters and roamers, not farmers. He put the thought
out of his mind, put his head down, and concentrated on punping his |egs.

The | evel ground was an advantage to Haplo and his group, but it was also a
di stinct advantage to the tiger-men. Hapl o, glancing behind, saw that the
creatures had dropped to all fours, their powerful linbs galloping with ease
over the dirt and plant stubble.

Their slant-eyes glittered green; the glistening fangs in their panting nouths
were spread wide in grins of blood-lust and the thrill of the chase. The dog
had raced on ahead, Alfred bunping and jouncing, his legs flung up and back
and si deways. The dog easily outdi stanced those on foot. Casting a worried
backward gl ance at its master, it started to slow, waited for himto catch up

"Go on!" Hapl o shout ed.

The dog, though seem ngly unhappy about |eaving himbehind, did as it was
told. It sped for the woods.



A clunk at Haplo's left side caused himto | ook down. The w cked sharp edges
of a cat's paw shone white against the soil. The weapon had fallen short of
its mark, but not by nuch. He increased his speed, using his nmagic to enhance
his body's strength and stanmina. Marit was doi ng the sane.

Hugh the Hand was keepi ng up ganely when suddenly he pitched forward and | ay
face down in the dirt. Blood dribbled froma wound on his head. A cat's paw
lay at his side. Haplo veered off course to help. Another cat's paw whined
through the air.

Hapi o ignored it. The assassin was out cold.
"Marit!" Haplo called.

She gl anced back, first at him then at their pursuers gaining on them She
made a swift notion with her hand that said, Leave himl He's finished!

Hapl o had his hand under Hugh's left shoul der, was draggi ng the unconsci ous
man to his feet. Marit appeared at the human's right side. Sonething struck
Haplo in the back, but he paid little attention to it. A cat's paw, but it had
| anded t he wrong way, claws outward.

"Join the circle!"™ he told Marit.

"You're crazy!" she retorted. "You'll get us all killed! And for what? A
mensch!" Her tone was bitter, but when she | ooked at Haplo, he was startled
and warned to see grudging adniration in her eyes.

Cat chi ng hold of Hugh the Hand, she whi spered the runes beneath her breath.
The blue and red gl ow from her body fl owed over the human as Hapl o's magic
flowed over himfromthe other side. Hugh the Hand began to stunble forward,
| egs acting at the magic's conmand, not his own. He ran in a sl eepwal ki ng
stupor, rem nding Hapl o of the automaton back on Arianus.

Thei r conbi ned magi ¢ kept the human going, but only at a cost to both the
Patryns. The forest appeared to be farther off than it had at the begi nning of
their nmad dash. Haplo could hear the tiger-nen close behind them now, hear the
thud of their paws in the dirt, the Iow grow s and whi nes of pleasurable
anticipation of the kill.

No nore cat's paws were thrown. Hapl o wondered why at first, then realized
grimy that the beasts had decided their crippling weapons were no | onger
necessary. The prey was obviously wearing out.

Hapl o heard a snarl. Marit screaned a warning; she let Hugh fall. A heavy
wei ght hit Haplo from behind, dragged hi mdown. Fetid breath on his face
sickened him claws tore at his flesh. H's defensive magi c react ed-bl ue
rune-fire crackled. The tiger-man how ed in pain; the weight on top of Haplo
lifted.

But if one tiger-man had caught him others wouldn't be far behind. Haplo

| evered hinself up with his hands, struggled to regain his feet. He could hear
Marit's shrill battle cries, caught a glinpse of her jabbing at one of the
tiger-nen with a wooden spear. Hapl o drew his dagger as another tiger-man
struck him this time fromthe side. He and the tiger-man went down, rolling
over and over, Haplo stabbing with the knife, the tiger-man tearing at the
Pa-tryn's unprotected face with ripping cl aws.

A | oud boom ng bark, roaring like thunder, erupted from overhead. The dog had



dropped off Alfred, returned to join the fray. G abbing hold of the tiger-nman
on top of Haplo, the dog yanked the beast off and began to shake it back and
forth, hoping to break its spine.

And suddenly, astonishingly, Haplo heard calls and yells coming fromthe
forest. Arrows whistled above him several of the tiger-men shrieked and
slunmped to the ground.

A group of Patryns emerged fromthe trees. Hurling spears and javelins, they
drove the tiger-men away. Another flight of arrows sent the beasts fleeing
back across the plains in thwarted rage.

Hapl o was dazed and bl eeding; the cuts on his face burned like fire. "Marit,"
he said, trying to find her in the confusion

She stood over the body of a tiger-man, her bl oodi ed spear in her hand. Seeing
her unhurt, Haplo rel axed. Several Patryns had hold of Hugh the Hand, and,

al t hough obvi ously perplexed at the sight of a man bereft of tattoos, they
were carrying himgently but hastily into the shelter of the woods.

Hapl o wondered wearily what they nust think of Alfred.

A woman knelt down beside Haplo. "Can you wal k? W& caught the tiger-men by
surprise, but a pack that large will soon get its courage back. Here, | will
| end you ny hel p—=

The wonman reached for Haplo's hand to assist himto his feet, perhaps to share
her magic with him But soneone noved in front of the wonman. Mark's hand
cl asped his.

"Thank you, Sister," said Marit. "He has help already."
"Very well, Sister," said the woman with a smle and a shrug. She turned to
keep an eye on the tiger-nmen, who had retreated but were prow ing about at a
saf e di stance

Haplo, with Marit's assistance, rose stiffly to his feet. He'd fallen with one
knee bent at an angle, and when he tried to put his weight on it, pain shot

t hrough his I eg. Reaching up his hand, he gingerly touched his face, drew his
fingers back red with bl ood.

"You were lucky, the claws just mssed your eye," Marit told him "Here, |ean
on ne."

Haplo's injury wasn't serious; he could have managed to wal k on his own. But
he didn't particularly want to. He draped his armover Mrit's shoul der. Her
strong arns encircled him supported him

"Thanks," he said softly. "For this and—=
She cut himoff. "W're even now," she returned. "Your life for mne."

And t hough her voice was chill, her touch was gentle. He tried to see into her
eyes, but she kept her face averted fromhis. The dog had transforned back to
its normal size, was ganboling happily at his side.

Looki ng ahead, into the forest, Haplo saw Al fred standing on one foot |ike an
ungainly bird, peering out at them winging his hands in anxiety. The Patryns
had carried Hugh the Hand into the woods. He had regai ned consci ousness, was

already attenpting to sit up, waving off both their aid and their baffled and



curious inspection

"W woul d have nade it safely,” Marit said abruptly, "if you hadn't stopped to
hel p the nmensch. It was foolish. You should have left him"

"The tiger-men would have killed him"
"But according to you, he can't die!"

"He can die," said Haplo, accidentally putting his injured leg to the ground.
He wi nced. "He conmes back to life and the nmenory cones back as well. The
menory's worse than the dying." Pausing a noment, he added, "W're a | ot

ali ke—he and I."

She was silent, thoughtful. He wondered if she understood. They had al nost
reached the edge of the woods. Stopping, she | ooked sideways at him

"The Haplo | knew would have left him™"

What was she saying? He couldn't tell by her tone. Was it oblique praise?
O denunci ati on?

CHAPTER 36

THE LABYRI NTH

THE TI GER- MEN SET UP A HOAL OF DI SAPPO NTMENT WHEN THE Patryns entered the
woods.

"I'f you and your friends can manage to go on a little farther w thout
healing," the woman told Haplo, "we should push ahead. The tiger-men have been
known to follow prey into the forest before now. And in such | arge nunbers,
they won't give up easily.”

Hapl o | ooked around. Hugh the Hand was pal e; blood covered his head; but he
was on his feet. He couldn't understand the wonan's words, but he nust have
guessed their inport. Seeing Hapl o's questioning glance, the assassin nodded
grimy.

"l can neke it."

Hapl o' s gaze shifted to AlIfred. He was wal king on two feet as well as he ever
wal ked on two feet, which nmeant that even as Haplo | ooked at him Alfred

tri pped over an exposed tree root. Regaining his balance, he smled; his hands
fluttered. When he spoke, he spoke human. As did Hugh the Hand.

"I took advantage of the confusion... Wen they went out to help you, while no
one was looking, I... well... The idea of riding on the dog again ... |
t hought it would be easier..."

"You heal ed yoursel f," Hapl o concl uded.

He al so spoke human. The Patryns were watching them They could use their
magi ¢ to understand the nensch | anguage but they weren't doing it; probably
out of politeness. They wouldn't need their magic in order to understand
Sartan | anguage, however—a | anguage based on the runes. Wile they m ght not
like it, they would have no difficulty recognizing it.

"Yes, | healed nyself," Alfred replied. "I deened it best. Save tine and



trouble...”
"And unfortunate questions,” Haplo said softly.
Al fred gl anced sideways at the other Patryns and flushed. "That too."

Hapl o si ghed, wondered why he hadn't thought of this sooner. If the Patryns

di scovered Al fred was a Sartan—their ages-old eneny, an eneny that they'd
been taught to hate fromthe noment they could understand what hatred
was—there was no telling what they mght do to him Well, Haplo would try to
keep up the pretense that Alfred was a nmensch, |ike Hugh the Hand. That woul d
be difficult enough to expl ai n—wpst Patryns living in the Labyrinth would have
never heard of any of the so-called "lesser" races. They all would have heard
of the Sartan.

Al fred was | ooki ng sideways at Marit.

"I won't betray you," she replied scornfully. "At |east not yet. They m ght
take out their wath on the rest of us."

Wth a scathing glance at the Sartan, she left Haplo's side. Several of the
other Patryns were noving on, to act as scouts for the trail ahead. Marit
j oi ned them

Hapl o dragged his thoughts back to the imredi ate, dangerous circunstances.
"Keep near Hugh," he ordered Alfred. "Warn himnot to mention anythi ng about
Sartan. We don't want to give themideas."

"I understand." Alfred' s gaze followed Marit, wal king with several of the
Patryn men. "I'msorry, Haplo," he added quietly. "Because of ne, your people
have become your enenies.”

"Forget it," Haplo said grimy. "Just do as you're told. Here, boy."

Whistling to the dog, he began to linp on down the trail. Afred fell back to
wal k besi de Hugh the Hand.

The Patryns left the two strangers al one, though Haplo noticed that several
Patryns took up places behind, their eyes on Hugh and Alfred, their hands
never far fromtheir weapons.

The wonman—the | eader of what Hapl o assunmed was a hunting party—oined him
wal ked al ong besi de. She was burning with questions; Haplo could see the
glittering light in her brown eyes. But she would not ask them It was for
sven the the headnan of the tribe to question a stranger-strangest of
strangers.

"I amcalled Haplo," he said, touching briefly the heart-rune on his |eft
breast. He wasn't required to tell her his nane, but he did so out of courtesy
and to indicate his gratitude for her rescue.

"I amKari," she replied, smling at him touching her own heart-rune.

She was tall and lank, with the hard-nuscl ed body of a Runner. Yet she nust be
a Squatter; otherw se what was she doing | eading a hunting party?

"I't was lucky for us you came when you did," Haplo remarked, |inping al ong
pai nful ly.

Kari did not offer to assist him to do so would have been an insult to Marit,



who had nade it clear that she had some sort of interest in Haplo. Kari slowed
her own pace to match his. She kept quiet watch as they wal ked, but she didn't
appear particularly concerned that they were being followed. Haplo could see
no indication fromthe sigla on his skin that the tiger-nen were trailing
them "It was not luck," Kari replied calmy. "W were sent to find you. The
headman t hought you might be in trouble.”

Now it was Haplo's turn to burn with questions, but—out of politeness—he
dared not ask them It was the headman's prerogative to explain his reasons
for doing sonmething. Certainly the rest of the tribe would never consider

of fering expl anations of their own, putting their words into another's nouth.

The conversation lagged a bit at this point. Haplo gl anced about with a
nervousness that was not all feigned. "Don't worry," said Kari. "The tiger-nen
are not follow ng us."

"It wasn't that," Haplo answered. "Before we net them we saw flanmes. | was
afraid that perhaps a dragon was attacking a village nearby—

Kari was amused. "You don't know much about dragons, do you, Hapl o?"

Hapl o smiled and shrugged. It had been a nice try. "All right, so it isn't
dragon-fire—=

"It is our fire," Kari said. "W built it."

Hapl o shook his head. "Then apparently you're the ones who don't know nuch
about dragons. The bl aze can be seen a | ong way off—=

"OfF course." Kari continued to be anmused. "It is neant to be seen. That's why
we light it on the tower. It is a welcome fire."

Hapl o frowned. "Forgive ne for saying this, Kari, but if your headman has made
this decision, it seenms to ne that he nust suffer fromthe sickness.* |'m
surprised you haven't been attacked before now "

*Probably a reference to Labyrinth sickness—a formof insanity affecting
Patryns, brought on by the terrors and hardship of life in the Labyrinth.

"W have been," Kari said nonchalantly. "Many, nmany times. Far nore in past
generations than these days, of course. Very fewthings in the Labyrinth are
strong enough or daring enough to attack us now. "

"Past generations?" Haplo's jaw sagged.

Who in the Labyrinth could speak of past generations? Few chil dren knew their
own parents. Oh, occasionally some large Squatter tribe mght date itself back
to a headnman's father, but that was rare. Generally the tribes were either

wi ped out or scattered. Survivors joined up with, were absorbed into other
tribes.

The past, in the Labyrinth, went back no further than yesterday. And one never
spoke of a future.

Hapl o opened his mouth, shut it again. To ask any nore would be insulting.
He' d al ready overstepped the bounds as it was. But he was uneasy. He gl anced
nore than once at the telltale sigla on his skin. None of this made sense.
Were they being lured into some sort of elaborate trap?

W are, he renminded hinself, in the very heart, at the very beginning of the



Labyri nt h.

"Come, speak freely, Haplo," Kari said, sensing his disconfort, perhaps his
suspi ci on. "Wat question is in your nind?"

"I"ve come here for a purpose," he said to her. "I'mlooking for sonmeone. A
little girl. Her age woul d be seven, naybe eight gates. She is called Rue."

Kari nodded cal ny.

"You know her?" Haplo's pul se qui ckened with hope. He couldn't believe it. He
had found her already..

"l know several ," Kari answered.

"Several! But how—=

"Rue is not an uncomon nane in the Labyrinth," Kari said with a wy snile.
"I... | suppose not," Haplo rmunbl ed.

Tb be honest, he'd never thought about it, never considered the possibility
that there m ght be nore than one child in the Labyrinth named Rue. He was not
used to thinking of people in terms of names. He couldn't recall his parents'
names. O the nane of the headman in the tribe that had raised him Even
Marit. She had been "the wonan" to him when he thought about her. The Lord of
t he Nexus was just that-his |ord.

Hapl o | ooked down at the dog trotting along next to him The ani mal had saved
his life—and he'd never bothered to give it a nane. It wasn't until he had
passed through Death's Gate, wasn't until he had entered the worlds of mensch
that he'd really beconme consci ous of names, cone to think of people as
separ at e bei ngs—+nportant beings, distinct and individual

And he wasn't the only one who had a problemw th names. Haplo slid a gl ance
back at Al fred—traipsing down the path, stumbling over any obstacle that
presented itself, tripping over snmooth ground if nothing el se was avail abl e.

What's your true name, Sartan? Hapl o wondered suddenly. And why haven't you
ever told anyone?

The Patryns had covered a | ong distance. Haplo's | eg was giving himincreasing
troubl e, causing himincreasing pain before Kari finally called a halt. The
gray gl oom was darkeni ng; night was coming. It was dangerous to travel through
the Labyrinth at any tinme, but far nore dangerous after dark

They had reached a clearing in the forest, near a stream Kari exanmined it,
consulted with her party, then announced that they would camp here for the
ni ght .

"Heal yourselves," she told Haplo. "W have food for you. Then sleep in peace.
VW will keep watch."

The Patryns brought them hot food, cooking it over a small fire that they
built in a clearing. Hapl o was astounded at their bol dness, but said nothing.
To have regi stered any sort of protest would have been to question Kari's

aut hority, something that—-as a stranger and one who' d been rescued by her-he
had no right to do. He was relieved to note that they were at |east sensible
enough not to allow the blaze to snoke.



Once her guests were served, Kari asked courteously if there were other
conforts she could provide for them

"Your two friends do not speak our |anguage," she said, with a glance at Hugh
and Alfred. "Are their needs different fromours? Is there anything special we
can bring thenP"

"No," Haplo replied. "Thank you."
He had to give her credit. That, too, had been a nice try.

Kari nodded and |l eft. She set the watch, posting |ookouts on the ground and in
the trees. Then she and the rest of her people sat down to eat. She did not
ask Haplo and the others to join her circle. This could be taken for a bad
sign—ene didn't share food with one's eneny. Or again, it might be courtesy,
an assunption that since the two strangers did not speak the | anguage they
woul d be nmore confortable alone with their conpanions.

Marit returned, silently joined them She kept her eyes on her meal —a m xture
of dried nmeat and fruit wapped and cooked in grape | eaves. The dog shared
Hapl o's neal, then fl opped over on its side and, with a tired sigh, fell sound
asl eep.

"What's goi ng on, Hapl o?" Hugh the Hand questi oned, keeping his voice |ow
"These peopl e may have saved our lives, but they don't seemoverfriendly. Are
we their prisoners now? Wy are we hanging around with then"

Haplo smiled. "It's nothing |like that. They're uncertain of us. They've never
seen people like you two and they don't understand. No, we're not their
prisoners. W could | eave anytime we wanted and they'd never say a word. But
it's dangerous traveling in the Labyrinth—-as you' ve seen. W need to rest,
heal our wounds, build up our strength. They'll escort us to their village—=

"How do you know you can trust then?" the Hand demanded
"Because they're ny people,” Haplo returned quietly.

Hugh the Hand grunted. "That little murderer Bane was one of ny people. So was
that accursed father of his."

"It's different with us," said Haplo. "It's this place, this prison. For
generations, ever since we were sent here, we've had to work together to
simply survive. Fromthe nonent we're born, our lives are in sonmeone el se's
keepi ng—ei ther father or nother, or maybe conplete strangers. It doesn't
matter. And it continues like that throughout our lives. No Patryn woul d ever
hurt or kill or... or..."

"Betray his lord?" Marit asked.

She flung her food to the ground. Junping to her feet —startling the sleeping
dog to wakeful ness—she stal ked of f.

Hapl o started to call her back, faltered, and fell silent. Wat could he say?

The other Patryns had stopped talking to stare at her, wondering what was
wrong, where she was going, Marit grabbed a water skin and wal ked down to the
smal |l stream where she made a pretense of filling it. There were no stars or
nmoon in the Labyrinth, but the firelight reflected off the | eaves of the
trees, glanced off the surface of the stream providing enough light to see
by. She took care to keep within the light—+o0 do otherwise was to invite



t roubl e.

The other Patryns went back to the neal and their talk. Kari followed Mrit
with her eyes, then turned a cool, thoughtful gaze on Haplo.

He was cursing hinmself for a fool. Wat had he been thinking about? My
peopl e—so superior. He was beginning to sound like a Sartan. Well, the late
Samah, at least. Certainly not Alfred—a Sartan who had difficulty feeling
superior to dirt wornms.

"So what's your point?" Hugh the Hand asked, filling in the awkward sil ence.

"Not hi ng," Haplo nuttered. "Never nind." Maybe they did in fact have to worry
about these Patryns. We were sent to find you. The tiger-men had been sent to
find them too. And Haplo was lying to his people, deceiving them bringing
the ancient eneny into their mdst.

A Patryn mal e, who had acconpanied Marit during the day, went to the stream
started to sit down beside her. She turned her shoulder to him averted her
face. Shrugging, the Patryn wal ked of f.

Hapl o stood up painfully, linmped down to the stream Marit was sitting al one,
shoul ders hunched, knees drawn up, her chin resting on her knees. Rolling
herself into a ball, Haplo had once teasingly described this position

Hearing his footsteps, she glanced up, frowning, ready to repel any intrusion
Seeing that it was him she relaxed somewhat, did not drive himaway, as he
had nore than hal f - expect ed.

"I came for some water," he said stupidly.

She nmade no comment. The inane remark certainly didn't deserve one. He bent
down, cupped his hand, drank, though he wasn't really thirsty. He sat down
besi de her. She did not |ook at him but stared into the water, which was
clear and cold and fast-running.

"I asked about our daughter," he said. "There are several girls in the village
about her age named Rue. | don't know why, but | didn't expect that."

She said nothing, stared at the water. Picking up a stick, she thrust it into
the stream The water altered course, swirled around it in whorls and ripples,
kept goi ng.

"I hate this place," she said abruptly. "I loathe it, fear it. I left it. But
| never really left it. |I dreamof it, always. And when | came back, | was
frightened, but a part of nme... a part of nme..." She swallowed, frowned, shook

her head angrily.

"—felt as if you'd conme hone," he finished for her

Her eyes blinked rapidly. "But | haven't," she said in a low voice. "I can't."
She gl anced over her hunched shoul der at the Patryns, gathered together. "I'm
different." Another noment's silence, then she said, "That's what you neant,
wasn't it?"

"About Hugh and me being alike?" Hapl o knew exactly what she was thinking,
feeling. "Now I'm begi nning to understand how the Sartan came to name Death's
Gate. When we passed through Death's Gate, you and | both died, in a way. Wen
we try to come back here, come back to our old life, it isn't possible. W've
bot h changed. W've both been changed."



Hapl o knew what had changed him He wondered very much what had happened to
change Marit.

"But | didn't feel like this when | was in the Nexus," Mrit protested.

"That's because being in the Nexus isn't truly |eaving the Labyrinth. You can
see the Final Gate. Everyone's thoughts are centered in the Labyrinth. You
dream about it, as you said. You feel the fear. But now, you dream about ot her
t hi ngs, other places..."

Did Hugh the Hand drean? Did he dream about that haven of peace and |ight he'd
descri bed? Was that what made it so hard, so very hard to come back?

And what did Marit dreanf

What ever it was, she obviously wasn't going to tell him

"I'n the Labyrinth, the circle of ny being enconpassed only nyself,"'
on.-"It never really included anyone el se, not even you."

Hapl o went

She | ooked over at him

"Just as yours never really included ne," he added quietly.

She | ooked away agai n.

"No names," Haplo continued. "Only faces. Circles touched, but never joined—
She shivered, made a sound, and he stopped tal king, waited for her to say
sormet hi ng.

She kept silent.

Hapl o had hit sone vital part of her, but he couldn't tell what. He went on
tal ki ng, hoping to draw her out. "In the Labyrinth, ny circle was a shelf
protecting me fromfeeling anything. | planned to keep it that way, but first
the dog broke the circle, and after that, when | went beyond Death's Gate,

ot her people just sort of seeped inside. My circle grew, expanded.

"I didn't intend it. | didn't want it. But what choice did | have? It was
either that or die. I've known fear out there, worse than any fear in the
Labyrinth. | healed a young man—an elf. | was healed by Al fred-nay eneny. 1've
seen wonders and horrors. |'ve known happiness, hurt, sorrow. |'ve conme to
know nysel f.

"What changed nme? 1'd like to blame it on that chanber. That Chanber of the
Damed. Alfred's Seventh Gate. A brush with the 'higher power' or whatever it
was. But | don't think that was the cause. It was Linbeck and his speeches and
Jarre calling hima druz. It was the dwarf maid Gundl e and the human girl,

Al ake, who died in ny arns."

Hapl o smiled, shook his head. "It was even those four irritating, quarreling
mensch on Pryan: Paithan, Rega, Roland, and Al eatha. | think about them
wonder if they've managed to survive."

Hapl o touched the skin of his forearm the tattoos were glowi ng faintly,

i ndi cati ng danger, but a danger that was far away. "You should have seen how
the nmensch stared when they first saw ny skin start to glow | thought

Grundl e's eyes were going to roll out of her head. Now, anmong ny own people, |



feel the way | did anong the mensch—+'mdifferent. My journeys have left their
mark on nme and | know that they nust be able to see it. | can never be one of
t hem agai n. "

He waited for Marit to say sonething, but she didn't. She jabbed the stick
into the water and huddl ed away from him Cbviously she wanted to be al one.

Standi ng up, he linped back to his bed, to heal hinself —as far as
possi bl e—and try to sleep.

"Xar," Marit pleaded silently after Haplo had gone. "Husband, Lord, please
help ne, guide ne. I'mso afraid, so desperately afraid. And alone. | don't
know ny own people anynmore. |'m not one of them"

"Do you blanme nme for that?" Xar questioned mldly.

"No," Marit answered, poking the stick into the stream "I blanme Haplo. He
brought the mensch here, and the Sartan. Their presence puts us all in
danger. "

"Yes, but it may work for us in the end. You say you are at the very begi nning
of the Labyrinth. This village, fromwhat you describe, must be an incredibly
| arge one, larger by far than any | ever knew existed. This suits ne well. |
have forned a plan."

"Yes, Lord." Marit was relieved, vastly relieved. The burden was to be lifted
from her shoul ders.

"When you reach the village, Wfe, this is what you will do..."

It was now extrenely dark; Haplo could barely find his way back to the group
Hugh the Hand | ooked up at him hopefully, a hope that di ed when he saw t hat
Hapl o' s hands were enpty. "I thought you'd gone to get us something nore to
eat."

Hapl o shook his head. "There is nothing nore. W have a saying: 'The hungrier
you are, the faster you'll run.""

The Hand grow ed, and-scowl i ng darkl y—he went to the streamto fill his
stomach with water. He noved silently, stealthily, as he always noved, as he
had trained hinmself to move. Marit didn't hear him com ng, apparently, and
when he drew near, she gave a violent start.

"Aguilty start,” the Hand told Haplo later, describing the incident. "And
could have sworn | heard her talking to soneone.”

Hapl o brushed it off; what el se could he do? She was hiding sonething from
him of that he was certain. He longed to be able to trust her, but he
couldn't. Did she feel the same about hin? Did she want to trust hin? O was
she only too happy to hate hinf?

Marit wal ked over to join the circle of Patryns, tossing down her water skin
anong them as an offering. Perhaps she was out to prove that she, at |east,
was still one with her people.

Kari | ooked over at Haplo, extending an invitation. He could have joined them
if he had wanted, but he was too tired, too sore to nove. Hi s | eg ached and
the scratches on his face burned like fire. He needed to heal hinself, to
close the circle of his being—as best he could, considering the circle was
torn and woul d be forever



He scraped together a bed of dried fir needles and | ay down.
Hugh t he Hand sat down beside him
"I"ll take the first watch," the assassin offered quietly.

"No, you won't," Haplo told him "To do so would be an insult, would I ook as
if we didn't trust them Lie down. Get sonme rest. You, too, Alfred.”

The Hand t hought he was going to argue; then he shrugged and stretched hinself
out on the ground, propped up against the curved bole of a tree. "Anything
says |'ve got to fall asleep?" he asked, crossing his |legs and taking out his

pi pe.

Haplo smiled tiredly. "Just don't make it | ook too obvious." He petted the
dog, which had curled up beside him

It raised its head lazily, blinked at him went back to its dreans.

Hugh the Hand stuck the pipe between his teeth. "I won't. |If anyone asks, [|'ll
say I'mtroubled with insomia. Eternal insomia." He cast a dark gl ance at
Al fred.

The Sartan flushed, his face reddening in the glow cast by the fire. He had
been attenpting to find hinself a place to sleep, but first he'd struck his
head on a buried rock; then he'd apparently sat down on an anthill, because he
suddenly leapt to his feet and began sl apping at his |egs.

"Stop it!" Haplo commanded irritably. "You're drawing attention to yourself."

Al fred coll apsed hastily to the ground. A faint expression of pain crossed his
face. He reached underneath him renoved a pine cone, and tossed it away.

Cat chi ng Hapl o' s di sapprovi ng gl ance, the Sartan hunkered down in the dirt and
attenpted to | ook confortable. Surreptitiously, his hand slid underneath his
bony posterior, renmoved anot her pine cone.

Hapl o cl osed his eyes, began the healing process. Slowy the pain in his knee
receded, the burning cuts on his face closed. But he couldn't sleep. Eterna

i nsomi a, as Hugh the Hand had put it.

The other Patryns set the watch, doused the fire. Darkness closed over them
lit only by the softly glowing sigla on the skin of his people. Danger was
around them always around them Marit did not return to her group, nor did
she stay with the other Patryns, but chose a place to sleep about hal fway

bet ween bot h.

Hugh the Hand sucked on the enpty pipe. Alfred began to snore. The dog chased
something in a dream

And just when Hapl o had decided that he couldn't sleep, he slept.
CHAPTER 37

THE Cl TADEL

PR AN

XAR HAD REACHED A DECI SION. H S PLANS WERE FORMED; NOW he set about putting
theminto action. He had arranged with Marit for the Patryns of the Labyrinth



to deal with Haplo, keep himsafe until Sang-drax reached him

As for Sang-drax, Xar had concluded that the question of the dragon-snake's
loyalty was not a factor. After nuch thought on the matter, Xar was confident
that Sang-drax's primary notivation was hatred—the dragon-snake hated Hapl o,
want ed revenge. Sang-drax would not rest until he had sought out Haplo and
destroyed him That would take sonme tinme, Xar reasoned. Even for sonmeone as
power ful as Sang-drax, the Labyrinth was not easily traversed. By the tine the
dr agon-snake had his coils wapped around Haplo, Xar would be there to see to
it that his prize was not damaged beyond useful ness.

Xar's imredi ate problemwas the killing of the nmensch. Gven the lord' s power
and skill in magic, the murder of two elves, two humans, and a dwarf (none of
them overly intelligent) should not be a concern. The Lord of the Nexus could
have destroyed themall sinultaneously with a few gestures in the air and a
spoken word or two. But it was not the manner of their dying that worried him
it was the condition of the corpses after death.

He studied the nmensch under various circunstances for a day or two, and

concl uded that, even dead, they would never be able to stand up to the tytans.
The elven male was tall, but thin, with fragile bone structure. The human mnal e
was tall with good bones and muscle. Unfortunately, this male appeared to be
suffering frompangs of thwarted | ove and consequently had let his body go to
ruin. The human fenal e was stocky, but nuscular. The dwarf, though short in
stature, had the strength of his race and was the best of a bad lot. The el ven
femal e was hopel ess.

It was essential, therefore, that the nensch in death should be better than
they were in life. Their corpses had to be fit and strong. And, npst

i mportant, they had to be endowed with a strength and stami na the wetches did
not currently possess. Poison was the best way to nurder them but it needed
to be a special concoction—ene that would kill the body and at the same tine
make it healthier. A nost intriguing dichotony.

Xar began with a flask of ordinary water. Wrking the rune-magi c, considering
the possibilities, he altered the water's chemical structure. At last he felt
confident that he had succeeded; he had devel oped an elixir that would kil
—Aot inmmedi ately, but after a short period, say an hour or so, during which

t he body woul d begin a rapid accel eration of nuscle and bone tissue, a process
that would |l ater be further enhanced by the necromancy.

The poi son had one drawback: the bodies would wear out far faster than
ordi nary corpses. But Xar did not need these nmensch |ong; they had only to buy
hi m enough tine to reach the ship.

The elixir finished, including the final additive of a pleasing flavor of

spi ced wi ne, Xar prepared a feast. He concocted food, then placed the poi soned
wine in a large silver pitcher in the center of the table, and went to invite
the nensch to a party.

The first one he came across was the human femal e—he coul d never recall her
nane. In his nost charm ng manner, Xar asked her to join himthat evening for
a dinner of the nmost wonderful delicacies, all conplinents of the lord's

magi cal talent. He urged her to bring the others, and Rega, excited by this
break in their dull routine, hastened to do just that.

She went hunting for Paithan. She knew, of course, where to |look for him
Opening the door to the Star Chamber, she peered inside.

"Pai than?" she called, hesitant about entering. She hadn't gone into the



chanmber since the tine the cursed machi ne had nearly blinded her. "Could you
cone out here? | have sonething to tell you."

"Uh, | can't |leave right at the nmonent, sweetheart. | mean, well, it mght be
a while..."

"But, Paithan, it's inportant."

Rega took a tentative step inside the doorway. Paithan's voice was coming from
an odd direction.

"I't will have to wait... I"'mnot really able... 1've gotten nyself in a bit of
a... Can't quite figure out howto get down, you see..."

Rega couldn't see, at least not at the nmonment. Irritation overcom ng her fear
of the light, she walked into the Star Chanber. Hands on her hips, she glared
around the room

"Paithan, quit playing games this instant. Were are you?"

"Up... up here." Paithan's voice drifted down from above.
Astoni shed, Rega tilted her head, stared in the direction indicated. "Name of
t he ancestors, Pait, what are you doing up there?"

The el f, perched on the seat of one of the enornous chairs, peered back down
at her. He | ooked and sounded extremely unconfortable. "I came up here to..
um.. well ... see what it was like fromup here. The view, you know "

"Well, howis it?" Rega demanded.

Pai t han wi nced at the sarcasm "Not bad," he said, glancing around and
feigning interest. "Really quite nice..."

"Vi ew—+y ass!" Rega said | oudly.
"I can't, dear. Not fromthis angle. If you could bend over—

"You clinmbed up there to try to figure out how the damm chair works!" Rega

i nformed him "And now you can't get back down. \Wat did you have in m nd?
Pretending you're a tytan? Or naybe you thought the machi ne woul d m stake you
for a tytan! Not but what it mght. You ve got all the brains of one."

"I had to try something, Rega," Paithan excused hinself plaintively. "It
seened |ike a good idea at the tine.

The tytans are the key to this machine. | just knowit. That's why it's not
wor ki ng properly. If they were here—=

"—we'd all be dead," Rega inserted grimy, "and there'd be nothing to worry
about, least of all this stupid machine! How did you get up there?"

"Going up was easy-the chair legs are sort of rough with lots of footholds,
and el ves were always pretty fair clinbers and—=

"Well, just come down the same way."
"I can't. 1'Il fall. I tried once. My foot slipped. | was barely able to hang
on. | could just picture nyself pitching head first into that well." Paithan

clutched the edge of the chair seat. "You can't believe how deep and dark that
well looks fromup here. 1'll bet it goes clear into the center of Pryan.



could imagine nyself falling and falling and falling..."

"Don't think about it!" Rega told himirritably. "You're only making it
wor se! "

"It can't get much worse," Paithan said mserably. "Just |ooking down, | fee
like | mght throwup." H's face did have a greenish tinge.

"Thi s whol e busi ness makes nme feel like | nmight throw up," Rega nuttered,
taking a step or two backward, just to be out of range. She eyed him

t houghtfully. "The first thing I'mgoing to do—+f and when | ever get hi m out
of here—+s lock the door to this damm room and throw away the key."

"What did you say, dear?"

"I said what if Roland tosses up a length of rope? You could secure it to the
arm of the chair, then shinny down it."

"Do you have to tell your brother?" Paithan groaned. "Wy can't you do it?"

"Because it's going to take a strong armto throw the rope that far,'
ret ur ned.

Rega

"Roland will never let ne live this down,'
got an idea. Go ask the wi zard—=

Paithan said bitterly. "Look, 1've

"Eh?" came a quavering voice. "Sonmeone call for a w zard?"

The old man wandered into the room Seeing Rega, he smiled, doffed his
decrepit hat. "Here | am dad to be of service. Bond's the nanme. Janes Bond."

"The other wi zard!" Paithan hi ssed. "The useful one!"

"Great Scott!" The old nan froze. "It's Dr. No! He's found nme! Don't be
afraid, my dear." He reached out trenbling hands. "1'll save you—

"I can't get Lord Xar." Rega was explaining to Paithan. "That's what | canme to
tell you. He's busy planning a party. W're all invited—=

"A party. How wonderful!" The old man beanmed. "I'mquite fond of parties. Have
to get nmy tux out of nothballs—=

"A party!" Paithan repeated. "Yes, that would be great fun! Ateatha |oves

parties. W'll get her away fromthat strange nmaze where she spends all her
ti ne now—=

"And get her away fromthe dwarf," Rega added. "I haven't said anything
because, well, she is your sister, but I think there's sonmething sort of odd
going on there."

"What are you inplying?" Paithan gl ared down at Rega.

"Not hi ng, but it's obvious that Drugar adores her and, let's face it, she's
not really choosy about nen—=

"Ch, yes. After all, she did fall for your brother!" Paithan said viciously.
Rega flushed in anger. "I didn't nean—

The old man, follow ng Rega's gaze upward, gave a violent start. "I say! It is



Dr. No!"
"No— Pait han began.
"You see!" Zifnab yelled, triunphant. "He admits it!"

"I"m Pai than!" Paithan shouted, |eaning farther over the edge of the chair
seat than he'd intended. Shuddering, he slid hurriedly backward.

"The fool is stuck up there,"”
cone down."

Rega explained in icy tones. "He's scared to

"I"'mnot either," Paithan retorted sullenly. "I have the wong shoes on
that's all. "Il slip."

"You're sure he's not No?" the old man asked nervously.

"Yes, he's not No. | nmean no, he isn't... Never mnd." Rega was starting to
feel dizzy herself. "W've got to get himdown. Do you have any spells?"

"Dandy spell!"™ the old nan said i mediately. "Fire... Fire... Fireball! That's
it! W set the chair legs on fire and when they burn up—

"I don't think that will work!" Paithan protested |oudly.
The old man snorted. " 'Course it will. The chair goes up in flanes, and
pretty soon the seat doesn't have a leg to stand on and whoosh! Down she
cones!"

"Go get Roland," Paithan said in resigned tones. "And take himw th you," he
added, with a dark glance at the old man.

"Come on, sir," said Rega. Trying not to |augh, she guided the old man,
protesting, out of the Star Chanmber. "Yes, | do think it would be fun to set
the chair on fire. I wouldn't even mind setting Paithan on fire. But maybe
some other time. Perhaps you could go help Lord Xar with the party
arrangenents..."

"Party," the old man said, brightening. "I do |love a good party!"
"And hurry!" Paithan's voice cracked in panic. "The machine's starting up! |
think the starlight's about to conme on!"

As Paithan had said, Al eatha had been spending nost of her time with Drugar in
the maze. And, as she had prom sed, she had told no one about her discovery.
She m ght have, if they'd been nice to her; Al eatha rarely troubl ed herself
with the bother of keeping secrets. But the others, including Roland
(especially Roland), were all just as idiotic and juvenile as al ways.

"Paithan's involved with that stupid machine of his,” Al eatha told Drugar as
they traversed the maze. "Rega's involved with trying to uninvolve Paithan
with the stupid nmachi ne, and, as for Roland, who knows—er cares—what he's
doing." She sniffed. "Let them hang around with that horrid, ugly Xar. You and
| have found interesting people. Haven't we, Drugar?"

Drugar agreed. He always agreed with everything she said and was nore than
willing to take her into the maze anytinme she wanted to go.

They had gone the very next norning, when the star machine was on, but, as
Drugar had warned her, the fog-people weren't around. Al eatha and the dwarf



waited for a long time, but no one came. The starburst npsaic in the
anphi t heater remai ned deserted

Al eat ha, bored, wandered around the npsaic, staring down at it.
"Wy, |ook, Drugar," she said, kneeling. "lIsn't this pattern the same one
that's on the city gate?"

Drugar bent over to examine it. Yes, it was the same pattern. And in the
center of the runes was an enpty place, the sane as the enpty place on the
city gate.

Drugar fingered the anulet he wore around his neck. Wien he placed that amul et
in the enpty place, the gate opened. H's fingers grew cold; his hand shivered.
He backed away fromthe starburst hurriedly and gl anced at Al eatha, fearing
she had noticed, would have the sane idea.

But Al eatha had already lost interest. The people weren't here. The pl ace
was—for her—boring. She wanted to | eave, and Drugar was quite ready to | eave
with her.

That afternoon, however, the two came back. The light fromthe star nachine
was on and shining brightly. The people were wal ki ng around the sane as
bef ore.

Al eat ha sat and watched themin mngled frustration and joy, tried to listen
to them

"They're talking," she said. "I can see their nouths nove. Their hands nove
when they talk, help shape their words. They're real people. | know they are!
But where are they? What are they talking about? It's so irritating not to
know "

Drugar fingered his amul et, said nothing.

But her words stuck in the dwarf's mnd. The two returned to the naze the next
afternoon, and the afternoon after that. The dwarf now began to view the

f og- peopl e the way Al eatha viewed them-as real people. He began to notice

t hi ngs about them he thought he recognized sone of the dwarves fromthe day
previous. Elves and humans | ooked alike to hiny he couldn't tell whether they
were the sane or not. But the dwarves—ene in particul ar—he was certain had
been there before.

This dwarf was an ale nerchant. Drugar could tell by the plaiting of his
beard—+t was knotted in the guild braids —and by the silver nmug. Hanging from
a velvet ribbon around the dwarf's neck, the nug was used to offer custoners a
taste of his brew And apparently his ale' was good. The dwarf was well-to-do,
to judge by his clothes. Elves and humans greeted himw th respect, bow ng and
noddi ng. Some of the humans even dropped down on one knee to talk with the
dwarf, putting thenselves at his eye | evel -a courtesy Drugar had never in his
life imgi ned a human offering a dwarf.

But then, he'd never in his life had nuch to do with humans or el ves, for
whi ch he'd al ways been grat ef ul

"I'"ve named that elf right there Lord Gorgo," Aleatha said. Since the

fog- people wouldn't talk to her, she'd started tal ki ng about them She'd begun
to give them names and i magi ne what their relationships were to each other. It
anused her, in fact, to stand right next to one of the shadowy nen and di scuss
himw th the dwarf.



"I knew a Lord Gorgo once. H's eyes stuck out just |ike that poor nan's eyes
stick out. He does dress well, though. Miuch better than Gorgo, who had no
taste in clothes. That wonan he's with—frightful. She nust not be his

wi f e—+ook how she's clutching him Low cut dresses appear to be the fashion
there, but if |I had her bosons, |I'd button nmy collar up to ny chin. \Wat very
handsome human nmal es they have there. And wal ki ng about as freely as if they
owned the place. These elves treat their human sl aves very carel essly. Wy,

| ook, Drugar, there's that dwarf with the silver nmug. W saw hi myesterday.
And he's talking to Lord Gorgo! And here's a human coming up to join them |
believe | shall call himRolf. W had a slave once naned Rolf, who..."

But Drugar had stopped listening. Taking hold of the anulet, the dwarf |eft

t he bench where he'd been sitting and for the first tine ventured out into the
m dst of the people who seened so real and were so fal se, who tal ked so nuch
and were so silent.

"Drugar! You're here with us!" Al eatha | aughed and whirled in a dance, her

skirts billowing around her. "Isn't it fun?" Her dance ceased; she pouted.
"But it would be nore fun if they were real. Ch, Drugar, sometines | w sh
you' d never brought me here! | like it, but it nmakes me so homesick... Drugar

what are you doi ng?"

The dwarf ignored her. Renoving the amulet fromaround his neck, he knelt down
in the center of the starburst and placed the amulet in the enpty spot, just
as he had placed it in the sane enpty spot in the center of the city gate.

He heard Al eatha scream but the sound was distant, far distant, and he wasn't
certain he was even hearing it at all..

A hand cl apped hi mon the back.

"You, sir!" A voice booned, speaking dwarven. A silver nug waved in front of
Drugar's nose. "You'll be a stranger to our fair city, |I'mwagering. Now, sir,
how woul d you like a taste of the finest ale in all of Pryan?"

CHAPTER 38

THE LABYRI NTH

HAPLO WOKE THE NEXT MORNI NG, HEALED AND RESTED, AND LAY quietly for |ong

nmonents, listening to the sounds of the Labyrinth. He had hated this place
whil e he was trapped here. It had taken from himeverything he had ever |oved.
But it had given himeverything he had ever loved as well. Only now did he

realize it; only now did he cone to admit it.

The tribe of Squatters that had taken himin when he was a boy, after his
parents had been killed. He couldn't remenber any of their nanes, but he could
see their faces in the pale gray light that was little nmore than a brightening
of the darkness, but was norning to the Labyrinth. He hadn't thought about
themin a long tine, since the day he'd left. He'd put themout of his nind
then, as he'd assumed they nmust have put himout of their mnds. Now he knew
better.

The nmen who' d rescued that frightened little boy might still think about him
The ol d wonman who' d housed and fed hi m nust wonder about him wonder where he
was, what had happened to him The young man who'd taught himthe art of

i nscribing the sigla on weapons night be interested to know that his teaching
had proved val uabl e. Hapl o woul d have given a great deal nowto find them to
tell them to thank them



"I was taught to hate," he nused, listening to the rustle of small animals,
the bird calls he'd never truly heard until now, never truly forgotten. He
rubbed the jow s of the dog, which was snoozing with its head on its master's
chest. "I was never taught to love."

He sat up suddenly, disturbing the dog, which yawned, stretched, and dashed
off to annoy foraging squirrels. Marit lay by herself, apart from Haplo and
his group, apart fromthe other Patryns. She slept as he renmenbered seeing her
sleep, curled up in the same tight ball. He renenbered sl eeping beside her

hi s body w apped around hers, his stonmach pressed agai nst her back, his arms
cradling her protectively. He wondered what it night have been |ike, sleeping
wi th her and the baby, the child between them sheltered, protected, |oved.

To his astonishment, his eyes burned with tears. Hastily, enbarrassed and
hal f-angry at hinself, he rubbed the noisture dry.

A stick snapped behind him

Hapl o started to turn, but before he could hoist hinself up, Hugh the Hand had
leapt to his feet, was confronting Kari .

"It's all right, Hugh," Haplo said, standing up. He spoke human. "She let us
know she was comi ng."

True enough. Kari had stepped on the stick on purpose, courteously calling
attention to her nearness.

"These you term nmensch, don't they require sleep?" she asked Haplo. "My people
noticed your friend was awake all night."

"They have no rune-magic to protect them" Hapl o expl ai ned, hopi ng she hadn't
taken offense. "W have been through many dangers. He... that is, they"—Haplo
had to remenber to include Al fred—are naturally nervous, being in such a
strange and terrifying place."

And why have they come to this strange and terrifying place? was the question
on Kari's lips. Haplo could hear the words as surely as if she'd spoken them
But to ask such a question was not her duty. She gave Hugh the Hand a pitying
| ook, spoke a few words in Patryn to Haplo, then handed over a chunk of hard
br ead.

"What was that all about?" the Hand wondered, glowering darkly after Kari

Hapl o grinned. "She says that you nust be able to run like a rabbit, otherw se
you' d never have lived this long."

Hugh the Hand wasn't anused. He gl anced around grimy. "I'm amazed anyt hi ng
lives long around here. There's a bad feeling to these woods. 1'Il be glad to
get out of them" He stared norosely at the |unps of col orless dough Hapl o
held in his hands. "That breakfast?"

Hapt o nodded.

"I"ll pass." Pipe in his mouth, the assassin wandered over to the stream
Hapl o gl anced to where Marit had been sl eeping. She was awake now, doi ng what
a Patryn always did first thing in the norni ng—hecki ng ol d weapons, naking
new ones. She was eyeing a spear, a full-sized one with a sigla-engraved rock
head. It was a fine weapon, nost likely a gift fromone of the Patryns. Haplo



recal l ed the nman who had nmet her by the stream Yes, he'd been carrying a
spear like that.

"Very fine," Haplo said, coming up to her. "Well nade."

Marit junped up, her hand tightening reflexively around the haft of the spear

"I"'msorry," he said, startled at her reaction. "I didn't nean to scare you."
Marit shrugged, cold, nonchalant. "I didn't hear you coming, that's all. This
horrible place,"” she said abruptly, glancing around. "1'd forgotten how nuch I

hate it!" Taking out a knife—another present, probably-she began inproving a
sigil carved on the spear's head. She had not once | ooked directly at him "I
hate it," she repeated in a | ow voi ce.

"This may sound strange,"” said Haplo, "but | was thinking this norning that it
was sort of good to be back. My nenories aren't all bad— |npul sively he
reached out to her.

Her head snapped back. She whi pped around. Her hair, flying, struck him stung
his face. She held the spear between them "W are even now. | saved your
life. I owe you nothing. Renenber that."

Spear in hand, she wal ked off. Several of Kari's group were headi ng out, going
to scout the path ahead. Marit joined them took her place beside the man who
had gi ven her the spear

Confused, Haplo stared after her. Yesterday she had claimed himas hers,
warned Kari away from him Last night she'd talked to him She had been
gl ad—er so he had thought—+o have hi m near her

Al was ended. Al was suddenly different. \Wat had happened between then and
now?

Hapl o coul dn't guess. Kari and her people were breaking down their crude canp,
preparing to travel. The birds had fallen silent. The only sounds were the
angry chattering of three squirrels, up a tree, throwi ng nutshells at the dog,
bar ki ng beneath. Haplo | ooked at his skin; the sigla glowed softly. Danger

not near, but not far. Never far.

He gnawed at a piece of bread. It filled the stomach; that was about all he
could say for it.

"Could... could | have sone of that?" Alfred was standi ng beside him eyeing
the bread.

Hapl o practically threwit at him

Al fred fumbl ed, caught it, nibbled at a corner. He started to say sonething,
but Hapl o interrupted.

"Here, stupid dog!" He whistled. "Stop that noise!"

The animal, hearing the sharp and unaccustomed note of rebuff, fel

i mediately silent. Head down, it trotted back nmeekly, wondering what it had
done wrong.

"Aren't you hungry?" Alfred ventured.

Hapl o shook hi s head.



"You really should eat—

"You're in danger here,"” Haplo said grimy.

Al fred | ooked al armed, nearly dropped the bread. He gl anced fearfully around
him probably expecting to see packs of tiger-men swarm ng through the trees.
I nstead he saw only Hugh the Hand, stripped to the waist, plunging his head
and shoul ders into the rushing stream Nearby, Kari and her group were ready
to nmove out.

Kari waved to Haplo, notioned for himand his friends to join them He waved
back, indicating that she was to go on ahead. Kari | ooked at hi m dubiously,
frowning. It wasn't wise to split up. He knew that as well as she. But then
he thought bitterly, he wasn't really part of her group anyway. He sniled
reassuringly, held his hand up, palmout, to indicate that he would be al
right, that they'd catch up in a nmonent. Kari shrugged and | eft.

"What you said about danger... | don't understand— Al fred began
"You should go back."

"Back where?" Alfred stared, hel pless, confused.

"To the Vortex. Hugh the Hand' Il go. Hel I, you couldn't pry himloose
fromyou. You' d stand a pretty fair chance of making it, | think. The
tiger-nmen—+f they're still around—wll be tailing us."

"But the Vortex is destroyed."

"Not for you, Sartan. |'ve seen your magic! You killed the king dragon-snake.
You raised the dead. You could probably lift up the pieces of that damm
mountain and put it back together again."

Al fred protested. "You said | wasn't to use my nmagic. You saw what happened—
"I think the Labyrinth will let you—especially if it knows you're | eaving."

Al fred flushed. H s head down, he gl anced at Hapl o sideways. "You... you said
you needed ne..."

"I lied. I don't need you. | don't need anyone. What | came to do is hopel ess
anyway. My child is dead. Murdered in your damm prison. Go on, Sartan. GCet
out."

"Not 'Sartan.' My name is—

"Don't say Alfred!" Haplo was suddenly furious. "That isn't your nane!

Al fred's a nensch name you took when you decided to hide out by beconing a
mensch. No one knows what your real name is, because it's a Sartan nane and
you' ve never trusted anybody enough to tell them So just—=

"It is Coren."
"What ?" Hapl o blinked, pulled up short.

"My name is Coren," Alfred repeated quietly.

"I'"ll be damed." Haplo mulled over what he knew of Sartan rune-I|anguage.
"That means 'to choose' or sonething |like that."



Alfred smled faintly. ' Chosen.' Me—hosen. Ludicrous, isn't it? The nane
doesn't mean anything, of course. It's quite conmon anpbng Sartan. Al nost every
fam |y has—er—had a boy they nanmed Coren. Hoping for a self-fulfilling
prophecy. You see why | never told you. It wasn't that | didn't trust you.
didn't want you to |augh."

"I'"'mnot |aughing," Haplo said.

Al fred | ooked very unconfortable. "You should be. It's really quite anusing."

Hugh the Hand, shaking the water off his head and shoul ders, wal ked back up
fromthe stream He stopped to stare around the enpty clearing, probably
wonderi ng what had happened to the others.

"You didn't think that name of yours was so amusi ng when you woke up and found
yoursel f alone in that mausol eum did you, Coren?" Haplo asked quietly.

Al fred was red again, then pale. H's hands trenbl ed. He dropped the bread—to
the extrene gratification of the dog. Sinking onto a tree stunp, Alfred
sighed, his breath rattling in his throat.

"You're right. Chosen. Chosen to |live when everyone | had ever |oved had died.
Why? For what? They were all so much better. So rmuch nore worthy." Alfred

| ooked up, his pale face hard. His trenmbling hand cl enched. "I hated ny nane
then. | hated it. | was happy to take the nane | bear now. | planned to forget
the other one. And | succeeded. | had forgotten it—ntil | met you."

Al fred sighed again. He smled sadly. Haplo | ooked back at the assassin, nade
hima sign. Hugh swung hinself easily up into the branches of a tree, gazed
ahead, in the direction the other Patryns had taken. He notioned back, raised
one finger.

So Kari was keeping an eye on them She'd left one of the group to wait for
them Courtesy again. She was concerned, didn't want themto get |lost. Haplo
snort ed.

Al fred was prattling on, obviously deeply relieved to talk.

"\Whenever you spoke to ne, Haplo, even though you called nme Alfred, | kept
hearing Coren. It was frightening. And yet it felt good to ne, all at the sane
time. Frightening because | didn't understand. Yet good—you rem nded nme of ny
past, my distant past, when ny famly and friends were still alive.

"How coul d you do this? | wondered. Wo are you? At first | thought you m ght
be one of ny people, but | knew imediately that wasn't right. Yet you
obviously weren't a nensch. And then | renenbered. | renenbered the ancient
history. | renenbered the stories about the—forgive me—the old eneny.

"That night on Arianus, when we were inprisoned in the vat, | cast a spell on
you, put you to sleep." Haplo stared, astonished. "A spell on ne! You?" Alfred
flushed. "I'mafraid so. It was only a sleep spell. You wore the bandages
around your hands, to hide the tattoos. | crept over, lifted one of the
bandages, and | saw..."

"So that's how you knew. " Haplo nmotioned for the assassin to join them "I
wondered. And as fascinating as this trip down nenory | ane has been, Coren, it
doesn't change the fact that you're in danger and you should | eave—=

"But it does," Alfred said, standing up so swiftly that he startled the dog.



It bounded to its feet with a whuff, ears up, hackles raised, wondering what
was wrong. "Now | know what ny nane neans."

"It's just a nane, damm it! It doesn't nean anything. You said so yourself."

"But it does mean sonethi ng—+to ne. You have taught me, Haplo. You even said
it. Not 'chosen,' past tense. But 'to choose.' Present tense. Everyone el se
has al ways made ny choices for me. | faint." Alfred spread his hands

hel plessly. "Or fall down. Or"—he cast a guilty glance at Hugh the Hand—when
| do take action, | 'forget.' "

Al fred stood up very straight, very tall. "But nowthat's different. | choose
to be here, Haplo. You said you needed ne. You nade ne ashamed. You had the
courage to come into this dreadful place—for what? For ambition? For power?
No. You canme for love. The Labyrinth is afraid. Yes, but not of ne. It's
afraid of you, Haplo. You have brought into it the one weapon it doesn't know
how to fight."

Reaching down, Alfred timdly petted the dog, stroked its silky ears. "I know
it's dangerous and |I'm not certain how much help | can be, but | choose to be
here," he said softly, not |ooking at Haplo. "I choose to be here with you."

"They're watching us," said Hugh the Hand, conming up from behind. "In fact,
four of them have started back in this direction. They're all arnmed. O
course, it could be that they like us so much they can't bear to let us out of
their sight. But | doubt it."

The Hand took the pipe out of his pocket, studied it thoughtfully. Putting it
into his nmouth, he spoke through his teeth. "She betrayed us, didn't she?"

"Yes," said Haplo, |ooking far back the way they'd cone, far back to the
rui ned nount ai n.

CHAPTER 39
THE Cl TADEL
PRYAN

ROLAND, REGA, AND PAI THAN STOOD QUTSI DE THE STAR CHAMBER. Bright light welled
out fromunder the door. Both Paithan and Rol and were rubbing their eyes.

"Can you see yet?" Rega asked anxi ously.
"Yeah," said Roland bitterly. "Spots. If you' ve blinded nme, elf—=
"It'"ll go away." Paithan was surly. "Just give it tinme."

"I told you not to | ook down!" Rol and snarled. "But no. You have to go stare
into that dacmm wel | and pass out —=

"I did not! My hands slipped! As for the well"—Paithan shivered—it's
fascinating, in a creepy kind of way."

"Sort of like your sister," Roland sneered.

Paithan aimed a blow in the human's general direction. Mssing, slaming his
fist into a wall, he groaned and began to suck on his bl eedi ng knuckl es.

"Roland's just teasing, Pait," said Rega. "He doesn't mean anything. He's so



inlove with her hinself he can't see straight."

"I may never be able to see anything!" Roland retorted. "As for ny being in
love with that slut—=

"Slut!" Paithan hurled hinmself bodily at Rol and. "Apol ogi ze!"
The two went down in a heap, rolling around, pumreling each other

"Stop it!" Rega stood over them screaning and occasionally kicking the one
who happened to roll nearer her. "Stop it, both of you! W' re supposed to be
going to the party..." Her voice died away.

Xar had appeared at the bottomof the stairs leading to the Star Chanber. Arns
crossed over his chest, he was staring up at them the expression on his face
dark and grim

"Party," Rega repeated nervously. "Paithan! Xar's here! Get up. Roland, cone
on! You |l ook like idiots! Both of you!"

Still not able to see too well, but hearing the note of tension in Rega's
voi ce, Paithan left off hitting, staggered to his feet. H s face burned with
shane. He could inmagi ne what the old man nust be thinking.

"You knocked a tooth | oose,” Roland nmunbled. H's nmouth was bl oody.
"Shut up!" Rega hissed.

The aftereffects of the bright Iight were wearing off; Paithan could see the
wi zard now. Xar was trying to look as if he found them anmusi ng, but though the
lines around his eyes were crinkled in a tolerant snile, the eyes thensel ves
were col der and darker than the well in the Star Chamber. Staring into them
Pai t han had the same sort of queasy feeling in his stomach. He even found

hi nsel f taking an involuntary step backward, away fromthe edge of the
staircase

"Where are the other ones?" Xar asked, voice pleasant, benign. "I want all of
you to come to ny party."

"What ot her ones?" Rega asked, hedgi ng.
"The other female. And the dwarf," Xar said, smling.

"You ever notice how he never seens to renenber our nanes?" Rol and said out of
the corner of his nmouth to Paithan.

"You know'—Rega gul ped—Al eatha was right. He is ugly." She reached out,
cl asped hold of Paithan's hand. "I really don't want to go to this party."
"l don't think we have nuch choice,"
we of fer?"

Pait han said quietly. "What excuse could

"Tell himwe just don't want to go," Roland said, edgi ng behind Paithan
"Me tell hinf What's wwong with you telling hinP" Paithan snapped.
"I don't think he likes ne."

"Where is your sister, elf?" Xar's brows cane together over his nose. "And the
dwar f ?"



"I don't know. | haven't seen them We'Ill... go |look for them " Paithan
offered hurriedly. "Wn't we?"

"Yeah. Ri ght now. "
“1'"1l help."

Rol and and Rega and the elf clattered down the stairs. At the bottom they
stopped. Xar stood before them blocking their way. The two humans shoved
Pai than to the front.

"Uh, we're just going to find Aleatha... ny sister,"
"And the dwarf. Drugar. The dwarf."

Paithan said faintly.

Xar smled. "Hurry. The food will grow cold."
"Right!" Paithan worned his way around the w zard and bolted for the door

Rega and Rol and were right behind him None of them stopped running until they
were out of the main building, standing on the wi de marbl e steppes that

over| ooked the enpty and deserted city bel ow. The citadel had never appeared
quite so enpty or so deserted as it did now

"I don't like this," Rega said, her voice shaking. "I don't |like him What
does he want with us?"

"Hush, be careful," Paithan warned. "He's watching us! No, don't look. He's up
there, on a bal cony."

"What are we going to do?"

"What can we do?" Rol and demanded. "W go to his party. Do you want to make
hi m mad? Maybe you don't renmenber what he did to those tytans, but | do.
Besi des, how bad can it be? | say we're all junping at our own shadows."

"Roland's right. It's only a party. If the wizard wanted to do anything bad to
us—and there's no reason why he shoul d—+hen he could do it fromwhere he's

st andi ng. "

"I don't like the way he | ooked at us,"
too eager. Excited."

Rega said stubbornly. "And he seens

"At his age and with his | ooks, he probably doesn't get invited to a | ot of
parties," Roland suggest ed.

Pai t han gl anced at the dark-robed figure, standing still and silent on the
bal cony. "I think we should humor him W'd better find Drugar and Al eat ha
ri ght away."

"If they've gone into that maze, you won't find themat all, much less right

away, " Rega predicted.

Pai t han si ghed, frustrated. "Maybe you two should go back and I'Il try to find
Al eat ha—

"Ch, no!" Roland said, latching on to Paithan firmy. "W're all going."

"Well," Paithan began, "I suppose then that we should split—=



"Look! There's Aleatha now " Rega cried, pointing.

The broad steppe they stood on overl ooked the back of the city. Al eatha had
just appeared around the corner of a building, her tattered dress a bright
spot of col or against the white marble.

"Good. That only |eaves Drugar. And surely the old man won't nmind if we're
m ssing the dwarf—=

"Something's wong with her,"” Roland said suddenly. "Al eatha!"

He went dashing down the stairs, racing toward Al eatha. She had been novi ng
toward them—+unning toward them in fact- Paithan tried to remenber the |ast
time he'd ever seen his sister run. But now she had stopped and was | eani ng
agai nst the wall of a building, her hand pressed over her breast as if in
pai n.

"Al eatha!" Roland said, com ng up to her

Her eyes were closed. Opening them she |ooked at himthankfully, and with a
sob reached out to him nearly fell into his arns.

He cl asped her, held her fast. "What's wong? Wat's the matter?"
"Drugar!" Al eatha nanaged to gasp

"What did he do to you?" Roland cried, clutching her fiercely. "Did he hurt
you? By the ancestors, 1'll—=

"No, no!" Al eatha was shaking her head. Her hair floated around her face in an
ashen- bl ond, shimering cloud. She gasped for breath. "He's... disappeared!"

"Di sappear ed?" Paithan came up, Rega al ongside. "What do you nean, Thea? How
coul d he di sappear ?"

"I don't know" Aleatha |lifted her head, her blue eyes wi de and frightened.
"One mnute he was there, next to ne. And the next..."

She put her head agai nst Roland's chest, began to cry. He patted her on the
back, | ooked questioningly at Paithan. "Wat's she tal ki ng about ?"

"Beats ne," said Paithan

"Don't forget Xar," Rega inserted quietly. "He's still watching us."

"Was it the tytans? Thea, don't go getting hysterical..."

"Too late," Rega said, eyeing her

Al eat ha was sobbi ng uncontrollably. She would have fallen but for Rol and.
"Look, sonething terrible nmust have happened to her." He lifted her tenderly
in his arnms. "She doesn't nornally cone apart like this. Not even when the

dragon attacked us."

Pait han had to agree. He was now grow ng anxi ous and upset hinsetf. "But what
shoul d we do?"

Rega took charge. "W've got to get her cal ned down | ong enough for her to
tell us what happened. Take her back into the main building. We'll go to the



stupid party, get her a glass of wine to drink. |If something dreadful did
happen—i ke the tytans broke in and snatched Drugar—then Lord Xar shoul d know
about it. He may be able to protect us."

"Why woul d the tytans come in and snatch Drugar?" Paithan asked—a perfectly
| ogi cal question, but one which went unanswered.

Rol and coul dn't hear himover Aleatha's gul ping sobs, and Rega gave the elf a
di sgusted | ook and shook her head at him

"Cet her a glass of wine," she repeated, and the three returned in a
processi on back to the main building.

Xar met them at the door, frowned at the sight of the hysterical elven wonan.
"What is wong with her?"

"She's had some sort of shock," Paithan said. Rega had elected him
spokesperson with a jab in his back. "W don't know what's wong because she's
too upset to tell us."

"Where is the dwarf?" Xar asked, frowning.

At this, Aleatha gave a strangled scream "Were is the dwarf? That's a good
one!" Covering her face with her hands, she began to | augh wldly.

Pai t han was growi ng nore and nmore worried. He had never seen his sister this
upset over anything. "He's been going into the maze—=

Rega chined in nervously. "W thought a glass of wi ne—~

Both realized they were talking at once and fell silent. Xar gave Rega a sharp
| ook.

"Wne," he said. H s gaze went back to the elf woman. "You are right. A glass
of wine will inprove her spirits inmensely. Al of you nust take one. Were
did you say the dwarf was?"

"We didn't," Paithan returned somewhat inpatiently, wondering why this

enphasis on Drugar. "If we can just get Al eatha cal med down, perhaps we'll
find out."

"Yes," Xar said softly, "we will calmher down. And then we will find out al
we need to know. This way." He sidled around behind them extended his arns.

"This way."

Pai t han had seen hunman farmers wal king their fields at harvest tine, sweeping
their scythes through the tall grain, cutting it down with broad strokes.
Xar's arms were |like those scythes, sweeping the small group up, cutting them
down. Paithan's instinct was to bolt. He forced hinself to go along with the
ot hers, however.

What's there to be afraid of ? he asked, feeling foolish. He wondered if the
other two shared his apprehensions and cast them a quick glance. Roland was so
worried about Al eatha he woul d have wal ked right off a cliff w thout know ng
it. But Rega was obviously nervous. She kept peering over her shoul der at Xar
as he urged themforward with those scythe-bl ade arns.

He shepherded themtoward a | arge circular roomthat mght have formerly
served as either a banquet hall or a meeting room A round table stood in the



center. The room was beneath the Star Chanber, and it was one place in the
deserted citadel that none of the nensch ever entered.

At the arched doorway, Paithan cane to a sudden stop, so sudden that Xar
bunped into him the old man's gathering armencircling him Rega halted
besi de Paithan and, reaching out her hand, plucked her brother's sleeve,
alerting Roland to their whereabouts.

"What is it now?" Xar's voice had an edge to it.

"We... we don't go in here," Paithan said.

"This room doesn't want us in here," Rega added.

"Nonsense, " Xar snapped. "It's only a room"

"No, it's magical," Paithan said in a | ow, awed voice. "W heard voices. And
t he gl obe— He paused, stared.

"It's gone!l" Rega gasped.

"What is?" Xar was mld again. "Tell ne.

"Why... there used to be a crystal globe, hanging over the table. It had four
strange lights inside. And when | went over to look at it, | put ny hand on
the tabl e and suddenly | heard voices. They spoke in a strange | anguage.
couldn't understand them But they didn't seemto want ne in here. So... |
left.”

"And we've never been back since," Rega said, shivering.
"But now the globe is gone." Paithan | ooked hard at Xar. "You noved it."

Xar appeared anused. "I noved it? And why would | do such a thing? This room
is no different fromany other in the citadel. | found no gl obe, heard no
voi ces. But it does mmke an excellent place for a party, don't you agree?
Cone, please, come inside. No magic, | assure you. Nothing will harm you—=

"Look at all that wonderful food!" Roland gasped. "Wwere did all that cone
fronP"

"Well," Xar said nodestly, "perhaps a little magic. Now, please, conme, sit,
eat, drink ..."

"Put me down,"
Voi ce.

Al eat ha commanded in a perfectly calm if sonmewhat tear-ragged,

Rol and junped, al nost dropped her. He'd been staring at the food.

"W have to go back!" Aleatha wiggled in his arnms. "Put nme down, you dolt!
Don't you understand? W have to go to the naze! Drugar went with them W
have to nake hi m come back."

"Drugar went where? Wth who?" Paithan demanded. "Put me down!" Al eatha gl ared
at Rol and, who—his face gri mdunped her uncerenoni ously on the floor

"I hope you don't think | enjoyed that,"
del i cacy-1laden table. "Where's the w ne?"

he said coldly and wal ked over to the

"In a pitcher." Xar gestured, his gaze on Aleatha. "Where did you say the



dwarf was, ny dear?"

She cast hima haughty glance, turned her back on him spoke to Paithan. "W
were in the maze. W found... the theater. There are people there, lots of
peopl e. Elves and humans and dwarves..."

"Quit kidding, Thea..." Paithan flushed, enbarrassed.

"Where's the wi ne?" Roland nunbled, his nmouth full.

"I"mserious," Aleatha cried, stanmping her foot. "They're not real people.
They're only fog-people. W can see them when the starlight comes on. But..

but now..." Her voice quivered. "Drugar's... one of them He's... changed into
fog."

She grabbed hold of Paithan's arm "Just conme, will you?" she insisted
angrily.

"Maybe after we have sone food." Paithan attenpted to placate his sister. "You
shoul d eat sonething, too, Thea. You know how you see things on an enpty
st omach. "

"Yes!" Xar hissed the word unpleasantly. "Eat, drink. You will all feel much
better."

"I found the wine pitcher," Roland called. "But it's enpty. The wine's al
gone. "

"What ?" Xar whi pped around.

Rol and held out the enpty pitcher. "See for yourself."

Xar snatched the pitcher, glared inside. A small amount of reddish liquid

sl oshed around in the bottom He sniffed at it. He raised his gaze to the
four, who shrank back, alarmed at his fury.

"Who drank this?"

From beneath the table canme a thin, strident voice, raised in song.

"Col df i nger..."

Xar's face blanched, then went red with outrage. Reachi ng beneath the table,
he caught hold of a protruding foot, tugged on it, dragged the foot out. The
rest of the old man came along with it, sliding on his back, singing happily
to hinself.

"You drank the wine... all the wine!" Xar could barely talk.

Zifnab gazed up at himwith watery eyes. "Lovely bouquet. Exquisite col or
Slightly bitter finish, but |I suppose that nmust be due to the poison..." He
lay on his back, began singing again. "You only live twice..."

"Poi son!" Paithan caught hold of Rega, who clutched at him

Rol and choked on the food, spit it out all over the floor

"He's lying!" said Xar harshly. "Don't believe the old fool. This is a
prank..."



The Lord of the Nexus bent down swiftly, put his hand on the old nman's chest,
began to nmutter and nove his fingers in a strange pattern. But suddenly the
old man's face contorted in pain. He let out a horrible cry. H's hands cl awed
at the air, his body twi sted and twi tched. Reaching out, he grabbed hold of

the hemof Aleatha's skirt. "Poison! He neant... for you!" Zifnab gasped. H s
body curled in on itself; he withed in agony. Then he stiffened, shuddered. A
final convul sive scream and the old man lay still. H's eyes were open, w de

and staring. His hand was locked firmy on to Aleatha's skirt. He was dead.
Horror-stricken, Paithan stared at the corpse. Roland was off in a corner
heaving his guts out.

Xar's eyes swept over them and Paithan saw the gl eam of the scythe bl ade
sweepi ng past, now ng them down.

"I't would have been a painless death," Xar said. "Swift, sinple. But this foo
has changed all that. You nust die. And you will die..."

Xar reached out his hand toward Al eatha. She stood terrified, unable to nove,
her dress caught in the corpse's grip. Aleatha had a diminpression of Paithan
leaping in front of her, knocking aside the w zard s hand..

Wanting only to escape this horrible place, this terrible man, the hideous
corpse, Aleatha tore her skirt fromthe dead man's hand and ran

pani c-stricken, fromthe chanber.

CHAPTER 40

THE LABYRI NTH

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN, 'SHE' S BETRAYED us'?" ALFRED ASKED nervously.

"Marit's told themyou're a Sartan,’
into the Labyrinth."

Hapl o answered. "And that | brought you

Al fred gave the matter careful thought. "Then she's only really betrayed ne.
I'"'mthe one putting you in danger." He thought |onger, brightened. "You could
tell themthat | amyour prisoner. That..." His words died out at the sight of
Hapl o' s gri m expression

"Marit knows better. She knows the truth. And |'ve no doubt she's told them |
just wonder," Haplo added sonberly, staring into the forest, "what else she's
told them"

"Are we just going to stand here?" Hugh the Hand demanded, scow i ng.

"Yes," said Haplo quietly. "We're just going to stand here."

"W could run—

Hapl o pointed. "A good idea. |'ve been trying to convince Coren here to—
"Alfred," the Sartan corrected neekly. "Please. That is my nane. |... | don't
know t hat ot her person. And no, |I'mnot going back."

"I go where he goes," said Hugh the Hand. The Patryns were in sight now and
nmovi ng closer. "W can fight."

"No," said Hapl o, not pausing, not even considering, "I won't fight my own
peopl e. Bad enough..." He stopped, let it hang.



"They're taking their own sweet tine. Maybe you made a m st ake about her?"

Hapl o shook his head. "They know we're not going anywhere." H's mouth tw sted
inagrimsmle. "Besides, they're probably trying to figure out what to do
with us."”

Hugh the Hand gave him a puzzl ed | ook

"You see," Haplo explained, "they're not used to taking another Patryn
prisoner. There's never been any need." He | ooked around at the gray sky, the
dark trees. Wen he spoke, it was softly, to hinself. "This was always a
terrible place, dangerous, deadly. But at |east we were united—ene against it.
Now, what have | done... ?"

The Patryns, led by a stoic Kari, surrounded the three.
"Serious charges have been | evel ed agai nst you, Brother," she said to Haplo.

Her gaze went to Alfred, who flushed clear up his bald scalp and managed to
| ook extrenely guilty. Kari frowned, glanced back at Haplo. Probably she was
expecting himto deny everyt hing.

Hapl o shrugged his shoul ders, said nothing. He began wal ki ng. Al fred, Hugh the
Hand, and the dog followed. The Patryns closed ranks behind them

Marit was not anong them

The group moved silently through the forest, the Patryns ill at ease,
unconfortable. Wien Alfred fell—-as he did repeatedly, circunstances and his
surroundi ngs conbining to make himclunsier than usual +he Patryns waited
grimy for himto regain his feet. They did not offer help, nor would they
permt Haplo or Hugh to go near the Sartan

At first they'd regarded himwith grimfaced enmty. But now, after he'd
tunmbl ed headl ong over a tree root, wal ked into a bog, and nearly brained
hi nsel f on an overhanging |inmb, they began exchangi ng questioni ng gl ances
anong t hensel ves, even as they redoubled their watchful ness. It could, of
course, all be an act, designed to lull theminto conplacency.

Hapl o recal l ed thinking exactly the sane thing hinmself the first tine he'd net
Al fred,

Boy, did they have a lot to learn. As for the human assassin, the Patryns
treated himw th disdain. Most likely they had never heard of mensch; Haplo
hi rsel f had not | earned of the existence of these "l esser races" until Xar
informed him* But Marit would have told themthat Hugh the Hand | acked the
rune-magi c, was therefore harm ess. Hapl o wondered if she had thought to tel
themthat this man could not be kill ed.

*Xar | earned of the existence of the mensch in the Nexus, reading the
literature left behind by the Sartan

When his fellow Patryns | ooked at Haplo at all, which was rarely, they were
shadow eyed and angry. Again he wondered uneasily what Marit had told them
And why.

The trees began to thin out. The hunting party was nearing the edge of the
forest, and at this point, Kari called a halt. Before them stretched a vast
open field of short-cropped waving grass. Hapl o was astoni shed to see signs
that some ani mal had been grazing in the area. If these were mensch, he woul d



have guessed they were raising sheep or goats. But these weren't mensch. They
were his people and they were Runners, fighters—ot shepherds.

He woul d have liked very much to ask Kari, but she wouldn't answer any
qguestion of his now, wouldn't so nmuch as tell himwhether it was day or night.

Across the grass, about a hundred paces away, a river of dark water churned
and hamered t hrough steep banks. And beyond that..

Hapl o stared.
Beyond the river, with its black and ugly water, was built a city.
A city. In the Labyrinth.

He couldn't believe it. But there it was. Blinking didn't cause it to

di sappear. In a land of Squatters, nomads who spent their lives trying to
escape their prison, was a city. Built by people who weren't trying to escape.
Peopl e who were settled, content. Not only that, but they'd lit the beacon
fire, the call to others: cone to us, conme to our light, come to our city.

Strong buil di ngs, made of stone, covered with rune-markings, stood stolidly on
the side of a gigantic nmountain, on the top of which burned the beacon fire.
Probably, Hapl o guessed, these buildings had started as caves. Now t hey

ext ended outward, the floors of sone resting on the roofs of others. They

mar ched down the nountainside in an orderly manner, gathered together at the
bottom The nmountain itself seemed to stretch out protective arms around the
city built onits bosom a large wall, nade of the nountain's stone, encircled
the city. Rune-mmgic, inscribed on the wail, enhanced its defenses.

"My goodness," said Alfred, "is... is this usual?"

No, not usual.

Marit was here. She was obviously not pleased at being here, but with the
dangerous river crossing to be nade, out in the open, a prey to any eneny,
she'd been forced to wait for the rest of the party. She stood apart fromthe
others, her arms crossed over her chest. She did not | ook at Hapl o, pointedly
avoi ded | ooking at him

He would have liked to talk to her. He took a step toward her, but severa
Patryns noved to bl ock his way. They appeared unconfortable; perhaps never in
their lives had they feared or distrusted one of their own.

Hapl o si ghed, wondered how he coul d make t hem understand. He rai sed his hands,
pal ms outward, indicating he neant no harm that he woul d obey their rules.

But the dog was under no such constraints. The trip through the forest had
been a boring one for the aninmal. Wenever it had sniffed up sonething
interesting, prepared to set off in pursuit, its master had called it sharply
to heel. This would have been bearable if the dog had been made to feel that
its presence was appreciated. But Hapl o was preoccupi ed, wapped in dark and
gl oony thoughts, and refused to pat the dog's head or acknow edge its friendly
l'i cks.

If it hadn't been for Alfred, the dog would have considered this trip a waste
of footpad. The Sartan, as usual, had proved highly diverting. The dog had
recogni zed that it was going to be responsible for steering Al fred safely
through the forest. Certain mnor disasters couldn't be hel ped—a dog can only
do so much. But the animal successfully averted several nmjor



cat astrophes—such as pulling A fred out of the tangles of a |oathsone
bl oodvi ne and knocki ng him flat when he woul d have otherw se wal ked into a
spi ke-lined pit, a trap set by roving snogs.

At | ast they had reached | evel, unobstructed ground, and while the dog knew
that this didn't necessarily mean Alfred was safe, the Sartan was, for the

nmonent, standing perfectly still. If anyone could get hinself in trouble
standing still it was Alfred; but the dog considered that it might relax its
vigi |

The Patryns gathered at the edge of the forest, while several of their nunber
fanned out to nake certain that they would be safe crossing the river. The

ani mal | ooked at its master, sawwith regret—that nothing could be done for

hi m beyond a |icked rem nder that a dog was here and avail able for confort. An
absent mi nded pat was the animal's reward. The dog gl anced about for new

di version and saw Marit.

A friend. Someone not seen in a few hours. Someone who-by the | ooks of
her —needed a dog.

The dog trotted over.

Marit stood in the shadow of a tree, staring at nothing that the dog could
see. But what she was doing nmight have been inportant, and so the dog padded
up softly, so as not to disturb her. The dog pressed its body against Marit's
| eg, | ooked up at her with a joyful grin.

Startled, Marit junped, which made the dog junp, too, causing both to fal
backward, eye each other warily.

"Ch, it's you," Marit said, and while not understanding the words, the dog
under st ood the tone, which, while not exactly wel conm ng, wasn't unfriendly
ei ther.

The wonman sounded | onely and unhappy, desperately unhappy. The dog, forgiving
her for startling it, once again cane forward, tail wagging, to renew old
acquai nt ance.

"Go away," she said, but at the sane tine her hand caressed the dog's head.
The caress changed to a desperate clutch; her fingers dug painfully into the
animal's flesh.

This was not very confortable, but the dog restrained a yelp, sensing that she
was in pain herself and that somehow this hel ped. The aninmal stood calmy at
the wonman's side, letting her nmaul its ears and crush its head agai nst her
thigh, wagging its tail slowy and gently, giving its presence, since it could
gi ve not hi ng nore.

Haplo lifted his head, |ooked over at them "Here, dog! Wat are you doi ng?
Don't bother her. She doesn't |ike you. Keep close to ne."

Marit's fingers had stopped their painful kneadi ng, were soft and stroking.
But suddenly she jabbed sharp nails into the dog' s flesh.

Now it yel ped.
"Cet!" Marit said viciously, pushing the aninmal away.

The dog understood. It always understood.



If only it could inpart such understanding to its master
"We can cross now. It's safe,"” Kari reported. "Safe enough, at any rate."

Made of a single narrow span of rock, carved with runes, the bridge across the
river was no wider than a man's foot. Slick with the spray of the turbid water
rushing far below, the bridge was part of the defenses the Patryns had
established around their city. Only one person could cross at a tine, and that
with the utnost care. One slip and the river would claimits victim drag him
down into its bone-chilling black and foam ng rapids.

The Patryns, accustoned to the crossing and bol stered by their natural magic,
ran over the bridge with ease. Once on the other side, several headed for the
city, probably alerting the headman to their coming. Marit crossed over in one
of the first groups, but—Haplo noticed obliquely—she waited on the shore.

Kari came up to Haplo. She and three other Patryns were spread out al ong the
riverbank, keeping watch on the woods behind them "Have your people cross
now," she said. "Tell themto hurry." She | ooked down at the sigla on her
skin, on Haplo's. Both gl owed blue, brighter than before.

Hugh the Hand, pipe in his nouth, frowned down at the narrow bridge, exam ned
it closely; then, shrugging, he strolled across with nothing nore than a
wobbl e or two, a pause to ascertain his footing. The dog trotted al ong behi nd,
pausi ng nmidway to bark at something it thought it sawin the water.

And that left Haplo. And Alfred

"I... | have to... to..." The Sartan stared at the bridge and stammered.
"Yes, you have to," Hapio replied.
"What's the matter with hinP" Kari asked irritably.

"He's afraid of..." Haplo shrugged, left the rest of the sentence unsaid. Kari
could fill in the blank

She was suspicious. "He possesses magic."

"Didn't Marit tell you about that, too?" Haplo knew he sounded bitter, but he
didn't particularly care. "He can't use his magic. The last time he did, the
Labyrinth caught it, used it on him The way the chaodyn will catch a thrown

spear, use it on the one who threwit. Damm near killed him"

"He is our enemy— she began

"That's strange," Haplo said quietly. "I thought the Labyrinth was our eneny."
Kari opened her nouth, shut it again. She shook her head. "I don't understand
this. Any of this. | will be glad to turn you over to Headman Vasu. You had

better find some way to get your friend across—quickly."

Hapl o went over to where Alfred stood, staring with wide, frightened eyes at
the narrow bridge. Kari and her three conpani ons kept an uneasy watch on the
forest behind them The other Patryns waited for them on the opposite shore.

"Come on," Haplo urged. "It's just a river."

"No, it isn't," Alfred said, with a shuddering glance at the rushing water. "I
get the feeling... it hates ne."



Hapl o paused, startled. Well, yes, as a matter of fact, the river mght very
wel |l hate him He considered telling AlIfred a conforting lie, but knew Al fred
woul dn't believe him The truth was probably better than whatever Al fred m ght
dredge up out of his imagination.

"This is the River of Anger. It wi nds through the Labyrinth, runs deep and
fast. According to legend, this river is the one thing in the Labyrinth we
Patryns created. Wen the first of our people were cast into this prison,
their rage was so terrible that it spewed forth fromtheir nmouths, becane this
river."

Al fred stared at himin horror

"The water is deathly cold. Even |, protected by nmy rune-magic, could only
survive init a short time. And if the cold doesn't kill you, the water will
batter you to death on the rocks, or the weeds will drag you down and hold you

underneath the water until you drown."
Al fred had gone white. "I can't..."
"You crossed the Fire Sea," said Haplo. "You can cross this."

Alfred smled faintly. Atinge of color returned to his pale cheeks. "Yes, |
did cross the Fire Sea, didn't |?"

"Crawl on your hands and knees,"
bridge. "And don't |ook down.'

Hapl o advi sed, prodding Alfred toward the

"I crossed the Fire Sea," Alfred was repeating to hinself.

Reachi ng the narrow span, he bl anched, gul ped, and, drawing in a deep breath,
pl aced his hands on the wet stone. He shivered.

"And you'd better hurry," Haplo advised, |eaning over to speak in his ear.
"Somet hi ng nasty's gaining on us."

Al fred stared at him his nmouth open. He might have thought Hapl o was just
saying this to urge himon, but the Sartan saw the blue glow on the Patryn's
skin. Nodding dismally, Alfred squinched his eyes tight shut and, by fee

al one, started crawl i ng across.

"What's he doi ng?" Kari denmanded, anazed.

"Crossing the bridge."

"Wth his eyes cl osed?"

"He doesn't nmnage all that well with his eyes open,"” Haplp said dryly. "
figure this gives hima chance."

"It's going to take himthe rest of the day," Kari observed after a tense few
nmonent s spent watching Al fred inching his way al ong.

And they didn't have the rest of the day. Haplo scratched at his hand; the
rune-gl ow, warning of danger, was growi ng brighter. Kari peered back into the
forest. The Patryns on the opposite shore watched wth dark expressions.

Several people had arrived, coming fromthe direction of the city. In their
m dst was a young nman, probably near Haplo's age. Absorbed in mentally urging



Al fred al ong, Hapl o would not have noticed one man anong the rest except that
this particular man was markedly unusual

Most Patryns—ml e and fenal e alike—are | ean and hard-nuscled, fromlives spent
either in running or in fighting to survive. This nman's sigla-covered flesh
was soft, his body rounded, shoul ders heavy, stomach protrudi ng. But by the
deferential way the other Patryns treated him Haplo guessed that this was the
headman—Yasu, a nane that neant "bright," "beneficent," "excellent."

Vasu came to stand on the shoreline, watching, listening with slightly

i nclined head as several Patryns explai ned what was happeni ng. He gave no
conmands. Kari was, by rights, in charge here. It was her group. In this
situation, the headman was an observer, taking control only if things began to
fall apart.

And so far, everything was going well. Alfred was maki ng progress. Better than
Hapl o had dared hope. The bridge's rock surface, though wet, was rough. The
Sartan was abie to dig his fingers into cracks and crevices and pull hinself

al ong. Once his knee slipped. Catching hinmself, he managed to hang on. He
straddl ed the bridge with his |legs. Eyes tightly shut, he ganely kept going.
He was hal fway across when the howl rose fromthe forest.

"Wl fen," said Kari, with a curse

The howl i ng sounds made by the wol fen are eerie and unnerving. The how is
bestial, but there are words in it, singing of torn flesh and warm bl ood and

cracked bones and death. One howl rose fromthe forest; others answered it.

Al fred, startled and al arnmed, opened his eyes. He saw the bl ack water boiling
bel ow. Panic-stricken, he flung hinself flat, clung to the bridge, and froze.

Haplo swore. "Don't faint! Dam it, just don't faint!"

Wl fen don't how, don't nake their presence known, unless they are ready to
attack. And by the sounds, it was a pack of them far too many for Kari and
her small band to fight al one.

Vasu made a swift gesture with his hand. The Patryns ranged al ong the bank
taking aimw th bow and arrow and spear, prepared to cover their crossing.
Calling to Alfred to keep noving, Hugh the Hand edged down near the bridge as
far as he dared, ready to pull the Sartan to shore.

Hapl o junped on his end of the bridge.

"You'll never make it!" Kari cried. "The bridge's nagic only permts one
person to cross at a time. | will take care of this."

She raised her spear, ained it at Alfred

Hapl o grabbed her arm stopped her throw. She wrestled away fromhim gl ared
at him

"He's not worth the lives of three of my people!”
"Cet ready to cross," Haplo told her

He started forward, but at same time the dog | eapt past Hugh the Hand, |anded
on the bridge, and headed for the Sartan



Hapl o paused, waited. The magic would certainly thwart him but it m ght
not affect the dog. Behind him he could hear the wol fen crashing through the
under brush. The howl s were growing louder. Alfred lay on his belly, staring
down in horrible fascination at the water, unable to nove

The dog ran lightly over the bridge. Reaching Al fred, the aninmal barked once,
tried to rouse himfrom his stupor

Alfred didn't even seemto hear it.
Frustrated, the dog | ooked to its master for help.

Kari lifted her spear. Across the water, Vasu nade a sharp, perenptory notion
with his broad hand.

"His collar!" Haplo shouted. "Grab the collar!"

Ei ther the dog understood or it had reached the same conclusion. Digging its
teeth firmy into Alfred's collar, the dog tugged.

Al fred noaned, grasped the bridge even nore tightly.
The dog growl ed, deep in its throat. Collar or flesh? Which will it be?

@Qul ping, Alfred let go of his desperate hold. The dog, edging its way backward
across the narrow span, dragged the linp and unresisting Sartan along with it.
Hugh the Hand and several Patryns waited at the far end. Catching hold of

Al fred, they hauled himup safely onto the shore.

"Go!" Kari ordered, her hand on Hapl o's shoul der.

She was in charge; it was her privilege to be the last one to cross. Haplo
didn't waste tine arguing, but hastened over the bridge. Wen he was clear
the other Patryns foll owed behind him

The wol fen broke fromthe forest just as Kari set her foot on the span. The
wol fen barked in dismay at the sight of their prey escaping and dashed after
Kari, hoping to catch one at least. A rain of spears and arrows—enhanced by
t he rune-nmagi c—+lew across the river and halted their pursuit. Kari reached
the other side safely. Marit stood waiting for her, pulled the woman up onto
t he bank.

The wol fen ran onto the bridge. The sigla on the rock flared red; the wet
stone burst into nagical flane. The wol fen fell back, snarling and snappi ng.
They paced the bank, staring at their prey with yellow, hungry eyes, but they
dared not cross the river

Once Kari was safe, Haplo went to see how Al fred was doing. Vasu al so wal ked
over to take a | ook. The headman nmoved with grace for such a flabby and

ungai nly man. Reaching the Sartan's side, the Patryn chieftain stared down at
his prisoner.

Alfred lay on the bank. He was the col or of sonething that had been in the

river several days. He shook until his teeth rattled. H s linbs tw tched and
jerked with |l eftover terror
"Here is the ancient eneny,"
we have been taught to hate."

Vasu said and it seened he sighed. "Here is what

CHAPTER 41



THE Cl TADEL
PRYAN

"RUN, ALEATHA!" ROLAND SHOUTED AND JUMPED I N FRONT OF Xar. The Lord of the
Nexus caught the human by the throat and flung himto one side as if he'd been
one of the elves' magical talking dolls. Xar called on the possibilities,

wor ked the rune-magic. Wthin the blinking of an eye, every arched doorway
that led into and out of the circular chanber was wall ed up, sealed shut.

Thi s done, Xar gl anced around, then began to curse bitterly. He'd trapped
three nensch in the chanber. Only three. The elf fermal e had escaped.

But perhaps, Xar reflected, this is all for the best. She will lead nme to the
dwar f .

Xar turned back to his captives. One of themthe elf mal e—was staring down at
t he dead body of the old nan, at the enpty pitcher lying on the floor beside
hi m

The elf raised his head, turned a horrified face to Xar. "You poi soned the
wi ne? You neant for us to drink it?"

"OfF course | did," Xar returned testily. He had no time for nensch inanities.
"And now | will have to take your lives in a manner far less suitable to ny

needs. However, there are conpensations." He nudged the corpse with his toe.

"I have an extra body. | hadn't counted on that."

The nmensch huddl ed toget her, the human fenal e kneeling over the human mal e,
who was lying on the floor, his throat torn and bleeding as if claws had raked
it.

"Don't go anywhere," said Xar with fine sarcasm "I'll be back."

He used the rune-magic to escape the sealed room went after the elf female
and the dwarf. And, nost inportantly, the dwarf's Sartan anul et.

Run, Al eat ha!

Rol and' s warni ng pounded in her heart, throbbed in her ears. And above the
wor ds, she could hear the footsteps of the terrible w zard.

Run, Al eatha! Run!
Consuned by fear, she ran

She coul d hear the dread footfalls behind her. Lord Xar was pursuing her. And
it seemed to her that he, too, was whispering Roland' s |ast words to her

"Run, Al eatha," he was urging her

H s voice was terrifying, laughing at her, nocking. It inpelled her to run
faster, kept her frombeing able to think coherently. She ran to the one place
where instinct told her she nmight be safe-the naze

Xar discovered Al eatha easily. He watched her dash down the street in a flurry
of torn silken skirt and tattered petticoat. He pursued her at his |eisure,
driving her as he might have driven sheep. He wanted her terror, wanted panic.
Hal f - mad, she would unwittingly lead himto the dwarf.



Too late, Xar realized his mstake. He realized it when he saw t he maze, saw
Al eatha racing for it, saw the Sartan runes that surrounded the entrance.

Al eat ha vani shed inside. Xar halted outside, glared balefully at the Sartan
runes, and considered this latest difficulty.

The three trapped inside the circular chanber stared at the bricked-up walls,
at each other, at the corpse of the old man, Iying tw sted and cold on the
fl oor.

"This isn't real," Rega said in a small, tight voice. "This isn't happening."

"Maybe you're right,"” Paithan said eagerly and hurled hinself at the brick
wal | that had once been a door

He smashed into it, groaned in pain, and slid to the floor. "It's real enough
all right." A bleeding gash in his forehead proved it.

"Way is Xar doing this to us? Wiy... why kill us?" Rega quavered.
"Al eatha."” Roland sat up, blinked dazedly. "Where's Al eat ha?"
"She escaped,"” Rega said gently. "Thanks to you."

Rol and, gingerly touching his bleeding throat, managed a smnile.

"But Xar went after her," Paithan added. He | ooked at the magic brick walls,
shook his head. "I don't think she stands much of a chance."

Rol and was on his feet. "There must be a way out!"

"There isn't," Paithan said. "Forget it. W're finished."

Rol and ignored him began hamrering on the bricks and shouting. "Help! Help
us!"

"You ninny!" Paithan scoffed. "Just who do you think's going to hear you?"

"I don't know " Roland turned on him savagely. "But it beats the hell out of
standi ng here whining and waiting to die!" He turned to the wall, was about to
beat on it again, when the inmposing gentlenman, dressed all in black, stepped

t hrough the bricks as if he were wal king through the erstwhile door

"Excuse me, sir," he said deferentially to the astounded Rol and, "but I
t hought | heard you call. Mght | be of assistance?"

Bef ore Rol and coul d answer, the inposing gentleman saw the corpse. H s face
pal ed.

"Ch, dear, sir. Wat have you done now?"

The gentl eman knelt beside the body, felt for a pul se. Finding none, he | ooked
up. His expression was terrible, stern, fey.

Pai t han, al arned, caught hold of Rega, pulled her close. The two stunbl ed
backward into Rol and.

The i nposi ng gentl eman stood up ..



...and kept standing.

H's body grewtaller and taller, rose higher and higher. Hs frame filled out.
An enornous scaled tail thrashed in anger. Reptile eyes flared in fury. The
dragon's voi ce shook the seal ed room

"Who has killed ny w zard?"

Al eatha ran through the maze. She was | ost, hopelessly |ost, but she didn't
care. In her terror-frazzled mnd, the nore | ost she was, the better her
chances of losing Xar. She was so frightened, she didn't realize he was no
| onger pursuing her.

The hedges tore at her dress, caught her hair, scratched her hands and arns.
The stones on the path bruised her tender feet. A stabbing pain tore at her
side every time she drew a breath. Footsore, dazed, she was forced by sheer
exhaustion to stop her panic-stricken dash. She sank down onto the path,
gul pi ng and sobbi ng.

A hand touched her.

Al eat ha shrieked, fell backward into the hedge. But it wasn't the black robes
and cruel face of Xar that | ooned over her. It was the bl ack-bearded and
concerned face of the dwarf.

"Drugar?" Aleatha couldn't see very well through a bl ood-tinged haze. Was the
dwarf real—er still one of the fog-people?

Yet the touch of his hand had been real

"Al eatha!" Drugar bent down, his expression anxious. He didn't try to touch
her again. "What is the matter? \Wat has happened?”

"Ch, Drugar!" Aleatha timdly reached out her hand, gingerly touched his arm
Finding himsolid and substantial, she clutched at himfrantically, grabbing
on to himwth strength born of hysteria, nearly dragging himoff his feet.
"You're real! Wiy did you | eave me alone? | was so frightened! And then..
then Lord Xar. He—Did you hear that?"

She turned, stared fearfully behind her. "Is he conming? Do you see hin?" She
struggled to stand. "W have to run, get away..."

Drugar was not accustoned to dealing with hysteria; dwarves are never
hysterical. He knew sonet hing dire had happened; he needed to find out what.

He had to get Al eatha cal ned down and he didn't have time to coddl e her (as
was his instinctive tendency). He was nonentarily at a |loss, but a nenory from
his past—+ecently revived by his mnd-shattering experi ence—ame to his aid.

Dwarven children are noted for their stubbornness. A dwarven baby, not getting
its way, will sonetinmes hold its breath until it turns blue and | oses

consci ousness. On such occasions, the parent will throw water into the child's
face. This causes it to gasp, involuntarily draw in a breath.

Drugar didn't have any water, but he did have ale, brought with himto prove
t hat where he had been wasn't an illusion. He uncorked the clay bottle and
tossed ale into Aleatha's face.

Never in her life had such a thing happened to Al eatha. Dripping and
sputtering, she returned to herself —with a vengeance. Al the horrors she had
wi t nessed and experienced were deluged, drowned in a flood of foul-smelling



brown i quid.
She was quivering with rage. "How dare—

"Lord Xar," said Drugar, latching on to the one thing she'd said that nade
sense. "Wiere is he? What-did he do to you?"

H s words brought back everything, and at first Drugar feared he'd gone too
far. Al eatha began to shake. The dwarf held up the clay bottle. "Drink," he
ordered. "Then tell me what has happened. "

Al eatha drew in a deep breath. She detested ale, but, taking the bottle, she
swal | owed sonme of the cool liquid. The bitter taste nade her gag, but she felt
better. Wth many fits and starts and ranblings, she told Drugar all she had
seen, all she had heard.

Drugar listened, his expression grim his hand continually stroking his beard.

"They're probably all dead by now. " Al eatha choked on her tears. "Xar nurdered
them then canme after ne. He may be in here now, |ooking for me. Us, | nean.
He kept aski ng about you."

"Did he, now?" Drugar fingered the anulet he wore at his throat. "There is one
thing we can do, one way to stop him™"

Al eat ha peered at the dwarf hopefully through her sodden mass of hair. "What?"
"W nust open the gate, let the tytans into the city."
"You're mad!" Al eatha stared at the dwarf, began to edge away from him

"No, | amnot rmad!" Drugar caught hold of her hand. "Listen to nme. | was
coming to tell you. Look! Look at this!" He held up the ale. "Were do you
think I got this?"

Al eat ha shook her head.
"You were right," Drugar continued, "the fog-people are not shadows. They are
real. If it hadn't been for you, | would have never... never..."

The dwarf's eyes shinmmered. He cleared his throat, frowned in enbarrassnent.
"They live in another citadel, like this one. | was there, | sawit. MW
peopl e, your people. Even humans. They live together in a city and they get
al ong. They live!" Drugar repeated, his eyes shining. "They are alive. W
people! I amnot the last of my kind."

He | ooked down at the clay bottle with affection. "They gave me this, to bring
back. To prove ny words."

"Another city." Aleatha was following himslowy. "You went to another city.

El ves and humans. Al e. You brought back ale. Pretty dresses..." Her shaking
hands snoot hed her own torn gown. "Can... can | go there with you, Drugar? Can
we go now We'|l escape Xar—

Drugar shook his head. "There is still a chance the others are alive. W have
to open the gate, let the tytans in. They will help us stop Xar."

"They'll kill him" said Aleatha in a dull and lifel ess voice, her spirit

crushed. "They'll kill us, too, but | guess that doesn't matter—=



"They will not," Drugar said sternly. "You must trust me in this. | |earned
something while | was in the citadel. It was all a mistake, all a

m sunder st andi ng. 'Wiere is the citadel ?* the tytans kept asking. Al we had
to say to themwas: 'Here. Here is the citadel. Cone inside.'"

"Truly?" Al eatha | ooked hopeful, then wary. "Show ne. Take me to that place.”

Drugar frowned. "Do you want your brother to die?" The dwarf's voice grew
harsh. "Do you want to save Rol and?"

"Rol and, " Al eatha repeated softly, drooping. "I love him | really do |ove
him | don't know why. He's so... so— She sighed. "He told me to run. He
junped in front of nme. He saved ny life..."

"W will go now," Drugar urged. "W will go and see what has happened to
them™

"But we can't |eave the maze," Al eatha said, the hysterical edge tinting her
voice. "Xar's out there, waiting for us. | know he is—=

"Perhaps he has left,"
will see.”

Drugar said. He began wal ki ng back up the path. "W

Al eat ha wat ched him go. She was terrified of following him but she was even
nore terrified of being left alone. Gathering her torn skirts, she hastened
after the dwarf.

Xar could not go into the maze. The Sartan runes bl ocked his entry. He cursed
and paced, considered the possibilities. He could blast his way through the
hedge, but he'd probably have to burn down the entire maze to find the mensch
And charred corpses woul d not be of nuch use to him

Pati ence was what was required of himnow The elf fermal e would have to energe
sometine, Xar reasoned. She couldn't spend her life in there. Thirst, hunger
woul d drive her out. The other three nmensch were safely ensconced in the

wal  ed room He could wait here for as |ong as necessary.

Xar expanded his range of hearing, listened for her. He heard her, running and
sobbi ng, heard her fall. Then he heard anot her voice.

Xar smiled. He'd been right. The dwarf. She'd led himto the dwarf. He
listened to their conversation, ignored nost of it. What an inane story. The
dwarf was drunk; that rmuch was obvious. Xar |aughed al oud at the suggestion
that the citadel's gates be opened to the tytans. Mensch were nore stupid than
he' d t hought.

"I will open the gates, dwarf," Xar said. "Wen you are dead! And you can nake
friends with the tytans then!"

The two were energing fromthe maze. Xar was pleased. He hadn't expected them
to cone out so soon

He strolled over to one of the nearby buildings and hid in the shadows. From
here he could see the entrance to the maze, yet renmain unobserved. He woul d
allow themto get far enough fromthe nmaze so that they could not run back to
it for protection.

"I will kill these two now," he said to hinmself. "Leave their bodies here for
the tine being. When the others are dead, | will return for the corpses, begin
the preparations to raise them"



He coul d hear the heavy footfalls of the dwarf, noving down the path, nearing
the entrance. The elf fermale was with him her footfalls nuch lighter, barely
di scernible. But he could plainly hear her frantic whispers.

"Drugar! Don't go out there! Please. | know he's there. | knowit!"

Perceptive, these elves. Xar forced hinself to wait patiently and was rewarded
by the sight of the dwarf's bl ack-bearded face poppi ng out around the corner
of the hedgerow. The face vani shed again inmedi ately, then, after a pause,

r eappear ed.

Xar was careful not to nove, was one with the shadow i n whi ch he hid.

The dwarf advanced a tentative step, hand on an ax he wore at his belt. He
| ooked up the street and down. At |ength he gestured.

"Al eatha, cone now. It is safe. Lord Xar is nowhere in sight."

The elf fermale crept out. "He's here somewhere, Drugar. | know he is. Let's
runt™

She caught hold of the dwarf's hand. Together they began running up the
street—away fromthe maze, straight toward Xar

He et them get close; then he stepped out into the street, directly in front
of them

"What a pity you had to miss nmy party," he said to the dwarf. Raising his
hand, Xar wove the runes that woul d slay them bot h.

The sigla shimered in the air, swept down on the stunned mensch in a bright
flash and, suddenly, began to unravel

"What —=2" Furious, Xar started to recast his magic; then he saw the probl em

The dwarf stood in front of the elf female. In his hand he held the amul et
with the Sartan runes. The amul et was protecting them bot h.

Not for long. Its magic was linmted. The dwarf had no idea howto use it
beyond this feeble attenpt. Xar strengthened his spell.

H s sigla burned, flared. Their light was blinding and burst upon the dwarf,
upon his puny anulet, with a roar of fire. A shattering explosion, a cry of
pain, a terrible scream

When the snoke cleared, the dwarf lay on the pavenent. The elf fenale knelt
over him pleading with himto get up.

Xar took a step toward her to finish her off.

A voi ce thundered through the air, halted him

"You killed nmy wizard!"

A dark shadow obliterated the sun. Al eatha | ooked up, saw the dragon, saw that
it was attacking Xar. She didn't understand, but understanding didn't matter
She bent over Drugar. Tuggi ng on his beard, she begged him pleaded with him

to wake up, to help her. She was so frantic, she never noticed that her
hands—where they touched the dwarf—aere covered with bl ood.



"Drugar, please!"

The dwarf's eyes opened. He | ooked up at the lovely face, so near his own, and
he snmiled at her.

"Come on, Drugar!" she urged tearfully. "Stand up! Hurry! The dragon—

"I"'mgoing... to be with... ny people..." Drugar told her gently.

"No, Drugar!" Al eatha choked. She saw the bl ood now "Don't |eave ne..."

He frowned to quiet her. Wth his fast-fading strength, he pressed the anul et
into her hands. "Qpen the gate. The tytans will help. Trust me! You nust..
trust ne!" He stared up at her, pleading.

Al eat ha hesitated. The magi c thundered around her; the dragon roared in fury;
Xar's voi ce chanted strange words.

Al eat ha cl asped her hands tightly around the dwarf's.

"I trust you, Drugar," she said.
H s eyes closed. He gasped in pain, yet he smled. "My people..." He breathed
softly, finally.

"Drugar!" Aleatha cried, clutching the amulet in her bl oodstained hands.

Xar's magic flashed. A tremendous wi nd, raised by the violent |ashing of the
dragon's gigantic tail, blew her hair into her face.

Al eat ha was no | onger crying. She was cal m now, surprised at her cal mess.
Not hi ng mattered anynore. Not hi ng.

Hol ding fast to the amulet, unnoticed by either the wizard or the dragon, the
el f kissed the dwarf tenderly on his forehead. Then she rose to her feet and
wal ked, with purpose and resolve, down the street.

Pai t han and Rol and and Rega stood knee-deep in a vast pile of bricks, fallen
ti nbers, and tunbl ed bl ocks of marble.

"Are... are any of us hurt?" Paithan asked, |ooking around in dazed confusion

Rol and lifted his foot, displacing an enornous nmound of bricks that had been
covering it. "No," he said hesitantly, as if he couldn't believe it hinself.
"No, I'mall right. But don't ask me how. "

Rega brushed rock dust from her face and out of her eyes. "Wat happened?"
"I"'mnot sure," Paithan answered. "I renenber the man in black asking about
his wi zard and then he was a dragon shrieki ng about his w zard and then..
then ..."

"The room sort of exploded,"” Roland continued. He clinbed up and over the
rubble until he reached them "The dragon's head bashed through the ceiling
and the roomstarted collapsing and | remenber thinking, 'This is it, pal.
You're finished.' "

"But we're not," said Rega, blinking. "We're not finished. I wonder how we
survived?" She gazed around at the terrible destruction. Bright sunlight



fl ooded the room the dust sparkled in it like nyriad tiny jewels.

"Who cares how we survived?' Roland said, heading for a | arge hole that had
been bl asted through the wall. "W did, and that's enough for nme. Let's get
the hell out of here! Xar is probably after Al eatha!"

Hel pi ng each ot her, Paithan and Rega cl anbered over a pile of bricks and
rubbl e.

Before he left, Paithan gl anced behind. The circular room with its round
tabl e, was destroyed. \Watever voices had once spoken in that room woul d speak
no nore

The three ran out of the hole in the wall just in tine to see a gigantic bal
of fire illumnnate the sky. Frightened, they fell back, took shelter in a
doorway. A boom shook the ground.

"What is it? Can you see?" Rol and demanded. "Do you see Al eatha? |'m goi ng out
there."”

"No, you're not!" Paithan caught hold of him "I'mjust as worried about her
as you are. She's ny sister. But you won't help her by getting yourself
killed. Wait until we know what's going on."

Rol and, sweating and ashen-faced, stood trenbling; he seened prepared to race
of f anyway.

"The dragon's fighting Xar," Rega whi spered, awed.

"I think you're right," Paithan agreed, pondering. "And if the dragon kills
Xar, we're probably next."

"Qur only hope is that they kill each other."

"I"'mgoing to go find Aleatha!" Roland ran down the stairs.

"Rol and! Don't! You'll be killed!" Rega went running after him

"There's Al eatha! Over there! Thea!" Paithan yelled. "Thea! W' re up here!"

He dashed down the steps to the street |level. Aleatha was at the bottom
wal ki ng al ong the street. She either couldn't hear her brother's shout, or she
was ignoring him She walked swiftly, didn't stop, although now Rol and had

added his powerful voice to the elf's weaker one.

"Al eatha!" Rol and raced past Paithan. Reaching Al eatha, he grabbed hold of her
arm

"You're hurt!" he cried, seeing blood on the front of her dress.

Al eatha stared at himcoldly. "Let go of ne."

She spoke so calmy and with such authority that Rol and, anazed, |et go.
Al eat ha turned, continued wal ki ng down the street.

"What's the matter with her? Were's she goi ng?" Paithan asked breathl essly,
com ng |l evel with Roland.

"You can see where she's going!" Rega gasped. "The gate."



"And she's carrying Drugar's amulet..."

The three caught up with Aleatha. This tine Paithan stopped her. "Thea," he
said, his voice shaking, "Thea, take it easy. Tell us what happened. Were's
Dr ugar ?"

Al eat ha | ooked at him | ooked at Rol and and Rega, seenmed at |ast to know who
t hese people were. "Drugar's dead," she said faintly. "He... died saving ne."
She held fast to the amul et.

"Thea, I"'msorry. It must have been terrible for you. C nmon, now Back to the
citadel. It's not safe out here."

Al eatha pull ed away from her brother. "No," she said with that strange calm
"No, |I'mnot going back. | know what | have to do. Drugar told ne to do it.
They're real, you see. Their city is real. And their dresses are very
beautiful ."

Turni ng, she started off again. The city gate was in plain sight now The
starlight beamed out fromthe Star Chanber; the odd humr ng vibrated in the
air. Explosions and crashes shook the citadel frominside. Qutside the walls,
the tytans stood in a hypnotic trance.

"Thea!" Paithan called desperately.

The three leapt to catch her.

Al eat ha whi pped around, held the amul et up before her, as she had seen Drugar
hold it up before Xar.

Startled, the others fell back. Either the magic of the amul et stopped them
or else it was Al eatha' s comrandi ng presence.

"You don't understand," she said. "That's what this whole thing has been all

al ong. A mi sunderstanding. Drugar told ne. 'The tytans will save us.' " She
| ooked at the gate. "W just... didn't understand."
"Al eatha! Drugar tried to kill us once!" Rega cried.

"You can't trust hinl He's a dwarf!" Paithan shout ed.

Al eat ha gave hima pitying glance. Sweeping her tattered skirts up in her
hand, she wal ked over to the gate, placed the amulet in the center.

"She's gone nmad!" Rega whi spered, frantic. "She's going to get us all killed!"

"What does it matter?" Rol and asked suddenly, with a reckless laugh. "The
dragon, the wi zard, the tytans... One of thems bound to kill us. \Wat the
devil does it matter which?"

Paithan tried to nove, but his body seemed extrenmely tired, unwilling to
support him "Thea, what are you doi ng?" he cried, anguished.

"I"'mgoing to let the tytans in," Aleatha replied.
The amul et flared. The gate swung open.

CHAPTER 42



ABRI
THE LABYRI NTH

ESCORTED BY VASU, HAPLO AND HI S COVPANI ONS WALKED t hrough the giant iron gates
that led into the streets of Abri. No other Patryns guarded theny the headnman
had taken this responsibility on hinmself. He told Kari and her people to go to
their homes, rest after their |abors. But the Patryns gathered—at a respectful
di stance—+to view the strangers. Wrd spread swiftly and soon the streets were
crowded with nmen, wonen, and children, nore curious than hostile.

O course, Haplo thought grimy, the | ack of guards doesn't nean they trust
us. After all, we're trapped inside a walled city, with only one way
out —+une- guarded, man-guarded gates. No, Vasu's not taking rmuch of a chance.

Abri was, as its nane neant, a shelter of rock. The buildings were all made of
stone. The streets were dirt, little nore than wide tracks, hard packed by

| ong use. But the roads were smooth and level, well suited to the wagons and
handcarts that trundl ed up and down. The buildings were utilitarian, with
square corners and small w ndows that could be sealed up swiftly when the city
was under attack.

And, in case of dire necessity, there were caves in the mountains to which the
popul ation could flee for protection. No wonder the Labyrinth had found it
difficult to destroy Abri and its people.

Hapl o shook his head. "And yet it's still a prison. How can you choose to stay
here, Headman? Why don't you try to escape?”

"You were a Runner, | amtold, Haplo."
Hapl o gl anced at Marit, on the other side of Vasu. Marit kept her eyes

forward, her chin jutted out. She was cold and inpenetrable, solid and
forbidding as the stone walls.

"Yes," Haplo replied. "I was a Runner."
"And you succeeded in escaping. You reached the Final Gate."
Hapl o nodded, unwilling to talk about it. The nenory was not a pl easant one.

"And what is the world |ike beyond the Final Gate?" Vasu inquired.

"Beautiful," said Haplo, his thoughts going to the Nexus. "A city, imense,
enornous. Forests and rolling hills, food in abundance—

"Peaceful ?" Vasu asked. "No threat? No danger?"
Yes, Hapl o was about to respond; then, renmenbering, he kept silent.
"There is a threat, then?" Vasu persisted gently. "Danger?"

"A very great danger,"” Haplo replied in a | ow voice. He was thinking of the
dr agon- snakes.

"Were you happy there, in your Nexus, Haplo? Happier there than you were
her e?"

Hapl o gl anced again at Marit. "No," he said quietly.



She still did not ook at him She didn't need to. She understood his neaning.
A flush as of a burning fever rose from her neck, suffused her cheeks.

"Many of those walking free are in prison," observed Vasu

Hapl o net the headman's eyes, was startled, inpressed. The eyes were brown,
soft as the body. But they were lit from behind by an inner |ight,
intelligence, wisdom Haplo began to revise his opinion of this nan.
Odinarily, the headman in the tribe is chosen because he is the strongest, a
survivor. Thus the headman or headwoman is often one of the ol dest nmenbers of
the tribe, hard and tough. This Vasu was young, flabby, and could never have
wi t hstood a chal l enge from anot her tribal menber. Hapl o had wondered, on first
encounter, how a weak, soft nman |ike Vasu had managed to retain his hold over
a proud, fierce people.

He was begi nning to understand why. "You are right, Headman!" Alfred spoke up
H s face was radi ant; he was regarding Vasu with awe. And, Haplo noted, the
Sartan was actually managing to wal k without falling over hinmself. "You are
right! I've been keeping nyself prisoner for so long... so long." He sighed,
shook his head. "I must find a way to set nyself free."

"You are a Sartan," Vasu said, the wonderful eyes turning on Alfred, turning
hi minside out. "One of those who cast us in here?"

Al fred bl ushed.
Haplo gritted his teeth, expecting stanmering, apologies, the usual

"No," Alfred said, pausing, drawing hinmself up to his full height. "No, | am
not. | nean, yes, | ama Sartan. But no, | amnot one who cast you in here. My
ancestors were responsi ble, not me. | take responsibility for nyself, for ny
own actions." The blush increased; he | ooked over sadly at Hugh the Hand.
"Those are burden enough.™"
"An interesting argunent," said Vasu. "W are not responsible for the crinmes
of our fathers, only for our own. And we have one here who is an immortal, or
so l'mtold."

Hugh the Hand took the pipe fromhis mouth. "I can die," he said bitterly. "
just can't be killed."

"Anot her prisoner." Vasu was synpathetic. "Speaking of prisons, why did you
return to the Labyrinth, Haplo?"

"To find ny daughter."

"Your daughter?" Vasu rai sed an eyebrow. The answer had taken him by surprise,
t hough he nmust have heard as nmuch from Kari. "Wen was the last tinme you saw
her? What tribe was she w th?"

"I never saw ny child. |I have no idea where she is. Her nane is Rue."

"And this is the reason you cane back? To find her?"

"Yes, Headman Vasu. That is the reason.”

"Look around, Haplo," said Vasu softly.

Hapl o | ooked. The street in which they stood was filled with children: boys
and girls at play and at work, stopping to stare with bright eyes at the



strangers; babes riding in harness on a parent's back; toddlers getting
underfoot, tunbling down, only to stand up again with the stubborn persistence
of the very young.

"Many are orphans," Vasu said gently, "who cone to us by way of the beacon
fire. And many of them are named Rue."

"I know my search seens hopel ess,"” Hapl o argued, "but—=
"Stop it!" Marit cried suddenly, angrily. She rounded on him "Stop |ying!
Tell himthe truth!"

Hapl o stared, truly astonished. Al of them stopped wal king, waited to see
what woul d happen next. Crowds of Patryns noved near, watching, |istening. At
a gesture from Vasu, the Patryns noved back a di screet distance, but stil

t hey waited.

Marit turned to face the headman. "Have you heard of Xar, the Lord of the
Nexus?"
"Yes," said Vasu, "we have heard of him Even here, in the center of the
Labyrinth, we have heard of Lord Xar."

"Then you know that he is the greatest one of our people ever to have lived.
Xar saved this man's life." Marit pointed at Haplo. "Xar loves this nman like a
son. And this man has betrayed him™

Marit flung back her head, regarded Haplo with scorn.

"He is a traitor to his own people. He has conspired with the eneny"-her
accusatory gaze went to Alfred—"and with the nmensch”"—-her eyes shifted to Hugh
the Hand—to destroy Xar, Lord of the Patryns. Haplo's true reason for com ng
to the Labyrinth is to raise an army. He plans to |lead that arny fromthe
Labyrinth in a war against his lord."

"I's this true?" Vasu asked.
"No," Haplo replied, "but why should you believe nme?"

"Why indeed, traitor?" came a voice fromthe crowd. "Especially since your
m nion carries an ancient knife of foul magic, wought by the Sartan for our
destruction!"

Ast oni shed, Haplo | ooked to see who had spoken. The voi ce sounded vaguely
fam liar, perhaps that of the man who had acconpanied Marit on the trail.
Qddly, though, Marit herself appeared startled, perhaps even troubled by this
| at est accusation. She, too, it seemed, was trying to | ocate the person who
had spoken.

"I had such a weapon." Hugh the Hand took the pipe fromhis nmouth, spoke up
boldly. "But it was lost, as she well knows!" He pointed the pipe stem at
Marit.

Only it wasn't a pipe.
"Bl essed Sartan!" cried Alfred in horror

The assassin held the Cursed Blade, the iron knife, inscribed with Sartan
runes of death.



Hugh the Hand flung the weapon fromhim The knife fell to the ground and | ay
there squirmng, wiggling like a live thing.

The sigla tattooed on Haplo's skin flared to life, as did the runes on Vasu
and Marit and every other Patryn in the vicinity.

"Pick it up!™ Alfred said through pale and trenbling |ips.

"No!" The Hand shook his head vehenently. "I won't touch the damm thing!"
"Pick it up!"™ Alfred conmanded, his voice rising. "It feels threatened!
Qui ckl y!"

"Do it!" Haplo said grimy, dragging back the dog, which was trotting over to
take a sniff.

Rel uctantly, gingerly, as if he were preparing to grab a poi sonous snake by
t he back of the head, Hugh the Hand bent dawn, retrieved the knife. He glared
at it.

"I swear... | didn't know | had it! My pipe..."
"The bl ade would not let himgo," Afred intervened. The Sartan | ooked

m serable. "I wondered at the tine, when you said it was | ost. The bl ade woul d
find a way to stay with him and it did so, by changing its formto that of
hi s nost val ued possession..."

"Headman Vasu, | would nost respectfully suggest that you di sperse your
peopl e, Haplo said, tense, his gaze on the knife. It was still gl ow ng,
al t hough not quite as brightly as before. "The danger is very great."
"And it grows proportionately," Alfred added in a | ow voice, his face flushed
wi th shane. So rmuch for the crimes of the fathers. "Wth all these people
around it..."

"Yes, | sense that,"
children indoors."

Vasu said grimy. "You, return to your hones. Take the

Take the children. One little girl was trying to see, noving near, not
under st andi ng the danger. Her face was oval, her chin pointed-not unlike
Marit's. The child woul d be about the right age..

A man cane to the girl, laid his hand protectively on her shoul der, drew her
back. H s eyes net Haplo's for a brief instant. Haplo felt his face burn. The
man |l ed the child away.

The crowd di spersed swi ftly, obeying the headman's orders wi thout question
But Hapl o could see faces, eyes, watching himbalefully, distrustfully from
t he shadows. He coul d guess that nany hands were on weapons.

And whose had been the voice that spoke? And what force had caused the knife
to reveal its true nature?

"Alfred," said Haplo, thinking back, "why didn't the knife change when the
tiger-men attacked us?"

Al fred shook his head. "I'mnot sure. But as you recall, Sir Hugh was knocked
out by a blowto the head."

O maybe it was the knife itself that had sumoned the tiger-nen.



"Never before in the history of Abri, which has been here since the beginning,
has one of our own brought such danger to us," Vasu was sayi ng. The brown eyes
were hard, stem and unforgiving.

"You must inprison them Headman," Marit told him "My lord Xar is com ng. He
will deal with them".

So, Xar is com ng, Haplo thought. How | ong has she known? A | ot was begi nning
to make sense now. ..

"I do not want to inprison one of our own kind. WII you, Haplo, wait in Abri
for Lord Xar?" Vasu asked. "WII| you give me your word of honor that you will
not attenpt to flee?"

Hapl o hesitated. He could see his own reflection in the headman's brown eyes,
so marvel ously clear and soft. And in that nmonment, he made his decision. He
cane to know hinsel f

"No, | will not make such a pledge, for | could not keep it. Lord Xar is ny
lord no longer. He is being guided by evil. His anbition is not to rule but to
ensl ave. |'ve seen where such anbition leads. | will no | onger follow or obey
him" Haplo added quietly, "I will do all within in my power to thwart him™"

Marit sucked in a sharp breath. "He gave you life!" She spat at his feet,
turned on her heel, and stal ked off.

"So be it," said Vasu. "I have no choice but to deemyou and your two
conpani ons a danger to the people. You will be held in prison to await the
arrival of Lord Xar."

"W will go peacefully, Headman," said Haplo. "Hugh, put the knife away,"
Scow i ng, not at Haplo but at the Cursed Bl ade, the assassin thrust it
securely into his belt. "I suppose this nmeans |I've lost ny pipe," he said

glunmy,

Vasu made a gesture and several Patryns appeared out of the shadows, ready to
escort the prisoners.

"No weapons," Vasu conmanded. "You will not need them™

He | ooked back at Hapl o, who saw sonething in the brown eyes, sonething
per pl exi ng, unfat homabl e.

"I will acconpany you," Vasu offered. "If you don't m nd?"

Hapl o shrugged. He wasn't in a position to m nd

"This way." Vasu was brisk, efficient. He even offered a hand to Alfred, who
had slipped on a pebble and was now | ying on his back | ooking hel pl ess, I|ike

an upturned turtle.

Wth the headman's help, Alfred struggled to his feet. H's stooped shoul ders
were bowed as if, once again, he had taken on sone enornous burden

They wal ked toward the mountain, their destination probably the caverns, deep
under ground—averns far bel ow the beacon fire burning its wel come through the
gray m sts.



The dog crowded agai nst Haplo's leg, |ooked up at himquestioningly with its
liquid eyes. Do we go along with this indignity? it asked. O do you want ne
to put a stop to it?

Hapl o gave the animal a reassuring pat. Wth a sigh that said the dog hoped
Hapl o knew what he was doing, the animal trotted along neekly at its master's
si de.

That strange |l ook in the headman's eyes. \Wat did it mean? Thinking of this,
wonderi ng, Haplo renenbered Kari's saying Vasu had sent her out deliberately
to find them bring them back.

How had Vasu known? What did Vasu know?

When Marit had left, she had not gone far, only far enough to take her out of
Hapl o's sight. Keeping to the shadows of a tall, sheltering oak tree, she
waited to see Hapl o and the others nmarched off to prison. She was trenbling

wi th what she told herself was outrage. Haplo had admitted his guilt, actually
admtted it! And to nmake such statements, to accuse Xar of being gui ded by
evil! It was nonstrous!

Xar was right about Haplo. He was a traitor. And Marit had done the right
thing in obeying Xar's conmands, in having Haplo arrested and held prisoner
until Xar could cone for him And Xar woul d come soon, perhaps any nonent.

She would tell her lord, of course, what Haplo had said. And that would sea
Haplo's fate. Wich was right and just. Haplo was a traitor... a traitor to
themall...

Then why this gnawi ng doubt? Marit knew why. She had told no one about the
Sartan knife. No one.

She watched until the three were well out of sight; then she suddenly becane
aware that several fellow Patryns were approaching her, eyeing her curiously,
probably wanting to discuss this unusual occurrence in their lives.

Marit was in no nood to talk. Pretending she didn't see them she turned and
wal ked away, trying to look as if she knew where she was going. Actually, she
didn't. She didn't even see where she was going. She needed to think, to try
to figure out what was wong. ..

Her skin itched. The sigla on her hands and arns were glowing faintly. Qdd.
She raised her head swiftly. She had cone farther than she'd intended, was
near the wall surrounding Abri. Danger was everywhere in the Labyrinth; she
shoul d not be surprised to feel the warning nagic. Yet the city had seened so
safe, so secure

A hand cl osed over her arm Marit had her dagger out of its sheath before she
saw who held her. A fellow Patryn.

She | owered the dagger, but kept it in her hand. She could not see the nman's
face; his hair was |ong and unkenpt and hung over his eyes. The tingling
war ni ng si gns had not abated. If anything, they were now stronger

Marit drew back, away fromthe strange Patryn. As she did so, she noticed that
his magi c was not reacting to the danger; the tattoos on his skin were not

gl owi ng. And then she saw that the runes could not glow, they were not true
rune-structures, only copies.

Marit wasted no tinme in talk or in wondering who or what this creature m ght



be. Those who waited to ask questions rarely lived long to hear the answer.
Certain species in the Labyrinth, such as the boggl eboe, had the power of
shape-shifting. Gipping her dagger, Mark [unged at the inpostor

Her weapon vani shed, changed to snoke that drifted harm essly through the air.
"Ah, you recognize ne," said a famliar voice. "I thought you mght."

She hadn't; not really. She had known he wasn't a Patryn, but she had not
recogni zed himdntil he brushed the tangled hair back fromhis face to revea
the single red eye.

"Sang-drax," she said ungraciously. She should have been pleased to see him
but her unease grew. "Wat do you want ?"

"Didn't Lord Xar informyou of ny com ng?" The single red eye blinked.

"My lord informed nme that he was coming,"” Marit said coldly. Her thoughts went
to the hideous sight of the dragon-snakes of Chelestra. She didn't |ike being
around Sang-drax, wanted to get away fromhim "Perhaps Xar is here? If so, |

will go—=

"My lord has been unfortunately detained," Sang-drax interrupted. "He has sent
me to retrieve Haplo."

"My lord said he was conming," Marit reiterated, not liking this change,
wonderi ng what was going on. "He would have told ne otherwise if he were not."

"Lord Xar finds it a bit difficult to comunicate just at the noment,"
Sang-drax replied, and though his tone was respectful, it seened to Marit that
t he dragon-snake smirked.

"I'f ny lord sent you for Haplo, then you had better go and find him" Marit
said coldly. "wWhat do you want with ne?"

"Ah, getting to Haplo is proving rather a problem" Sang-drax said. "I nanaged
to have himarrested, but |—=

"You were the one!" Marit said. "You knew about the knife!"

"I mean no disrespect, but Headnman Vasu is a weak-ninded fool. He was prepared
to let Haplo and his Sartan friend roamthe city at will. My lord Xar woul d
not have liked that. | saw that you were not going to act"—Sang-drax's red eye
glinted—and so | was forced to do what | coul d.

"As | was about to say, my goal was to have Haplo placed in a dungeon, where
he will be rendered hel pl ess—he and his Sartan friend. | will be able to
capture himquite easily w thout endangering your people." The dragon-snake
inclined his head; the red eye slid shut for an instant.

"But now you can't get to him" Marit guessed.

"Too true." Sang-drax shrugged, smiled in a deprecating manner. "The guards
woul d recogni ze ne i medi ately as an inpostor. But if you were to take ne

in..."

Marit gritted her teeth. It took a physical effort to remain standing this
cl ose to the dragon-snake. Every instinct urged her to kill it or run

"We should hurry," Sang-drax added, noting her hesitation. "Before the guards



can get organized."

"I must speak to ny lord first,"” Marit said, her way clear. "This countermands
Xar's earlier orders to me. | nust make certain this is his will."

Sang-drax was obviously displeased. "My lord may be difficult to reach. He is,
shal | we say, otherw se occupied.” Hi s voice had an omi nous tone.

"Then you will have to wait,"” Marit returned. "Haplo isn't going anywhere."
"Do you honestly believe that?" Sang-drax gave her a pitying | ook. "Do you
believe that he will stay neekly in his cell, waiting for Xar to come for hin®
No, Haplo has sone plot in mnd, you may count upon it. | repeat, | mnust

capture himnow"

Marit didn't know what to believe, but one thing was certain: she didn't

bel i eve Sang-drax. "I will speak to nmy lord," she said resolutely. "When |
receive his instructions, | will obey them Were can | find you?"
"Don't worry, Patryn. | will find you." Turning, Sang-drax left, continuing on

his way down the deserted street.

Marit waited until the dragon-snake was about twenty paces from her; then,
keeping to the shadow of the wall, she followed him

What was he really after? Marit didn't believe Xar had sent him nor did she
bel i eve Sang-drax's inplications that Xar was in sone sort of trouble.

She woul d see where Sang-drax went, discover what he was up to.

The dragon-snake, maintaining his Patryn form rounded a corner of a building.
He was taking care, Marit noticed, to keep to the shadows hinsel f, taking care
to avoid any true Patryn. He didn't run into many. This part of the city, near
the wall, was nostly deserted. The buil dings here were ol der, probably dating
to a time before the wall had been constructed, and had probably been |eft
behi nd as another |ine of defense. A perfect place for the dragon-snake to

hi de.

But how had Sang-drax entered the city? Patryns manned the walls and the gate;
their magic woul d keep out all but the nmost powerful intruder. Yet Sang-drax
was here, and he had obvi ously remai ned unobserved; otherwi se the city would
be in an uproar.

Doubt began to edge its sharp point into Mark's m nd. How powerful was the

dr agon- snake? She had al ways assuned that he was | ess powerful than she. The
Patryns are the strongest force in the universe—aren't we? Isn't that what Xar
said, time and again?

Qui ded by evil, Haplo had said.

Marit put Haplo out of her m nd.

Sang-drax turned into an alley with no way out. Marit paused at the entrance,
not wanting to find herself trapped. The dragon-snake conti nued down the

alley, noving at a leisurely pace.

Marit crossed to the opposite side of the alley and entered a doorway from
whi ch she coul d wat ch unobserved.

The dragon-snake gl anced behi nd hi moccasionally, but never nore than a gl ance



and an uninterested one at that. He was about hal fway down the alley when he
st opped, | ooked nore carefully up and down. Then he stepped into a shadowed
doorway and di sappear ed.

Marit waited tensely, not wanting to nove closer until she was certain he
wasn't going to reenerge

Not hi ng happened; nothing stirred. The alley was enpty. But she could hear
voi ces, low and indistinct, conming fromthe building Sang-drax had entered.

Marit traced a series of sigla in the air. Tendrils of fog began to swirl down
the alley. She waited patiently, worked the nagic slowy. The sudden
appearance of a thick fog-bank woul d | ook extrenely suspi cious.

When she could no | onger see the squat, square shape of the building across
fromher, Marit wal ked across the alley, using the envel opi ng cl oud as cover.
She had al ready marked her destinati on—a window in the building' s side, on a
wal | that ran perpendicular to the alley.

Sang-drax woul d have had to be standing in the alley itself, watching for her
to have seen her. And he was nowhere in sight. As it was, she would be only a
vague shape, made visible by the faint warning glow of the runes on her bare

hands and armns.

Reachi ng the wi ndow, she flattened herself against the wall, then risked a
| ook inside.

The room was snall, bare. Former nomads, Patryns didn't have nmuch use for
furniture in their dwellings, no such things as tables and chairs. Mats for
sitting and pallets for sleeping were all the furnishings considered
necessary.

Sang-drax stood in the nmddle of the enpty room talking to four other

Pat ryns—ho were not Patryns, Marit quickly deterni ned. She couldn't see the
rune- mar ki ngs cl earl y—the fog outside had caused the interior of the building
to grow quite dark. But the very fact that the roomwas dark was the
determining factor. A true Patryn's sigla would have been gl owi ng, even as
Marit's were.

Mor e dragon-snakes, disguised as Patryns. They spoke the Patryn | anguage
well—all of them Marit found this disturbing. Sang-drax spoke her | anguage,
but then he had spent a great deal of tinme with Xar. How | ong had these other
snakes had her peopl e under observation?

"—are proceeding. Qur people are massed at the Final Gate. W wait only for
your signal," one of the dragon-snakes was sayi ng.

"Excellent," Sang-drax replied. "My signal will not be long in com ng. The
arm es of the Labyrinth are gathering. At what passes for dawn in this |and,
we will attack this city and destroy it. Wen the city is leveled, | wll

all ow a handful of 'survivors' to flee, to spread their tale of destruction,
stir up terror at our coning."

"You will not permt Afred the Sartan to survive?" asked another in a hissing
Voi ce.

"OfF course not," Sang-drax replied harshly. "The Serpent Mage will die here,
as will Haplo the Patryn. Both are far too dangerous to us, now that Lord Xar
knows about the Seventh Gate. It is only a matter of time before either Haplo
or the Serpent Mage figures out that he has been there. Curse that foo



Kleitus for telling Xar in the first place."

"We nust find a way to deal with the | azar," observed one dragon-snake.

"Al'l in good tine," Sang-drax returned. "When this is finished, we will return
to Abarrach, take care of the |lazar, then deal with Xar himself. First,
however, we will conquer and control the Labyrinth. Wen we seal shut the
Final Gate, the evil trapped in this place will grow a hundredfold —and our
power along with it. Qur kind will thrive and multiply here, safe from

i nterference, assured of a continual source of nourishnment. Fear, hatred,
chaos will be our harvest—

"What was that?" A dragon-snake turned its head toward the wi ndow. "A spy?"

Marit had made no sound, although what she had overheard very nearly caused
her to sink, weak-kneed, to the ground.

Sang-drax was wal king toward t he w ndow.

Silent, soft-footed, Marit glided into the thick fog, ran swiftly down the
al | ey.

"Did she hear?" The dragon-snake asked. Sang-drax dispelled the fog with a
wave of his hand. "She heard,"” he replied with satisfaction

CHAPTER 43
THE Cl TADEL
PRYAN

THE STARLI GHT SHONE BRI GHTLY FROM THE CI TADEL' S TOAER. The faint hunmi ng
sound, whose words could be heard but not distinguished, vibrated through the
streets. Qutside the walls, the tytans stood in their trance. Inside, Al eatha
was hol ding the anulet on the gate.

"We'd better run for it," advised Paithan, licking dry lips.
"I"mnot |eaving without Al eatha," said Rol and.
"I"mnot going without Roland," said Rega, standing next to her brother

Pai t han regarded them both wi th exasperati on and despairing fondness. "I won't
go anywhere wi thout you two." Bracing hinmself, he added, "I guess this neans
we're all going to die."

"At least we'll be together," Rega said softly, reaching out one hand to hold
Pai than's while her other took her brother's.

"We'| | be safe as long as the light keeps shining." Roland was considering the
matter. "Paithan, you and I'lIl run to the gate, grab Al eatha, and then head
for the citadel. Then—=

At that noment the gates swung open and the starlight suddenly went off. The
tytans outside the walls began to stir about. Paithan tensed, waiting for the
tytans to surge inside and start bashing theminto the ground. He waited..
and waited.

The tytans remnai ned unnovi ng, sightless heads turned toward the open gate.
Al eat ha stood before them just inside the gate. "Please," she said, with the



graci ous gesture of an elf queen, "please, cone inside."

Pai t han groaned. He exchanged gl ances with Rol and. The two nade ready to dash
f or war d.

"Stop!" Rega ordered, awed. "Look!"

Quietly, hunbly, reverently, the tytans dropped their tree-sized clubs to the
ground and began to file peacefully up the hill to the gate.

The first tytan to reach the gate stopped and turned its sightless head toward
Al eat ha.

Wiere is the citadel ? What nust we do?

Pai t han shut his eyes. He couldn't |ook. Next to him Roland noaned in
angui sh.

"Here is the citadel," Aleatha said sinply. "You are hone."

Wunded and exhausted, Xar sought refuge inside the library. He managed to
make his way that far before he collapsed onto the floor. For |ong nonents he
lay there, his body bl eeding and broken, too weak to heal hinself.

The Lord of the Nexus had fought nmany powerful opponents in his long lifetine.
He' d fought many dragons, but never one as strong in magic as this wi ngless
beast of fury.

But the lord had given as good as he'd got.

Li ght headed, dazed with pain and | oss of blood, Xar had no very clear idea
what had happened to the dragon. Had he killed it? Wwunded it so severely it
had been forced to withdraw? He didn't know, and at this noment he didn't
particularly care. The beast had di sappeared. Xar nust heal hinself quickly,
before those fool nmensch found himin this weakened state.

The Lord of the Nexus clasped his hands together, closed the circle of his

bei ng. Warnth spread through him sending himinto the restorative sleep that
woul d return himfully to strength and health. He very nearly succunbed to it,
but an urgent voice, calling to him woke himup

Swiftly he shook off the drowsiness. There was no tinme for sleep. In al
probability the dragon was | urking sonewhere, healing itself.

"Marit, you come to ne in good time. Have you obeyed ny commands? Are Haplo
and the Sartan in prison?"

"Yes, Lord. But | fear you've... you' ve made a terrible m stake."

"I'"ve made a mistake." Xar was upright, rigid, lethal. "Wat do you mean,
Daught er—+' ve nade a mi st ake?"

"Sang-drax is a traitor. | overheard himplotting. He and the others of his
kind are going to attack this city and destroy it. Then they plan to seal shut
the Final Gate. Qur people will be trapped. You nust cone—

"I will conme," Xar said, barely able to contain his anger. "I wll cone and

deal with Haplo and this Sartan, who have obviously subverted you to their
foul cause—=



"No, Lord. | beg of you! You nust believe ne..."

Xar silenced her voice as he would silence the wonan hersel f when he next
encountered her. She was probably attenpting to invade his thoughts, spy on
hi m

This is one of Haplo's tricks—trying to lure me back into the Labyrinth with
these foolish tales.

"I will return to the Labyrinth," Xar said grimy, rising to his feet, his
strength renewed, far nore than if he'd slept a fortnight. "And both of you,
my children, will be sorry to see ne."

But first he needed to find the nensch, particularly that el f woman who had
run off with the dwarf's anul et.

Xar listened, nmagically extending his hearing, listened for the bickering

voi ces of the nensch, the hideous grow of the dragon. He had a difficult tine
hearing either at first. The irritating humming fromthe top of the citade
seened | ouder than ever. Then, fortunately, the humm ng ceased, the |ight shut
of f.

And then he heard the nensch, and what he heard amazed and appalled him They
were opening the gates to the tytans! The idiots, the fools, the..

Words failed him

Xar strode over to the solid stone wall, drew a sigil on the marble. A w ndow
appeared, as if one had existed in that wall all along. Xar was able to see
the gate now, could see the nensch huddl ed together |ike the stupid sheep they
were. He watched the gate open, saw the tytans marching inside.

Xar waited—with a certain grimanticipation—for the tytans to beat the nensch
to a bloody pulp. It would only serve themright, though their deaths in such
a manner considerably upset his plans. Still, he might be able to take
advant age of the tytans' nmonmentary distraction to nake good his escape.

To Xar's astoni shnent, the tytans wal ked past the four nmensch, not quite
oblivious to themene tytan actually picked up the human mal e and noved him
fromits path with a gentle hand—but neither paying them nuch attention. The
gi ants' eyel ess heads tilted upward. The light of the citadel came back on
beaned down on them illum nated them nmnade them al nost beauti ful

The tytans were heading in Xar's direction. Their destination was the citadel

The seven chairs. G ants who could not see, who would not be affected by the
m nd-shattering light. The tytans were coming back to the citadel to fulfill
t heir destiny—what ever that m ght be.

But nost inmportant—the gate stood open. The tytans were distracted. The dragon
was nowhere around. This was Xar's chance.

He left the library, nmoved swiftly through the building, exiting fromthe back
just as the tytans were entering at the front.

Keeping to the side streets, Xar hastily made his way to the gate. Once it was
in sight, he stopped to reconnoiter. Only seven tytans had entered the
citadel . The rest remai ned outside, but on their faces was the sane beatific
expression worn by those within. The three nmensch stood just inside the gate,
staring in bug-eyed astonishnent at the tytans. The fourth nmensch, the elf



worman, stood directly in Xar's path, blocking the gate. Hi s gaze focused
eagerly on the bl oodstai ned anul et she held in her hands.

The amul et woul d get himpast the Sartan runes, onto the Sartan ship.
Apparently he no | onger had to worry about the tytans.

The seven tytans were wal king slowy and steadily, two abreast, toward the
citadel . Xar took a chance, stepped out in plain sight. The tytans wal ked
past, never noticing him

Excel l ent, he thought, rubbing his hands.
He wal ked swiftly to the gate.

O course the sight of himthrew the nensch into an uproar. The human wonan
shri eked; the elven mal e yamered; the human nal e dashed forward to do Xar
bodily harm The lord tossed a sigil at themas he night have tossed a bone to
a pack of ravening wolves. The sigil struck them and the nmensch went very

qui et, stood very still.

The elven female had turned to face him Her eyes were w de and fri ght ened.
Xar approached her, his hand outstretched.

"Gve me the amulet, ny dear,
to you."

he said to her softly, "and no harmw ||l cone

The elf's mouth opened, but no words canme out. Then, draw ng a deep breath,
she shook her head. "No!" She hid the anul et behind her back. "This was
Drugar's. |... | don't care what you do to ne, you can't have it. Wthout it,
| can't travel to the other city..."

Nonsense, all of it. Xar had no idea what she was tal king about, didn't care.
He was about to suck her dry, leave her a pile of dust—with the anulet resting
safely on top—when one of the tytans stepped through the gate and cane to
stand in front of Al eatha.

You will not harmher. The voice resounded in Xar's head. She is under our
protecti on.

Sartan nmagic, crude but i mensely powerful, shone fromthe tytan as the
starlight shone fromthe top of the citadel

Xar coul d have fought the magic, but he was weak fromhis battle with the
dragon, and besides, a fight wasn't necessary.

The lord sinply chose the possibility that he was standi ng behind the elf
worman instead of in front. She had the anulet clutched in her hands, safely-so
she t hought —behi nd her back. Xar sw tched pl aces, reached out, plucked the
amul et fromher fingers, and hastened out the gate.

Behind him he could hear the elf woman crying in di smay.

The tytans paid no heed to Xar as he ran past them on his way into the
jungle, on his way to the ship and, fromthere, to the Labyrinth.

"Poor Drugar," said Rega softly. She brushed her hand across her eyes. "I
wish... | wish |1'd been nicer to him"

"He was so alone." Al eatha knelt beside the body of the dwarf, holding his



cold hand in her own.

"I feel rotten," said Paithan. "But who knew? | thought he wanted to be by
hi msel f."

"Whi ch of us bothered to ask?" Roland said quietly. "Too busy thinking about
our sel ves. "

"Or some machine," Paithan added beneath his breath. He cast a surreptitious
glance in the direction of the Star Chanber.

The tytans were up there now, probably sitting in those huge chairs. Doing
what ? The machi ne was dark; the starlight hadn't cone on for a long tine now.
Yet the air quivered with tension, a good tension, a suppressed excitement.
Pai t han wanted nore than anything to go up there and see for hinmself. And he
woul d go. He wasn't afraid of the tytans anynore. But he owed this to Drugar
He owed a lot to Drugar... and it seenmed the only way he could repay hi mwas
to stand over the dwarf's body and feel wetched.

"He | ooks happy," Rega ventured.
"Happi er than he was here with us," Paithan nuttered.

"Come on, Aleatha," Roland said, helping her to stand. "There's no need for
you to cry. You were kind to him |... | have to say | adnmire you for that."

Al eatha turned, | ooked at himin astoni shnent. "You do?"

"So do I, Aleatha," said Rega timdly. "I used to not |ike you very much; |
t hought you were weak and silly. But you're the strongest one of all of us. |
want... | really want to be your friend."

"You're the only one of us with any eyes," Paithan added ruefully. "The rest
of us were as blind as the tytans. You saw Xar for what he was. And you saw
Drugar for what he was."

"Lonely," Al eatha nurmured. She stared down at the dwarf. "So very lonely."
"Aleatha, | love you," Roland said. Reaching out, he took hold of her
shoul ders, drew her near. "And what's nore, | like you."

"You |ike ne?" Al eatha repeated, amazed.

"Yes, | do." Roland flushed, unconfortable. "I didn't used to. | |oved you,
but | didn't like you. You were so... beautiful." He said the word with
contenpt. Then his eyes grew warm he smiled. "Now you're beautiful."

Al eat ha was confused. She touched her hair, which was filthy, unkenpt,
straggling over her thin shoulders. Her face was streaked with dirt, stained
with tears, her nose swollen, her eyes red. He |loved her, but he hadn't |iked
her. Yes, she could understand that. No one had ever |iked her. Not even
hersel f.

"No nore ganes, Aleatha," Roland said softly, his grip on her tightening. H's
gaze went to the body of the dwarf. "We never know when the game's going to
cone to an end.”

"No nore ganes, Roland," she said, and rested her head against his chest.

"What do we do about Drugar?" Paithan asked after a noment's silence. His



voi ce was husky. "I don't know anythi ng about dwarven burial custons."

Take himto his people, canme a tytan's voice.

"Take himto his people," Al eatha repeated.

Pai t han shook his head. "That'd be fine, if we knew where they were. O even
if they were still alive..."

"I know," said Aleatha. "Don't |?"
"Who are you talking to, Thea?" Paithan | ooked a little frightened.

You know, cane the answer.

"But | don't have the amulet," she said.

You don't need it. Wait until the starlight shines.
"This way," said Aleatha confidently. "Come with ne."

Taki ng of f her shawl, she laid it reverently over the dwarf's body. Rol and and
Paithan |lifted Drugar. Rega went to wal k at Al eatha's side. Together they
entered the maze.

"Can | stand up now?" came a peevish voice.
"Yes, sir, but you rust hurry. The others night be back at any nonment."

The pile of bricks began to nove. A few on top slid down, clattered to the
fl oor.

"Pl ease be quiet, sir!" intoned the dragon

"You could give me a hand," nuttered the peevish voice. "Or a claw. Whatever
you' ve got avail able at the nonent."

The dragon, with a long-suffering sigh, began to sift through the rubble with
a green-scaled forearm Snagging the old man by the collar of his nouse-gray
r obes—ow bri ck-reddi sh robes—the dragon haul ed the old nman up out of the
ruin.

"You dropped that wall on ne on purpose!" the old nman said, shaking his
cl enched fist.

"I had to, sir," the dragon answered gloomly. "You were breathing."

"Well, of course | was breathing!" the old man cried in high dudgeon. "A
fellow can only hold his breath so long, you know | suppose you expected ne
to turn blue and pass out!"

A bright and happy gleamlit the dragon's eyes; then it sighed, as over
somet hing | ost, gone forever

"I meant, sir, that you were being obvious about your breathing. Your chest
was rising and falling. At one point, you even made a sound. Not a very
corpse-like thing to do—=

"Beard fl ew up ny nose,"
sneeze."

the old man nuttered. "I thought | was going to



"Yes, sir,’
And now, sir, if you're quite ready ..

said the dragon. "That was when | dropped the wall on you, sir.

"Are they all right?" the old man asked, peering out the hole in the wall.
"WIl they be safe?"

"Yes, sir. The tytans are inside the citadel. The seven chosen will take their
pl aces in the seven chairs. They will begin to channel the energy up fromthe
wel |, use their nental powers to beamit out into Pryan and, eventually,

t hrough Death's Gate. The two humans and the two elves will be able to
communi cate with others of their kind in the other citadels. And now that the
tytans are back under control, the humans and the elves will be able to
venture forth into the jungle. They will find others of their races—and the
dwarven race as well. They will lead themto safety inside these walls."

"And they'Il live happily ever after,” the old nan concl uded, beam ng

"I wouldn't go that far, sir," said the dragon. "But they'll live as happily
as can reasonably be expected. They will have plenty to keep them busy.

Particularly after they've nade contact with their people on the other worlds
of Arianus and Chelestra. That should give themquite a bit to think about."
"I"'d like to stay and see that," said the old man wistfully. "lI'd like to see
peopl e happy, working together, building their lives in peace. | don't know
why" —he frowned—but | think it would help ne get over these terrible dreans |
have sonetimes. "

He began to trenble. "You know the dreanms | nean. Horrible dreams. Dreadful
fires and buildings falling and the dying... | can't help the dying..."

"Yes, you can, M. Bond," said the dragon gently. He passed a cl awed hand over
the old man's head. "You are Her Majesty's finest secret agent. O perhaps you
woul d rather be a certain befuddl ed wi zard today? You were always rather fond
of that one—=

The old man pursed his lips. "Nope. No wi zards. | don't want to get typecast."

"Very good, M. Bond. | think Moneypenny is trying to get hold of you."

"She's always trying to get hold of ne!" the old man said with a cackle.
"Well, off we go. Let's be quick about it. Mustn't keep Q waiting."

"I believe the initial is M sir—=
"What ever!" the old man snapped.

The two began to fade into the air, became one with the dust. The table built
by the Sartan |lay shattered beneath the bricks and the fallen stone.

Many cycles later, when Paithan, along with his wife, Rega, had beconme rulers
of the city named Drugar, the elf commanded that this chanber be seal ed of f.

Al eat ha cl ai med she could hear voices inside it, sad voices, talking a strange
| anguage. No one el se could hear them but since Al eatha was now Hi gh
Priestess of the Tytans and her husband was Hi gh Priest Roland, no one

guesti oned her w sdom

The chamber was made into a nenorial for a rather daft old w zard who had
twice given his life for them and whose body—so far as any of them knewtay



buri ed beneath the rubble.

CHAPTER 44

ABRI

THE LABYRI NTH

"EXCUSE ME, HAPLO .." Alfred's whisper drew Haplo away from an internal
struggle. He | ooked over at the Sartan, not sorry to put his nmental weapons
down, turn his dark thoughts to sonething el se, probably equally dark

"Yes, what is it?"

Al fred cast a fearful glance at their guards, marching at their side, edged
his way cl oser to Haplo.

"| —Ch, dear ne! Were did that cone fronP"

Hapl o caught hold of Alfred, kept himfromwal king straight into a solid rock
wal | .

"The mountain's been here a long time,"
the cavern entrance.

Hapl o said, and steered Alfred into

He kept fast hold of the Sartan, whose funbling feet discovered every |oose
rock, every crack and fissure. The guards, after a long, frowning scrutiny,
apparently decided A fred was harm ess, for they left himalone. Mst of their
attention was centered on Hugh the Hand.

"Thank you," Alfred nurnured. "Wat... what | wanted to ask... and this may
sound |ike a stupid question..."

"Comi ng fromyou?" Haplo was amused.

Alfred smled, enbarrassed. "What | was wondering is about this prison. |
didn't think your people did that sort of thing ... to each other."

"I didn't think we did," Hapto said pointedly.

Vasu, who had been wal ki ng al ongsi de, as silent and preoccupied as Haplo
hi nsel f, | ooked up

"Only in cases of dire necessity," the headman replied gravely. "Mainly for
the prisoner's own good. Sone of our people suffer fromwhat we call Labyrinth
sickness. In the lands out beyond the walls, the sickness usually leads to
deat h. "

"Qut beyond these walls,"” Haplo added grimy, "a person with Labyrinth
sickness puts his or her entire tribe in danger."

"What happens to thenfP What do they do?" Al fred asked.

Hapl o shrugged. "Usually they go crazy and junmp off a cliff. O charge a pack
of wolfen alone. O drown thenselves in the river..."

Al fred shudder ed.

"But we have discovered that, with time and pati ence, these people can be
hel ped, " Vasu said. "W keep themin a place where they are safe, where they



can do no harmto thenselves or to others.”
"And that's where you're going to be putting us," Haplo said.

"Essentially it's where you're putting yourselves," Vasu replied. "lIsn't that
true? If you wanted to | eave, you could do so."

"And bring destruction on ny own people? | didn't cone here to do that," Haplo
replied.

"You could | eave this hunan—and the knife he carries —behind."

Hapl o shook his head. "No, it's ny responsibility. | brought the knife in
her e—anknowi ngly, but | brought it. Between the three of us"—he took in Alfred
and Hugh the Hand—rmaybe we can figure out how to destroy it."

Vasu nodded in understandi ng and agreenent.

Hapl o was silent a nonent; then he said quietly, "But | won't let Xar take
ne."

Vasu' s expression hardened. "He will not take you w thout nmy consent. That |
prom se you. | will hear what he has to say and nake ny judgnment accordingly."

Hapl o al nost | aughed out |oud. Struggling, he maintained a straight face.
"You' ve never met Xar, Headman Vasu. My lord takes what he wants. He's not
accustoned to bei ng deni ed anything."

Vasu smled indulgently. "Meaning that | won't have any say in the matter." He
patted his round stomach conplacently. "I may | ook soft, Haplo. But don't
underestimate ne."

Hapl o remai ned unconvi nced, but argui ng would not have been polite. Wen the
time came, he alone would have to deal with Xar. Haplo went back to his dark
i nner struggle.

"I can't help but wonder, Headman Vasu"-this was Al fred—how exactly do you
keep people inprisoned? Considering that our nmagic is based on possibilities
and with the vast range of possibilities for escape available... Not that |
plan to try to escape," he added hastily. "And if you'd prefer not to tell ne,
| understand—

"It isreally quite sinple,"” Vasu answered gravely. "In the real mof
possibility, there is always the possibility, that there are no
possibilities."

Al fred' s eyes gl azed over.

The dog ni pped himon the ankle, saved himfromfalling into a hole.

"No possibilities," Alfred repeated, thinking. He shook his head, baffl ed.
Vasu smled. "I will be happy to explain. As you nust surm se, the reduction
of all possibilities to no possibilities is an extrenely difficult and conpl ex
spell to cast. We place the person in a small, enclosed area, such as a prison
cell or a dungeon. The need for such an enclosure is due to the nature of the
spell, which requires that, within this area, tinme itself nust be stopped, for
only by stopping time can one stop the possibility of things occurring within
time. It would be neither feasible nor advisable to stop time for the entire
popul ati on of Abri.



"Thus we have constructed what is known as a '"well'—a small chanber deep

i nside the cavern where tine literally comes to a halt. A person exists within
a frozen second and, during that second, so long as the magic is operative,
there exists no possibility of escape. The person within the cell continues to
live, but—f held for a I ong peri od—would not physically change, woul d not
age. People suffering from Labyrinth sickness are never kept in here |ong,

just long enough for us to counsel and heal them™

"How i ngenious!" Al fred was admring.
"Isn't it," Haplo remarked dryly.

Wrried and alone, Marit roaned the city streets until long after the
Labyrinth's grayness had darkened to night. Nunerous Patryns of fered her
hospitality, but Marit refused, regarded themwarily, suspiciously.

She didn't trust them couldn't trust her own people anynore. The know edge
grieved her. She felt nore al one than ever

| should go to Vasu, she thought. Warn him but of what? My story sounds wild,
i mpl ausi bl e. Snakes di sgui sed as Patryns. An attack on the city. Sealing shut
the Final Cate..

"And why should | trust Vasu?" she asked herself. "Perhaps he's in |league wth
them | rmust wait for ny lord. Those are ny orders. And yet... And yet..."

Qui ded by evil...

Hapl o woul d believe her. He was the one person who woul d, the one person who
woul d know what to do. Yet to take this to himwas to betray Xar's trust.

| came to find my daughter..

And what about that daughter, that baby she'd given up so | ong ago? Wat woul d
happen to her, to all the daughters and the sons of the Patryns if the Fina
Gate was seal ed shut? Was it possible Haplo had been telling the truth?

Marit turned her steps toward the mountain dungeon.

The streets were dark and silent. The Patryns holed up in their dwellings to
keep thensel ves and their famlies safe fromthe insidious evil of the
Labyrinth, evil whose strength increased at night.

She passed the houses, the |ighted wi ndows, heard voices frominside. Fanilies
toget her. Safe, for the monent..

Her steps qui ckened, driven by fear

Abri had started inside the mountain, but no Patryns lived there now The need
to lurk in caves, like hunted aninmals, was over for them

Entrances into the nountain had been sealed up, a Patryn told her in answer to
her question. C osed off, used only in tinme of energency. One entrance
remai ned open, the entrance that led to the dungeons.

Marit headed for it, rehearsing what she would say to the guards, figuring how
to convince themto let her see Haplo. It was only when she noticed that her
armwas itching, burning, that she realized she wasn't the only one intent on
entering the cavern.



Marit coul d see the cavern entrance, a black hol e against the grayer, softer
dar kness of night. Two Patryns stood guarding it. Except that they weren't
Patryns. No runes gl owed on their skin.

Marit bl essed the magic for its warning. O herw se she woul d have wal ked ri ght
into their arns. Hiding in the shadows, she watched and |i stened.

Four shapes converged on the cavern. The voices of the guards, soft and
hi ssing, slid through the night.

"You can approach safely. No one has been around."
"Are the prisoners alone in there?"

Marit recogni zed Sang-drax's voice

"Alone and trapped in a tine well," was the report.

"A marvel ous irony," said Sang-drax. "By inprisoning the only people who could
save them these fool Patryns will be responsible for their own destruction

W four will enter. You two stay here, make certain we are not disturbed. |
don't suppose you know where they are being hel d?"

"No, we could not very well accompany them could we? W woul d have been
recogni zed. "

Sang-drax shrugged. "No matter. | will find them | can snell the scent of
war m bl ood even now. "

The fal se Patryns | aughed.
"WIl you be Iong at your 'task'?" one asked.

"They deserve to die slowy," said another. "Especially the Serpent Mage, who
nmur der ed our king."

"I must make their deaths quick, unfortunately," Sang-drax replied. "The
armes are gathering and | need to be on hand to organize them And you mnust
hasten to the Final Gate. But do not be disappointed. W will feast on blood
tomorrow and, once the Final Gate is sealed, for all eternity."

Marit reached for her dagger. The single red eye sw vel ed, gl anced over at
her. She cowered into the darkness. The red eye nesnerized her, conjured up
i mges of death —terrible, tortured. She wanted to run and hi de. Her hand
fell, nerveless, fromthe dagger's hilt.

The red eye | aughed, passed on.

Hel pl ess, Marit watched the four dragon-snakes enter the cave. The other two
took up their positions outside.

Once Sang-drax had di sappeared, Marit recovered. She had to get inside the
cavern, had to get inside that nagical roomto warn Haplo, to free him if
possi bl e. The thought of Xar canme fleetingly to her mnd

"I'f ny lord were here," she reasoned, "if he heard the dragon-snakes as | have
heard them he would do the very sane thing."

Marit lifted the sharpened stick she carried with her. The throw woul d be easy



fromthis distance. As she held the crude spear in her hand, she renenbered
the terrible dragon-snake she had seen in the waters of Chelestra. What if she
only wounded one? Wuld it change back to its original forn? She inmagined the
gigantic serpents, wounded and thrashi ng about, w eaking havoc on her people.

And even though I might kill both of them how can |I reach Hapl o ahead of
Sang-drax? She was wasting time. Leave the dragon-snakes for now Her magic
woul d take her to Haplo, as it had once before, on Arianus. She drew the sigla
in the air, inmagined herself with Haplo..

Not hi ng. The magic failed. O course, she cursed bitterly. He is in a prison
He can't get out. | can't get in!

"Vasu," she said to herself. "I must find him He holds the key. He can take
me there."

And if the headman proved reluctant..

Marit fingered her dagger. She'd force himto obey her. But now she had to
find out where he lived... and quickly.

Marit ran into the street, searching for sone wakeful Patryn who could give
her information. She hadn't gone far when she stunbled into ajnan, nuffled in
a cl oak, who stepped out of the shadows.

Startled, nervous, Marit fell back a pace. "I nust find Headman Vasu," she

sai d, eyeing the cl oaked figure suspiciously. "Don't cone near ne. Just tel
nme where he l|ives."

"You have found him Marit," said Vasu, throw ng back the hood of his cloak

She coul d see her glowing skin reflected in his eyes. And she saw, beneath his
cl oak, the sigla on his skin gl ow ng.

Marit clutched at himgratefully, never stopping to wonder how he canme to be
here. "Headman, you nust take nme to Hapl o! Ri ght now"

"Certainly," Vasu said. He took a step toward the cavern

"No, Headman!" Marit dragged hi m back. "We nmust use the magic. Haplo is in
dire peril. Don't ask nme to expl ai n—=

"You mean fromthe intruders?" Vasu asked coolly.

Marit gaped at him

"I have been aware of them ever since they cane. W have kept them under
surveillance. | am pleased to know," he added with nore gravity, the brown
eyes intent on her, "that you are not in |league with them"

"OfF course not! They are hideous, evil." Marit shivered.

"And Hapl o and the ot hers?"

"No, Headman, no! Haplo warned ne... He warned Xar..." Marit fell silent.

"And what of Lord Xar?" Vasu asked her gently.

Qui ded by evil...



Marit shook her head. "Pl ease, Headnman, there is no tine! The dragon-snakes
are in the cave right now They are going to kill Haplo—=

"They will have to find himfirst," Vasu said. "And they may di scover t hat
task nmore difficult than they imagine. But you are right. We should nake
haste. "

The headman gestured, and the streets Marit had thought slunbered so
peaceful ly were suddenly alive with Patryns. No wonder she hadn't seen them
They were all cl oaked, to hide the glowi ng, warning runes on their bodies. At
a sign fromVasu, the Patryns left their posts and began gliding stealthily
toward the cavern.

Vasu took hold of Mark's arm swiftly traced a series of runes with his hand.
The sigla surrounded them blue and red, and then there was darkness.

Haplo lay on a pallet on the floor, gazing up into the shadows. Like the walls
of the small, squarish cavern, the ceiling was covered with sigla, gleamng
faintly, red and blue. That and four small burning cresset-stones, placed in
the coners of the chamber, gave the only light.

"Rel ax, boy," he said to the dog.

The ani mal was restive and unhappy. It had been paci ng about the small chanber
until it began to nake Hapl o hinmself nervous. He ordered it again to settle
down. The dog obeyed, relapsing by his side. But though it lay still, it kept
its head up, ears pricking to sounds only it could hear. Cccasionally it would
grom deep in its throat.

Hapl o soothed it as best he could, patting it on the head and telling it that
all was fine.

He wi shed someone woul d pat himon the head, tell himthe same thing. Neither
of his conpani ons was much confort.

Al fred was enthralled by the chanber, by the sigla on the walls, by the spel
that reduced all possibilities to a single possibility that there were no
possibilities. He asked questions, gabbled on about how brilliant it all was
until Haplo wi shed for just one other possibility, and that was a w ndow out
of which he could throw Al fred

Eventual |l y, thankfully, the Sartan fell asleep and was now sprawl ed on his
pal l et, snoring softly.

Hugh the Hand had not said a word. He sat bolt upright, as far fromthe
glowing wall as he could get. H s left hand cl asped and uncl asped.
Cccasionally he woul d absentm ndedly Iift his hand to his nouth, as if he held
hi s pi pe. Then, renenbering, he would scowm and |ower his hand back to his

l eg, where it lay clasping and uncl aspi ng.

"You coul d use the pipe," Haplo advised him "It would be a real pipe, so long
as not hing threatens you."

Hugh the Hand shook his head, gl owered. "Never. | know what it is. If I put in
my mouth, | could taste the blood on it. Curse the day | ever sawit."

Hapl o lay back on his pallet. Stranded in tinme, he was trapped within this
chanmber, but his thoughts were free to roam beyond it. Not that they were
doi ng much good. Hi s thoughts kept traveling in the same circl e—goi ng nowhere,
conmi ng back to the begi nning.



Marit had betrayed him She was going to turn himover to Xar. Haplo should
have expected as nmuch—after all, she had been sent to kill him But if so, why
hadn't she tried to kill himwhen she had the chance? They were even. She had
saved his life. The law was satisfied, if she had ever cared about the |aw

Per haps that had just been an excuse. Wy the change? And Xar was com ng for
hi m now. Xar wanted him Wy? O did it nmatter? Marit had betrayed him..

He | ooked up to find Marit standing over him
"Hapl o!" She gasped in relief. "You' re safe! You' re safe!"

Hapl o was on his feet, staring at her. And suddenly she was in his arms, and
he was in her arnms, neither with any clear idea of how it happened. The dog,
not to be left out, crowded between them

He held her tightly. The questions didn't matter. None of it mattered. Not the
betrayal , not whatever danger had brought her here. At that nonent, Haplo
coul d have bl essed it. And he could have w shed this nonment frozen in tineg,
with no possibility of its ending.

The sigla on the walls flared and went dark. Vasu stood in the center of the
room the spell broken

"Sang-drax," Marit said, and that was all she needed to say. "He's here. He's
coming to kill you."

"What ? What ? What's going on?" Alfred was sitting up, blinking sleepily at
themlike an agi ng ow .

Hugh the Hand was on his feet, poised, ready for trouble.

"Sang-drax!" Suddenly Haplo felt extrenmely tired. The wound over his heart
began to throb painfully. "He was the one who knew about the cursed knife."
"Yes," Marit answered, her fingers digging into his arnms. "And, oh, Haplo!
heard Sang-drax and the other dragon-snakes talking! They're going to attack
the city and—=

"Attack Abri?" Alfred repeated, startled. "W is Sang-drax?"
"He's one of the dragon-snakes of Chelestra,"” Haplo said grimy.

Al fred went ashen, staggered backward against the wall. "How. .. how did those
nonsters get here?"

"They entered Death's Gate—eourtesy of Samah. They're in every world now,
spreadi ng chaos and evil. And they're here now, too, apparently."

"And preparing to attack Abri?" Vasu couldn't believe it. He shrugged. "Many
have tried—=

"Sang-drax spoke of armies,"” Marit said urgently. "Maybe thousands! Snogs,
chaodyn, wolfen—all our enemies. Comi ng together. Organized. They're going to
attack at dawn. But first he's going to kill you, Haplo, and—soneone call ed
t he Serpent Mage, who killed the king dragon-snake."

Hapl o | ooked at Al fred.

"That wasn't me!" Alfred protested. He had gone so pal e he seenmed al nost



translucent. "It wasn't ne!"
"No," said Haplo. "It was Coren."

Al fred shuddered, stared down niserably at his feet. Hi s shoes appeared to be
doi ng strange things on their own, shuffling in and out, toes and heels
clattering on the stone fl oor

"How did you find out all this?" Vasu denanded.

"I recogni zed Sang-drax," Marit said, unconfortable. "I knew himfrom..
somepl ace el se. He asked ne to take himto Haplo. He clained Xar sent himto
bring Hapl o back. | didn't believe him | refused to do so, and when he | eft
me, | followed him | overheard himtalking to the others. They didn't know
was listening..."

"Ch, yes, they did," Haplo interrupted. "He had no need to use you to get to
nme. They wanted you to know their plans. They want our fear—

"They've got it," Alfred whispered unhappily.

"Haplo, they're on their way here!" Mrit said desperately. "They're going to
kill you. W've got to get out—

"Yes," said Vasu. "Tinme for questions later." He obviously had a great many
gquestions. "I wll take you—=

"No, | don't think you will," came a hiss fromthe darkness.

Sang-drax, still in Patryn form and three of his fell ows appeared in the

chanber, wal ki ng through a wall.

"This will be sinple, like shooting rats in a barrel. A pity | don't have tine
to make it nore fun. | would so like to see you suffer. Especially you,
Serpent Mage!" The red eye focused on Al fred, gl ow ng mal evolently.

"I think you have the wong person,” Alfred said neekly.

"I think we don't. Your disguise is as easy to penetrate as ny own." Sang-drax
whi pped around to face Vasu. "Try if you |like, Headman. You won't find that

your magi ¢ does you nuch good."

Vasu stared in astonishment at the sigla he had cast, burning, in the air. The
runes were coming unravel ed, their magi c dying, dw ndling to neaningl ess w sps
of snoke.

"Ch, dear," said Alfred, and slid gracefully to the floor

The dragon-snakes noved in. The dog, snharling and yapping, crouched in front
of Haplo and Marit. She held her spear in her hand. Haplo had her dagger. Not
t hat the weapons woul d do t hem nuch good.

Weapon. .. weapon..

The Patryns were noving nearer and nearer. Sang-drax had chosen Haplo. The
snake's hand was outstretched, reaching for the heart-rune.

"I will finish what | began," he said.

Haplo fell back, pulling Marit and the snarling dog with him He canme up



agai nst Hugh the Hand.
"The Sartan knife!" Hapl o whispered. "Use it!"

Hugh the Hand drew forth the Cursed Bl ade, junped in front of Hapl o. Sang-drax
| aughed, preparing to slaughter the human, then finish off the Patryns.

Sang-drax found hinmself confronting a tytan, wielding a tree branch for a
cl ub.

Roari ng, the giant struck savagely at the dragon-snake. Sang-drax ducked, fel
back. The other snakes fought the tytan, hurling spears and magic. But their
magi ¢ did nothing to stop the Cursed Bl ade.

"Retreat!" Sang-drax called. He grinned w ckedly at Haplo. "A clever ploy. But
now what will you do? Cone, friends. Let their own weapon finish them"™

The dragon-snakes vani shed.

"Hugh, call it off!"™ Haplo cried.

But in the presence of its ancient eneny, the Cursed Bl ade continued to try to
kill. The tytan raged around the chanber, bashing its club into walls, its
sightl ess head sniffing them out.

Sigla burned again in the air, but alnost imediately dw ndl ed and di ed.

"I feared as much." Vasu swore in frustration. "The snakes have cast sone type
of spell in this chanber. My nagic won't work."

The tytan rounded on them its head swiveling in response to Vasu's voi ce.

"Don't attack!" Haplo halted Marit, who was prepared to hurl her spear. "If it
doesn't feel threatened, perhaps it will |eave us al one."

"I think so long as any Patryn remains alive, it will feel threatened," Hugh
the Hand said grimy.

The tytan approached.

Hugh the Hand ran in front of the tytan, shouting at it, hoping to distract
it. Hapl o grabbed hold of the comatose Alfred, who was in danger of being
tranpled by the nonster's lunbering feet, and pulled himinto a corner

Vasu and Marit tried circling around the giant, planning to attack it from
behi nd. But the tytan sensed their noverment. It whirled, struck. The tree
branch whistled horribly, crashed into the wall behind Marit. If she had not
thrown herself flat, the bl ow woul d have crushed her skull.

Hapl o sl apped Alfred across the face. "Wake up! Damm it, wake up! | need you!"
The dog added its help, covered Alfred s cheeks with sloppy wet licks. The
tytan's huge, stanping feet shook the cavern. Hugh the Hand stood protectively
in front of Haplo. Vasu was attenpting to cast another spell and not having
much success.

"Alfred!" Haplo shook the Sartan until his teeth rattl ed.

Al fred opened his eyes, took one terrified | ook at the howing tytan, and,
with a gentle groan, shut his eyes.



"No, you don't!" Haplo gripped the Sartan by the neck, forced himto sit
upright. "That's not a real tytan. It's the Sartan knife! There nust be sone
sort of magic you can use to stop it! Think, damm it! O it's going to kill us
a1

"Magic," Alfred repeated, as if this were a new and origi nal concept. "Sartan
magi c. Why, you're right. | believe there mght be a way."

He cl anbered unsteadily to his feet. The tytan paid no attention to him Its
sightl ess head was fixed on the Patryns. A massive hand reached down, brushed
Hugh the Hand to one side. The tytan headed for Hapl o.

Al fred stepped in front of the giant. Solemly, a comc figure in his shabby
finery, his wispy hair trailing dowm fromthe bald spot on his head, he raised
a trenmbling hand and, in a shaking voice, said, "Stop."

The tytan vani shed.

On the cavern floor, at Hugh's feet, was the Cursed Blade. It quivered an
instant, its sigla gleaming. Its light flared, then went out.

"Is it safe now?" Hapl o asked, staring hard at the knife.
"Yes," said Alfred. "So |ong as nothing threatens Sir Hugh again."

Haplo glared at him "Do you mean to tell me that you could have done that al
al ong? Just say stop in Sartan?"

"l suppose so. It didn't occur to ne until you nentioned it. And | wasn't
really certain it would work. But once | thought about it, it seemed | ogica

to nme that the knife's Sartan nmaker woul d have provided the user with sone
means of control. And it would have, in all probability, been sonething sinple
that could be taught easily to nensch..."

"Yeah, yeah," Haplo said wearily. "Save the explanation. Just teach the damm
word to Hugh, will you?"

"What does all this nean?" The assassin was in no great hurry to retrieve his
weapon.

"I't neans that from now on you can control the knife. It won't attack anything
you don't want it to. Alfred will teach you the magic you need to know. "

"W can | eave," said Vasu, staring around the chanber. "Watever spell those
creatures cast has ended. But |'ve never faced such power. It's far greater
than my own. Who are they? What are they? Wio created then? The Sartan?"

Al fred blanched. "lI'mafraid so. Samah told nme that he once asked the
creatures that very question. 'Wo created you?' 'You did, Sartan,' they
said."

"Qdd, " remarked Haplo quietly. "That's the very sane answer they gave nme when
| asked, 'Who created you?' 'You did,' they said."

"What does it matter who created then?" Marit cried inpatiently. "They're here
and they're going to attack the city. And then, when it's destroyed..." She
shook her head, arguing with herself. "I can't believe it. Surely Sang-drax
was bl uffing."



"What el se did they say?" Hapl o asked.

"Sang-drax said he was going to seal shut the Final Gate."
CHAPTER 45

ABRI

THE LABYRI NTH

VASU MADE READY TO LEAVE THE CAVERNS, TO PREPARE HI S people to
face a dawn attack. He offered to take Hugh the Hand and Alfred with him not
that they could be of nuch help, but the headman wanted to keep watch on both
of them-and the cursed knife. Marit shoul d have gone with hi mshe could be of
hel p—but when the headman | ooked in her direction, she was intently | ooking
somewhere el se and refused to catch his eye.

Vasu gl anced at Hapl o, who was playing with the dog, al so keeping his gaze
averted. The headman smiled and, taking Hugh and Alfred with him departed.

Hapl o and Marit were alone, not counting the dog. It flopped on its belly on
the floor, hiding what m ght have been a grin with its nose in its paws.

Marit, suddenly uneasy, seened astonished to find that they were the only two
people in the room

"I guess we should go. There's a lot of work—=

Hapl o took her in his arns. "Thank you," he said, "for saving ny life."

"I did it for our people,” Marit said, stiff in his grasp, still not | ooking
at him "You know the truth about Sang-drax. You're the only one. Xar— She
paused, horrified. Wat had she been about to say?

"Yes," said Haplo, his grip on her tightening. "I know the truth about
Sang-drax. And Xar does not. Is that what you were going to say, Marit?"

"It's not his fault!" she protested. Against her will and inclination, she
found herself relaxing in Haplo's strong arns. "They flatter him beguile him
They don't let himsee their true shape—=

"I used to tell nyself that," Haplo said softly. "But | stopped believing it.
Xar knows the truth. He knows they are evil. He listens to their flattery
because he enjoys it. He thinks he controls them But the nore he thinks that,
the nore they control him"

Xar's sigil burned into Marit's skin. Her hand started to touch it, rub it as
one rubs a bruise, to rub out the pain. She caught herself. The thought of
Hapl o seeing that mark turned her stomach to water

And yet, she asked herself angrily, why shouldn't he see it? Wiy should | be
ashaned? It is an honor, a great honor. He is wong about Xar. Once ny |ord
knows the truth about the dragon-snakes..

"Xar is conming," she said stubbornly. "Perhaps he will arrive during the
battle. He will save us, his people, fight for us, as he has al ways fought for
us. And then he will understand. He will see Sang-drax for what he is..."

Marit pushed Hapl o away, turned her back on him She put her hand to her
forehead, scratched the mark hidden beneath her thick hair. "I think we should



help with the defenses. Vasu will be needing us—=
"Marit," said Haplo, "I love you."

The sigil on her forehead was |ike an iron band around her skull, tightening,
constricting. Her tenples throbbed.

"Patryns don't love," Marit said thickly, not turning around.

"No, we only hate," Haplo replied. "Maybe if | had | oved nore and hated I ess,

| wouldn't have |lost you. | wouldn't have |ost our child."
"You'll never find her, you know. "
"Yes, | will. | have, in fact. |I found her today."

Marit turned, stared at him "Wat? How could you be certai n—=

Hapl o shrugged. "I'mnot. In fact, | don't suppose it was her. But it could
have been. And it's because of her we'll fight. And we'll w n because of her
And sonehow, for her sake, we'll keep Sang-drax from shutting the Fina
Gate..."

Marit was in his arns again, holding himfast. The circles of their beings
joined to formone circle, unbroken, never ending.

Seeing that no one was likely to need a dog for a while, the animl sighed
contentedly, rolled over, and went to sleep

Qut si de the caverns, wal king the streets of Abri, Vasu nade his preparations
for war. Surrounded by a hostile environment, continually under threat, if not
attack, the city walls were reinforced with magic; the very roofs of the
dwel l i ng places were marked with protective runes. Very few of the Labyrinth's
creatures attenpted to attack Abri. They |urked beyond the walls, in the
forests, waiting to anbush groups of farmers, pick off the herders.
Cccasional ly one of the wi nged beasts—dragons, griffins, the Ii ke—would take
it intoits head to raid within the city walls. But such an occurrence was
rare.

It was this talk of armes that worried Vasu. As Haplo had said, the nonsters
in the Labyrinth had up until now remrai ned | argely unorgani zed. The chaodyn
often attacked wol fen. Wl fen were continually defending their territory

agai nst roving tiger-nmen. Maraudi ng dragons killed whatever | ooked fit to eat.
But Vasu wasn't deluding hinself. Such minor rivalries and di sputes woul d be
fast forgotten if a chance came to band together and invade the fortress city
t hat had stood agai nst themfor so |ong.

Vasu sounded the alarm gathered the people together in the |arge centra
neeting place, and told them of their danger. The Patryns took the dire news
calmy, if grimy! Their silence spoke their support. Dispersed, they went
about their tasks efficiently, with a mninumof talk. Wapons had to be

gat hered, their magic strengthened. Fanilies parted, said good-bye briefly,

wi thout tears. Adults took up duty on the walls. A der children | ed younger
ones into the mountain caverns, which were unsealed to receive them Scouting
parties, shrouded in black to hide the runes that now gl owed oni nously,
slipped out of the iron gate, ranged along the river, reinforcing the nmagic on
the bridges, attenpting to gauge the strength and di sposition of the eneny.

"What about that damm fire?" Hugh t he Hand squinted up at the beacon
flame. "You say there are dragons around here. That will draw themli ke



not hs. "

"I't has never been doused," said Vasu. "Not since the beginning." He glanced
down at the gleaming sigla on his skin. "I don't think it will nmake much
di fference," he added dryly. "The noths are al ready swarning."

Hugh the Hand shook his head, unconvinced. "Mnd if | take a | ook around at
the rest of your defenses? |I've had sone experience in this sort of thing."

Vasu appear ed dubi ous.

"The Cursed Bl ade will be safe enough now, " Alfred assured him "And Sir Hugh
knows how to control it. Tonmorrow, though, if there is fighting—=

Hugh the Hand wi nked. "I1've got an idea about that. Don't worry."
Al fred sighed, gazed bleakly around the city.

"Well, we have done all we can," Vasu said, echoing Alfred s sigh. "I, for
one, am hungry. Wuld you like to cone to ny house? | amcertain you are in
need of food and drink."

Al fred was pl eased, astonished. "I would be honored."

As they wal ked through the city, Afred noticed that no matter how busy or
preoccupi ed, every Patryn they met accorded Vasu sone show of respect, even if
it was nothing nore than a slight inclination of the head or a gesture of a
hand, drawing a swift ritual friendship sigil in the air. Vasu unfailingly
returned the sign with one of his own.

H s home was no different fromany of the other Patryn dwellings, except that
it appeared ol der than nost and stood apart. Braced against the nountain, it
was |ike a stalwart guard who plants his back against a secure surface to take
on his foes.

Vasu entered first. Alfred followed, tripping over the doorstep but nanagi ng
to catch hinself before he fell face first on the floor. The dwelling was
clean and neatly kept and, like all Patryn homes, al nost devoid of furniture.

"You are not marrier... joined?" Alfred asked, seating hinself awkwardly on
the floor, his long | egs folding beneath himw th difficulty.

Vasu was taking bread froma basket suspended fromthe ceiling. Rows of
sausages, al so hanging fromthe ceiling, brought Alfred a fond nmenory of
Hapl o' s dog.

"No, | live alone for now," Vasu replied, adding sone type of unrecognizable
fruit to the sinple neal. "I haven't been headman very long. | inherited the
position frommy father, who only recently died."

"I amsorry for your loss,"” Alfred said politely.

"His life was one well lived," Vasu returned. "W cel ebrate such |ives, not
mourn them" He placed the food on the floor between them sat down hinself.
"Qur famly has held this position for generations. O course, any man or
worman has the right to chall enge us, but no one ever has. My father worked
hard to govern well, govern justly. | strive as best | can to ermulate his good
exanmple."

"It seens you are succeeding."



"I hope so." Vasu's troubled gaze shifted to the small wi ndow, out into the
dar kness. "My peopl e have never faced so great a challenge, so grave a
threat."

"What about the Final Gate?" Alfred asked timdly, aware that such matters
were really none of his business, that he knew very little about it.
"Shoul dn't soneone be sent to warn... sonebody?"

Vasu sighed softly. "The Final Gate is far, far fromhere. They woul d never
reach it in time... or alive."

Al fred | ooked at the food, but he had very little appetite.

"But enough dismal talk." Vasu returned to the neal with a cheerful snmile. "W
need the strength food offers us. And who knows when we nay have tine to eat
again? Shall | offer the blessing? O wll you?"

"Ch, you, please!" Afred said hastily, blushing. He had no idea what a Patryn
m ght consi der a proper bl essing.

Vasu extended his hands, began to speak. Alfred joined in the words
unconsci ously, repeating themw thout thinking—dntil it occurred to himthat
Vasu was speaking the blessing in Sartan

Al fred's breath caught in his throat, making such a strange hal f-strangled
clicking noise that it caught the headman's attention. Vasu ceased the
bl essing in the mddle, |ooked up

"Are you all right?" he asked, worried.

Alfred stared wildly and confusedly at Vasu's glow ng, tattooed skin. "You're
not... Are you?... You can't be ... S-s-sartan!”

"About hal f," Vasu said inperturbably. He held up his arnms, gazed at the sigla
with pride. "Qur fanm|ly has adapted over the centuries. In the beginning, we
wore the tattoos only for disguise. Not to delude the Patryns, mnd you; we
only wanted to fit in. Since then, through intermarriage, we have cone to be
able to use the magi c—al though not as well as a full-blooded Patryn. But what
we | ack, we conpensate for by using Sartan magic."

"Intermarriage! But ... the hatred?" Alfred thought back to the River of
Anger. "Surely you nust have been persecuted...”

"No," said Vasu quietly. "They knew why we were sent here."

"The Vortex!"

"Yes, we canme from beneath the nountain, where we were sent because of our
heretical beliefs. My ancestors opposed the Sundering; they opposed the

buil ding of this prison. They were a danger, a threat to the established
order. Like yourself, or so I must inmagine. Al though you are the first Sartan

to arrive in the Vortex in many |long ages. | had hoped that things had
changed. "
"You are still here, aren't you?" Alfred said quietly, pushing his food around

with trenmbling fingers.

Vasu regarded himfor a long nmonent in silence. "I suppose expl anations woul d
be too long, too conplex."



"Not really."” Alfred sighed. "W Sartan | ocked ourselves in our own prison
just as surely as we |ocked you in yours. Qur prison walls were pride; our
iron bars were fear. Escape was inpossible, for that would have neant tearing
down the walls, opening up the barred gates. We dare not do that. Qur prison
not only kept us in, you see—it kept themout. W stayed inside, and shut our
eyes, and went to sleep. And we've been asleep all these years. Wien we woke,
everyt hing had changed except us. And now our prison is the only place we
know. "

"But not you," said Vasu

Al fred blushed. "I can take no credit for it." He smled faintly. "I nmet a man
with a dog."
Vasu was nodding. "It would have been easy for our people, when we were first

sent here, to give up and die. It was the Patryns who kept us alive. They took
us in, accepted us, protected us fromharmuntil we grew strong enough to
protect ourselves."

Al fred was begi nning to understand. "And it must have been a Sartan idea to
build this city."

"I think perhaps it was. Somewhere back in long-forgotten tines. It would be
natural for the Sartan, who came fromcities and liked to live in |arge
groups. We could see the advantages gai ned by banding together, dwelling in
one place, working to nmake it strong.

"Even back in the ancient world, the Patryns were nonmads, tended to be | oners.
The famly unit was—and still is—nmportant to them But in the Labyrinth, many
famlies were wi ped out. The Patryns had to adapt or cease to survive. They
did so by expanding the fanmily unit into the tribe. The Patryns |earned the

i nportance of banding together for nutual defense fromthe Sartan. And the
Sartan | earned the inportance of famly fromthe Patryns."

"The worst in both our peoples brought us to this end." Alfred spoke with
enotion. "The worst perpetuated it. You have taken the best and used it to
build stability, find peace in the mdst of chaos and terror."

"Let us hope," said Vasu somberly, "that this is not the end.”

Al fred sighed, shook his head.

Vasu observed himclosely. "The intruders called you the Serpent Mage."

Now Al fred smiled; his hands fluttered. "I know. | have been called that
before. | don't know what it neans."

"I do," said Vasu unexpectedly.
Al fred | ooked up, astonished.

"Tell me what happened to earn you this title," Vasu said.

"Why, that's just it. | don't know. You think |I'm being evasive. O that |
don't want to help. |I do! | would give anything... Let ne try to explain.

"To nmake a long story short, | woke fromny sleep to find nyself alone. My
conpanions had all died. I was on the air world of Arianus, a world popul at ed

by nensch.™”



He paused, |ooked at Vasu to see if he understood. Apparently he did, though
he said nothing. His attentive silence encouraged Alfred to proceed.

"I was terrified. Al this magical power"-Alfred stared at his hands—and

was al one. And afraid. If anyone discovered what | could do, they might... try
to take advantage. | could inagi ne—the coercion, the pleadings, the urgings,
the threats. Yet | wanted to |live anmong the nensch, to be of service to them
Not that | was nuch help."

Al fred sighed again. "Anyway, | devel oped a nost unfortunate habit. Wenever
danger threatens, I... faint."

Vasu | ooked ammzed.

"It was either that or use ny magic, you see," Alfred continued, his face red.
"But that's not the worst. Apparently | have worked some very remarkabl e

magi c—quite remarkable, in fact—and | don't renmenber doing it. | mnust have
been fully conscious at the time, but when it's all over | haven't the
slightest menory of it. Well, | guess | do. Deep inside." Alfred laid his hand
on his heart. "Because | feel unconfortable whenever the matter cones up. But

| swear to you"—he gazed earnestly at Vasu—l can't consciously renmenber!"

"What sort of mmgic?" Vasu asked.

Al fred swall owed, licked dry lips. "Necromancy," he said in a | ow, angui shed
voi ce, barely audible. "The human, Hugh the Hand. He was dead. | brought him
back to life."

Vasu drew in a deep breath, let it out slowy. "And what el se?"

"I was told that I... | changed into a serpent—a dragon, to be exact. Haplo
was i n danger, on Chelestra. And there were children... The dragon-snakes were
going to kill them" Alfred shuddered. "They needed ny hel p, but, as usual,
fainted. At least, that's what | thought | did. Haplo tells nme that | didn't.

I don't know. " Alfred shook his head. "I just don't know "

"What happened?"

"A magni ficent dragon—green and gol d—appeared out of nowhere and fought the
snakes. The dragon destroyed the king snake. Haplo and the children were
saved. The only thing I remenber was waki ng up on the beach.”

"I ndeed, a serpent mmge," Vasu said.

"What is a serpent nmage, Headman? Does it have anything to do with these
dragon-snakes? If so, how is that possible? They were unknown to the Sartan at
the tine of the Sundering—at |least so far as | can determ ne."

"It seens odd that you—a pure-bred Sartan—don't know," Vasu responded,
regarding Alfred with sone nmisgiving. "And that |—a half-breed—do."

"Not so strange," Alfred said, smling bleakly. "You have kept the fire of
menory and tradition burning brightly. In our obsession with trying to put
back together what we destroyed, we let our fire go out. And then |I was very
young when | went to sleep. And very old when I woke up."

Vasu considered this in silence; then, relaxing, he smled. "The Serpent Mage
has nothing to do with those you call dragon-snakes, although it is my guess
that they have been around far |onger than you credit them ' Serpent Mage' is



atitle denoting ability—nothing nore.

"At the time of the Sundering, there was a hierarchy of magi anong the Sartan
denoted by ani mal nanes. Lynx, Coyote, Deer... It was very invol ved,
conplicated."” Vasu's renarkable eyes were fixed on Alfred. "Serpent was near
the top. Extraordinarily powerful."

"I see." Alfred was unconfortable. "I suppose there was training involved,
years of study—*

"OfF course. Wth that rmuch power cones responsibility."”

"The one thing |I've never been very good at."

"You could be of inmense help to ny people, Afred."

"If I don't pass out," Alfred said bitterly. "But then again, you m ght be
happier if | did. |I could bring nore danger to you than I'mworth. The

Labyrinth seenms to be able to turn ny nagic agai nst ne—

"Because you're not in control of your magic. O of yourself. Take control

Al fred. Be the hero of your own life. Don't |let soneone else play that role.™
"Be the hero of my own life,"
was so very | udicrous.

Al fred repeated softly. He al nost |aughed. It
The two men sat together in conpanionable silence. Qutside, the black began to
soften to gray. Dawn—and battl| e—approached

"You are two people, Alfred," said Vasu at length. "An inner person and an
outer. A chasm exists between the two. Sonmehow you rnust bridge it. The two of
you nust meet."

Al fred Mont bank—ni ddl e- aged, bal di ng, clunsy, a coward.

Coren—ife-giver; a creature of power, strength, courage, the chosen

These two coul d never cone together. They had been apart far too |ong.

Al fred sat dejected. "I think | would only fall off the bridge," he said
m serabl y.

A horn sounded, a call of warning. Vasu was on his feet. "WII| you conme with
ne?"

Alfred attenpted to | ook brave. Squaring his shoul ders, he stood up... and
tri pped over the corner of the rug.

"One of us will cone,"” he said, and picked hinself up with a sigh
CHAPTER 46

ABRI

THE LABYRI NTH

BY THE GRAY LIGHT OF DAWN, | T SEEMED TO THE PATRYNS THAT every eneny in the
Labyrinth was ranged agai nst them

Until that nmonent, when they | ooked out over the walls and stared in horrified



awe, sone had doubted, not believed the warnings. They thought the headnman's
fears exaggerated. There had been intruders in the city, but they had done no
harm A few packs of wolfen mght attack. Or perhaps even a | egion of the
hard-to-kill* chaodyn. How coul d such vast forces as the headman spoke of

gat her unobserved? The forest and the surroundi ng | ands had been no nore
danger ous than nor nal

*Insect-like creatures, the chaodyn have a hard outer shell that is extrenely
difficult to penetrate even with magi cal weapons. A chaodyn nmust be struck
directly, die instantly, or else an attacker will find hinself facing two
where one stood before.

Now the | and crawl ed wi th deat h.

Wl fen, chaodyn, tiger-nmen, snogs, and hosts of other nmonsters, born and bred
by the evil magic of the Labyrinth, were massed al ong the riverbank, their
ranks rippling with activity, until it seened that they formed another River
of Anger.

The forest conceal ed the nunmbers hidden within, but the Patryns could see the
tops of the trees swaying, stirred by the novenment of arm es bel ow. Dust rose
fromwhere giant trees were being felled to serve as bridges and battering
rans, were being nmade into | adders to scale the walls.

And beyond the forest, the grass plains that lay fallow, ready for the
pl anting, sprouted a hideous crop. Springing up in the night |ike weeds that
thrive on darkness, the ranks of the foe stretched to the horizon

Leading the arnies were creatures never before seen in the Labyrinth: huge
serpents, wthout wings or feet, gray-scaled, their winkled bodi es draggi ng
over the ground. They oozed sline that poisoned the land, the water, the air
—anyt hing they touched. Their foul smell, of rot and decay, was like a fil m of
oil on the wind. The Patryns could taste it on their tongues and in their
throats, feel it coating their arns and hands, obscuring their vision

The red eyes of the serpents burned hot with bl oodlust. Their toothless nouths
gaped wi de, sucking in the terror and the fear the sight of theminspired,
gorging on it, growing fat and strong and powerful.

One of the serpents, however, had only one eye. And it scanned the top of the
city walls with evil intent, as if searching for someone in particular

The dawn cane, gray light shining froma source never seen, serving only to
illuminate, doing little to warmor cheer. But this day the gray was

bri ghtened by a halo of blue, an aura of red. The Patryns' rune-nagic had
never before gleanmed so brilliantly, reacting to the powerful forces arrayed
against it with power of its own.

The sigla flared on the protecting wall, its light so dazzling that nany
standing on the riverbank, awaiting the signal to attack, were forced to shade
their eyes against it. The bodies of the Patryns thensel ves gl eamed as if each
i ndi vidual burned with his or her own vibrant flane.

Only one person stood in darkness, forlorn, alnost suffocating with terror
"This is hopeless!" Alfred peered over the edge of the battlenments. H s hands,
gripping the wall, shook so that fragments of rock di sl odged, came down in a

rain of gritty dust that covered his shoes.

"Yes, it is hopeless,"” answered Haplo beside him "I'msorry | got you into



this, my friend."

The dog pattered back and forth nervously along the wall, whining because it
couldn't see, occasionally alert and growing at the sound of a wolfen's
chal | engi ng how or a dragon-snake's taunting hiss. Marit stood next to Hapl o;
her hand was twi ned fast in his. They | ooked at each other every so often
smling, finding confort and courage in each other's eyes.

Al fred, watching them felt that confort include him For the first tine since
he had net Haplo, Alfred saw the Patryn al nost whol e, al nbst at peace. He was
not fully whole, not conpletely—+the dog was with himstill. Whatever had |ed
Hapl o to cone back to the Labyrinth had | ed hi mhome. And he was content to
stay here, to die here.

My friend, he had said.

Al fred heard the words dimy above the shrieks of the invading foe. The words
kindled a small fire inside him

"Am | ?" he asked Haplo timdly.

"Are you what ?"

The conversation had noved on, at |east between Haplo and Marit and Hugh the
Hand. Alfred hadn't been listening to them He'd been listening to the voice
across the chasm

"Your... what you said. Friend," Alfred said shyly.

"Did | say that?" Hapto shrugged. "I mnust have been talking to the dog." But
he was smling.

"You weren't, were you?" Alfred said, red with pleasure.
Hapl o was silent. The arm es bel ow them hooted and how ed, gi bbered and
cursed. Haplo's silence wapped around Alfred like a conforting blanket. He

couldn't hear the screans of death. Only Hapl o, when he spoke.

"Yes, Alfred, you are ny friend." Haplo held out his hand—the hand that was
powerful , tattooed on the back with blue runes.

Al fred extended his hand-white, shriveled, with knobby wists and thin bones,
its flesh cold and clamy with fear

The two hands net, clasped, gripped each other firnmy

Two peopl e, reaching across a chasmof hate. At that nmonent, Alfred | ooked
i nward and net hinsel f.

And he was no | onger afraid.

Anot her shrill blast of the trumpet and the battle began.

The Patryns had either destroyed the bridges across the river or set magical
traps on them These obstructions halted the eneny only nonentarily, were no
nmore than a mnor inconveni ence. The narrow rock bridge that had cost Alfred
some pai nful noments exploded in a flash of nagic, taking out a host of the

eneny who had foolishly ventured onto it.

But before the last fragnents had fallen down into the raging water, six |ogs



wer e haul ed by tusked behenmoths to the river's bank. Dragons—true dragons of
the Labyrinth* —tifted the logs with claw and with magi ¢ and dropped them
down. Legions of the dread host swarned across. |If any of their nunber slipped
and fell into the torrent—whi ch many di d—+hey were abandoned to their fate.

*As opposed to the evil serpents (dragon-snakes) or the good dragons of Pryan.
The Labyrinth dragons are descendants of those of ancient Earth,

pre- Sundering. They are hideous reptiles, large, with vast w ngspan, powerful
in magi ¢ and abonminably evil. They do not kill a victimoutright, but enjoy
taking prisoners and will torment their victins for days, allowing themto die
slowy. Haplo nentions el sewhere that the dragons of the Labyrinth are the one
creature he never fought. He ran for his |ife whenever he feared one was near
So far as Haplo records, Xar, Lord of the Nexus, was the only Patryn ever to
fight a Labyrinth dragon and

H gher up anong the cliffs stood permanent bridges of stone. These the Patryns
| eft standing, but used the magic of their engraved sigla to confound the
enemny, arousing an intense fear in those trying to cross, causing the ones in
front to turn and flee in panic, disorganizing and stanpedi ng those in the
rear.

The Patryns guarding the walls were heartened by the sight, assuming that the
bul k of the eneny would be unable to reach the city. Their cheering di ed when
t he enormous serpents reared up and crashed headl ong into the under-section of
the bridges, a part left unprotected by magic. The sigla on the sides flashed
wi I dly, but cracks spread through it, disrupting the magic, weakening it—n
some cases conpletely destroying it. The eneny conmanders rallied their troops
with furious shouts. The retreat was halted, the arm es of the Labyrinth raced
across the damaged bridges, which trenbl ed beneath the wei ght, but held.

By midnorning, the sky above Abri was dark with the w ngs of dragons and
griffins, gigantic bats, and | eather-w nged birds of prey that swooped down on
the Patryns from above. Hordes of chaodyn, wolfen packs, and tiger-nmen dashed
across the no-man's-land bel ow. Siege towers were raised, |adders thrust up
along the sides of the walls. Battering rans thundered against the iron gates.

The Patryns rained down magi c on their foes—spears kindled into bolts of

flame, javelins burst overhead in a shower of flesh-consum ng sparks, arrows
that could not mss flewdirectly to the heart of the chosen victim Snoke and
magi cal fog obscured the sight of the nmonsters descending fromthe air;

several crashed headlong into the mountain. The magic of the rune-inscribed
wal I's and buildings of Abri repelled invaders. Ladders thrown up agai nst the
wal s turned fromwood to water. Siege towers caught fire and burned. Iron
battering rams nelted, the nmolten netal consuming all those who stood near it.

Daunted by the force and power of the Patryn magic, the arm es of the eneny
faltered and fell back. Alfred, watching fromhis place on the walls, began to
t hi nk he'd been wrong.

"We're winning," he said excitedly to Hapl o, who had paused to rest.
"No, we're not," Haplo said grimy. "That was only the first wave. Meant to
soften us up, force us to expend our weapons."

"But they're retreating," Alfred protested. "Regrouping. And this"—Haplo held
out a spear—is my last. Marit's gone to find nore, but she won't be
successful . "

Archers were on their hands and knees, searching for any arrow dropped or
spent. They pulled shafts out of the bodies of the dead for use against their



killers. On the ground below, those too old to fight hunched over the few
remai ni ng weapons, hastily inscribing themw th sigla, repairing themwth
magi ¢ that was already starting to wane.

And it still wouldn't be enough to hold back the foes, already massing for the
next attack. Al along the battlements, the Patryns drew knife and sword,
prepared to face the assault, which would be fought hand to hand.

Marit returned, carrying two javelins and a broken spear. "All | could find."
"May 1?" Alfred asked, his hand hovering over the weapons. "I can replicate
them™

Hapl o shook his head. "No. Your magi c—+enenber? Wo knows what these m ght
turn into."”

"I can't be of any help,"” Alfred said, discouraged.

"At |least," Haplo observed, "you didn't faint."

The Sartan | ooked up, mldly astonished. "No, | didn't, did I?"

"Besides, | don't think it will matter at this point," Haplo said dryly. "You
coul d make spears fromevery branch of every tree in the forest and it
woul dn't matter. The dragon-snakes are leading this attack."

Al fred stared over the top of the wall. H s knees weakened; he very nearly
| ost his bal ance. The dog edged cl ose, bolstering himw th an encouraging |ick
and a wagging tail.

The River of Anger had frozen, probably fromthe nagic of the serpents. Armes
of creatures now marched across its solid black surface. Surrounding the city,
the serpents began to fling thenselves bodily at the walls. The
sigla-inscribed stone shook beneath the bl ows. Cracks speared through the
structure, small at first, then growing larger. Tinme and again, the serpents
attacked the very bones of Abri. The cracks spread and began to w den

di vidi ng the runes, weakening the magic.

The Patryns atop the walls fought the serpents with every weapon, every

magi cal spell they could think to cast. But weapons struck the gray-scal ed
skin and bounced off harm essly; nagic burst over the serpents, did no danage.
It was afternoon. The armi es of the enenmy stood on the frozen river and
cheered the serpents on, waited for the walls to fall

Headman Vasu clinbed up to where Haplo stood atop the wall. A shuddering bl ow
rocked it beneath his feet. "You said you once fought these creatures, Haplo.
How can we stop thenf"

"Steel," Haplo yelled back. "Inscribed with magic. Drive it into the head. Can
you find ne a sword?"

"That woul d nean fighting them outside the wall," Vasu shout ed.

"Gve me a group of our people skilled with sword and dagger," Hapl o urged.
"W woul d have to open the gates,” Vasu said, his expression dark
"Just long enough to let us out. Then shut them behind us."

Vasu shook his head. "No, | can't permt it. You would be trapped out



there..."

"I'f we fail, it won't matter," Haplo returned grimy. "Either we die out there
or we die in here. And out there, we've got a chance."

"I"ll go with you," Marit offered.
"So will I," said Hugh the Hand, frustrated, eager for action

The assassin had tried fighting, but every spear he threw went wi de of its
mark; the arrows he shot might have been flowers for all the damage they did.

"You can't kill," Haplo rem nded him

The Hand grinned. "They don't know that."

"You' ve got a point," Haplo admitted. "But maybe you should stay here, protect
Alfred..."

"No," said Alfred resolutely. "Sir Hugh is needed. You will all be needed.
"Il be all right."

"You sure?" Haplo regarded himintently.

Al fred flushed. Haplo wasn't asking if A fred was sure he'd be all right, but
if he was sure about sonething else. Haplo had al ways been able to see through
him Well, friends could do that sort of thing.

"I"'msure," Alfred said, smling.
"Good | uck, then, Coren," Haplo said.

Acconpani ed by the dog and Hugh the Hand, the Patryns—Haplo and Marit—eft,
di sappearing into the fog and snmoke of battle.

"Good luck to you, nmy friend," Alfred said softly.

C osing his eyes, he delved into the very depths of his being—a place he had
never before visited, consciously at |east—and began to search anong the
clutter and the refuse for the words of a spell.

Kari and her band of hunters volunteered to go with Haplo to fight the
serpents. They arned thenselves with steel, taking the tine to inscribe the
magi ¢ on the bl ades as Hapl o i nstructed.

"The head of the serpent is the only vulnerable part that | know of," Haplo
told them "Between the eyes."

No need to add what they could all see, that the serpents were powerful, that
the lashing tails could batter themuntil their own shiel ding nagi c gave way,
t he enornmous bodi es crush them the gaping toothless maws devour them

Four serpents crawl ed around the walls, including Sang-drax.
"He's ours," said Hapl o, exchanging glances with Marit, who nodded grim
agreement. The dog barked in excitement, dashed in circles in front of the
gate.

The walls continued to hold, but they wouldn't much | onger. Cracks spread from
base to top now, the flaring light of the runes was starting to dimand in



pl aces had gone out. Hosts of the eneny were taking advantage of the weakness
to throw up | adders, begin scaling the walls. The attacking serpents

occasi onal Iy knocked down their own allies, but paid little heed. Another
swarm arrived to take the places of the dead.

Hapl o and his group stood by the gates.
"Qur blessing on you," Vasu said, and, raising his hand, he gave the signal

Patryns who were guardians of the gate's magic placed their hands on the
runes. The sigla flashed and darkened. The gates began to open. Haplo and his
peopl e dashed out rapidly, squeezing through the crack. Seeing the breach in
t he defenses, a pack of wolfen et out a how and flung thenselves at it. The
Patryns cut them down sw ftly. Those few wol fen who managed to w n through
wer e caught between the iron gates as they booned shut.

Hapl o and those with himwere now | ocked outside their own city, with no way
back in. The gates woul d not—by Hapl o's own orders—epen again until the
serpents were dead.

The magi c of the Patryns' swords and their own bodi es shone brightly. At
Hapl o' s command, the teans separated, spread out, breaking off into small
groups to challenge the serpents individually, prevent them from banding
toget her, draw them away fromthe walls.

The serpents nocked them turned fromtheir destruction to elimnate these
petty nui sances and go back to the task at hand. Only Sang-drax understood the
danger. He shouted a warning, but it wasn't heeded.

One serpent, seeing puny creatures attacking it, dove straight down upon them
intending to seize themin its jaws and fling the bodies back over the walls.

Kari, flanked by three of her people, stood fast against the horror descendi ng
on her. Gipping her sword, she waited until the terrible head was right above
her; then, with all her strength, she plunged the sharp bl ade—ts magic
flam ng blue and red—nto the reptil e head.

The bl ade bit deep. Bl ood spurted. The serpent reared up in agony, yanked the
sword fromKari's hands. Blinded by the bl ood that rai ned down on her

si ckened by the foul, poisonous snell, Kari fell to the ground. The serpent's
gigantic body rolled to crush her, but her people dragged her out from beneath
it. The serpent's tail |ashed out, would have smashed them but its thrashings

grew feeble. The serpent head crashed to the ground, just mssing the wall,
and lay still.

The Patryns cheered; their enem es cursed. The other serpents, nore cautious
now t hat one of their nunber had been slain, viewed their attackers with
respect, maeking the Patryns' work far nore dangerous.

The head of the one-eyed serpent |ooned over Hapl o.

"This will be our last neeting, Sang-drax!" he called.

"True enough, Patryn. You have outlived your useful ness to ne."

"Because |'mno | onger afraid of you!" Haplo retorted.

"Ah, but you should be," Sang-drax returned, his snake-head swi veling, trying

to see Marit and Hugh, who lurked on his blind side. "As we speak, several of
nmy kind are speeding toward the Final Gate, with orders to seal it shut. You



will be trapped here for all eternity!"
"The people of the Nexus will fight them™

"But they cannot win. You cannot wi n. How many tinmes have you struck nme down
only to see nme rise again!"

Sang-drax's head dove for Haplo, but the nmove was only a feint. The serpent's
tail whi pped around, struck Haplo from behind. The Patryn's body nagic
protected him or the bl ow woul d have broken his spine. The tail knocked him
flat, stunned him H's sword flew from his hand.

The dog stood protectively over its fallen master, teeth bared, hackles
rai sed.

The serpent ignored Hapl o, however. He was down and no |onger a threat. The
red eye found Marit. Sang-drax's jaws opened wi de, swooped in for the kill
Marit stood waiting—apparently frozen with terror—aking no nmove to defend
herself. The jaws were snappi hg shut when a heavy wei ght struck the serpent on
its blind side.

Hugh the Hand had thrown hinself bodiiy onto the serpent's head. Using a
rune-covered Patryn dagger, he tried to stab into the gray scales. But the
dagger broke. The Hand hung on tenaciously, fingers clutching the enpty eye
socket. He had hoped that the Cursed Bl ade might cone to life, attack this foe
for him but perhaps the serpents were controlling the knife now, as they
seened to have done in the past. Hugh could do nothing but hang on, at | east
hanper the serpent's attack, give Marit and Haplo time to kill it.

Sang-drax flailed about, shaking his head, trying to break the human's grip.
Hugh the Hand was strong and hung on with grimdeterm nation. Yellow |ightning
crackl ed al ong the serpent's gray skin. The assassin bellowed in pain. An

el ectrical surge jolted through his body, caused himto | oosen his hold in
agony.

He slid to the ground, but he'd bought Marit time enough to nove in close. She
drove her sword into Sang-drax's head. The bl ade bit into the serpent's jaw
and up into the snout, causing pain, but not killing.

Marit tried to free her sword, but Sang-drax flung his head up, jerked it from
her bl ood-slick grasp.

Hapl o was on his feet, his sword in hand. But he was staggering, hurt and
confused. Marit ran to grab his sword. H s hand cl osed over hers.

"Behind nme!" he whispered urgently.

Marit understood his plan. She crowded behind him taking care to keep cl ear
of his sword arm which now dangled linply at his side. The dog danced in
front, junping into the air, snapping and taunting the serpent with shril
yel ps and barks.

In hideous pain, seeing his foe weak and wounded, Sang-drax plunged down for
the kill. Too |ate he saw the shining blade lifted to neet him saw the magic
flare in a radiance that blinded his one good eye. He could not stop his
downward nmormentum but he could at |east destroy the man who was about to
destroy him

Marit stood up. The serpent's plunging head had narrowW y nissed her. She had
been ready to join in the attack, but at the |ast noment Hapl o had shoved her



backward. The serpent's head smashed down, inpaled itself on Haplo's bl ade.
Gipping his sword with both hands, Haplo plunged the sword deep into
Sang-drax, then both he and his dog di sappeared without a cry beneath the
serpent's flailing head.

Around her other battles were raging. One of the serpents had slain the
Patryns who attacked it and was now assisting its fellow. Kari had gone to the
aid of her people, fighting for their lives. Marit spared themonly a gl ance.
She coul d see Hapl o, covered with bl ood-his own and the serpent's. He was not
novi ng.

She ran to him tried to lift the heavy head of the dead serpent off him Hugh
the Hand, sitting up, shaking his head nuzzily, called out a warning.

Marit turned. A wolfen was closing in for the kill. It |leapt on her, knocked
her down, claws nmauling her, fangs tearing at her throat.

And then suddenly it was off her. Opening her eyes, Marit had the wild

i npression that the wolfen was flying away backward, when she realized it was
being carried upward in the claws of a creature nore beautiful and wonderful

t han anyt hing she had ever seen in her life.

A dragon, green-scal ed and gol den-wi nged, with a burnished crest that shone
like a sun, flew down into the gray of the snoke-filled sky. It caught hold of
the wol fen, flung the beast to its death against the sharp rocks of a cliff
face. Then the dragon swooped | ow and snagged the dead serpent, dragged it
away from Hapl o.

The ot her serpents, alarmed by the sight of this new foe, left off their
battl e against the Patryns, turned to fight the dragon

Marit lifted Haplo in her arms. He was alive; the sigla on his skin gleaned a
faint blue. But blood soaked his shirt, over the heart-rune. H s breathing was
| abored and shall ow. The dog—amazingly on its feet and uninjured after being
buried by the serpent—trotted over to give its master an anxious lick on the
cheek.

Hapl o opened his eyes, saw Marit. Then he saw-above her—the glistening green
and flashing gold wi ngs of the wondrous dragon

"Well, well,” he whispered, snmling. "Alfred."

"Alfred!"™ Marit gasped in astoni shnent, stared upward.

But a shadow bl ocked her sight. A figure | oonmed over her. She couldn't tel
what or who it was at first, could see nothing nore than a bl ack shape agai nst
the bright radi ance cast by the dragon. Haplo's breath caught in his throat;
he struggled vainly to sit up

And then a voice spoke and then Marit knew.

"So that is your friend Alfred," said Xar, Lord of the Nexus, peering upward.
"Truly—a very powerful Sartan."”

The lord's gaze shifted back down to Marit, to Haplo. "A good thing for me he
is otherwi se occupied."”

CHAPTER 47

ABRI



THE LABYRI NTH

XAR FOUND THE CITY OF ABRI BY THE BEACON FI RE. BURNI NG ON the top of the
nmount ai n, above the snoke and m sts, above the shimer of the magic protecting
the city, the beacon fire shone bright, and Xar made directly for it.

He had taken his ship into the ruins of the Vortex; there are advantages to
traveling in a ship with Sartan runes, although it had been an unconfortable
journey for the Patryn. Leaving Pryan, he had not had tine to reconstruct the
sigla on the outside of the ship. He had been cautious about altering those on
the inside. He knew he m ght very well need all his strength for whatever he
faced in the Labyrinth.

Al t hough not easily inpressed, Xar had been appalled by the nunbers of eneny
forces attacking the city. Arriving at the outset of the battle, he had

wat ched froma safe |ocation, high in the nountains, near the beacon fire and
its flame. Xar warned hinself by the fire as he watched the arm es of chaos
attack his people.

He was not surprised to see the dragon-snakes. He had admitted to hinself that
Sang-drax woul d betray him

The Seventh Gate. It all had to do with the Seventh Gate.

"You know that if I findit, I will control you," he told the dragon-snakes
whose gray, slime-covered bodies were | aunching their assault on the city

wal l's. "The day Kleitus told me of the Seventh Gate—that was the day when you
began to fear nme. That was when you becane ny eneny."

It didn't matter to Xar that Hapl o had warned hi m of the dragon-snakes
treachery all along. Nothing mattered for Xar now except the Seventh Gate. It
| oomed large in his vision, blotting out everything el se.

H s task now was to find Hapl o anong the thousands of Patryns battling the
foe. Xar was not unduly worried. Knowi ng nen and wormen as he did, he was
fairly certain that wherever he found Marit—and that woul d be easy, since they
were joi ned—he would find Haplo. Xar's only concern was that the neddl esone
Sartan, Alfred, nmight interfere.

The battle was taking a long tinme. The Patryns defended thensel ves well; Xar
felt a swelling of pride in his heart. H's people. And once he found the
Seventh Gate, he would raise themto glory. But he was fast |osing patience.
Time wasted here was tinme that could be used to find that very gate. He placed
his hand on the sigil, was about to summon Marit, about to go down and search
for Haplo hinself, when he saw the city gate open, saw the small band of
heroes conme forth to drive away the dragon-snakes.

And of course—Xar knew w thout bothering to | ook—Hapl o woul d be anong them
Hs last battle with Sang-drax had ended in a draw, each had given and taken
wounds that woul d not heal. Haplo would not miss this opportunity to finish
of f his eneny, despite the odds against him

"OfF course you won't," Xar said, observing the duel with interest and
approval . "You are ny son."

The lord waited until the battle was ended and Sang-drax destroyed; and then
Xar called on the rune-magic to lift himup and carry himdown to the bl oody
ground bel ow.



Marit's first reaction, on seeing Xar, was one of vast relief. Here was the
strong father who woul d—ence agai n —defend, protect, and succor his children

"My Lord, you have cone to aid us!"

Haplo tried to sit up, but he was extrenely weak and in pain. Blood soaked his
shirt front, had even stained the | eather vest he wore over it. He felt the

j agged edges of broken bones grind together; any novenent at all was sheer
agony.

Marit hel ped him |ending himher strength, her support. She |ooked up to find
Xar's eyes dark on her, but she was too battle-dazed, too elated by his
presence to notice the shadow he cast over them

"My Lord." Haplo's voice was weak. Xar had to kneel beside himto hear him
"We can hold our own here. The gravest threat, the greatest danger is at the
Fi nal Gate. The dragon-snakes plan to seal it shut. We..." He choked, coughed.

"W will be trapped in this prison house, Lord," Marit continued urgently.
"Its evil will grow, the dragon-snakes will see to that. The Labyrinth will
become a death chanber, wi thout hope, for there will be no way to escape."

"You are the only one of us who can reach the Final Gate in time, Lord," Haplo
said, every word costing himobvious pain. "You are the only one who can stop
them™

He sank back into Marit's arms. Her face was near his, her anxiety and concern
for him obvious. The three paid no heed to the battle raging around them
Xar's magic enclosed themin a cocoon of safety and silence, protected them
fromdeath and the turnoil of war.

Xar's gaze turned, his eyes searched far, far into the distance, until he
could see the Final Gate fromwhere they stood—which, with his nagical power,
was within the realmof possibility. H s face grew drawn and grave, the brows
cane together, the eyes narrowed in anger. He was seeing, Marit guessed, the
terrible battle being waged, the people of the Nexus |eaving their peaceful
hones to defend the only nmeans of escape for their brethren caught inside.

Was the battle already taking place? O was Xar seeing the future?
H s gaze cane back, and the eyes were hard and cold and cal cul ating. "The
Final Gate will fall. But I will open it again. Wien | have found the Seventh

Gate, then | will take ny revenge."

"Lord Xar, what do you nean?" Marit stared at him not understanding. "Lord,
do not worry about us. W will nanage here. You must save our people."

"I intend to do so, Wfe," Xar said curtly.

Marit flinched.

Hapl o heard the word, felt the quiver run through the arns whose touch was so
conforting, so welcone. He opened his eyes, |ooked up at her. Her face was
streaked wi th bl ood-his own, her own, the dragon-snake's. Her hair was

di shevel ed, and now he could see, on her forehead, the mark, the entw ned

si gl a—hers and Xar's.

"Leave himto ne, Wfe," Xar commnded.

Marit shook her head, crouched over Haplo protectively. Xar reached down, laid



hi s hand on her shoul der. She cried out and slunped to the ground, her body
linp, its rune-magic disrupted.

Xar turned to Haplo. "Don't fight me, ny son. Let go. Let go of the pain and
the despair, the heartache of this life."

The Lord of the Nexus slid his arns beneath Hapl o' s broken body. Haplo nmade a
feeble attenpt to free hinself. The dog dashed up, barked at Xar frantically.

"I know | cannot hurt the animal," Xar said coldly. "But | can hurt her."

Marit, curled up, helpless, mpaned and shook her head. The sigil on her
forehead bl azed like fire.

"Dog, stop," Hapl o whispered through ashen I|ips.

The dog, whining, not understanding but trained to obey, fell back. Xar lifted

Haplo in his arns as easily and tenderly as if he were a small injured child.
"Rise, Wfe," he said to Marit. "When | am gone, you will need to defend
yoursel f."

The magi ¢ that held her paralyzed rel eased her. Wak, Mrit stood up. She took
a step nearer Xar, nearer Haplo.

"Where are you taking him Lord?" she asked, hope fighting a final struggle in
her heart. "To the Nexus? The Final Gate?"

"No, Wfe." Xar's voice was cold. "I return to Abarrach." He | ooked with
sati sfaction on Haplo. "To the necromancy."

"How can you let this evil happen to your people, Lord?" she cried in anger
Xar's eyes flared. "They have suffered all their lives. Wiat is one nore day

or two or three? When | cone back in triunph, when the Seventh Gate is open
their suffering will end!"

It will be too late! The words were on her lips, but she |ooked into Xar's
eyes and dared not say them Catching hold of Haplo's hand, she pressed it
agai nst her own heart-rune. "l |love you," she said to him

H s eyes opened. "Find Alfred!" He spoke wi thout a voice, his |ips noving,
stained with his own blood. "Alfred can... stop them.."

"Yes, find the Sartan," Xar sneered. "I amcertain he will be nore than happy
to defend the prison his kind built."

The [ ord spoke the runes; a sigil formed in the air. The flaring rune struck
Marit, slashed across her forehead.

The pain seared through her as if he'd cut her with a knife. Blood flowed down
over her eyes, blinding her. Gasping, dizzy with the agony and the shock, she
fell to her knees.

"Xar! My Lord!" she cried wildly, wiping the blood from her eyes.

Xar ignored her. Bearing Haplo in his arnms, the lord wal ked calmy across the
field of battle. A shield of magic surrounded them protected them

Trotting al ong behind, unnoticed and forlorn, was the dog.



Marit sprang to her feet with sone desperate notion of stopping them
attacki ng Xar from behind, rescuing Haplo, but at that nonment a whirlw nd of
sigla spun about themall three of them including the dog—and all three were
gone.

CHAPTER 48
ABRI
THE LABYRI NTH

THE BATTLE CAME TO AN END W TH THE EVENI NG THE DRAGON- SNAKES wer e vanqui shed,
destroyed; they no longer threatened to breach the walls. The wondrous green
dragon—the |ikes of which no one had ever before seen in the Labyrinth—oined
with the Patryns to defeat the serpents. The walls held, their magic swiftly
rei nforced. The gate stood fast. Hugh the Hand was the | ast one through before
it shut. He bore Kari in his arms. He had found her |ying wounded beneath a
score of dead chaodyn.

He carried her inside the gate, gave her into the arnms of her people.
"Where are Haplo and Marit?" the Hand denanded.

Vasu, directing the renewing of the gate's magic, |ooked at himin sudden
consternation. "l thought they were with you."

"They haven't cone in here?"

"No, they haven't. And |'ve been here the entire tine."

"Open the gate again," Hugh ordered. "They must still be out there.™
"Open it!" Vasu conmanded his people. "I will conme with you."

Hugh the Hand, gl ancing at the pudgy headman, was about to protest, but then
remenbered that he could not Kkill

The gate swung open; the two men ran out into a host of the eneny. But wth
their |eaders dead, the lust for battle seened to have drained fromthe foe.
Many were beating a retreat across the river, and these were creating
confusi on among the ranks.

"There!" Hugh the Hand poi nted.

Hurt and bew | dered, Marit was wandering al one near the base of the wall. A
pack of wol fen, drawn by the scent of blood, were tracking her

Vasu began to sing in a deep baritone.

Hugh the Hand deci ded the man had gone mad. This was no time for an arial But
suddenly an enornmous bush, with long, spearing thorns, thrust up out of the
ground, surrounded the wol fen. Thorns caught their thick fur, held themfast.
Suppl e branches w apped around their paws. The wol fen howl ed and shrieked, but
the nore they fought to escape, the nore entangl ed they becane.

Marit did not even notice. Vasu continued singing; the thorns grew deeper,
denser. Above, Patryns waited until Marit was safe to finish off the wol fen
trapped in the bush



Hugh the Hand ran to her, caught hold of her. "Were is Hapl o?"

She stared at himfrom eyes al nost gunmed shut by clotted bl ood. Either she
couldn't see himclearly or she didn't recognize him "Alfred," she said to
himin Patryn. "I nmust find Alfred.”

"Where is Hapl 0?" Hugh repeated in human, frustrated

"Alfred." Marit spoke the name over and over

Hugh saw that he woul d get nothing fromher in her dazed condition. He swept
her up in his arnms and ran back to Vasu. The headman sheltered themin his
magi ¢ until they had safely reached the gate.

When night fell, the beacon fire still burned bright. The magic of the sigla
on the walls glimered and flickered, but their light continued to shine. The

| ast of the foe slunk off into the w | derness, |eaving their dead behind.

The el ders who had spent the day inscribing the weapons with death-dealing
runes now spent the night restoring life to those injured and dying.

Marit's head wound was not |ife-threatening, but the healers could not heal it

conpl etely. \What ever weapon had torn her flesh nust have been poi soned, they
told Hugh the Hand when they showed himthe raw and infl aned mark on her skin.

But at |east Marit was consci ous—far too conscious, as far as the healers were
concerned. They had difficulty keeping her in her bed. She kept demanding to
see Vasu, and at last they sent for him since nothing else would cal m her

The headman cane—exhausted, grieving. The city of Abri stood, but many had
given their lives, including Kari. Including soneone Vasu dreaded to nane,
especially to the wonan who wat ched hi m draw near her sickbed.

"Alfred," Marit said i mediately. "Were is he? None of these fools knows or
will tell me. | nust find him He can reach the Final Gate in time to fight

t he dragon-snakes! He can save our people.”

Patryns could not lie to each other, and Vasu was Pa-tryn enough to know t hat
she woul d see through his deceit, no matter how ki ndly neant.

"He is a serpent mage. He changed into dragon form—=

"I know all that!" Marit snapped inpatiently. "Surely he has changed back by
now. Take me to him"

"He... did not return," Vasu said.
The life drained fromMarit's eyes. "Wat do you nean?"

"He fell fromthe skies, perhaps nortally wounded. He'd been fighting a | egion
of dragons..."

"Perhaps!" Marit grabbed the word, clung to it. "You didn't see himdie! You
don't know if he's dead!"

"Marit, we saw himfall—

She rose from her bed, shoving aside the restraining hands of the heal ers.
"Show nme where."”



"You can't go out there," Vasu said sternly. "lIt's too dangerous. There are
rovi ng bands of wolfen and tiger-men, furious at their defeat, waiting to
catch one of us alone.”

"The human assassin. Wiere is he?"

"Here, Marit." Hugh the Hand stood up. He had been watchi ng by her bedside
unseen, unnoticed. "lI'Il go with you. | need to find Alfred nyself," he added
grimy.

"He is our only hope," Marit said. Her eyes glinmered with tears for a nonent.
"He is Haplo's only hope." She blinked the tears away and reached for her
weapons, which the heal ers had set aside.

Vasu did not ask what she meant. Xar's magi ¢ had not blinded the headman's
eyes. He had seen the Lord of the Nexus, had w tnessed the nmeeting of the
three. He had seen Xar leave with Haplo... and the dog. He had guessed t hat
the Lord of the Nexus was not traveling to the battle of the Final Gate.

"Let her go," he said to the heal ers.

They stood asi de.

Vasu led Marit and Hugh the Hand to the wall. He pointed out to them where he
had seen the dragon—flam ng green and gold—fall fromthe skies. He opened the
gate of Abri and saw them depart into the darkness.

Then he stood for long, long hours, until the dawn, watching in despair a
sullen red glow that lit the horizon in the direction of the Final Gate.

APPENDI X I

THE ACCURSED BLADE

SPECULATI ONS*

*Witten by Al fred Montbank sonetime during his sojourn in the Labyrinth.

OF ALL THE UNFORTUNATE THI NGS My PECPLE DI D JUST BEFORE the Sundering, the
devel opnent of a weapon such as this cursed knife—now in the possession of Sir
Hugh—+s one of the nobst deplorable. Here is evidence that we invol ved i nnocent
peopl e—-humans, elves, dwarves, the very people we were supposed to be

protecti ng—n our battle against the Patryns.

That the bl ade was intended for use by the mensch is beyond doubt. | have
exam ned it, exanmined the runes inscribed on it, and |I amconvinced. It was
crafted in haste—that nuch is obvious fromits crude design and
manuf act ure—and t herefore, npbst probably, the bl ades were turned out in |arge
quantities.

Were Samah and the Council nenbers so terrified of the Patryns that they arnmed
entire | egions of nmensch with these hei nous weapons? | can only suppose that
the answer is, sadly, yes. Yet nowhere have | read that any wars invol ving
mensch took place in the final days of pre-Sun-dering Earth. Such battles as
did occur between Patryn and Sartan were generally fought on an individua
basis, terrible tourneys of magic which invariably proved fatal to one or both
conbat ant s.

But frominformation about those | ast days obtained fromny dear Ola, | think



| can specul ate on what happened. Consuned by fear, terrified that the Patryns
were formng their owmn armes (this may or may not have been the case), Sanmmh
and the Council decided to prepare a defense, armed vast numbers of mensch

wi th these nagi cal weapons. | doubt they nmeant to send the nensch to war (For
one thing, Samah wouldn't trust them). Most likely, the mensch arnies were to
be used as cover, to fight a delaying action, allowing the Sartan tinme to
enter the Seventh Gate and proceed with the Sundering.

Such a battle apparently never took place. Perhaps the nensch revolted (I hope
so!), or perhaps even Samah felt sonme tw nges of conscience over forcing
others to fight his battles for him Apparently nost of the cursed weapons
were either destroyed in the Sundering or confiscated by the Sartan before
establ i shing the mensch on the new worl ds.

How did this one escape? It undoubtedly fell into the hands of an unscrupul ous
el f who, inpressed by the weapon's power, decided to keep it for hinself. The
bl ade itself would be a willing ally, eager to assist in its own survival. The

elf was trained in the blade's use, but, due to circunstance—perhaps his
untimely deat h—such information was not passed along to future generations.
Only the bl ade was handed down. The elf could have no idea he was passing on
such a deadly | egacy.

How does t he bl ade wor k?

The followi ng are my specul ati ons based on Hugh's and Hapl o' s accounts of the
bl ade in action, and ny own study of the sigla inscribed on the weapon. (An

i nteresting point: in enhancing the weapon with rune-magic, we Sartan did
exactly what we had al ways cl ai ned we despi sed the Patryns for doing, giving
life to that which is not nmeant to have it!)

1. The first action the blade takes is to block the eneny's ability to sense
danger. Thus Hapl o had no warning that Hugh the Hand was stalking himin the
Factree, never knew that the assassin was waiting in anbush on the ship.

2. The bl ade's second action reduces an eneny's possibilities of retaliation
The bl ade cannot elinmnate all possibilities; that would take far greater
power than the bl ade possesses. But it can and does linmt the choice of
options to those it can easily handle.

3. The blade's third action anal yzes both the eneny's strength and weakness
and reacts accordingly. Sonetimes this reaction is a very sinple one for the
bl ade to perform as in the unfortunate "fight" between the two elf brothers.
The bl ade, facing a dueling dagger, had only to turn itself into a sword to
kill its foe. When Hugh the Hand first encountered Hapl o, the bl ade changed
itself to an ax against Haplo's knife.

Noti ce, however, that when the bl ade encounters additional opponents, its
strength increases. The bl ade became a bat when attacking both Marit and
Hapl o. Wen this attack failed, the blade turned into a tytan

Also of interest is the fact that the bl ade appears to draw on the nenories
and thoughts of the victims. Haplo says that he does not recall thinking
specifically of tytans during the brief stop their ship made in Pryan
(admttedly, he did have a great deal on his nmind!), but it seems logical to
me that he must have at |east had the giants he encountered on that world in
hi s subconsci ous.

And that is all | have been able to determ ne about the blade so far. As to
any further speculations, | would have to see the blade in action (sonething
I'd rather not do!) to be able to provide additional information on it.



| take this nmonent to add some information that | have acquired on the Cursed
Bl ade.* The first bit of information is good: the blade can be controlled by
the user. Al one has to do is to say the word "stop" in Sartan

*This last is witten in an agitated style, fromwhich we must concl ude t hat
Al fred probably recorded this information just before the Siege of Abri

The second piece of information is very bad. Apparently the bl ade can al so be
controll ed by outside forces! | have evidence that the dragon-snakes are able
to wield sone sort of influence over it.

The weapon was created out of fear, designed to kill, and so it would
naturally be drawn to the dragon-snakes.

They, in turn, appear to be able to control the blade's magic. They cannot, it
seens, cause the blade to turn against its user. But the snakes can direct the
bl ade' s actions and reactions to suit their own purposes. Haplo thinks now
that it was the Cursed Bl ade that brought the tiger-nen down on us. And the

bl ade apparently issued sone sort of call to the dragon-snakes, alerting them
to its presence in Abri.

There nust be some way to destroy this weapon. Unfortunately, | can't think of
any at the nmoment, but then ny mind is rather flurried. Perhaps if | had tine
to reflect and study the matter further..

(Editor's note: Here the text ends.)
St archanber of the Pryan Citadels
APPENDI X Il

THE STAR CHAMBER OF PRYAN

Bei ng excerpts from The Book of Stars as witten by Paithan, Lord Master of
Drugar Citadel, who has edited and amended the text.* May the reader enjoy the
enl i ghtenment of the stars.

*] amindebted to the tytans and to ny sister, Aleatha, for the translation of
Sartan runes.

EYE OF SUNS*

*A phrase, peculiar to the Sartan, which neans "a perspective fromon high"
or, in this case, an overview.

Pryan is a world of power. It keeps the other worlds beyond our own operating.
Its heartbeat brings the Iifeblood of power, heat, and light to these Sundered
Real ms. Wthout the power of the stars that shine above our hone and the
strength of our light, worlds beyond our understanding only sleep, half dead
fromlack of nourishnent.

Pryan's stationary suns keep all of their life-giving power within the
confines of the world's vast interior. The suns' light brings life to the
worl d's inhabitants. Yet this inmportant function is but a portion of its true
pur pose of creation.

The light of Pryan's suns—which originates fromfour separate celestial bodies
rather than the single sun perceived by us fromour distant ground—s
transferred either directly or indirectly into the rock that is the foundation



of the world. | myself have seen this very rock and affirmthat it does in
fact exist.* This rock foundation then collects the energy generated by the
suns and forests above it, and stores it in ever increasing anounts deep
within its stone. The energy is then collected by the citadel, whose roots
sink deep into the foundati ons of Pryan. These roots radiate energy fromthe
citadel and store it in the well—%known as the Wll of the Wrld. Only the cap
of the Worldgem holds this energy in place.*

*Pai t han adds this for those who live on the high surface of Pryan. There the
ground consists of the tops of imrense trees whose roots remai n unknown to
t hose who are born, live, and die in their boughs.

*"Well of the Wrld" and "Wrldgem" in addition to many other fanciful names
in the text, are undoubtedly Paithan's constructions. Wile they do reflect
his romantic nature, they are not necessarily instructive in terns of the
function of the machine itself. The term"Wrldgem" however, may be a nensch
rendering of the Sartan Eort-Batu' h rune. Eort signifies |life and power—a
cross structure in nmagic that bridged Fire and Water nmmagi cks. Batu' h woul d
refer to the concept of "foundation" rather than a crystalline stone. If this
is the case, then this "Wrldgem' is the focal point of alife or power
wave—pr obably the em ssions fromthe "well."

GENERAL STRUCTURE AND MOTI ON

The Star Chanber's | ower area houses Seven Thrones, which surround and face
the Well of the World. These thrones are i mense, so that tytans may sit
confortably in them The presence of the tytans is essential for the operation
of the machine. The throne chanber is separated fromthe chanber above by a
framewor k and the nechani smfor the Star Machine.

Thi s second chamber is enclosed by a huge done formed of several curved panels
to resenble the petals of a |otus blossom Each panel is nade up of col ored
glass mounted in a latticework of netal. The glass is inscribed with Sartan
runes which, according to the tytans, channel the light into the Star Machi ne.
When the nmachine is operating, the panels open fully to shine forth its power.

The Star Machine itself has two major parts: the | ower clockworks called the
Stellar O ock and the upper known as the Conduit O ock. Both sections of the
nmechani sm are suspended by nobil e nountings over the Seven Thrones. The
Wrldgemis held at the end of the Liftarm suspended fromthe Stellar C ock
down into the Wll of the World, which is located in the floor

The Worl dgem seals the Well of the Wrld. A gigantic arching metal arm ending
in a netal hand grips the gemand holds it in place while the machine is
dormant. This extends downward froma retraction mechanismthat pulls the
Wor| dgem out of the well when conditions nerit.* The armitself is retracted
into a Spatial Fold—a marvel ous magi c sphere.

*] amstill not sure just what these "conditions" night be.

The Stellar Clock is cradled inside two opposing nounted rings which are in
turn set on a nassive swivel nount. The retracted Wrldgem and the two rings
surrounding it can be positioned in any configuration

The maj or mounting for the Stellar Cock is called the Alignnent Rotation
Ring.* This is a rotating mount which can turn the entire | ower cl ockwork
around the axis of the well. An Alignnment C ock, which is driven by the
Primary Orientation O ock and sequenced i ndependently by Babbage Difference
Engi nes, * turns the Alignment Rotation Ring and, with it, the Stellar C ock



*This is a direct translation of the Sartan rune-structure. |I'mnot sure what
it means. | feel like a child exam ning with wonder the workings of ny
father's old watch and trying to understand how it operates.

*This again is a direct translation fromthe runes.

Inside the Alignnent Rotation Ring is nounted the Diffusion R ng. An anazing
nunber of gears, rods, and cans are positioned along this arc. They sw vel and
ot herwi se adjust the orientation of convex mirrors, prisnms, and gens which all
find their focal point on the Stellar Oock. As with the Alignment Rotation
Ring, the Diffusion Ring can be tilted by the Diffusion O ock Drive, which
appears to operate on the sane principles as the Aignment C ock.

A third ring is nounted inside the Diffusion Ring and is called the Conbi nant
Ring. This ring, too, is fitted with a vast nunber of gears, screws, and

cl ockwor ks whi ch support concave mrrors, prisnms, and gens. It, too, focuses
on the Stellar Cock. Its nane inmplies the conbining of force and woul d seem
to act counter to the Diffusion Ring around it. Perhaps these two—+the

D ffusion Ring and the Conbi nant Ri ng—act to cancel each other out and keep
forces bal anced?*

*On the other hand, it could be that the Diffusion Ring separates the power
drawn up fromthe roots of the world into nore basic wave forns and narrower
spectra of energy, which could then be reconbi ned selectively through the
Conbi nant Ri ng

The Upper Alignment Ring is the foundation mount for the Conduit O ock. Like
the Alignnent Rotation Ring, the Upper Alignnent Ring also rotates around the
axis of the Well of the Wrld being driven by the Primary Orientation O ock.*
It is this clockwork which seens to provide the power for the rest of the
device as wel .

*] find no drive or power mechanismfor this clockwork which normally woul d

have a wei ght - and- pendul um arrangenent. | surm se that within the mechani sm
itself is some neans of gaining energy fromthe stream of force comng from
the Well of the World. In fact, | suspect that this is the purpose of the

Diffusion Field Collector shown in the draw ng.

The Primary Orientation Clock is nounted on a great curving frane that can be
rotated by the Upper Orientation Ring. Near the top of this frame is set the
Secondary Orientation O ock, which traverses the upper curve of the frane via
a screw devi ce.

This Primary Orientation C ock and Secondary Orientation C ock then positions
the fork and rings of the Conduit Clock into alignment wth spindles nmounted
below it.* These Conduit Spindles apparently interact with the power generated
in the | ower mechanismin order to be transferred to the other Real ns.

*According to the tytans, these conduits |link the Sundered Real ns to each
ot her.

| have not been present when the machine is in full motion, for the light in
the roomis so bright as to blind the viewer. Only the tytans can w thstand
that light, and they cannot give sufficient description.

Still, 1 have witnessed the earlier stages of the process. Energy build-up in
the Well triggers the nechanisminto action. The energy is then carried up the
Liftarmand sets the machine in notion. This is the beginning of the cycle.



As the machine begins to nove, the Alignnent Rotation Drive turns the
Alignment Rotation Ring, the Diffusion Ring, and the Combinant Ring. The
mrrors of both lower rings and the Stellar Cock begin to rotate into
position. Gens and prisms flash as they orient thenmselves. The Liftarm begins
to raise the Wrldgemout of the Wll and into the Stellar dock. A powerful,

t hrobbing light issues fromthe Wll of the Wrld as the gemrises higher into
the machi ne. The Conduit C ock al so begins to nmove, shifting the position of
its rings and spindles. | have noticed that this orientation differs each tine
the notion begins and is never exactly repeated.

During this process, the |otus-blossomsections of the dome start to open. It
is at this point that the Wirldgemis set into the center of the Stellar C ock
and the entire chanber is filled with such brilliant Iight that further
observation is inmpossible. It is this light that we used to believe were the
"stars."

The tytans now operate the Star Chanmber. Its powerful light radiates fromthe
tallest spire of our city. Darkness, too, still comes to our city regularly in
each cycle, yet even through the darkness this |ight shines. Across the
heavens, we view the constant |ight of a thousand stars. The citadel was built
by those who are now gone. W see our purpose here as a sacred trust to add
our light to those that shine in the sky. Soneday others in far distant worlds
may see that light and find their way hone.



