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SIXTEEN RENAISSANCE
ONE SLAVE

THE DYING SLAVE LAY
SCREAMING.

The day was unmercifully hot. The other slaves went about their work,
ignoring the sound as much as possible. Life in the work camp was cheap,
and it did no good to dwell on the fate that awaited so many. The dying man
had been bitten by a relli, a snakelike swamp creature. Its venom was slow-
acting and painful; short of magic, there was no cure.Suddenly there was
silence. Pug looked over to see a Tsurani guard wipe off his sword. A hand
fell on Pug's shoulder. Laurie's voice whispered in his ear, "Looks like our
venerable overseer was disturbed by the sound of Toffston's dying."

Pug tied a coil of rope securely around his waist. "At least it ended
quickly." He turned to the tall, blond singer from the Kingdom city of Tyr-
Sog and said, "Keep a sharp eye out. This one's old and may be rotten."
Without another word. Pug scampered up the bole of the ngaggi tree, a
firiike swamp tree the Tsurani harvested for wood and resins. With few
metals, the Tsurani had become clever in finding many substitutes. The
wood of this tree could be worked Uke paper, then dried to an incredible
hardness, useful in fashioning.a hundred things. The resins were used to
laminate woods and cure hides. Properly cured hides could produce a suit of
leather armor as tough as Midkemian chain mail, and laminated wooden
weapons were nearly the match of Midkemian steel.

Four years in the swamp camp had hardened Pug's body. His sinewy
muscles strained as he climbed the tree. His skin had been tanned deeply by
the harsh sun of the Tsurani homeworld. His face was covered by a slave's

beard.



Pug reached the first large branches and looked down at his friend. Laurie
stood knee-deep in the murky water, absently swatting at the insects that
plagued them while they worked. Pug liked Laurie. The troubadour had no
business being here, but then he had had no business tagging along with a
patrol in the hope of seeing Tsurani soldiers, either. He said he had wanted
material for ballads that would make him famous throughout the Kingdom.
He had seen more than he had hoped for. The patrol had ridden into a major
Tsurani offensive and Laurie had been captured. He had come to this camp
over four months ago, and he and Pug had quickly become friends.

Pug continued his climb, keeping one eye always searching for the
dangerous tree dwellers of Kelewan. Reaching the most likely place for a
topping. Pug froze as he caught a glimpse of movement. He relaxed when
he saw it was only a needier, a creature whose protection was its
resemblance to a clump of ngaggi needles. It scurried away from the
presence of the human and made the short jump to the branch of a
neighboring tree. Pug made another survey and started tying his ropes. His
job was to cut away the tops of the huge trees, making the fall less
dangerous to those below.

Pug took several cuts at the bark, then felt the edge of his wooden ax bite
into the softer pulp beneath. A faint pungent odor greeted his careful
sniffing. Swearing, he called down to Laurie, "This one's rotten. Tell the
overseer."

He waited, looking out over the tops of trees. All around, strange insects
and birdlike creatures flew. In the four years he had been a slave on this
world, he had not grown used to the appearance of these life forms. They
were not all that different from those on Midkemia, but it was the
similarities as much as the differences that kept reminding him this was not
his home. Bees should be yellow-and-black-striped, not bright red. Eagles
shouldn't have yellow bands on their wings, nor hawks purple. These
creatures were not bees, eagles, or hawks, but the resemblance was striking.
Pug found it easier to accept the stranger creatures of Kelewan than these.
The six-legged needra, the domesticated beast of burden that looked like
some sort of bovine with two extra stumpy legs, or the cho-ja, the insectoid
creature who served the Tsurani and could speak their language: these he



had come to find familiar. But each time he glimpsed a creature from the
corner of his eye and turned, expecting it to be Midkemian only to find it
was not, then the despair would strike.

Laurie's voice brought him from his reverie. "The overseer comes."

Pug swore. If the overseer had to get himself dirty by wading in the water,
then he would be in a foul mood- which could mean beatings, or a reduction
in the chronically meager food. He would already be angered by the delay
in the cutting. A family of burrowers, beaverlike six- legged creatures, had
made themselves at home in the roots of the great trees. They would gnaw
the tender roots and the trees would sicken and die. The soft, pulpy wood
would turn sour, then watery, and after a while the tree would collapse from
within. Several burrower tunnels had been poisoned, but the damage had
already been done to the trees.

A rough voice, swearing mightily while its owner splashed through the
swamp, announced the arrival of the overseer, Nogamu. He himself was a
slave, but he had attained the highest rank a slave could rise to, and while
he could never hope to be free, he had many privileges and could order
soldiers or freemen placed under his command. A young soldier came
walking behind, a look of mild amusement on his face. He was clean-
shaven in the manner of a Tsurani freeman, and as he looked up at Pug, the
slave could get a good look at him. He had the high cheekbones and nearly
black eyes that so many Tsurani possessed. His dark eyes caught sight of
Pug, and he seemed to nod slightly. His blue armor was of a type unknown
to Pug, but with the strange Tsurani military organization, that was not
surprising. Every family, demesne, area, town, city, and province appeared
to have its own army. How they all related one to another within the Empire
was beyond Pug's understanding.

The overseer stood at the base of the free, his short robe held above the
water. He growled like the bear he resembled and shouted up at Pug,
"What's this about another rotten tree?"

Pug spoke the Tsurani language better than any Midkemian in the camp,
for he had been there longer than all but a few old Tsurani slaves. He



shouted down, "It smells of rot. We should re-rig another and leave this one
alone. Slave Master."

The overseer shook his fist. "You are all lazy. There is nothing wrong with
this tree. It is fine. You only want to keep from working. Now cut it!"

Pug sighed. There was no arguing with the Bear, as all the Midkemian
slaves called Nogamu. He was obviously upset about something, and the
slaves would pay the price. Pug started hacking through the upper section,
and it soon fell to the ground. The smell of rot was thick, and Pug removed
the ropes quickly. Just as the last length was coiled around his waist, a
splitting sound came from directly in front of him. "It falls!" he shouted
down to the slaves standing in the water below. Without hesitation they all
ran. The cry of "falls" was never ignored.

The bole of the tree was splitting down the middle now that the top had
been cut away. While this was not common, if a tree was far enough gone
for the pulp to have lost its strength, any flaw in the bark could cause it to
split under its own weight. The tree's branches would pull the halves away
from each other. Had Pug been tied to the bole, the ropes would have cut
him in half before they snapped.

Pug gauged the direction of the fall, then as the half he stood upon started
to move, he launched himself away from it. He hit the water flat, back first,
trying to let the two feet of water break his fall as much as possible. The
blow from the water was immediately followed by the harder impact with
the ground. The bottom was mostly mud, so there was little damage done.
The air in his lungs exploded from his mouth when he struck, and his senses
reeled for a moment. He retained enough presence of mind to sit up and
gasped a deep lungful of air.

Suddenly a heavy weight hit him across the stomach, knocking the wind
from him and pushing his head back underwater. He struggled to move and
found a large branch across his stomach. He could barely get his face out of
the water to get air. His lungs burned and he breathed without control.
Water came pouring down his windpipe, and he started to choke. Coughing
and sputtering, he tried to keep calm but felt panic rise within him. He
frantically pushed at the weight across him but couldn't move it.



Abruptly he found his head above water; Laurie said, "Spit, Pug! Get the
muck out of your lungs, or you'll get lung fever."

Pug coughed and spit. With Laurie holding his head, he coutd catch his
breath.

Laurie shouted, "Grab this branch. I'll pull him out from under."”

Several slaves splashed over, sweat beading their bodies. They reached
underwater and seized the branch. Heaving, they managed to move it
slightly, but Laurie couldn't drag Pug out.

"Bring axes; we'll have to cut the branch from the tree."

Other slaves were starting to bring axes over when Nogamu shouted, "No.
Leave him. We have no time for this. There are trees to cut."”

Laurie nearly screamed at him, "We can't leave him! He'll drown!"

The overseer crossed over and struck Laurie across the face with a lash. It
cut deep into the singer's cheek, but he didn't let go of his friend's head.
"Back to work, slave. You'll be beaten tonight for speaking to me that way.
There are others who can top. Now, let him go!" He struck Laurie again.
Laurie winced, but held Pug's head above water.

Nogamu raised his lash for a third blow, but was halted by a voice from
behind. "Cut the slave from under the branch." Laurie saw the speaker was
the young soldier who had accompanied the slave master. The overseer
whirled about, unaccustomed to having his orders ques- tioned. When he
saw who had spoken, he bit back the words that were on his lips. Bowing
his head, he said, "My lord's will."

He signaled for the slaves with the axes to cut Pug loose, and in short
order Pug was out from under the branch. Laurie carried him over to where
the young soldier stood. Pug coughed the last water from out of his lungs
and gasped, "I thank the master for my life."



The man said nothing, but when the overseer ap- proached, directed his
remarks to him. "The slave was right, and you were not. The tree was
rotten. It is not proper for you to punish him for your bad judgment and ill-
temper. I should have you beaten, but will not spare the time for it. The
work goes slowly, and my father is displeased."

Nogamu bowed his head. "I lose much face in my lord's sight. May I have
his permission to kill myself?" "No. It is too much honor. Return to work."
The overseer's face grew red in silent shame and rage.

Raising his lash, he pointed at Laurie and Pug. "You two, bac to work."

Laurie stood, and Pug tried. His knees were wobbly from his near-
drowning, but he managed to stand after a few attempts.

"These two shall be excused work the rest of the day," the young lord said.
"This one"-he pointed to Pug-"is of little use. The other must dress those
cuts you gave him, or festering will start." He turned to a guard. "Take them
back to camp and see to their needs."

Pug was grateful, not so much for himself as for Laurie. With a little rest.
Pug could have returned to work, but an open wound in the swamp was a
death warrant as;1 often as not. Infections came quickly in this hot, dirty |
place, and there were few ways of dealing with them. e

They followed the guard. As they left. Pug could see the slave master
watching them with naked hatred in his eyes.

There was a creaking of floorboards and Pug came instantly awake. His
slave-bred wariness told him that the sound didn't belong in the hut during
the dead of night.

Through the gloom, footfalls could be heard coming closer, then they
stopped at the foot of his pallet. From the next pallet, he could hear Laurie's
sharp intake of breath, and he knew the minstrel was awake also. Probably
half the slaves had been awakened by the intruder. The stranger hesitated
over something, and Pug waited, tense with uncertainty. There was a grunt,
and without hesita-B tion. Pug rolled off his mat. A weight came crashing



down,| and Pug could hear a dull thud as a dagger struck where his chest
had been only moments before. Suddenly the room exploded with activity.
Slaves were shouting, and could be heard running for the door.

Pug felt hands reach for him in the dark, and a sharp pain exploded across
his chest. He reached blindly for his assailant and grappled with him for the
blade. Another slash, and his right hand was cut across the palm. Abruptly
the attacker stopped moving, and Pug became aware that a third body was
atop the would-be assassin.

Soldiers rushed into the hut, carrying lanterns, and Pug could see Laurie
lying across the still body of Nogamu. The Bear was still breathing, but
from the way the dagger protruded from his ribs, not for long.

The young soldier who had saved Pug's and Laurie's lives entered and the
others made way for him. He stood over the three combatants and simply
asked, "Is he dead?"

The overseer's eyes opened and in a faint whisper he said, "I live, lord.
But I die by the blade." A weak but defiant smile showed on his sweat-
drenched face.

The young soldier's expression betrayed no emotion, but his eyes looked
as if ablaze. "I think not," he said softly. He turned to two of the soldiers in
the room. "Take him outside at once and hang him. There will be no honors
for his clan to sing. Leave the body there for the insects. It shall be a
warning that I am not to be disobeyed. Go."

The dying man's face paled, and his lips quivered. "No, master. I pray,
leave me to die by the blade. A few minutes longer." Bloody foam appeared
at the corner of his mouth.

Two husky soldiers reached down for Nogamu and, with little thought for
his pain, dragged him outside. He could be heard wailing the entire way.
The amount of strength left in his voice was amazing, as if his fear of the
rope had awakened some deep reserve.



They stood in frozen tableau until the sound was cut off in a strangled cry.
The young officer then turned to Pug and Laurie. Pug sat, blood running
from the long, shallow gash across his chest. He held his injured hand in the
other. It was deeply cut, and his fingers wouldn't move.

"Bring your wounded friend," the young soldier commanded Laurie.

Laurie helped Pug to his feet and they followed the officer out of the slave
hut. He led them across the compound to his own quarters and ordered them
to enter. Once inside, he instructed a guard to send for the camp physician.
He had them stand in silence until the physician arrived. He was an old
Tsurani, dressed in the robes of one of their gods, which one the
Midkemians couldn't tell. He inspected Pug's wounds and judged the chest
wound superficial. The hand, he said, would be another matter.

"The cut is deep, and the muscles and tendons have been cut. It will heal,
but there will be a loss of movement and little strength for gripping. He
most likely will be fit for only light duty."

The soldier nodded, a peculiar expression on his face: a mixture of disgust
and impatience. "Very well. Dress the wounds, and leave us."

The physician set about cleaning the wounds. He took a score of stitches
in the hand, bandaged it, admonished Pug to keep it clean, and left. Pug
ignored the pain, easing his mind with an old mental exercise.

After the physician was gone, the soldier studied the two slaves before
him. "By law, I should have you hung for killing the slave master."

They said nothing. They would remain silent until commanded to speak.

"But as I hung the slave master, I am free to keep you alive, should it suit
my purpose. I can simply have you punished for wounding him." He
paused. "Consider yourselves punished."

With a wave of his hand he said, "Leave me, but return here at daybreak. I
have to decide what to do with you."



They left, feeling fortunate, for under most circum- stances they would
now be hanging next to the former slave master. As they crossed the
compound, Laurie said, "I wonder what that was about?"

Pug responded, "I hurt too much to wonder why. I'm just thankful that we
will see tomorrow."

Laurie said nothing until they reached the slave hut. "I think the young
lord has something up his sleeve."

"Whatever. I have long since given up trying to understand our masters.
That's why I've stayed alive so long, Laurie. I just do what I'm told to, and I
endure." Pug pointed to the tree where the former overseer's body could be
seen in the pale moonlight-only the small moon was out tonight. "It's much
too easy to end up like that."

Laurie nodded. "Perhaps you're right. I still think about escape."

Pug laughed, a short, bitter sound. "Where, singer? Where could you run?
Toward the rift and ten thousand Tsurani?"

Laurie said nothing. They returned to their pallets and tried to sleep in the
humid heat.

The young officer sat upon a pile of cushions, Tsurani fashion. He sent the
guard who had accompanied Pug and Laurie away, then motioned for the
two slaves to sit. They did so hesitantly, for a slave was not usually
permitted to sit in a master's presence.

"I am Hokanu, of the Shinzawai. My father owns this camp," he said
without preamble. "He is deeply dissatis- fied with the harvest this year. He
has sent me to see what can be done. Now I have no overseer to manage the
work, because a foolish man blamed you for his own stupidity. What am I
to do?"

They said nothing, for they were not sure if the question was rhetorical.
He asked, "You have been here, how long?"



Pug and Laurie answered in turn. He considered the answers, then said,
"You"-pointing at Laurie-"are noth- ing unusual, save you speak our tongue
better than most barbarians, all things considered. But you'"-pointing at Pug-
"have stayed alive longer than most of your stiff- necked countrymen and
also speak our language well. You might even pass for a peasant from a
remote province."

They sat still, unsure of what Hokanu was leading up to. Pug realized with
a shock that he was probably older by a year or two than this young lord.
He was young for such power. The ways of the Tsurani were very strange.
In Crydee he would still be an apprentice, or if noble, continuing his
education in statecraft.

"How do you speak so well?" he asked of Pug.

"Master, I was among the first captured and brought here. There were only
seven of us among so many Tsurani slaves. We learned to survive. After
some time, I was the only one left. The others died of the burning fever or
festering wounds, or were Kkilled by the guards. There were none for me to
talk with who spoke my own language. No other countryman came to this
camp for over a year."

The officer nodded, then to Laurie said, "And you?"

"Master, I am a singer, a minstrel in my own land. It is our custom to
travel broadly, and we must learn many tongues. I have also a good ear for
music. Your language is what is called a tone language on my world; words
with the same sound save for the pitch with which they are spoken have
different meanings. We have several such tongues to the south of our
Kingdom. I leam quickly."

A glimmering appeared in the eyes of the soldier. "It is good to know
these things." He lapsed deep into thought. After a moment he nodded to
himself. "There are many considerations that fashion a man's fortune,
slaves." He smiled, looking more like a boy than a man. "This camp is a
shambles. I am to prepare a report for my father, the Lord of the Shinzawai.
I think I know what the problems are." He pointed at Pug. "I would have
your thoughts on the subject. You have been here longer than anyone."



Pug composed himself. It had been a long time since anyone had asked
him to venture an opinion on anything. "Master, the first overseer, the one
who was here when I was captured, was a shrewd man, who understood that
men, even slaves, cannot be made to work well if they are weak from
hunger. We had better food and if injured were given time for healing.
Nogamu was an ill-tempered man who took every setback as a personal
affront. Should burrowers ruin a grove, it was the fault of the slaves. Should
a slave die, it was a plot to discredit his oversight of the work force. Each
difficulty was rewarded by another cut in food, or in longer work hours.
Any good fortune was regarded as his rightful due."”

"I suspected as much. Nogamu was at one time a very important man. He
was the hadonra-demesne manager- of his father's estates. His family was
found to be guuty of plotting against the Empire, and his own clan sold
them all into slavery, those that were not hung. He was never a good slave.
It was thought that giving him responsibility for the camp might find some
useful channel for his skills. It proved not to be the case.

"Is there a good man among the slaves who could command ably?"
Laurie inclined his head, then said, "Master, Pug here..."
"I think not. I have plans for you both."

Pug was surprised, and wondered what he meant. He said, "Perhaps
Chogana, master. He was a farmer, until his crops failed and he was sold
into slavery for taxes. He has a level head."

The soldier clapped his hands once, and a guard was in the room in an
instant. "Send for the slave Chogana."

The guard saluted and left. "It is good that he is Tsurani," said the soldier.
"You barbarians do not know your place, and I hate to think what would
happen should I leave one in charge. He would have my soldiers cutting the
trees while the slaves stood guard."

There was a moment of silence, then Laurie laughed. It was a rich, deep
sound. Hokanu smiled. Pug watched closely. The young man who had their



lives in his hands seemed to be working hard at winning their trust. Laurie
appeared to have taken a liking to him, but Pug held his feelings in check.
He was further removed from the old Midkemian society, where war made
noble and commoner comrades-in-arms, able to share meals and misery
without regard for rank. One thing he had learned about the Tsurani early on
was that they never for an instant forgot their station. Whatever was
occurring in this hut was by this young soldier's design, not by chance.
Hokanu seemed to feel Pug's eyes upon him and looked at him. Their eyes
locked briefly before Pug dropped his as a slave is expected to do. For an
instant a communication passed between them. It was as if the soldier had
said: You do not believe that I am a friend. So be it, as long as you act your
part.

With a wave of his "hand, Hokanu said, "Return to your hut. Rest well, for
we will leave after the noon meal."

They rose and bowed, then backed out of the hut. Pug walked in silence,
but Laurie prattled. "I wonder where we are going?" When no answer came,
he added, "In any event, it will have to be a better place than this."

Pug wondered if it would be.

A HAND SHOOK PUG'S SHOULDER AND HE CAME AWAKE. He
had been dozing in the morning heat, taking advantage of the extra rest
before he and Laurie left with the young noble after the noon meal.
Chogana, the former farmer Pug had recommended, motioned for silence,
pointing to where Laurie slept deeply.

Pug followed the old slave out of the hut, to sit in the shade of the
building. Speaking slowly, as was his fashion, Chogana said, "My lord
Hokanu tells me you were instrumental in my being selected slave master
for the camp." His brown seamed face looked dignified as he bowed his
head toward Pug. "I am in your debt."

Pug returned the bow, formal and unusual in this camp. "There is no debt.
You will conduct yourself as an overseer should. You will care well for our
brothers."



Chogana's old face split in a grin, revealing teeth stained brown by years
of chewing tateen nuts. The mildly narcotic nut-easily found in the swamp-
did not reduce efficiency but made the work seem less harsh. Pug had
avoided the habit, for no reasons he could voice, as had most of the
Midkemians. It seemed somehow to signify a final surrender of will.

Chogana stared at the camp, his eyes narrowed to slits by the harsh light.
It stood empty, except for the young lord's bodyguard and the cook's crew.
In the distance the sounds of the work crew echoed through the trees.

"When I was a boy, on my father's farm in Szetac," began Chogana, "it
was discovered I had a talent. I was investigated, and found lacking." The
meaning of that last statement was lost on Pug, but he didn't interrupt. "So I
became a farmer like my rather. But my talent was there. Sometimes I see
things, Pug, things within men. As I grew, word of my talent spread and
people, mostly poor people, would come and ask for my advice. As a young
man [ was arrogant and charged much, telling of what I saw. When I was
older, I was humble and took whatever was offered, but still I told what I
saw. Either way, people left angry. Do you know why?" he asked with a
chuckle. Pug shook his head. "Because they didn't come to hear the truth,
they came to hear what they wanted to hear."

Pug shared Chogana's laugh. "So I pretended the talent went away, and
after a time people stopped comingto my farm. But the talent never went
away. Pug, and I still can see things, sometimes. I have seen something in
you, and I would tell you before you leave forever. I will die in this camp,
but you have a different fate before you. Will you listen?" Pug said he
would, and Chogana said, "Within you there is a trapped power. What it is
and what it means, I do not know."

Knowing the strange Tsurani attitude toward magi- cians, Pug felt sudden
panic at the possibility someone might have sensed his former calling. To
most he was just another slave in the camp, and to a few, a former Squire.

Chogana continued, speaking with his eyes closed. "I dreamed about you.
Pug. I saw you upon a tower and you faced a fearsome foe." He opened his
eyes. "I do not know what the dream may mean, but this you must know.
Before you mount that tower to face your foe, you must seek your wal; it is



that secret center of your being, the perfect place of peace within. Once you
reside there, you are safe from all harm. Your flesh may suffer, even die, but
within your wal you will endure in peace. Seek hard. Pug, for few men find

their wal."

Chogana stood. "You will leave soon. Come, we must wake Laurie."

As they walked to the hut entrance. Pug said, "Chogana, thank you. But
one thing: you spoke of a foe upon the tower. Could you mark him?"

Chogana laughed, and bobbed his head up and down. "Oh, yes, I saw
him." He continued to chuckle as he climbed the steps to the hut. "He is the
foe to be feared most by any man." Narrow eyes regarded Pug. "He was

you.

Pug and Laurie sat on the steps of the temple, with six Tsurani guards
lounging around. The guards had been civil-barely-for the entire journey.
The travel had been tiring, if not difficult. With no horses, nor anything to
substitute for them, every Tsurani not riding in a needra cart moved by
power of shanks' mare, their own or others. Nobles were carried up and
down the wide boulevards on litters borne on the backs of puffing, sweating
slaves.

Pug and Laurie had been given the short, plain grey robes of slaves. Their
loincloths, adequate in the swamps, were deemed unsightly for travel
among Tsurani citizens. Pug deduced that the Tsurani put store upon
modesty-if not so much as in the Kingdom.

They had come up the road along the coast of the great body of water
called Battle Bay. Pug had thought that if it was a bay, it was larger than
anything so named in Midkemia, for even from the high cliffs overlooking
it the other side could not be seen. After several-days' travel they had
entered cultivated pastureland, and soon after could see the opposite shore
closing in rapidly. Another few days on the road, and they had come to the
dty of Jamar.

Pug and Laurie watched the passing traffic, while Hokanu made an
offering at the temple. The Tsurani seemed mad for colors. Here even the



lowliest worker was likely to be dressed in a brightly colored short robe.
Those with wealth could be seen in more flamboyant dress, covered with
intricately executed designs. Only slaves lacked colorful dress.

Everywhere around the city, people thronged: farmers, traders, caravans,
and travelers. Lines of needras plodded by, pulling wagons filled with
produce and goods. The sheer numbers of people overwhelmed Pug and
Laurie, for the Tsurani seemed like ants scurrying about, even in the
unusual heat, as if the commerce of the Empire could not wait upon the
comfort of its citizens. Many who passed stopped to stare at the
Midkemians, whom they regarded as giant barbarians. Their own height
averaged about five feet six inches, and even Pug was considered tall,
having come to his full growth at five feet eight. For their part, the
Midkemians had come to refer to the Tsurani as runts.

Pug and Laurie looked about. They waited in the center of the city, where
the great temples were. Ten pyramids, differing in size, but all richly
appointed, sat amid a series of parks. From where they were, the young men
could see three of the parks. Each was terraced, with miniature
watercourses winding through, complete with tiny waterfalls. Dwarf trees,
as well as large shade trees, dotted the grass-covered grounds of the parks.
Strolling musidans played flutes and strange stringed instruments,
producing alien, polytonal music, entertaining those who rested in the parks
or passed by.

When Hokanu returned, they started off again. They made their way
through the dty. Pug still studying the people they passed. The press was
incredible, and Pug wondered how they managed to stand it. Like farmers
in a dty for the first time. Pug and Laurie kept gawking at the wonders of
Jamar. Even the supposedly worldly trouba- dour would exclaim about this
sight or that. Soon the guards could be heard chuckling over the barbarians'
obvious delight at the most mundane things.

Every building they passed was fashioned from wood and a translucent
material, clothlike but rigid. A few, like the temples, were constructed with
stone, but what was most remarkable was that every building they passed,
from temple to worker's hut, was painted white, except for bordering beams
and doorframes, which were polished deep brown. Every open surface was



decorated with colorful paintings. Animals, landscapes, deities, and battle
scenes abounded. Everywhere was a riot of color for the eyes to caress.

To the north of the temples, across from one of the parks and fadng a wide
boulevard, stood a single building, set apart by open lawns bordered with
hedges. Two guards, dressed in armor and helm similar to those of their
own guards, stood watch at the door. They saluted Hokanu when he
approached.

Without a word, the other guards marched around the side of the house,
leaving the slaves with the young officer. He signaled, and one of the door
guards slid the large, cloth-covered door aside. They entered an open
hallway leading back, with doors on each side. Hokanu marched them to a
rear door, which a house slave opened for them.

Pug and Laurie then discovered the house was fash- ioned like a square,
with a large garden in the center, accessible from all sides. Near a bubbling
pool sat an older man, dressed in a plain but rich-looking dark blue robe. He
was consulting a scroll. He looked up when the three entered, and rose to
greet Hokanu.

The young man removed his helm and then came to attention. Pug and
Laurie stood slightly behind and said nothing. The man nodded, and
Hokanu approached. They embraced and the older man said, "My son, it is
good to see you again. How were things at the camp?"

Hokanu made his report on the camp, briefly and to the point, leaving out
nothing of importance. He then told of the actions taken to remedy the
situation. "So the new overseer will see that the slaves have ample food and
rest. He should increase production soon."

His father nodded. "I think you have acted wisely, my son. We shall have
to send another in a few months' time to gauge progress, but things could
not become any worse than they were. The Warlord demands higher
production and we border on falling into his bad graces."

He seemed to notice the slaves for the first time. "These?" was all he said,
pointing at Laurie and Pug.



"They are unusual. I was thinking of our talk on the night before my
brother went to the north. They may prove valuable."

"Have you spoken of this to anyone?" His grey eyes were set in firm lines.
Even though much shorter, he somehow reminded Pug of Lord Borric.

"No, my father. Only those who took council that night-"

The lord of the house cut him off with a wave of the hand. "Save your
remarks for later. Trust no secrets to a city.' Inform Septiem. We close the
house and leave for our estates in the morning."

Hokanu bowed slightly, then turned to leave. "Hokanu." His father's voice
stopped him. "You have done well." Pride plainly showing on his face, the
young man left the garden.

The lord of the house sat again upon a bench of carved stone, next to a
small fountain, and regarded the two slaves. "What are you called?"

"Pug, master."
"Laurie, master."

He seemed to derive some sort of insight from these simple statements.
"Through that door," he said, pointing to the left, "is the way to the
cookhouse. My hadonra is called Septiem. He will see to your care. Go

now.

They bowed and left the garden. As they made their way through the
house. Pug nearly knocked over a young girl coming around a comer. She
was dressed in a slave's robe and carried a large bundle of washing. It went
flying across the hall.

"Oh!" she cried. "I've just now washed these. Now I'll have to do them
over." Pug quickly bent to help her pick them up. She was tall for a Tsurani,
nearly Pug's height, and well proportioned. Her brown hair was tied back,
and her brown eyes were framed by long, dark lashes. Pug stopped
gathering the clothing and stared at her in open admiration. She hesitated



under his scrutiny, then quickly picked up the rest of the clothes and hurried
off. Laurie watched her trim figure retreat, tan legs shown to good
advantage by the short slave's robe.

Laurie slapped Pug's shoulder. "Ha! I told you things would be looking
up.

They left the house'and approached the cookhouse, where the smell of hot
food set their appetites on edge. "I think you've made an impression on mat
girl. Pug."

Pug had never had much experience with women and felt his ears start to
bum. At the slave camp much of the talk was about women, and this, more
than anything else, had kept him feeling like a boy. He turned to see if
Laurie was having sport with him, then saw the blond singer looking behind
him. He followed Laurie's gaze and caught a glimpse of a shyly smiling
face pull back from a window in the house.

The next day, the household of the Shinzawai family was in an uproar.
Slaves and servants hurried every which way making ready for the journey
to the north. Pug and Laurie were left to themselves, as there was no one
among the household staff free enough to assign them tasks. They sat in the
shade of a large, willowlike tree enjoying the novelty of free time as they
observed the furor.

"These people are crazy. Pug. I've seen less prepara- tion for caravans. It
looks as if they plan on taking everything with them."

"Maybe they are. These people no longer surprise me." Pug stood, leaning
against the bole. "I've seen things that defy logic."

"True enough. But when you've seen as many differ- ent lands as I have,
you leam the more things look different, the more they are the same."

"What do you mean?"

Laurie rose and leaned on the other side of the tree. In low tones he said,
"I'm not sutie, but something is afoot, and we play a part, be sure. If we



keep sharp, we may be able to turn it to our advantage. Always remember
that. Should a man want something from you, you can always make a
bargain, no matter what the apparent differences in your stations."

"Of course. Give him what he want? and he'll let you live."

"You're too young to be so cynical," Laurie countered, with mirth
sparkling in his eyes. "Tell you what. You leave the world-weary pose to old
travelers such as myself, and I'll make sure that you don't miss a single
opportunity."

Pug snorted. "What opportunity?"

"Well, for one thing," Laurie said, pointing behind Pug, "that little girl you
nearly knocked over yesterday is appearing to have some difficulty in lifting
those boxes." Pug, glancing back, saw the laundry girl struggling to stack
several large crates ready to be loaded into wagons. "I think she might
appreciate a little help, don't you think?"

Pug's confusion was evident on his face. "What...?"

Laurie gave him a gentle push. "Off with you, dolt. A little help now,
later... who knows?"

Pug stumbled away. "Later?"
"Gods!" laughed Laurie, fetching Pug a playful kick in the rump.

The troubadour's humor was infectious, and Pug was smiling as he
approached the girl. She was trying to lift a large wooden crate atop another.
Pug took it from her. "Here, I can do that."

She stepped away, uncertain. "It's not heavy. It's just too high for me." She
looked everywhere but at Pug.

Pug lifted the crate easily and placed it on top of the others, favoring his
tender hand only a little. "There you are," he said, trying to sound casual.



The girl brushed back a stray wisp of hair that had fallen into her eyes.
"You're a barbarian, aren't you?" She spoke hesitantly.

Pug flinched. "You call us that. I like to think I'm as civilized as the next

man.

She blushed. "I didn't mean any offense. My people are called barbarians
also. Anyone who's not a Tsurani is called that. I meant you're from that
other world."

Pug nodded. "What’s your name?" She said, "Katala," then in a rush,
"What is your name?"

HPug.H

She smiled. "That’s a strange name. Pug." She seemed to like the sound of
it.

Just then the hadonra, Septiem, an old but erect man with the bearing of a
retired general, came around the house. "You two!" he snapped. "There's
work to do! Don't stand there."

Katala ran back into the house, and Pug was left hesitating before the
yellow-robed estate manager. "You! What’s your name?"

"Pug, sir."

"I see that you and your blond giant friend have been given nothing to do.
I'll have to remedy that. Call him over."

Pug sighed. So much for their free time. He waved to Laurie to come over,
and they were put to work loading wagons.

TWO ESTATE

THE WEATHER HAD TURNED COOLER DURING THE LAST
THREE WEEKS.Still it hinted at the summer's heat. The winter season in
this land, if a season it properly was, lasted a mere six weeks, with brief
cold rains out of the north. The trees held most of their bluish green leaves,



and there was nothing to mark the passing of fall. In the four years Pug had
abided in Tsuranuanni there were none of the familiar signs that marked the
passing seasons: no bird migrations, frost in the mornings, rains that froze,
snow, or blooming of wild flowers. This land seemed eternally set in the
soft amber of summer.

The Shinzawai caravan was approaching the boundaries of the family's
northern estates. Pug and Laurie had little to do along the way except
occasional chores: dump- ing the cook pots, cleaning up needra droppings,
loading and unloading supplies. Now they were riding on the back of a
wagon, feet dangling over the rear. Laurie bit into a ripe jomach fruit,
something like a large green pomegranate. Spitting out seeds, he said,
"How's the hand?

Pug studied his right hand, examining the red puck- ered scar that ran
across the palm. "It's still stiff. I expect it's as healed as it will ever be."

Laurie took a look. "Don't think you'll ever carry a sword again." He
grinned.

Pug laughed. I doubt you will either. I somehow don't think they'll be
finding a place for you in the Imperial Horse Lance."

Laurie spat a burst of seeds, bouncing them off the nose of the needra who
pulled the wagon behind them. The six-legged beast snorted, and the driver
waved his steering stick angrily at them. "Except for the fact that the
Emperor doesn't have any lancers, due to the fact that he also doesn't have
any horses, I can't think of a finer choice."

Pug laughed derisively.

"I'll have you know, fella-me-lad," said Laurie in aristocratic tones, "that
we troubadours are often beset by a less savory sort of customer, brigands
and cutthroats seeking our hard-earned wages-scant though they may be. If
one doesn't develop the ability to defend oneself, one doesn't stay in
business, if you catch my meaning."



Pug smiled. He knew that a troubadour was nearly sacrosanct in a town,
for should he be harmed or robbed, word would spread and no other would
ever come there again. But on the road it was a different matter. He had no
doubt of Laurie's ability to take care of himself, but wasn't about to let him
use that pompous tone and sit without a rejoinder. As he was about to speak,
though, he was cut off by shouts coming from the front of the caravan.
Guards came rushing forward, and Laurie turned to his shorter companion.
""What do you suppose that is all about?"

Not waiting for an answer, he jumped down and ran forward. Pug
followed. As they reached the head of the caravan, behind the Lord of the
Shinzawai's litter, they could see shapes advancing up the road toward
them. Laurie grabbed Pug's sleeve. "Riders!"

Pug could scarcely believe his eyes, for indeed it appeared that riders were
approaching along the road from the Shinzawai manor. As they got closer,
he could see that, rather than riders, there was one horseman and three cho-
ja, all three a rich dark blue color.

The rider, a young, brown-haired Tsurani, taller than most, dismounted.
His movement was clumsy and Laurie observed, "They will never pose any
military threat if that's the best seat they can keep. Look, there is no saddle,
nor bridle, only a rude hackamore fashioned from leather straps. And the
poor horse looks like it hasn't been properly groomed for a month."

The curtain of the litter was pulled back as the rider approached. The
slaves put it down and the Lord of the Shinzawai got out. Hokanu had
reached his father's side, from his place among the guards at the rear of the
caravan, and was embracing the rider, exchanging greetings. The rider then
embraced the Lord of the Shinzawai. Pug and Laurie could hear the rider
say, "Father! It is good to see you."

The Shinzawai lord said, "Kasumi! It is good to see my firstborn son.
When did you return?"

"Less than a week ago. I would have come to Jamar, but I heard that you
were due here, so I waited."



"I am glad. Who are these with you?" He indicated the creatures.

"This," he said, pointing to the foremost, "is Strike Leader X'calak, back
from fighting the short ones under the mountains on Midkemia."

The creature stepped forward and raised his right hand-very humanlike-in
salute, and in a high, piping voice said, "Hail, Kamatsu, Lord of the
Shinzawai. Honors to your house."

The Lord of the Shinzawai bowed slightly from the waist. "Greetings,
X'calak. Honors to your hive. The cho-ja are always welcome guests."

The creature stepped back and waited. The lord turned to look at the
horse. "What is this upon which you sit, my son?"

"A horse. Father. A creature the barbarians ride into battle. I've told you of
them before. It is a truly marvelous creature. On its back I can run faster
than the swiftest cho- ja runner."

"How do you stay on?"

The older Shinzawai son laughed. "With great diffi- culty, I'm afraid. The
barbarians have tricks to it I have yet to learn."

Hokanu smiled. "Perhaps we can arrange for lessons."

Kasumi slapped him playfully on the back. "I have asked several
barbarians, but unfortunately they were all dead."

"I have two here who are not."

Kasumi looked past his brother and saw Laurie, standing a full head taller
than the other slaves who had gathered around. "So I see. Well, we must ask
him. Father, with your permission, I will ride back to the house and have all
made ready for your homecoming."

Kamatsu embraced his son, and agreed. The older son remounted and with
a wave rode off.



Pug and Laurie quickly returned to their places on the wagon. Laurie
asked, "Have you seen the like of those things before?"

Pug nodded. "Yes. The Tsurani call them the cho-ja. They live in large
hive mounds, like ants. The Tsurani slaves I spoke with in the camp tell me
they have been around as long as can be remembered. They are loyal to the
Empire, though I seem to remember someone saying that each hive has its
own queen."

Laurie peered around the front of the wagon, hanging on with one hand. "I
wouldn't like to face one on foot. Look at the way they run."

Pug said nothing. The older Shinzawai son's remark about the short ones
under the mountain brought back old memories. If Tomas is alive, he
thought, he is a man now. If he is alive.

The Shinzawai manor was huge. It was easily the biggest single building-
short of temples and palaces- that Pug had seen. It sat atop a hill,
commanding a view of the countryside for miles. The house was square,
like the one in Jamar, but several times the size. The town house could
easily have fit inside this one's central garden. Behind it were the
outbuildings, cookhouse, and slave quarters.

Pug craned his neck to take in the garden, for they were walking quickly
'through and there was little time to absorb all of it. The hadonra, Septiem,
scolded him. "Don't tarry."

Pug quickened his step and fell in beside Laurie. Still, on a briei viewing,
the garden was impressive. Several shade trees had been planted beside
three pools that sat in the midst of miniature trees and flowering plants.
Stone benches had been placed for contemplative rest, and paths of gravel
wandered throughout. Around this tiny park the building rose, three stories
tall. The top two stories had balconies, and several staircases rose to
connect them. Servants could be seen hurrying along the upper levels, but
there appeared to be no one else in the garden, or at least that portion they
had crossed.



They reached a sliding door and Septiem turned to face them. In stern
tones he said, "You two barbarians will watch your manners before the lords
of this house, or by the gods, I'll have every inch of skin off your backs.
Now make sure you do all that I've told you, or you'll wish that Master
Hokanu had left you to rot in the swamps."

He slid the door to one side and announced the slaves. The command for
them to enter was given and Septiem shooed them inside. They found
themselves in a warmly lit room, the light coming through the large,
translucent door. On the walls hung carvings, tapestries, and paintings, all
done in fine style, small and delicate. The floor was covered, in Tsurani
fashion, with a thick pile of furs and cushions. Upon a large cushion
Kamatsu, Lord of the Shinzawai, sat; across from him were his two sons.
All were dressed in the short robes of expensive fabric and cut they used
when off duty. Pug and Laurie stood with their eyes downcast until they
were spoken to.

Hokanu spoke first. "The blond giant is called Loh-'re, and the more
normal-sized one is Poog."

Laurie started to open his mouth, but a quick elbow from Pug silenced
him before he could speak.

The older son noticed the exchange, and said, "You would speak?"

Laurie looked up, then quickly down again. The instructions had been
clear: not to speak until commanded to. Laurie wasn't sure the question was
a command.

The lord of the house said, "Speak."

Laurie looked at Kasumi. "I am Laurie, master. Lor-ee. And my friend is
Pug, not Poog."

Hokanu looked taken aback at being corrected, but the older brother
nodded and pronounced the names several times over, until he spoke them
correctly. He then said, "Have you ridden horses?"



Both slaves nodded. Kasumi said, "Good. Then you can show me the best

way."

Pug's gaze wandered as much as was possible with his head down, but
something caught his eye. Next to the Lord of the Shinzawai sat a game
board and what looked like familiar figures. Kamatsu noticed and said,
"You know this game?" He reached over and brought the board for- ward,
so that it lay before him.

Pug said, "Master, I know the game. We call it chess."

Hokanu looked at his brother, who leaned forward. "As several have said.
Father, there has been contact with the barbarians before."

His father waved away the comment. "It is a theory." To Pug he said, "Sit
here and show me how the pieces move."

Pug sat and tried to remember what Kulgan had taught him. He had been
an indifferent student of the game, but knew a few basic openings. He
moved a pawn forward and said, "This piece may only move forward one
space, except when it is first moved, master. Then it may move two." The
lord of the house nodded, motioning that he should continue. "This piece is
a knight, and moves like so," said Pug.

After he had demonstrated the moves of the various pieces, the Lord of
the Shinzawai said, "We call this game shah. The pieces are called by
different names, but it is the same. Come, we will play."”

Kamatsu gave the white pieces to Pug. He opened with a conventional
king's pawn move, and Kamatsu countered. Pug played badly and was
quickly beaten. The others watched the entire game without a sound. When
it was over, the lord said, "Do you play well, among your people?"

"No, master. I play poorly." He smiled, his eyes wrinkling at the edges.
"Then I would guess that your people are not as barbarous as is commonly
held. We will play again soon."



He nodded to his older son, and Kasumi rose. Bowing to his father, he
said to Pug and Laurie, "Come."

They bowed to the lord of the house and followed Kasumi out of the
room. He led them through the house, to a smaller room with sleeping
pallets and cushions. "You will sleep here. My room is next door. I would
have you at hand at all times."

Laurie spoke up boldly. "What does the master want of us?"

Kasumi regarded him for a moment. "You barbarians will never make
good slaves. You forget your place too often."

Laurie started to stammer an apology but was cut off. "It is of little matter.
You are to teach me things, Laurie. You will teach me to ride, and how to
speak your language. Both of you. I would learn what those"-he paused,
then made a flat, nasal wa-wa-wa sound-"noises mean when you speak to
each other."

Further conversation was cut off by the sound of a single chime that
reverberated throughout the house. Kasumi said, "A Great One comes. Stay
in your rooms. I must go to welcome him with my father." He hurried off,
leaving the two Midkemians to sit in their new quarters wondering at this
newest twist in their lives.

J, and Laurie

Twice during the following two days. Pug glimpsed the Shinzawai's
important visitor. He was much like the Shinzawai lord in appearance, but
thinner, and he wore the black robe of a Tsurani Great One. Pug asked a few
questions of the house staff and gained a little information. Pug and Laurie
had seen nothing that com- pared with the awe the Great Ones were held in
by the Tsurani. They seemed a power apart, and with what little
understanding of Tsurani social reality Pug had, he couldn't exactly
comprehend how they fit into the scheme of things. At first he had thought
they were some social stigma, for all he was ever told was that the Great
Ones were "outside the law." He then was made to understand, by an
exasperated Tsurani slave who couldn't believe his ignorance of important



matters, that the Great Ones had little or no social constraints in exchange
for some nameless service to the Empire.

Pug had made a discovery during this time which lightened the alien
feeling of his captivity somewhat. Behind the needra pens he had found a
kennel full of yapping, tail-wagging dogs. They were the only Midke-
mianike animals he had seen on Kelewan, and he felt an unexplained joy at
their presence. He had rushed back to their room to fetch Laurie and had
brought him to the kennel. Now they sat in one of the runs, amid a group of
playful canines.

Laurie laughed at their boisterous play. They were unlike the duke's
hunting hounds, being longer of leg, and more gaunt. Their ears were
pointed, and perked at every sound.

"I've seen their like, before, in Gulbi. It's a town in the Great Northern
Trade Route of Kesh. They are called greyhounds and are used to run down
the fast cats and antelope of the grasslands near the Valley of the Sun."

The kennel master, a thin, droopy-eyelidded slave named Rachmad, came
over and watched them suspi- ciously. "What are you doing here?"

Laurie regarded the dour man and playfully pulled the muzzle of a
rambunctious puppy. "We haven't seen dogs since we left our homeland,
Rachmad. Our master is busy with the Great One, so we thought we would
visit your fine kennel."

At mention of his "fine kennel" the gloomy counte- nance brightened
considerably. "I try and keep the dogs healthy. We must keep them locked
up, for they try and harry the cho-ja, who like them not at all." For a
moment Pug thought perhaps they had been taken from Midkemia as the
horse had been. When he asked where they had come from, Rachmad
looked at him as if he were crazy. "You speak like you have been too long
in the sun. There have always been dogs." With that final pronouncement
on the matter, he judged the conversation closed and left.

Later that night. Pug awoke to find Laurie entering their room. "Where
have you been?"



"Shh! You want to wake the whole household? Go back to sleep."
"Where did you go?" Pug asked in hushed tones.

Laurie could be seen grinning in the dim light. "I paid a visit to a certain
cook's assistant, for... a chat."

"Oh. Almorella?"

"Yes," came the cheerful reply "She's quite a girl." The young slave who
served in the kitchen had been making big eyes at Laurie ever since the
caravan had arrived four days ago.

After a moment of silence, Laurie said, "You should cultivate a few
friends yourself. Gives a whole new look to things."

"T'll bet," Pug said, disapproval mixed with more than a little envy.
Almorella was a bright and cheerful girl, near Pug's age, with merry dark
eyes.

"That little Katala, now. She has her eye on you, I'm thinking."

Cheeks burning. Pug threw a cushion at his friend. "Oh, shut up and go to
sleep."

Laurie stifled a laugh. He retired to his pallet and left Pug alone in
thought.

There was the faint promise of rain on the wind, and Pug welcomed the
coolness he felt in its touch. Laurie was sitting astride Kasumi's horse, and
the young officer stood by and watched. Laurie had directed Tsurani
craftsmen as they fashioned a saddle and bridle for the mount, and was now
demonstrating their use.

"This horse is combat-trained," Laurie shouted. "He can be neck-reined"-
he demonstrated by laying the reins on one side of the horse's neck, then the
other-"or he can be turned by using your knees." He raised his hands and
showed the older son'of the house how this was done.



For three weeks they had been instructing the young noble in riding and
he had showed natural ability. Laurie jumped from the horse and Kasumi
took his place. The Tsurani rode roughly at first, the saddle feeling strange
under him, but soon smoothed out with the horse and had the animal
running over the fields.

Laurie pulled up a long stem of grass from the ground and put it between
his teeth. He hunkered down and scratched the ear of a bitch who lay at his
feet, as much to distract the dog from running after the horse as to play with
her. She rolled over on her back and playfully bit his hand.

Laurie turned his attention to Pug. "I wonder what game our young friend
is playing at?

Pug shrugged. "What do you mean?"

"Remember when we first arrived? I heard Kasumi was about to head out
with his cho-ja companions. Well, those three cho-ja soldiers left this
morning-which is why Bethel here is out of her pen-and I heard some
gossip that the orders of the older son of the Shinzawai were suddenly
changed. Put that together with these riding and language lessons and what
do you have?"

Pug stretched. "I don't know."

"I don't know either." Laurie sounded disgusted. "But these matters are of
high import." He looked across the plain and said lightly, "All I ever wanted
to do was to travel and tell my stories, sing my songs, and someday find a
widow who owned an inn."

Pug laughed. "I think you would find tavern keeping dull business after all
this fine adventure."

"Some fine adventuring. I'm riding along with a bunch of provincial
militia and run right smack into the entire Tsurani army. Since then I've
been beaten several times, spent four months mucking about in the swamps,
walked over half this world-"



"Ridden in a wagon, as I remember."

"Well, traveled over half this world, and now I'm giving riding lessons to
Kasumi Shinzawai, older son of a lord of Tsuranuanni. Not the stuff great
ballads are made of."

Pug smiled ruefully. "It could have been four years in the swamps.
Consider yourself lucky. At least you can count on being here tomorrow. At
least as long as Sepdem doesn't catch you creeping around the kitchen late
at night."

Laurie studied Pug closely. "I know you're joking, about Septiem, I mean.
It has occurred to me several times to ask you. Pug. Why do you never
speak of your life before you were captured?"

Pug looked away absently. "I guess it's a habit I picked up in the swamp
camp. It doesn't pay to remind yourself of what you used to be. I've seen
brave men die because they couldn't forget they were born free."

Laurie pulled at the dog's ear. "But things are different here."

"Are they? Remember what you said back in Jamar about a man wanting
something from you. I think the more comfortable you become here, the
easier it is for them to get whatever it is they want from you. This
Shinzawai lord is no one's fool." Seemingly shifting topics, he said, "Is it
better to train a dog or horse with a whip or with kindness?"

Laurie looked up. "What? Why, with kindness, but you have to use
discipline also."

Pug nodded. "We are being shown the same con- sideration as Bethel and
her kind, I think. But we still are slaves. Never forget that."

Laurie looked out over the field for a long time and said nothing.

The pair were rousted from their thoughts by the shouts of the older son of
the house as he rode back into view. He pulled the horse up before them and
jumped down. "He flies," he said, in his broken King's Tongue. Kasumi was



an apt student and was picking up the language quickly. He supplemented
his language lessons with a constant stream or questions about the lands and
people of Midkemia. There was not a single aspect of life in the Kingdom
that he seemed uninterested in. He had asked for examples of the most
mundane things, such as the manner in which one bargains with
tradespeople, and the proper forms of address when speaking to people of
different ranks.

Kasumi led the horse back to the shed that had been built for him, and Pug
watched for any sign of foot- soreness. They had fashioned shoes for him
from wood treated with resin, by trial and error, but these seemed to be
holding up well enough. As he walked, Kasumi said, "I have been thinking
about a thing. I don't understand how your King rules, with all you have
said about this Congress of Lords. Please explain this thing."

Laurie looked at Pug with an eyebrow raised. While no more an authority
on Kingdom politics than Laurie, he seemed better able to explain what he
knew. Pug said, "The congress elects the King, though it is mostly a matter
of form."

"form?"

"A tradition. The heir to the throne is always elected, except when there is
no clear successor. It is considered the best way to stem civil war, for the
ruling of the congress is final." He explained how the Prince of Krondor
had deferred to his nephew, and how the congress had acquiesced to his
wishes. "How is it with the Empire?"

Kasumi thought, then said, "Perhaps not so different. Each Emperor is the
elect of the gods, but from what you have told me he is unlike your King.
He rules in the Holy City, but his leadership is spiritual. He protects us from
the wrath of the gods."

Laurie asked, "Who then rules?"

They reached the shed and Kasumi took the saddle and bridle off the horse
and began rubbing him down. "Here it is different from your land." He
seemed to have difficulty with the language and shifted into Tsurani. "Each



family belongs to a dan. Within that clan, each lord of a family holds certain
powers. The Shinzawai belong to the Kanazawai Clan. We are the second
most powerful family in that clan next to the Keda. My father in his youth
was commander of the clan armies, a warchief, what you would call a
general. The position of families shifts from genera- tion to generation, so
that it is unlikely I will reach so exalted a position.

"The leading lord of each clan sits in the High Council. This advises the
Warlord. He rules in the name of the Emperor, though the Emperor could
overrule him."

"Does the Emperor in fact ever overrule the Warlord?" asked Laurie.
"Never."
"How is the Warlord chosen?" asked Pug.

"It is difficult to explain. When the old Warlord dies, the clans meet. It is a
large gathering of lords, for not only the council comes, but also the heads
of every family. They meet and plot, and sometimes blood feuds develop,
but in the end a new Warlord is elected."

Pug brushed back the hair from his eyes. "Then what is to keep the
Warlord's clan from claiming the office, if they are the most powerful?"

Kasumi looked troubled. "It is not an easy thing to explain. You would
have to be Tsurani to understand.

There are laws, but more important, there are customs. No matter how
powerful a clan becomes, or a family within it, only the lord of one of five
families may be elected Warlord. They are the Keda, Tonmargu,
Minwanabi, Oaxatucan, and the Xacatecas. So there are only five lords who
may be considered. This Warlord is a Oaxatucan, so the light of the
Kanazawai clan burns dimly. His clan, the Omechan, is in ascension now.
That is the way of it."

Laurie shook his head. "This family and clan business makes our own
politics seem simple.



Kasumi laughed. "That is not politics. Politics is the province of the
parties."

"Parties?" asked Laurie, obviously getting lost in the conversation.

"There are many parties. The Blue Wheel, the Golden Flower, the Jade
Eye, the Party for Progress, the War Party, and others. Families may belong
to different parties, each trying to further their own needs. Sometimes
families from the same clan will belong to different parties. Sometimes they
switch alliances to suit their needs for the moment. Other times they may
support two parties at once, or none.

"It seems a most unstable government," remarked Laurie.

Kasumi laughed. "It has lasted for over two thousand years. We have an
old saying: 'In the High Council, there is no brother." Remember that and
you may understand."

Pug weighed his next question carefully. "Master, in all this you have not
mentioned the Great Ones. Why is that?"

Kasumi stopped rubbing down the horse and looked at Pug for a moment,
then resumed his ministrations. "They have nothing to do with politics.
They are outside the law, and have no clan." He paused again. "Why do you
ask?"

"It is only that they seem to command a great amount of respect, and since
one has called here so recently, I thought you could enlighten me."

"They are given respect because the fate of the Empire is at all times in
their hands. It is a grave responsibility. They renounce all their ties, and few
have personal lives. Those with families live apart, and their children are
sent to live with their former families when they come of age. It is a
difficult thing. They make many sacrifices."

Pug watched Kasumi closely. He seemed somehow troubled by what he
was saying. "The Great One who came to see my father was, when a boy, a
member of this family. He was my uncle. It is difficult for us now, for he



must observe the formalities, and cannot claim kinship. It would be better if
he stayed away, I think." The last was spoken softly.

"Why is that, master?" Laurie asked, in hushed tones.

"Because it is hard for Hokanu. Before he became my brother, he was that
Great One's son."

They finished caring for the horse and left the shack. Bethel ran ahead, for
she knew it was close to feeding time As they passed the kennel, Rachmad
called her over and she joined the other dogs.

The entire way, there was no conversation, and Kasumi entered his room
with no further remark for either of the Midkemians. Pug sat on hi& pallet,
waiting for the call for dinner, and thought about what he had learned. For
all their strange ways, the Tsurani were much like other men. He found this
somehow both comforting and trouble- some.

Two weeks later. Pug was faced with another problem to mull over. Lately
Katala had been making it obvious she was less than pleased with Pug's
lack of attention. In little ways at first, then with more blatant signs, she had
tried to spark his interest. Finally things came to a head when he had run
into her behind the cook shed one afternoon.

Laurie and Kasumi were trying to build a small lute, with the aid of a
Shinzawai woodcrafter. Kasumi had expressed interest in the music of the
troubadour and, the last few days, had watched closely while Laurie argued
with the artisan over the selection of proper grains, the way to cut the wood,
and the manner of fashioning the instrument. He was perplexed about
whether or not needra gut would- make suitable strings, and a thousand
other details. Pug had found all this less than engrossing, and after a few
days had found every excuse to wander off The smell of curing wood
reminded him too much of cutting trees in the swamp for him to enjoy
being around the resin pots in the woodcarver's shed.

He had been lying in the shade of the cook shed when



Katala came around the comer. He had felt his stomach constrict. He
thought her very attractive, but each time he wanted to speak to her, he
found he couldn't think of anything to say. He would simply make a few
inane remarks, become embarrassed, then hurry off. Lately he had taken to
saying nothing. He had smiled, noncommit- tally, and she had started to
walk past. Suddenly she had turned and looked as if near to tears.

"What is the matter with me? Am I so ugly that you can't stand the sight
of me?"

Pug had sat speechless, his mouth open. She had stood for a moment, then
kicked him in the leg. "Stupid barbarian," she had sniffed, then run off.

Now he sat in his room, feeling confused and uneasy over that afternoon's
encounter. Laurie was carving pegs for his lute. Finally he put knife and
wood aside and said, "What's troubling you. Pug? You look as if they're
promot- ing you to slave master and sending you back to the swamp."

Pug lay back on his pallet, staring at the ceiling. "It's Katala."
"Oh," Laurie said.
"What do you mean, 'Oh"?"

"Nothing, except that Almorella tells me the girl has been impossible for
the last two weeks, and you look about as bright as a poleaxed steer these
days. What's the matter?"

"I don't know. She's just... she's just... 'She kicked me today."

Laurie threw back his head and laughed. "Why in the name of heaven did
she do that?"

"I don't know. She just kicked me."
"What did you do?"

"I didn't do anything."



"Ha!" Laurie exploded with mirth. "That's the trouble, Pug. There is only
one thing I know of that a woman hates more than a man she doesn't like
paying her too much attention-and that's lack of attention from a man she
does like."

Pug looked despondent. "I thought it was something like that."
Surprise registered on Laurie's face. "What is it? Don't you like her?"

Leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. Pug said, "It's not that. I like
her. She's very pretty and seems nice enough. It's just that..."

"What?"

Pug glanced sharply over at his friend, to see if he was being mocked.
Laurie was smiling, but in a friendly, reassuring way. Pug continued, "It's
just... there's someone else."

Laurie's mouth fell open, then popped shut. "Who? Except for Almorella,
Katala's the prettiest wench I've seen on this gods-forsaken world." He
sighed. "In honesty, she's prettier than Almorella, though only a little.
Besides, I've not seen you ever speak to another woman, and I'd have
noticed you skulking off with anyone."

Pug shook his head and looked down. "No, Laurie. I mean back home."

Laurie's mouth popped open again, then he fell over backward and
groaned. "Back home! What am I to do with this child? He's bereft of all
wit!" He pulled himself up on an elbow and said, "Can this be Pug
speaking? The lad who counsels me to put the past behind? The one who
insists that dwelling on how things were at home leads only to a quick
death?"

Pug ignored the sting of the questions. "This is different."

"How is it different? By Ruthia-who in her more tender moments protects
fools, drunks, and minstrels- how can you tell me this is different? Do you



imagine for «**= moment you have one hope in ten times ten thousand of
ever seeing this girl again, whoever she is?"

"I know, but thinking of Carline has kept me from losing my mind more
times..." He sighed loudly. "We all need one dream, Laurie."

Laurie studied his young friend for a quiet moment. "Yes, Pug, we all
need one dream. Still," he added brightly, "a dream is one thing, a living,
breathing, warm woman is another." Seeing Pug become irritated at the
remark, he switched topics. "Who is Carline, Pug?"

"My lord Borric's daughter."

Laurie's eyes grew round. "Princess Carline?" Pug nodded. Laurie's voice
showed amusement. "The most eligible noble daughter in the Western
Realm after the daughter of the Prince of Krondor? There are sides to you I
never would have thought possible! Tell me about her."

Pug began to speak slowly at first, telling of his boyhood infatuation for
her, then of how their relationship developed. Laurie remained silent,
putting aside ques- tions, letting Pug relieve himself of the pent-up
emotions of years. Finally Pug said, "Perhaps that's what bothers me so
much about Katala. In certain ways she's like Carline. She's got a strong
will and makes her moods known. She sparks, does Katala."

Laurie nodded, not saying anything. Pug lapsed into silence, then after a
moment said, "When I was at Crydee, I thought for a time I was in love
with Carline. But I don't know. Is that strange?"

Laurie shook his head. "No, Pug. There are many ways to love someone.
Sometimes we want love so much we're not too choosy about who we love.
Other times we make love such a pure and noble thing no poor human can
ever meet our vision. But for the most part, love is a recognition, an
opportunity to say, "There is something about you I cherish.' It doesn't entail
marriage, or even physical love. There's love of parents, love of city or
nation, tove of life, and love of people. All different, all love. But tell me,
do you find your feelings for Katala much as they were for Carline?"



Pug shrugged and smiled. "No, they're not, not quite the same.
WithCarline, I felt as if I had to keep her away, you know, at arm's length.
Sort of keeping control of what went on, I think."

Laurie probed lightly, "And Katala?"

Pug shrugged again. "I don't know. It's different. I don't feel as iflhave to
keep her under control. It's more as if there are things I want to tell her, but I
don't know how. Like the way I got all jammed up inside when she smiled
at me the first time. I could talk to Carline, when she kept quiet and let me.
Katala keeps quiet, but I don't know what to say." He paused a moment,
then made a sound half sigh, half groan. "Just thinking about her makes me
hurt, Laurie."

Laurie lay back, a friendly chuckle escaping his lips. "Aye, it's weui've
known that ache. And I must admit your taste runs to interesting women.
From what I can see, Katala's a prize. And the Princess Carline..."

A little snappishly. Pug said, "I'll make a point of introducing you when
we get back."

Laurie ignored the tone. "I'll hold you to that. Pug. Look, all I mean is it
seems you've developed an excellent knack for finding worthwhile
women." A little sadly, he said, "I wish I could claim as much. My life has
been mostly caught up with tavern wenches, farmers' daugh- ters, and
common street whores. I don't know what to tell you."

"Laurie," said Pug. Laurie sat up and looked at his friend. "I don't know...
I don't know what to do."

Laurie studied Pug a moment, then comprehension dawned and he threw
back his head, laughing. He could see Pug's anger rising, and put his hands
up in supplica- tion. "I'm sorry. Pug. I didn't mean to embarrass you. It was
just not what I expected to hear."

Somewhat placated. Pug said, "I was young when I was captured, less
than sixteen years of age. I was never of a size like the other boys, so the
girls didn't pay much attention to me, until Carline, I mean, and after I



became a Squire, they were afraid to talk to me. After that... Damn it all,
Laurie. I've been in the swamps for four years. What chance have I had to
know a woman?"

Laurie sat quietly for a moment and the tension left the room. "Pug, I
never would have imagined, but as you said, when have you had the time?"

"Laurie, what am I to do?"
"I think you should just go to the girl, and make your feelings known."
"Just talk to her?"

"Of course. Love is like a lot of things, it is always best done with the
head. Save mindless efforts for mindless things. Now go."

"Now?" Pug looked panic-stricken.
"You can't start any sooner, right?"

Pug nodded and without a word left. He walked down the dark and quiet
corridors, outside to the slave quarters, and found his way to her door. He
raised his hand to knock on the doorframe, then stopped. He stood quietly
for a moment trying to make up his mind what to do, when the door slid
open. Almorella stood in the doorway, clutching her robe about her, her hair
disheveled. "Oh," she whispered, "I thought it was Laurie. Wait a moment."
She disappeared into the room, then shortly reappeared with a bundle of
things in her arms. She patted Pugs arm and set off in the direction of his
and Laurie's room.

Pug stood at the door, then slowly entered. He could see Katala lying
under a blanket on her pallet. He stepped over to where she lay, and
squatted next to her. He touched her shoulder and softly spoke her name.
She came awake and sat up suddenly, gathered her blanket around her, and
said, "What are you doing here?"

"I... I wanted to talk to you." Once started, the words came out in a
tumbling rush. "I am sorry if I've done anything to make you angry with



me. Or haven't done anything. I mean, Laurie said that if you don't do some-
thing when someone expects you to, that's as bad as paying too much
attention. I'm not sure, you see." She covered her mouth to hide a giggle, for
she could see his distress in spite of the gloom. "What I mean... what I
mean is I'm sorry. Sorry for what I've done. Or didn't do..."

She silenced him by placing her fingertips across his mouth. Her arm
snaked out and around his neck, pulling his head downward. She kissed him
slowly, then said, "Silly. Go close the door."

They lay together, Katala's arm across Pug's chest, while he stared at the
ceiling. She made sleepy sounds, and he ran his hands through her thick
hair and across her soft shoulder.

"What?" she asked sleepily.

"I was just thinking that I haven't been happier since I was made a
member of the Duke's court."

"'Sgood." She came a bit more awake. "Whafs a duke?"

Pug thought for a moment. "It's like a lord here, only different. My Duke
was cousin to the King, and the third most powerful man in the Kingdom."

She snuggled closer to him. "You must have been important to be part of
the court of such a man."

"Not really; I did him a service and was rewarded for it." He didn't think
he wanted to bring up Carline's name here. Somehow his boyish fantasies
about the Princess seemed childish in light of this night.

Katala rolled over onto her stomach. She raised her head and rested it on a
hand, forming a triangle with her arm. "I wish things could be different.”

"How so, love?"

"My father was a farmer in Thuril. We are among the last free people in
Kelewan. If we could go there, you could take a position with the Coaldra,



the Council of Warriors. They always have need for resourceful men. Then
we could be together."

"We're together here, aren't we?"

Katala kissed him lightly. "Yes, dear Pug, we are. But we both remember
what it was to be free, don't we?"

Pug sat up. "I try and put that sort of thing out of my mind."

She placed her arms around him, holding him as she would a child. "It
must have been terrible in the swamps. We hear stories, but no one knows,"
she said softly.

"It is well that you don't."

She kissed him and soon they returned to that timeless, safe place shared
by two, all thoughts of things terrible and alien forgotten. For the rest of the
night they took pleasure in each other, discovering a depth of feeling new to
each. Pug couldn't tell if she had known other men before, and didn't ask. It
wasn't important to him. The only important thing was being there, with her,
now. He was awash in a sea of new delights and emotions. He didn't
understand his feelings entirely, but there was little doubt what he felt for
Katala was more real, more compelling, than the worshipful, confused
longings he had known when with Carline.

Weeks passed, and Pug found his life falling into a reassuring routine. He
spent occasional evenings with the Lord of the Shinzawai playing chess-or
shah, as it was called here-and their conversations gave Pug insights into
the nature of Tsurani life. He could no longer think of these people as
aliens, for he saw their daily life as similar to what he had known as a boy.
There were surprising differences, such as the strict adherence to an honor
code, but the similarities far outnumbered the differences.

Katala became the centerpiece of his existence. They came together
whenever they found time, sharing meals, a quick exchange of words, and
every night that they could steal together. Pug was sure the other slaves in
the household knew of their nighttime assignations, but the proximity of



people in Tsurani life had bred a certain blindness to the personal habits of
others, and no one cared a great deaf about the comings and goings of two
slaves.

Several weeks after his'first night with Katala, Pug found himself alone
with Kasumi, as Laurie was embroiled in another shouting match with the
woodcrafter who was finishing his lute. The man considered Laurie
somewhat unreasonable in objecting to the instrument's being fin- ished in
bright yellow paint with purple trim. And he saw absolutely no merit in
leaving the natural wood tones exposed. Pug and Kasumi left the singer
explaining to the woodcrafter the requirements of wood for proper reso-
nance, seemingly intent on convincing by volume as much as by logic.

They walked toward the stable area. Several more captured horses had
been purchased by agents of the Lord of the Shinzawai and had been sent to
his estate, at what Pug took to be a great deal of expense and some political
maneuvering. Whenever alone with the slaves, Kasumi spoke the King's
Tongue and insisted they call him by name. He showed a quickness in
learning the language that matched his quickness in learning to ride.

"Friend Laurie," said the older son of the house, "will never make a proper
slave from a Tsurani point of view. He has no appreciation of our arts."

Pug listened to the argument that still could be heard coming from the
woodcarver's building. "I think it more the case of his being concerned over
the proper apprecia- tion of his art."

They reached the corral and watched as a spirited grey stallion reared and
whinnied at their approach. The horse had been brought in a week ago,
securely tied by several leads to a wagon, and had repeatedly tried to attack
anyone who came close.

"Why do you think this one is so troublesome. Pug?"

Pug watched the magnificent animal run around the corral, herding the
other horses away from the men. When the mares and another, less
dominant, stallion were safely away, the grey turned and watched the two
men warily.



"I'm not sure. Either he's simply a badly tempered animal, perhaps from
mishandling, or he's a specially trained war-horse. Most of our war mounts
are trained not to shy in battle, to remain silent when held, to respond to
their rider's command in times of stress. A few, mostly ridden by lords, are
specially trained to obey only their master, and they are weapons as much
as transport, being schooled to attack. He may be one of these."

Kasumi watched him closely as he pawed the ground and tossed his head.
"I shall ride him someday," he said. "In any event, he will sire a strong line.
We now number five mares, and Father has secured another five. They will
arrive in a few weeks, and we are scouring every estate in the Empire to
find more." Kasumi got a far-off look and mused, "When I was first upon
your world. Pug, I hated the sight of horses. They rode down upon us and
our soldiers died. But then I came to see what magnificent creatures they
are. There were other prisoners, when I was still upon your world, who said
you have noble families who are known for nothing so much as the fine
stock of horses they breed. Someday the finest horses in the Empire shall be
Shinzawai horses."

"By the look of these, you have a good start, though from what little I
know, I think you need a larger stock for breeding."

"We shall have as many as it takes."

"Kasumi, how can your leaders spare these captured animals from the war
effort? You must surely see the need to quickly build mounted units if you
are going to advance your conquest."

Kasumi's face took on a rueful expression. "Our leaders, for the most part,
are tradition-bound. Pug. They refuse to see any wisdom in training cavalry.
They are fools. Your horsemen ride over our warriors and yet they pretend
we cannot learn anything, calling your people barbarians. I once sieged a
castle in your homeland, and those who defended taught me much about
warcraft. Many would brand me traitor for saying such, but we have held
our own only by force of numbers. For the most part, your generals have
more skill. Trying to keep one's soldiers alive, rather than sending them to
their death, teaches a certain craftiness.



"No, the truth of the matter is we are led by men who-" he stopped,
realizing he was speaking dangerous- ly. "The truth is," he said at last, "we
are as stiff-necked a people as you."

He studied Pug's face for a moment, then smiled. "We raided for horses
during the first year, so that the Warlord's Great Ones could study the
beasts, to see if they were intelligent allies, like our cho-ja, or merely
animals. It was a fairly comical scene. The Warlord insisted he be the first
to try to ride a horse. I suspect he chose one much like this big grey, for no
sooner did he approach the animal than the horse attacked, nearly killing
him. His honor won't permit any other to ride when he failed. And I think
he was fearful of trying again with another animal. Our Warlord, Al-
mecho, is a man of considerable pride and temper, even for a Tsurani."

Pug said, "Then how can your father continue to purchase captured
horses? And how can you ride in defiance of his order?"

Kasumi's smile broadened. "My father is a man of considerable influence
in the council. Our politics is strangely twisted, and there are ways to bend
any com- mand, even from the Warlord or High Council, and any order,
save one from the Light of Heaven himself. But most of all it is because
these horses are here and the Warlord is not."

Since coming to the estate of the Shinzawai, Pug had been troubled by
whatever Kasumi and his father were plotting. That they were embroiled in
some Tsurani politi- cal intrigue he doubted not, but what it might prove to
be he had no idea. A powerful lord like Kamatsu would not spend this much
effort upon satisfying a whim of even a son as favored as Kasumi. Still, Pug
knew better than to involve himself any more than he was involved by
circum- stance. He changed the topic of conversation. "Kasumi, I was
wondering something."

"YeS?H
"What is the law regarding the marriage of slaves?"

Kasumi seemed unsurprised by the question. "Slaves may marry with their
master's permission. But permission is rarely given. Once married, a man



and wife may not be separated, nor can children be sold away so long as the
parents live. That is the law. Should a married couple live a long time, an
estate could become burdened with three or four generations of slaves,
many more than they could economically support. But occasionally
permission is granted. Why, do you wish Katala for your wife?"

Pug looked surprised. "You know?"

Without arrogance, Kasumi said, "Nothing occurs upon my father's estate
which h& is ignorant of, and he confides in me. It is a great honor."

Pug nodded thoughtfully. "I don't know yet. I feel much for her, but
something holds me back. It's as if..." He shrugged, at a loss for words.

Kasumi regarded him closely for a time, then said, "It is by my father's
whim you live and by his whim how you live." Kasumi stopped for a
minute, and Pug became painfully aware of how large a gulf still stood
between the two men, one the son of a powerful lord and the other the
lowest of his father's property, a slave. The false veneer of friendship was
ripped away, and Pug again knew what he had learned in the swamp: here
life was cheap, and only this man's pleasure, or his father's, stood between
Pug and destruction.

As if reading Pug's mind, Kasumi said, "Remember, Pug, the law is strict.
A slave may never be freed. Still, there is the swamp, and there is here. And
to us of Tsuranuanni, you of the Kingdom are very impatient."

Pug knew Kasumi was trying to tell him something, something perhaps
important. For all his openness at times, Kasumi could easily revert to a
Tsurani manner Pug could only call cryptic. There was an unvoiced tension
behind Kasami's words, and Pug thought it best not to press. Changing the
topic of conversation again, he asked, "How goes the war, Kasumi?"

Kasumi sighed. "Badly for both sides." He watched the grey stallion. "We
fight along stable lines, unchanged in the last three years. Our last two
offensives were blunted, but your army also could make no gains. Now
weeks pass without fighting. Then your countrymen raid one of our



enclaves, and we return the compliment. Little is accomplished except the
spilling of blood. It is all very senseless and there is little honor to be won."

Pug was surprised. Everything he had seen of the Tsurani reinforced
Meecham's observation of years ago, that the Tsurani were a very warlike
race. Everywhere he had looked when traveling to this estate, he had seen
soldiers. Both sons of the house were soldiers, as had been their father in his
youth. Hokanu was commander of the household guard-and a soldier by
courtesy only-but he would someday command as his older brother did. His
dealing with the slave master at the swamp camp showed a ruthless
efficiency in Hokanu, and Pug knew it to be no quirk. He was Tsurani, and
the Tsurani code was taught at a very early age, and fiercely followed.

Kasumi sensed he was being studied, and said, "I fear I am becoming
softened by your outlandish ways. Pug."

Suddenly Pug spoke up. "Kasumi, I do wish to ask your father's
permission to marry Katala."

Kasumi sighed. "Listen well. Pug. I tried to instruct you, but you did not
seem to catch my meaning. Now I will put it plainly. You may ask, but it
will be refused."

Pug began to object, but Kasumi cut him off. "I have said, you are
impatient people. More I cannot say, but there are reasons. Pug."

Anger flared in Pug's eyes, and Kasumi said, in the King's Tongue, "Say a
word in anger within earshot of any soldier of this house, and you are a
dead slave." He indicated soldiers walking toward them. Stiffly, Pug said,
"Your will, master." Witnessing the bitterness of Pug's expression, Kasumi
softly repeated, "There are reasons. Pug." For a moment he was trying to be
other than a Tsurani master, a friend trying to ease pain. He locked gaze
with Pug, then a veil dropped over Kasumi's eyes and once more they were
slave and master.

Pug lowered his eyes as was expected of a slave and Kasumi said, "See to
the horses." He strode away, leaving Pug alone.



Pug never spoke of his request to Katala. She sensed that something
troubled him deeply, something that seemed to add a bitter note to their
otherwise joyful time together. He learned the depth of his love for her, and
began to explore her complex nature. Besides being strong- willed, she was
quick-minded. He only had to explain something to her once, and she
understood. He learned to love her dry wit, a quality native to her people,
the Thuril, and sharpened to a razor's edge by her captivity. She was an
observant student of everything around her and com- mented unmercifully
upon the foibles of everyone in the household, to their detriment and Pug's
amusement. She insisted upon learning some of Pug's language, so he began
teaching her the King's Tongue. She proved an apt student.

Two months went by uneventfully; then one night Pug and Laurie were
called to the dining room of the master of the house. Laurie had completed
work upon his lute and, though dissatisfied in a hundred little ways, judged
it passable for playing. Tonight he was to play for the Lord of the
Shinzawai.

They entered the room and saw that the lord was entertaining a guest, a
black-robed man, the Great One whom they had glimpsed months ago. Pug
stood by the door while Laurie took a place at the foot of the low dining
table. Adjusting the cushion he sat upon, he began to play.

As the first notes hung in the air, he started singing: an old tune that Pug
knew well. It sang of the joys of harvest and the riches of the land, and was
a favorite in farm villages throughout the Kingdom. Besides Pug, only
Kasumi understood the words, though his father could pick out a few that
he had learned during his chess matches with Pug.

Pug had never heard Laurie sing before, and he was genuinely impressed.
For all the troubadour's braggadocio, he was better than any Pug had heard.
His voice was a clear, true instrument, expressive in both words and music
of what he sang. When he was finished, the diners politely struck the table
with eating knives, in what Pug assumed was the Tsurani equivalent of
applause.

Laurie began another tune, a merry air played at festivals throughout the
Kingdom. Pug remembered when he had last heard it, at the Festival of



Banapis the year before he had left Crydee for Rillanon. He could almost
see once more the familiar sights of home. For the first time in years. Pug
felt a deep sadness and longing that nearly overwhelmed him.

Pug swallowed hard, easing the tightness in his throat. Homesickness and
hopeless frustration warred within him, and he could feel his hard-learned
self-control slipping away. He quickly invoked one of the calming exercises
he had been taught by Kulgan. A sense of well- being swept over him, and
he relaxed. While Laurie performed. Pug used all his concentration to fend
off the haunting memories of home. All his skills created an aura of calm he
could stand within, a refuge from useless rage, the only legacy of
reminiscence.

Several times during the performance. Pug felt the gaze of the Great One
upon him. The man seemed to study Rim with some question in his eyes.
When Laurie was finished, the magician leaned over and spoke to his host.

The Lord of the Shinzawai beckoned Pug to the table. When he was
seated, the Great One spoke. "I must ask you something." His voice was
clear ana strong, and his tone reminded Pug of Kulgan when he was
preparing Pug for lessons. "Who are you?"

The direct, simple question caught everyone at the table by surprise. The
lord of the house seemed uncertain as to the magician's question and started
to reply, "He is a slave-"

He was interrupted by the Great One's upraised hand. Pug said, "I am
called Pug, master."

Again the man's dark eyes studied him. "Who are you?"

Pug felt flustered. He had never liked being the center of attention, and
this time it was focused on him as never before in his life.

"I am Pug, once of the Duke of Crydee's court." "Who are you, to stand
here radiating the power?" At this all three men of the Shinzawai household
started, and Laurie looked at Pug in confusion. "I am a slave, master." "Give
me your hand."



Pug reached out and his hand was taken by the Great One. The man's lips
moved and his eyes clouded over. Pug felt a warmth flow through his hand
and over him. The room seemed to glow with a soft white haze. Soon all he
could see was the magician's eyes. His mind fogged over, and time was
suspended. He felt a pressure inside his head as if something was trying to
intrude. He fought against it, and the pressure withdrew.

His vision cleared and the two dark eyes seemed to withdraw from his
face, until he could see the entire room again. The magician let go of his
hand. "Who are you?" A brief flicker in his eyes was the only sign of his
deep concern.

“I am Pug, apprentice to the magidan Kulgan."

At this the Lord of the Shinzawai blanched, confusion registering on his
face. "How..."

The black-robed Great One rose and announced, "This slave is no longer
property of this house. He is now the province of the Assembly."

The room fell silent. Pug couldn't understand what was happening and felt
afraid.

The magidan drew forth a device from his robe. Pug remembered that he
had seen one before, during the raid on the Tsurani camp, and his fear
mounted. The magidan activated it, and it buzzed as the other one had. He
placed his hand on Pug's shoulder, and the room disappeared in a grey haze.

THREE CHANGELING
THE ELF PRINCE SAT QUIETLY.

Calin awaited his mother. There was much on his mind, and he needed to
speak with her this night. There had been little chance for that of late, for as
the war had grown in scope he found less time to abide in the bowers of
Elvandar. As Warieader of the elves, he had been in the field nearly every
day since the last time the outworiders had tried to forge across the
river.Since the siege of Castle Crydee three years before, the outworiders



had come each spring, swarming across the river like ants, a dozen for each
elf. Each year elven magic had defeated them. Hundreds would enter the
sleeping glades to fall into the endless sleep, their bodies being consumed
by the soil, to nourish the magic trees. Others would answer the dryads' call,
following the enchanted sprites' songs, until in their passion for the
elemental beings they would die of thirst while still in their inhuman lovers'
embrace, feeding the dryads with their lives. Others would fall to the
creatures of the forests, the giant wolves, bears, and lions who answered the
call of the elven war horns. The very branches and roots of the trees of the
elven forests would resist the invaders until they turned and fled.

But this year, for the first time, the Black Robes had come. Much of the
elven magic had been blunted. The elves had prevailed, but Calin wondered
how they would fare when the outworiders returned.

This year the dwarves of the Grey Towers had again aided the elves. With
the moredhel gone from the Green Heart, the dwarves had made swift
passage from their wintering in the mountains, adding their numbers to the
defense of Elvandar. For the third year since the siege at Crydee, the
dwarves had proved the difference in holding the outworiders across the
river. And again with the dwarves came the man called Tomas.

Calin looked up, then rose as his mother approached. Queen Aglaranna
seated herself upon her throne and said, "My son, it is good to see you
again."

"Mother, it is good to see you also." He sat at her feet and waited for the
words he needed to come. His mother sat patiently, sensing his dark mood.

Finally he spoke. "I am troubled by Tomas."
"As am I," said the Queen, her expression clouded and pensive.
"Is that why you absent yourself when he comes to court?"

"For that... and other reasons."



"How can it be the Old Ones' magic still holds so strong after all these
ages?"

A voice came from behind the throne. "So that's it, then?"

They turned, surprised, and Dolgan stepped from the gloom, lighting his
pipe. Aglaranna looked incensed. "Are the dwarves of the Grey Towers
known for eavesdropping, Dolgan?"

The dwarven chief ignored the bite of the question. "Usually not, my lady.
But I was out for a walk-those little tree rooms fill with smoke right
quickly-and I happened to overhear. I did not wish to interrupt."

Calin said, "You can move with stealth when you choose, friend Dolgan."

Dolgan shrugged and blew a cloud of smoke. "Elven- folk are not the only
ones with the knack of treading lightly. But we were speaking of the lad. If
what you say is true, then it is a serious matter indeed. Had I known, I
would never have allowed him to take the gift."

The Queen smiled at him. "It is not your fault, Dolgan. You could not
have known. I have feared this since Tomas came among us in the mantle of
the Old Ones. At first I thought the magic of the Valheru would not work
for him, being a mortal, but now I can see he is less mortal each day".

"It was an unfortunate series of events brought this to pass. Our
Spellweavers would have discovered that treasure ages ago, but for the
dragon's magic. We spent centuries seeking out and destroying such relics,
preventing their use by the moredhel. Now it is too late, for Tomas would
never willingly let the armor be destroyed."

Dolgan puffed at his pipe. "Each winter he broods in the long halls,
awaiting the coming of spring, and the coming of battle. There is little else
for him. He sits and drinks, or stands at the door staring out into the snow,
seeing what no other can see. He keeps the armor locked away in his room
during such times, and when campaigning he never removes it, even to
sleep. He has changed and it is not a natural changing. No, he would never
willingly give up the armor."



"We could try to force him," said the Queen, "but that could prove unwise.
There is something coming into being in him, something that may save my
people, and I would risk much for them."

Dolgan said, "I do not understand, my lady."

"I am not sure I do either, Dolgan, but I am Queen of a people at war. A
terrible foe savages our lands and each year grows bolder. The outworid
magic is strong, perhaps stronger than any since the Old Ones vanished. It
may be the magic in the dragon's gift will save my people."

Dolgan shook his head. "It seems strange such power could still reside in
metal armor."

Aglaranna smiled at the dwarf. "Does it? What of the Hammer of Tholin
you carry? Is it not vested with powers from ages past? Powers that mark
you once more heir to the throne of the dwarves of the West?"

Dolgan looked hard at the Queen. "You know much of our ways, lady. I
must never forget your girlish counte- nance masks ages of knowledge." He
then brushed away her comment. "We have been done with kings for many
years in the West, since Tholin vanished in the Mac Mordain Cadal. We do
as well as those who obey old King Halfdan in Dorgin. But should my
people wish the throne restored, we shall meet in moot, though not until this
war is over. Now, what of the lad?"

Aglaranna looked troubled. "He is becoming what he is becoming. We can
aid that transformation. Our Spellweavers work to this end already. Should
the full power of the Valheru rise up in Tomas untempered, he would be
able to brush aside our protective magic much as you would a bothersome
twig barring your way upon the trail. But he is not an Old One born. His
nature is as alien to the Valheru as their nature was to all others. Aided by
our Spellweavers, his human ability to love, to know compas- sion, to
understand, may temper the unchecked power of the Valheru. If so, he
may... he may prove a boon to us all." Dolgan was visited by the certainty
the Queen had been about to say something else, but remained silent as she
continued. "Should that Valheru power become cou- pled with a human's
capacity for blind hatred, savagery, and cruelty, then he would become



something to fear. Only time will tell us what such a blending will
produce."

"The Dragon Lords..." said Dolgan. "We have some mention of the
Valheru in our lore, but only scraps here and there. I would understand
more, if you'll permit."”

The Queen looked off into the distance. "Our lore, eldest of all in the
world today, tells of the Valheru, Dolgan. There is much of which I am
forbidden to speak, names of power, fearful to invoke, things terrible to
recall, but I may tell you this much. Long before man or dwarf came to this
world, the Valheru ruled. They were part of this world, fashioned from the
very fabric of its creation, nearly godlike in power and unfathomable in
purpose. Their nature was chaotic and unpredictable. They were more
powerful than any others. Upon the backs of the great dragons they flew, no
place in the universe beyond their reach. To other worlds they roamed,
bringing back that which pleased them, treasure and knowledge plundered
from other beings. They were subject to no law but their own will and
whim. They fought among themselves as often as not, and only death
resolved conflicts. This world was their dominion. And we were their
creatures.

"We and the moredhel were of one race then, and the Valheru bred us as
you would cattle. Some were taken, from both races, for... personal pets,
bred for beauty... and other qualities. Others were bred to tend the forests
and fields. Those who lived in the wild became the forerunners of the elves,
while those who remained with the Valheru were the forerunners of the
moredhel.

"But then came a time of changing. Our masters ceased their internecine
struggles and banded together. Why they did so is forgotten, though some
among the moredhel may still know, for they were closer to our masters
than we elves. We may have known their reasons then, but this was the time
of the Chaos Wars and much was lost. Only this we know: all the servants
of the Valheru were given freedom, and the Old Ones were never again seen
by elf or moredhel. When the Chaos Wars raged, great rifts in time and
space were opened, and it was through these that goblins, men, and dwarves
came to this world. Few of our people or of the moredhel survived, but



those that did rebuilt our homes. The moredhel longed to inherit the might
of their lost masters, rather than seek their own destiny as the elves did, and
used their cunning to find tokens of the Valheru, taking to the Dark Path. It
is the reason we are so unalike, who once were brothers.

"The old magic is still powerful. In strength and bravery Tomas matches
any. He took the magic unwitting- ly, and that may prove the difference.
The old magic changed the moredhel into the Brotherhood of the Dark Path
because they sought the power out of dark longings. Tomas was a boy of
good and noble heart, with no taint of evil in his soul. Perchance he will
grow to master the dark side of the magic."

Dolgan scratched his head. "'Tis a grave risk, then, from what you say. I
was concerned for me lad, true, and gave little thought to the larger scheme
of things. You know the way of it better than I, but I hope we'll not live to
regret letting him keep the armor."”

The Queen stepped down from her throne. "I also hope there will be no
regrets, Dolgan. Here in Elvandar the old magic is softened, and Tomas is
of lighter heart. Perhaps that is a sign we do the right thing, tempering the
change rather than opposing it."

Dolgan made a courtly bow. "I yield to your wisdom, my lady. And I pray
you are right."

The Queen bade them good night and left. Calin said, "I also pray my
Mother-Queen speaks from wisdom, and not from some other feeling."

"I don't take your meaning. Elf Prince."

Calin looked down upon the short figure. "Don't play the fool with me,
Dolgan. Your wisdom is widely known and rightly respected. You see it as
well as I. Between my mother and Tomas there is something growing."

Dolgan sighed, the freshening breeze carrying away his pipes smoke.
"Aye, Calin, I've seen it as well. A look, little more, but enough."



"She looks upon Tomas as she once looked upon my Father-King, though
she still denies it within herself."

"And there is something within Tomas," said the dwarf, watching the Elf
Prince closely, "though it is less tender than what your lady feels. Still, he
holds it well in check."

"Look to your friend, Dolgan. Should he try to press his suit for the
Queen, there will be trouble."

"So much do you dislike him, Calin?"

Calin looked thoughtfully at Dolgan. "No, Dolgan. I do not dislike Tomas.
I fear him. That is enough." Calin was silent for a while, then said, "We will
never again bend knee before another master, we who live in Elvandar.
Should my mother's hopes of how Tomas will change prove false, we shall
have a reckoning."

Dolgan shook his head slowly. "That would prove a sorry day, Calin."

"That it would, Dolgan." Calin walked from the council ring, past his
mother's throne, and left the dwarf alone. Dolgan looked out at the fairy
lights of Elvandar, praying the Elf Queen's hopes would not prove un-
founded.

Winds howled across the plains. Ashen-Shugar sat astride the broad
shoulders of Shuruga. The great golden dragon's thoughts reached his
master. Do we hunt? There was hunger in the dragon's mind.

"No. We wait."

A roar from above sounded as another great dragon came spiraling down,
a magnificent black bellowing chal- lenge. Shuruga raised his head and
trumpeted his reply. To his master he said. Do we fight?

"NO.”

Ashen-Shugar sensed disappointment in his mount, but chose to ignore it.
He watched as the other dragon settled gracefully to the ground a short



distance away, folding its mighty wings across its back. Black scales
reflected the hazy sunlight like polished ebony. The dragon's rider raised his
hand in salute.

Ashen-Shugar returned the greeting and the other's dragon approached
cautiously. Shuruga hissed, and Ashen-Shugar absently struck the beast
with his fist. Shuruga lapsed into silence.

"Has the Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches finally come to join us?" asked the
newcomer, Draken-Korin, the Lord of Tigers. His black-and-orange-striped
armor sparkled as he dismounted from his dragon.

Out of courtesy, Ashen-Shugar dismounted as well. His hand never
strayed far from his white-hiked sword of gold, for though times were
changing, trust was unknown among the Valheru. In times past they would
have fought as likely as not, but now the need for information was more
pressing. Ashen-Shugar said, "No. I simply watch."

Draken-Korin regarded the Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches, his pale blue
eyes revealing no emotion. "You alone have not agreed, Ashen-Shugar."

"Joining to plunder across the cosmos is one thing, Draken-Korin. This...
this plan of yours is madness."

"What is this madness? I know not of what you speak. We are. We do.
What more is there?"

"This is not our way."

"It is not our way to let others stand against our will. These new beings,
they contest with us."

Ashen-Shugar raised his eyes skyward. "Yes, that is so. But they are not
like others. They also are formed from the very stuff of this world, as are

we.

"What does that matter? How many of our kin have you killed? How
much blood has passed your lips? Whoever stands against you must be



killed, or kill you. That is all."
"What of those left behind, the moredhel and the elves?"
"What of them? They are nothing."
"They are ours."

"You have grown strange under your mountains, Ashen-Shugar. They are
our servants. It is not as if they possessed true power. They exist for our
pleasure, nothing more. What concerns you?"

"I do not know. There is something..."
"Tomas."

For an instant Tomas existed in two places. He shook his head and the
visions vanished. He turned his head and saw Galain lying in the brush next
to him. A force of elves and dwarves waited some distance behind. The
young cousin of Prince Calin pointed toward the Tsurani camp across the
river. Tomas followed his companion's gesture and saw the outworld
soldiers sitting near their campfires, and smiled. "They hug their camps," he
whispered.

Galain nodded. "We have stung them enough that they seek the warmth of
their campfires."

The late spring evening mist shrouded the area, mantling the Tsurani camp
in haze. Even the campfires seemed to burn less brightly. Tomas again
studied the camp. "I mark thirty, with thirty more in each camp east and
west."

Galain said nothing, waiting for Tomas's next com- mand. Though Calin
was Warleader of Elvandar, Tomas had assumed command of the forces of
elves and dwarves. It was never clear when captaincy had passed to him,
but slowly, as he had grown in stature, he had grown in leadership. In battle
he would simply shout for something to be done, and elves and dwarves
would rush to obey. At first it had been because the commands were logical



and obvious. But the pattern had become accepted, and now they obeyed
because it was Tomas who commanded.

Tomas motioned for Galin to follow and moved away from the riverbank,
until they were safely out of sight of the Tsurani camp, among those who
waited deep within the trees. Dolgan looked at the young man who once
had been the boy he saved from the mines of Mac Mordain Cadal.

Tomas stood six inches past six feet in height, as tall as any elf. He walked
with a powerful self-assurance, a warrior born. In the six years he had been
with the dwarves he had become a man... and more. Dolgan watched him,
as Tomas surveyed the warriors gathered before him, and knew Tomas
could now walk the dark mines of the Grey Towers without fear or danger.

"Have the other scouts returned?"

Dolgan nodded, signaling for them to come forward. Three elves and
three dwarves approached. "Any signs of the Black Robes?"

When the scouts indicated no, the man in white and gold frowned. "We
would do well to capture one of them, and carry him to Elvandar. Their last
attack was the deepest yet. I would give much to know the limits of their
power."

Dolgan took out his pipe, gauging they were far enough from the river for
it not to be seen. As he lit it, he said, "The Tsurani guard the Black Robes
like a dragon guards its treasure."

Tomas laughed at that, and Dolgan caught a glimpse of the boy he had
known. "Aye, and it's a brave dwarf who loots a dragon's lair."

Galain said, "If they follow the pattern of the last three years, they most
likely are done with us for the season. It is possible we shall not see another
Black Robe until next spring."

Tomas looked thoughtful, his pale eyes seemingly aglow with a light of
their own. "Their pattern... their pattern is to take, to hold, then to take
more. We have been willing to let them do as they wish, so long as they do



not cross the river. It is time to change that pattern. And if we trouble them
enough, we may have the opportunity to seize one of these Black Robes."

Dolgan shook his head at the risk implicit in what Tomas proposed. Then,
with a smile, Tomas added, "Besides, if we can't loosen their hold along the
river for a time, the dwarves and I will be forced to winter here, for the
outworlders are now deep into the Green Heart."

Galain looked at his tall friend. Tomas grew more elf- like each year, and
Galain could appreciate the obscure humor that often marked his words. He
knew Tomas would welcome staying near the Queen. But in spite of his
worries over Tomas's magic, he had come to like the man. "How?"

"Send bowmen to the camps on the right and the left and beyond. When I
call with the honk of a greylag, have them volley across the river, but from
beyond those positions as if the main attack were coming from east and
west." He smiled and there was no humor in his expres- sion. "That should
isolate this camp long enough to do some bloody work."

Galain nodded, and sent ten bowmen to each camp. The others made
ready for the attack, and after sufficient time, Tomas raised his hands to his
mouth. Cupping them, he made the sound of a wild goose. A moment later
he could hear shouting coming from east and west of the position across the
river. The soldiers in the Tsurani camp stood and looked both ways, with
several coming to the edge of the water, peering into the dark forest. Tomas
raised his hand and dropped it with a chopping motion.

Suddenly it was raining elven arrows on the camp across the river and
Tsurani soldiers were diving for their shields. Before they could fully
recover, Tomas was leading a charge of dwarves across the shallow sandbar
ford. Another flight of arrows passed overhead, then the elves shouldered
bows, drew swords, and charged after the dwarves, all save a dozen who
would stay to offer covering fire should it be needed.

Tomas was first ashore and struck down a Tsurani guard who met him at
the river's edge. Quickly he was among them, wreaking mayhem. Tsurani
blood exploded off his golden blade, and the screams of wounded and dying
men filled the damp night.



Dolgan slew a guard and found none to stand against him. He turned and
saw Galain standing over another dead Tsurani, but staring at something
beyond. The dwarf followed his gaze to where Tomas was standing over a
wounded Tsurani soldier who lay with blood running down his face from a
scalp wound, an arm upraised in a plea for mercy. Over him stood Tomas,
his face an alien mask of rage. With a strange and terrible cry, in a voice
cruel and harsh, he brought down his golden sword and ended the Tsurani's
life. He turned quickly, seeking more foes. When none presented
themselves, he seemed to go blank for a moment, then his eyes refocused.

Galain heard a dwarf call, "They come." Shouts came from the other
Tsurani camps as they discovered the ruse and quickly approached the true
battle site.

Without a word, Tomas's party hurried across the water. They reached the
other side as Tsurani bowmen fired upon them, to be answered by elves on
the opposite shore. The attacking group quickly fell back deeply into the
trees, until they were a safe distance away.

When they stopped, the elves and dwarves sat down, to catch their wind,
and to rest from the battle surge still in their blood. Galain looked to Tomas
and said, "We did well. No one lost, and only a few slightly wounded, and
thirty outworlders slain."

Tomas didn't smile, but looked thoughtful for a mo- ment, as if hearing
something. He turned to look at Galain, as if the elf's words were finally
registering. "Aye, we did well, but we must strike again, tomorrow and the
next day and the next, until they act."”

Night after night they crossed the river. They would attack a camp, and
the next night strike miles away. A night would pass without attack, then
the same camp would be raided three nights running. Sometimes a single
arrow would take a guard from the opposite shore, then nothing, while his
companions stood waiting for an attack that never came. Once they struck
through the lines at dawn, after the defenders had decided that no attack was
coming. They overran a camp, ranging miles into the south forest, and took
a baggage train, even slaughtering the strange six-legged beasts who pulled



the wagons. Five separate fights were fought as they returned from that raid,
and two dwarves and three elves were lost.

Now Tomas and his band, numbering over three hundred elves and
dwarves, sat awaiting word from other camps. They were eating a stew of
venison, seasoned with mosses, roots, and tubers.

A runner came up to Tomas and Galain. "Word from the King's army"
Behind him a figure in grey approached the campfire.

Tomas and Galain stood. "Hail, Long Leon of Natal," said the elf.
"Hail, Galain," answered the tall, black-skinned ranger.

An elf brought over bread and a bowl of steaming stew to the two
newcomers and as they sat, Tomas said, "What news from the Duke?"

Between mouthfuls of food, the ranger said, "Lord Borric sends greetings.
Things stand poorly. Like moss on a tree, the Tsurani slowly advance in the
east. They take a few yards, then sit. They seem to be in no hurry. The
Duke's best guess is they seek to reach the coast by next year, isolating the
Free Cities from the north. Then perhaps an attack toward Zun or LaMut.
Who can say?" Tomas asked, "Any news from Crydee?" "Pigeons arrived
just before I left. Prince Arutha holds fast against the Tsurani. They have
luck as poor there as here. But they move southward through the Green
Heart." He surveyed the dwarves and Tomas. "I am surprised that you could
reach Elvandar."

Dolgan puffed his pipe. "It was a long trek. We had to move swiftly and
with stealth. It is unlikely we will be able to return to the mountains now the
invaders are aroused. Once in place, they are loath to yield what they have
gained."

Tomas paced before the fire. "How did you elude their sentries?"

"Your raids are causing much confusion in their ranks. Men who faced the
Armies of the West were pulled out of the line to rush to the river. I simply



followed one such group. They never thought to look behind. I had only to
slip past their lines when they withdrew and then again across the river."

Calin said, "How many do they bring against us?" Leon shrugged. "I saw
six companies, there must be others." They had estimated a Tsurani
company at twenty squads each of thirty men.

Tomas slapped his gloved hand together. "They would bring three
thousand men back only if they were planning another crossing. They must
seek to drive us deep into the forest again, to keep us from harrying their
positions.”" He crossed to stand over the ranger. "Do any of the black- robed
ones come?"

"From time to time I saw one with the company I followed."

Tomas again slapped his hands. "This time they come in force. Send word
to the other camps. In two days' time all the host of Elvandar is to meet at
the Queen's court, save scouts and runners who will watch the outworlders."

Silently runners sprang up from the fire and hurried off to carry word to
the other elven bands strung out along the banks of the river Crydee.

Ashen-Shugar sat upon his throne, oblivious to the dancers. The moredhel
females had been chosen for their beauty and grace, but he saw them not.
His mind's eye was far away, seeking the coming battle. Inside, a
strangeness, a hollow feeling without name, came into being.

It is called sadness, said the voice within.
Ashen-Shugar thought: Who are you to visit me in my solitude?
I am you. I am what you will become. I am what you were. I am Tomas.

A shout from below brought Tomas from his reverie. He rose and left his
small room, crossing a tree-branch bridge to the level of the Queen's court.
At arail, he could make out the dim figures of hundreds of dwarves camped
below the heights of Elvandar. He stood for a time watching the campfires
below. Each hour, hundreds more elven and dwarven warriors made their



way to join this army he marshaled. Tomorrow he would sit in council with
Calin, Tathar, Dolgan, and others and make known his plan to meet the
coming assault.

Six years of fighting had given Tomas a strange counterpoint to the
dreams that still troubled his sleep. When the battle rage took him, he
existed in another's dreams. When he was away from the elven forest, the
call to enter those dreams became ever more difficult to stem.

He felt no fear of these visitations, as he had at first. He was more than
human because of some long-dead being's dreams. There were powers
within him, powers that he could use, and they were now part of him, as
they had been part of the wearer of the white and gold. He knew that he
would never be Tomas of Crydee again, but what was he becoming...?

The slightest hint of a footfall sounded behind him. Without turning, he
said, "Good eve, my lady."

The EIf Queen came to stand next to him, a studied expression on her
face. "Your senses are elven now," she said in her own language.

"So it seems. Shining Moon," he answered in the same language, using
the ancient translation of her name.

He turned to face her and saw wonder in her eyes. She reached out and
gently touched his face. "Is this the boy who stood so flustered in the Duke's
council chamber at the thought of speaking before the Elf Queen, who now
speaks the true tongue as if born to it?"

He pushed away her hand, gently. "I am what I am, what you see." His
voice was firm, commanding.

She studied his face, holding back a shudder as she recognized something
fearful within his countenance. "But what do I see, Tomas?"

Ignoring her question, he said, "Why do you avoid me, lady?"



Gently she spoke. "There is this thing growing be- tween us that may not
be. It sprang into existence the moment you first came to us, Tomas."

Almost with a note of amusement, Tomas said, "Be- fore that, lady, from
the first I gazed upon you." He stood tall over her. "And why may this thing
not be? Who better to sit at your side?"

She moved away from him, her control lost for a brief moment. In that
instant he saw what few had ever seen: the Elf Queen confused and unsure,
doubting her own ancient wisdom. "Whatever else, you are man. Despite
what powers are granted you, it is a man's span alloted to you. I will reign
until my spirit travels to the Blessed Isles to be with my lord who has
already made the journey. Then Calin rules, as son of a king, as King. Thus
it is with my people."

Tomas reached for her and turned her to face him. "It was not always so."
Her eyes showed a spark of fear. "No, we were not always a free people."

She sensed impatience within him, but she also saw him struggle with it as
he forced his voice to calmness. "Do you then feel nothing?"

She took a step away. "I would lie if I said not. But it is a strange pulling,
and something that fills me with uncer- tainty and with no small dread. If
you become more the Valheru, more than the man can master, then we
should not welcome you here. We would not allow the return of the Old
Ones."

Tomas laughed, with a strange mixture of humor and bitterness. "As a boy
I beheld you, and was filled with a boy's longing. Now I am a man and
behold you with a man's longing. Is the power which makes me bold
enough to seek you out, the power which gives me the means to do so, that
which will also keep us apart?"

Aglaranna put her hand to her cheek. "I know not. It has never been with
the royal family to be other than what we are. Others may seek alliance with
humans. I would not have that sadness when you are old and grey and I am
still as you see me."



Tomas's eyes flashed, and his voice gained a harsh edge. "That will never
happen, lady. I shall live a thousand years in this glade. Of that I have no
doubt. But I shall trouble you no more... until other matters are settled. This
thing is willed by fate to be, Aglaranna. You will come to know that."”

She stood with her hand raised to her mouth, and her eyes moist with
emotion. He walked away, leaving her alone in her court to consider what
he had said. For the first time since her Lord-King had passed over,
Aglaranna knew two conflicting emotions: fear and longing.

Tomas turned at a shout from the edge of the clearing. An elf was walking
from the trees followed by a simply dressed man. He stopped his
conversation with Calin and Dolgan and the three hurried to follow the
stranger as he was guided up to the Queen's court. Aglaranna sat on her
throne, her elders arranged on benches to either side. Tathar stood next to
the Queen.

The stranger approached the throne and made a slight bow. Tathar threw a
quick glance at the sentry who had escorted the man, but the elf looked
bemused. The man in brown said, "Greetings, lady," in perfect Elvish.

Aglaranna answered in the King's Tongue. "You come boldly among us,
stranger."

The man smiled, leaning on his staff. "Still, I did seek a guide, for I would
not enter Elvandar unbidden."

Tathar said, "I think yon guide had little choice."

The man said, "There is always a choice, though it is not always
apparent.”

Tomas stepped forward. "What is your purpose here?"

Turning at the voice, the man smiled. "Ah! The wearer of the dragon's
gift. Well met, Tomas of Crydee."



Tomas stepped back. The man's eyes radiated power and his easy manner
veiled strength that Tomas could feel. "Who are you?"

The man said, "I have many names, but here I am called Macros the
Black." He pointed with his staff and swept it around the gathered watchers.
"I have come, for you have embarked upon a bold plan." At the last, he
pointed his staff at Tomas. He dropped the tip and leaned on the staff again.
"But the plan to capture a Black Robe will bring naught but destruction to
Elvandar should you not have my aid." He smiled slightly. "A Black Robe
you shall have in time, but not yet."

Aglaranna arose. Her shoulders were back and her eyes looked straight
into his. "You know much."

Macros inclined his head slightly. "Aye, I know much, more than is
sometimes comforting." He stepped past her and placed a hand upon
Tomas's shoulder. Guiding Tomas to a seat near where the Queen stood.
Macros forced him to sit with a gentle pressure on his shoulder. He took a
seat next to him and laid the staff against the crook of his neck. Looking at
the Queen, he said, "The Tsurani come at first light, and they will drive
straight through to Elvandar."”

Tathar stepped before Macros and said, "How do you know this?"

Macros smiled again. "Do you not remember me in council with your
father?"

Tathar stepped back, his eyes widening. "You..."
"I am he, though I am no longer called as I was then."

Tathar looked troubled. "So long ago. I would not have thought it
possible."

Macros said, "Much is possible." He looked pointedly from the Queen to
Tomas.



Aglaranna slowly sat down, masking her discomfort. "Are you the
sorcerer?"

Macros nodded. "So I am called, though there is more in the tale than can
be told now. Will you, heed me?"

Tathar nodded to the Queen. "Long ago, this one came to our aid. I do not
understand how it can be the same man, but he was then a true friend to
your father and mine. He can be trusted."

"What, then, is your counsel?" asked the Queen.

"The Tsurani magicians have marked your sentries, knowing where they
hide. At first light they will come, breaking across the river in two waves,
like the homs of a bull. As you meet them, a wave of the creatures called
cho- ja will come through the center, where your strength is weak. They
have not thrown them against you yet, but the dwarves can tell you of their
skill in warfare."

Dolgan stepped forward. "Aye, lady. They are fear- some creatures and
fight in the dark as well as do my people. I had thought them confined to
the mines."

Macros said, "And so they were, until the raids. They have brought up a
host of them, which ready themselves across the river, beyond the sight of
your scouts. They will come in numbers, the Tsurani tire of your raids and
would put an end to the warring across the river. Their magicians have
worked hard to leam the secrets of Elvandar, and now they know that
should the sacred heart of the elven forests fall, the elves will be a force no
longer."

Tomas said, "Then we shall hold back, and defend against the center."”

Macros sat quietly for a moment, as if remembering something. "That is a
start, but they bring their magicians with them, anxious as they are for an
ending. Their magic will let their warriors pass through your forests
unchecked by the power of your Spellweavers, and here they will come."



Aglaranna said, "Then we shall meet them here, and stand until the end."
Macros nodded. "Bravely said, lady, but you will need my aid."
Dolgan studied the sorcerer. "What can one man do?"

Macros stood. "Much. Upon the morrow, you shall see. Fear not, dwarf,
the battle will be harsh and many will travel to the Blessed Isles, but with
firm resolve, we shall prevail."

Tomas said, "You speak like one who has already seen these things
happen."

Macros smiled, and his eyes said a thousand things, and nothing. "I do,
Tomas of Crydee, do I not?" He turned to the others and with a sweep of his
staff said, "Ready yourselves. I shall be with you." To the Queen he said, "I
would rest; if you have a place for me?"

The Queen turned to the elf who had brought Macros to the council. "Take
him to a room, bring him whatever he requires."

The sorcerer bowed and followed the guide. The others stood in silence,
until Tomas said, "Let us make ready"

The night was soon to give way to dawn and the Queen stood alone near
her throne. In all the years of her rule, she had never known a time like this.
Her thoughts ran with hundreds of images, from times as long ago as her
youth, and as recently as two nights ago.

"Seeking answers in the past, lady?"

She turned to see the sorcerer standing behind her, leaning on his staff. He
approached and stood next to her.

"Can you read my mind, sorcerer?"

With a smile and a wave of his hand. Macros said, "No, my lady. But there
is much I do know and can see. Your heart is heavy, and your mind
burdened."



"Do you understand why?"

Macros laughed softly. "Without question. Still, I would speak to you of
these things."

"Why, sorcerer? What part do you play?"

Macros looked out over the lights of Elvandar. "A part, much as any man
plays."

"But you know yours well."

"True. It is given to some to understand what is obscure to others. Such is
my fate."

"Why have you come?"

"Because there is need. Without me, Elvandar may fall, and that must not
be. It is so ordained, and I can only do my part."

"Will you stay if the battle is won?"

"No. I have other tasks. But I will come once more, when the need is
again great."

"When?"

"That I may not tell you."

"Will it be soon?"

"Soon enough, though not soon enough."
"You speak in riddles."

Macros smiled, a crooked, sad smile. "Life is a riddle. It is in the hands of
the gods. Their will shall prevail, and many mortals will find their lives
changed."



"Tomas?" Aglaranna looked deep into the sorcerer's dark eyes.
"He most visibly, but all who live through these times."

"What is he?"

"What would you have him be?"

The Elf Queen found herself unable to answer. Macros placed his hand
lightly on her shoulder. She felt calm flow from his fingers and heard
herself say, "1 would wish nothing of trouble upon my people, but the sight
of him fills me with longing. I long for a man... a man with his... might.
Tomas is more like my lost lord than he will ever know. And I fear him, for
once I make the pledge, once I place him above me, I lose the power to rule.
Do you think the elders would allow this? My people would never willingly
place the yoke of the Valheru upon their necks again."

The sorcerer was silent for a time, then said, "For all my arts, there are
things hidden from me, but understand this: there is a magic here fey
beyond imagining. I cannot explain save to say it reaches across time, more
than is apparent. For while the Valheru is present within Tomas now, so is
Tomas present within the Valheru in ages past.

"Tomas wears the garb of Ashen-Shugar, last of the Dragon Lords. When
the Chaos Wars raged, he alone remained upon this world, for he felt things
alien to his kind."

"Tomas?"

Macros smiled. "Think not upon this overly long, lady. These sorts of
paradox can send the mind reeling. What Ashen-Shugar felt was an
obligation to protect this world."

Aglaranna studied Macros's face in the twinkling lights of Elvandar. "You
know more of the andent lore than any other man, sorcerer."

"I have been... given much, lady." He looked over the elven forests and
spoke more to himself than to the Queen: "Soon will come a time of testing



for Tomas. I can- not be sure what will occur, but this much I do know.
Somehow the boy from Crydee, in his love for you and yours, in his simple
human caring, has so far withstood the most powerful member of the most
powerful mortal race ever to have lived upon this world. And he is well
served in withstanding the terrible pain of that conflict of two natures by the
soft arts of your Spellweavers."

She looked hard at Macros. "You know of this?"

He laughed with genuine amusement. "Lady, I am not without some
vanity. Little magic in this world escapes my notice. What you have done is
wise, and may tip the balance in Tomas's favor."

"That is the thought I plead to myself," said Aglaranna quietly, "when I
see in Tomas a lord to match the King of my youth, the husband taken too
soon from my side. Can it be true?"

"Should he survive the time of testing, yes. It may be the conflict will
prove the end of both Tomas and Ashen- Shugar. But should Tomas survive,
he may become what you most secretly long for.

"Now I shall tell you something only the gods and I know. I can judge
many things yet to come, but much is still unknown to me. One thing I
know is this: at your side, Tomas may grow to rule wisely and well and, as
his youth is replaced by wisdom, grow to be the lord of your wishes, if his
power can be somehow tempered by his human heart. Should he be sent
away, a terrible fate may await both the Kingdom and the free peoples of
the West."

Her eyes asked the question and he continued, "I cannot see into that dark
future, lady; I can only surmise. Should he come into his powers with the
dark side in preeminence, he will be a terrible force, one that must be
destroyed. Those who see the battle madness come upon him see but a
shadow of the true darkness bound up within him. Even if a balance is
struck and Tomas's humanity survives, but still you send him away, then
humanity's capacity for anger, pain, and hate may come forth. I ask you:
should Tomas be driven away and someday raise the dragon standard in the
north, what would occur?"



The Queen became frightened, and openly showed it, her mask of control
lost completely. "The moredhel would gather."

"Aye, my lady. Not as bands of troublesome bandits, but as a host. Twenty
thousand Dark Brothers, and with them a hundred thousand goblins, and
companies of men whose dark nature would seek profit in the destruction
and savagery to follow. A mighty army under the steel glove of a warrior
born, a general whom even your own people follow without question."”

"Do you advise me to keep him here?"
"I can only point out the alternatives. You must decide."

The Elf Queen threw back her head, her red-gold locks flying and her eyes
moist, looking out over Elvandar. The first Tight of day was breaking. Rosy
light lanced through the trees, casting shadows of deep blue. The morning
songs of birds could be heard around the glades. She turned to Macros,
wishing to thank him for his counsel, and found him gone.

The Tsurani advanced as Macros had foretold. The cho-ja attacked across
the river, after the two human waves had carried the flanks. Tomas had set
skirmishers, lines of bowmen with a few shield guards, who retreated and
fired into the advancing army, giving the impression of resis- tance.

Tomas stood before the assembled army of Elvandar and the dwarves of
the Grey Towers, only fifteen hundred arrayed against the six thousand
invaders and their magi- cians. In silence they waited. As the enemy
approached, the shouts of Tsurani warriors and the cries of those who fell to
elvish arrows could be heard through the forest. Tomas looked up at the
Queen, standing on a balcony overlooking the scene of the coming battle,
next to the sorcerer.

Suddenly elves were running toward them, and the first flashes of brightly
colored Tsurani armor could be seen through the trees. When the
skirmishers had rejoined the main force, Tomas raised his sword.

"Wait," a voice cried out from above and the sorcerer pointed across the
open clearing, where the first elements of the Tsurani forces were running



into the clearing. Confronted by the waiting elven army, the vanguard
halted and waited as their comrades joined them. Their officers ordered
ranks formed, for here was fighting they could understand, two armies
meeting on an open plain, and the advantage was theirs.

The cho-ja also stood in ordered ranks, heeding the officers' shouted
commands. Tomas was fascinated, for he still knew little of these creatures
and counted them animals as much as intelligent allies of the Tsurani.

Macros shouted, "Wait!" again and waved his staff above his head,
inscribing broad circles in the air. A stillness descended upon the glade.

Suddenly an owl flew past Tomas's head, straight for the Tsurani lines. It
circled above the aliens for a moment, then swooped and struck a soldier in
the face. The man screamed in pain as its talons clawed his eyes.

A hawk sped past and duplicated the owl's attack. Then a large black rook
descended from the sky. A flight of sparrows erupted from the trees behind
the Tsurani and pecked at faces and unprotected arms. Birds came flying
from every part of the forest and attacked the invaders. Soon the air was
filled with the sound of flapping wings as every manner of bird in the forest
descended upon the Tsurani. Thousands of them, from the smallest
humming- bird to the mighty eagle, attacked the outworld host. Men cried
out, and broke formation and ran, trying to avoid the wicked beaks and
talons that tried to scratch at eyes, pull at cloaks, and tear flesh. The cho-ja
reared, for though their armored hide was immune to the pecking and
clawing, their large, jewellike eyes were easy targets for the feathered
attackers.

A shout went up from the elves as the Tsurani lines dissolved in disorder.
Tomas gave the order, and elven bowmen added feathered arrows to the
fray. Tsurani soldiers were struck and fell before they could come to grips
with the enemy. Their own bowmen could not return the fire, for they were
harried by a hundred tiny foes.

The elves watched as the Tsurani tried to hold posi- tion, while the birds
continued their bloody work in their midst. The Tsurani fought back as best



they could, striking down many birds in mid-flight, but for each one killed,
three took its place.

Suddenly a hissing, tearing sound cut through the din. There was an
instant of silence as everything on the Tsurani side of the clearing seemed to
pause. Then the birds exploded upward, accompanied by a sizzling crackle
of energy, as if thrown back by some unseen force. As the birds cleared the
area, Tomas could see the black robes of the Tsurani magicians as they
moved through their forces, restoring order. Hundreds of wounded Tsurani
lay upon the ground, but the battle-tempered aliens quickly re- formed their
lines, ignoring the injured.

The enormous flight of birds gathered again above the invaders and
started to dive. Instantly a glowing red shield of energy formed around the
Tsurani. As the birds struck, they stiffened and fell, their feathers
smoldering and filling the air with a pungent burning stench. Elven arrows
that struck the barrier were halted in mid-flight and burst into flame, falling
harmlessly to the ground.

Tomas gave the order to stop the bow fire and turned to look at Macros.
Again the sorcerer shouted, "Wait!"

Macros waved his staff and the birds dispersed, hearing his silent
command. The staff extended toward the Tsurani, as Macros aimed it at the
red barrier. A golden bolt of energy shot forth. It sped across the clearing
and pierced the red barrier, to strike a black-robed magician in the chest.
The magician crumpled to the ground, and a shout of horror and outrage
went up from the assembled Tsurani. The other magicians turned their
attention to the platform above the elven army, and blue globes of fire shot
toward Macros. Tomas shouted, "Aglaranna!" in rage as the tiny blue stars
struck the platform, obliterating all sight of her in a blinding display of
exploding light. Then he could see again.

The sorcerer stood upon the platform unharmed, as did the Queen. Tathar
pulled her away, and Macros pointed with his staff again. Another black-
robed magician fell. The four remaining magicians looked upon Macros's
survival and counterattack with expressions of mixed awe and anger, clearly
seen across the glade. They redoubled their assault upon the sorcerer, wave



after wave of blue light and fire striking Macros's protective barrier. All
upon the ground were forced to turn away from the sight, lest they become
blinded by the terrible energies being un- leashed. After this magical
onslaught was ended, Tomas looked upward, and again the sorcerer was
unharmed.

One magician gave out a cry of pure anguish and pulled a device from his
robe. Activating it, he vanished from the clearing, followed moments later
by his three companions. Macros looked down at Tomas, pointed his staff at
the Tsurani host, and called, "Now!"

Tomas raised his sword and gave the signal to attack. A hail of arrows
passed overhead as he led the charge across the clearing. The Tsurani were
demoralized, their attack blunted by the birds and the sight of their
magicians being driven away. Yet they stood their ground and took the
charge. Hundreds had died from the claws and beaks of the birds, and more
from the flights of arrows, but still they numbered three to one of the elves
and dwarves.

The battle was joined and Tomas was caught up in a red haze that washed
away any thought but to kill. Hacking right and left, he carved a path
through the Tsurani, confounding their every attempt to strike him down.
Tsurani and cho-ja both fell to his blade, as he delivered death with an even
hand to all who stood before him.

Back and forth across the clearing the battle moved, as men and cho-ja, elf
and dwarf fell. The sun moved higher in the sky, and there was no respite
from the fray. The sounds of death filled the air, and high overhead the kites
and vultures gathered.

Slowly the Tsurani press forced the elves and dwarves back. Slowly they
moved toward the heart of Elvandar. There was a brief pause, as if both
sides had struck a balance, when the adversaries moved away from each
other leaving an open space between. Tomas heard the voice of the sorcerer
ringing clear above the sounds of battle. "Back!" it cried, and to a man, the
forces of Elvandar retreated.



The Tsurani paused a moment, then, sensing the hesitation of the elves
and dwarves, started to press forward. Abruptly there came a rumbling
sound and the earth trembled. All stopped moving and the Tsurani looked
fearful, for dread premonitions filled them.

Tomas could see the trees shake, more and more violently, as the
trembling increased. Suddenly there came a crescendo of noise, as if'the
grandfather of all thunder- claps pealed overhead. With the booming sound,
a huge piece of earth erupted upward, as if heaved by some invisible giant's
hand. The Tsurani who were standing on it shot upward, to fall hard to the
ground, and those nearby were knocked aside.

Another piece of the ground erupted, then a third. Suddenly the air was
full of giant pieces of earth that flew upward, then fell upon the Tsurani.
Screams of terror filled the air, and the Tsurani turned and fled. There was
no order to their retreat, for they flew from a place where the very earth
attacked them. Tomas watched as the clearing was emptied of all but the
dead and dying.

In a matter of minutes, the clearing was quiet, as the earth subsided and
the shocked onlookers stood mute. The sounds of the Tsurani army
retreating through the woods could be heard. Their cries told of other
horrors being visited upon them as they fled.

Tomas felt weak and weary, and looked down to find his arms covered
with blood. His tabard and shield and his golden sword were clean as they
always were, but for the first time he could feel human life splattered upon
himself. In Elvandar the battle madness did not stay with him, and he felt
sick to his inner being.

He turned and said softly, "It is over." There was a faint cheer from the
elves and dwarves, but it was halfhearted, for none felt like victors. They
had seen a mighty host felled by primeval forces, elemental powers that
defied description.

Tomas walked slowly past Calin and Dolgan and mounted the stairs. The
Elf Prince sent soldiers to follow the retreating invaders, to care for the
wounded, and to give the dying Tsurani quick mercy.



Tomas made his way to the small room where he abided, and pulled aside
the curtain. He sat heavily upon his pallet, tossing aside his sword and
shield. A dull throbbing in his head caused him to close his eyes. Memories
came flooding in.

The heavens were torn with mad vortices of energy crashing from horizon
to horizon. Ashen-Shugar sat upon mighty Shuruga's back, watching the
very fabric of time and space rent.

A clarion rang, the heralding note heard by dint of his magic. The moment
he awaited had come. Urging Shuruga upward, Ashen-Shugar's eyes
searched the heavens, seek- ing what must come against the mad display in
the skies. A sudden stiffening of Shuruga under him coincided with his
sighting of his prey. The figure of Draken-Korin grew recognizable as he
reined in his black dragon. There was a strangeness in his eyes, and for the
first time in his long memory Ashen-Shugar began to understand the
meaning of horror. He could not put a name to it, could not describe it, but
in the tortured eyes of Draken-Korin he saw it.

Ashen-Shugar spurred Shuruga forward. The mighty golden dragon
roared his challenge, answered by Draken- Konn's equally mighty black.
The two clashed in the sky, and their riders worked their arts upon each
other.

Ashen-Shugar's golden blade arched overhead and struck, cleaving the
black shield with the grinning tiger's head in twain. It was almost too easy,
as Ashen-Shugar had known it would be. Draken-Korin had given up too
much of his essence to that which was forming. Before the might of the last
Valheru, he was little more than a mortal. Once, twice, three times more
Ashen-Shugar struck and the last of his brothers fell from the back of his
black dragon. Downward he tumbled to strike the ground. By force of will,
Ashen-Shugar left Shuruga's back and floated to stand beside the helpless
body of Draken-Korin, leaving Shuruga to finish his contest with the near-
dead black dragon.

A spark of life still persisted within the broken form, life ages past
remembering. A pleading look entered Draken-Korin's eyes as Ashen-
Shugar approached. He whispered, "Why?"



Pointing heavenward with his golden blade, Ashen- Shugar said, "This
obscenity should never have been allowed. You bring an end to all we
knew."

Draken-Korin looked skyward to where Ashen-Shugar pointed. He
watched the tumbling, raging display of energies, twisted, screaming
rainbows of light jagged across the vault of the sky. He witnessed the new
horror being formed from the twisted life force of his brothers and sisters, a
raging, mindless thing of hate and anger.

In a croaking voice, Draken-Korin said, "They were so strong. We could
never have dreamed." His face contorted in terror and hate as Ashen-Shugar
raised his golden blade. "But I had the right!" he screamed.

Ashen-Shugar brought down his blade, cleanly severing the head of
Draken-Korin from his body. At once both head and body were engulfed
with a glimmering light, and the air hissed around Ashen-Shugar. Then the
fallen Valheru vanished without trace, his essence returning to that mindless
monster raging against the new gods. With bitterness Ashen-Shugar said,
"There is no right. There is only power."

Is that how it was?

"Yes, that is how I slew the last of my brethren."

The others?

"They are now part of that." He indicated the terrible sky.

Together, never apart, they watched the madness above as the Chaos Wars
raged. After a time, Ashen- Shugar said, "Come, this is an ending. Let us be
done with it."

They began to walk toward the waiting Shuruga. Then a voice came.
"You are quiet."

Tomas opened his eyes. Before him knelt Aglaranna, a basin of herb-
sweetened water and a cloth in her hand. She began washing the blood from



his face and arms, saying nothing as he watched her.

When he was clean, she took a dry cloth to his face and said, "You look
tired, my lord."

"I see many things, Aglaranna, things not meant for a man to see. I bear
the weight of ages upon my soul and I am tired."

"Is there no comfort to be sought?"

He looked at her, their eyes locking. The commanding gaze was tempered
by a hint of gentleness, but still she was forced to drop her eyes.

"Do you mock me, lady?"

She shook her head. "No, Tomas. I... came to comfort you, if you have
need."

He reached out and took her hand, and drew her toward him, hunger in his
eyes. When she was encircled by his embrace, feeling the rising passion in
his body, she heard him say, "My need is great, lady."

Looking into his pale eyes, she dropped the final barriers between them.
"As is mine, my lord."

FOUR TRAINING
HE AROSE IN THE DARKNESS.

He donned a simple white robe, a mark of his station, and left his cell. He
waited outside the small and simple room, containing a sleeping mat, a
single candle, and a shelf for scrolls: all that was deemed necessary for his
education. Down the corridor he could see the others, all years younger than
himself, standing quietly before the doors of their cells. The first black-clad
master came along the corridor and stopped before one of the others.
Without a word the man nodded, the other fell in behind him, and they
marched away into the gloom. The dawn sent soft grey light through the
high narrow windows in the hallway. He, like the others, extinguished the
torch on the wall opposite his door, at the first hint of day. Another man in



black came down the corridor and another waiting youth left behind him.
Soon a third. Then a fourth. After a time he found himself alone. The
hallway was silent.A figure emerged from the darkness, his robes con-
spiring to mask his coming until the last few feet. He stood before the
young man in white and nodded, pointing down the corridor. The youth fell
in behind his black-robed guide, and they made their way down a series of
torchlit passages, into the heart of the great building that had been the
young man's home as long as he could remember. Soon they were traveling
through a series of low tunnels, rank with the smell of age, and wet, as if
deep below the lake that surrounded the building on all sides.

The man in black paused at a wdoden door, slid a bolt aside, and opened
it. The younger man entered behind the other, and came to stand before a
series of wooden troughs. Each was half the length of a man's height, and
half that wide. One stood on the floor, and the others were arrayed above it,
suspended by wooden supports in steps, one above the next, until the
highest stood near the height of a man's head. All of those above had single
holes in the end that overhung the trough below. In the bottom trough, water
could be heard sloshing, as it responded to the vibrations of their footfalls
on the stone floor.

The man in black pointed to a bucket and turned and left the young man in
white alone.

The young man picked up the bucket and set about his task. All
commands to those in white were given without words and, as he had
quickly learned when he had first become aware, those in white were not
allowed to speak. He knew he could speak, for he understood the concept
and had quietly tried to form a few words while lying on his mat in the
dark. As with so many other things, he understood the fact, without being
aware of how he understood. He knew that he existed before his first
awakening in his cell, but was not in the least alarmed by his lack of
memory. It seemed somehow proper.

He started his task. Like so many other things he was commanded to do, it
seemed an impossible undertaking. He took the bucket and filled the
topmost trough from the bottom one. As it had on days before, the water
spilled from the top down into each successive trough, until the contents of



the bucket rested again at the bottom. Dog- gedly he pursued his work,
letting his mind go vacant, while his body undertook the mindless task.

As it did so many other times when left to its own devices, his mind
danced from image to image, bright flashes of shapes and colors that eluded
his grasp as he sought to close mental fingers around them. First came a
brief glimpse of a beach, with crashing waves on rocks, black and
weathered. Fighting. A strange-looking cold white substance lying on the
ground-a word, snow, that fled as quickly as it came. A muddy camp. A
great kitchen with boys hurrying about many tasks. A room in a high tower.
Each passed with blinding quickness, leaving only an afterimage in its
passing.

Daily, a voice would sound in his head, and his mind's voice would
respond with an answer, while he labored at his endless task. The voice
would ask a simple question, and his mind's voice would answer. Should
the answer be incorrect, the question would be repeated. If several wrong
answers were made, the voice would cease its questioning, sometimes
returning later in the day, sometimes not.

The white-clad worker felt the familiar pressure against the fabric of his
thoughts.

-What is the law?-the voice asked.

-The law is the structure that surrounds our lives, and gives them
meaning-he answered.

-What is the highest embodiment of the law?-

-The Empire is the highest embodiment of the law-
-What are you?-came the next question.

-I am a servant of the Empire-

The thought contact flickered for a moment, then returned, as if the other
was considering the following question carefully.



-In what manner are you allowed to serve?-

The question had been asked several times before, and always his answer
had been met with the blank inner silence that told him he had answered
incorrectly. This time he carefully considered, eliminating all the answers
he had made previously, as well as those that were combinations or
extrapolations of the previously incorrect ones.

Finally he answered,-As I see fit-

There was a surge of feeling from without, a feeling of approval. Quickly
another question followed.

-Where is your allotted place?-

He thought about this, knowing that the obvious answer was likely to be
the incorrect one, but still one that needed to be tested. He answered.

-My place is here-

The mind contact was broken, as he suspected it would be. He knew that
he was being trained, though the purpose of the training was masked from
his mind. Now he could ponder the last question in light of his previous
answers and perhaps ascertain the correct response.

His consideration of the last question he had been asked -was interrupted
when the door behind him opened, and his guide motioned for him to
follow. They moved through long passages, winding their way up to the
level where they would eat the scant morning meal.

When they entered the hall, the guide took a place by the door, while
others in black robes similarly escorted the white-clad ones into the hall.
This was the day that the young man's guide would stand and watch the
boys in white, who, along with the young man, were bound to eat in silence.
Each day a different wearer of the black robe filled this function.

The young man ate and considered the last question of the morning. He
weighed each possible answer, seeking out possible flaws, and as they were



discovered, discarding them. Abruptly one answer came unbidden to his
mind, an intuitive leap, as his subconscious provided him with a solution to
the question. Several times in the past, when particularly knotty problems
had stopped his progress, this had occurred, which accounted for his rapid
advancement in his lessons. He weighed the possible flaws in this answer,
and when he was certain he was correct, he stood. Other eyes regarded him
furtively, for this was a violation of the rules.

He went over to stand before his guide, who regarded his approach with a
controlled expression, his only sign of curiosity being a slight arching of his
brows.

Without preamble the young man in white said, "This is no longer my
place."

The man in black showed no emotion, but placed a hand on the young
man's shoulder, and nodded slightly. He reached inside his robe and
removed a small bell, which he rang once. Another black-robed individual
appeared moments later. Without word, the newcomer took the place at the
door, as the guide motioned for the young man to follow him.

They walked in silence as they had done many times before, until they
came to a room. The man in black turned to the young man and said, "Open
the door."

The young man started to reach for the door, then with a flash of insight
pulled his hand away. Knitting his brow in concentration, he opened the
door by the power of his mind. Slowly it swung inward. The man in black
turned and smiled. "Good," he said, in a soft, pleasant voice.

They entered a room with many white, grey, and black robes hanging
upon hooks. The man in black said, "Change to a grey robe."

The young man did so quickly and faced the other man. The man in black
studied the new wearer of the grey. "You are no longer bound to silence.
Any question you may have will be answered, as well as is possible, though
there are still things that will be waited upon, until you don the black. Then
you will fully understand. Come."



The young man in grey followed his guide to another room, where
cushions surrounded a low table, upon which rested a pot of hot chocha, a
pungent, bittersweet drink. The man in black poured two cups and handed
one to the young man, indicating he should sit. They both sat, and the
young man said, "Who am I?"

The man in black shrugged. "You will have to decide that, for only you
can glean your true name. It is a name that must never be spoken to others,
lest they gain power over you. Henceforward you will be called Milamber."

The newly named Milamber thought for a moment, then said, "It will
serve. What are you called?"

"I am called Shimone."
"Who are you?"

"Your guide, your teacher. Now you will have others, but it was given to
me to be responsible for the first part of your training, the longest part."

"How long have I been here?"
"Nearly four years."

Milamber was surprised by this, for his memory stretched back only a
little, several months at best. "When will my memories be returned to me?"

Shimone smiled, for he was pleased that Milamber had not asked if they
would be returned, and said as much. "Your mind will call up your past life
as you progress in the balance of your training, slowly at first, with more
rapidity later. There is a reason for this. You must be able to withstand the
lure of former ties, of family and nations, of friends and home. In your case
that is particularly vital."

"Why is that?"

"When your past returns to you, you will understand," was all Shimone
said, a smile on his face. His hawkish features and dark eyes were set in an
expression that communicated the feeling this was the end of that topic.



Milamber thought of several questions, quickly dis- carding them as of
less immediate consequence. Finally he asked, "What would have happened
if I had opened the door by hand?"

"You would have died." Shimone said this flatly, without emotion.

Milamber was not surprised or shocked, he simply accepted it. "To what
end?"

Shimone was a little surprised by the question and showed it. "We cannot
rule each other, all we can do is ensure that each new magician is able to
discharge the responsibility attendant upon his actions. You made the
Judgment that your place was no longer with those who wore the white, the
novices. If that was not your place, then you would have to demonstrate
your ability to deal with the responsibilities of this change. The bright but
foolish ones often die at this stage."

Milamber considered this, and acknowledged the propriety of such a test.
"How long will my training continue?"

Shimone made a noncommittal gesture. "As long as it takes. You rise
rapidly, however, so I think it will not be too much longer in your case. You
have certain natural gifts, and-you will understand this when your memory
re- turns-a certain advantage over the other, younger, stu- dents who started
with you."

Milamber studied the contents of his cup. In the thin, dark fluid he seemed
to glimpse a single word, as if seen from the corner of the eye, that vanished
when he tried to focus upon it. He couldn't hang on to it, but it had been a
short name, a simple name.

He spent weeks in the company of Shimone and a few others. He knew
more of his life, though only a fragment of what was missing. He had been
a slave, and he had been discovered to have the power. He remembered a
woman, and felt a faint tugging at the thought of her vaguely remembered
image.



He was quick to learn. Each lesson was accomplished in a single day, or at
most two. He would quickly dissect each problem given, and when it was
time to discuss it with his teachers, his questions were to the point, well
thought out, and proper.

One day he arose, in a newer but still simple cell, and emerged to find
Shimone waiting for him. The black-robed magician said, "From this point
on, you may not speak until you have finished the task set for you."

Milamber nodded his understanding and followed his guide down the hall.
The older magician led him through a series of long tunnels to a place in the
building he had never been before. They mounted a long staircase, rising
many stories above where they had started. Upward they climbed, until
Shimone opened a door for him. Milamber preceded Shimone through the
door and found himself upon an open flat roof, atop a high tower. From the
center of the roof a single spire of stone rose. Skyward it shot, a needle of
fashioned rock. Winding upward around it was a narrow series of steps,
carved into the side of the needle. Milamber's eyes followed it until the top
was lost in the clouds. He found the sight fascinating, for it seemed to
violate several canons of physical law that he had studied. Still, it stood
before him, and what was more, his guide was indicating that he should
mount the steps.

He started upward. As he completed his first circum- navigation, he noted
that Shimone had disappeared through the wooden door. Relieved of his
presence, Milamber turned his gaze outward from the roof, drinking in the
vista around him.

He was atop the highest tower of an immense city of towers. Everywhere
he looked, hundreds of stone fingers pointed upward, strong structures with
windows turning blind eyes outward. Some were open to the sky, as this
one was; others were roofed in stone, or in shimmering lights. But of them
all, this one alone was topped by a thin spire. Below the hundreds of towers,
bridges arched through the sky, connecting them, and farther down could be
seen the bulk of the single, incredible building that supported all he saw. It
was a monster of construction. Sprawling below him, it stretched away for
miles in every direction. He had known it would be a large place, from his
travels within, but this knowledge did nothing to lessen his awe at the sight.



Still farther down, in the dim extreme of his vision, he could see the faint
green of grass, a thin border edging the dark bulk of the building. On all
sides he saw water, the once glimpsed lake. In the distance he could make
out the hazy suggestion of mountains, but unless he strained to see them, it
was as if the entire world were arrayed below.

Plodding upward, he turned around the spire as he climbed. Each circle
brought him a new detail of the vista. A single bird wheeled high above all
else, ignorant of the affairs of men, its scarlet wings spread to catch the air
as it watched with keen eye the lake below. Seeing a telltale flicker on the
water, it folded back its wings and stooped, hitting the surface for the
briefest moment before it climbed aloft once more, a flopping prize
clutched in its talons. With a cry of victory it circled once, then sped
westward.

A turn. A play of winds. Each carried suggestions of far and alien lands.
From the south a gust with a hint of hot jungles where slaves toiled to
reclaim farmlands from deadly, water-shrouded marshes. From the east a
breeze carried the victory chant of a dozen warriors of the Thuril
Confederation, after defeating an equal number of Empire soldiers in a
border clash. In counterpoint there was a faint echo of a dying Tsurani
soldier, crying for his family. From the north came the smell of ice and the
sound of the hooves of thousands of Thun pounding over the frozen tundra,
heading south for warmer lands. From the west, the laughter of the young
wife of a powerful noble teasing a half-horrified, half-aroused household
guard into be- traying her husband, away conducting business with a
merchant in Tusan to the south. From the east, the smell of spices as
merchants haggled in the market square in far Yankora. Again south, and
the smell of salt from the Sea of Blood. North, and windswept ice fields that
had never known the tread of human feet, but over which beings old and
wise in ways unknown to men walked, seeking a sign in the heavens-one
that never came. Each breeze brought a note and tone, a color and hue, a
taste and fragrance. The texture of the world blew by and he breathed
deeply, savoring it.

A turn. From the steps below came a pulsing as the world beat with a life
of its own. Upward through the island, through the building, through me



tower, the spire, and his very body came the urgent yet eternal beating of
the planet's heart. He cast his eyes downward and saw deep caverns, the
upper ones worked by slaves who harvested the few rare metals to be found,
along with coal for heat and stone for building. Below these were other
caverns, some natural, others the remnants of a lost city, overblown by dust
that became soil as the ages passed. Here once dwelled creatures beyond his
ability to imagine. Deeper still his vision plunged him, to a region of heat
and light, where primeval forces contested. Liquid rock, in- flamed and
glowing, pushed against its solid cousin, seeking a passage upward,
mindlessly driven by forces as basic as nature. Deeper still, to a world of
pure force, where lines of energy ran through the heart of the world.

A turn, and he stepped upon a smaU platform atop the spire. It was less
than his own height in size on each side, an impossibly precarious perch. He
stepped to the middle, overcoming a vertigo that tried to send him
screaming over the edge. He employed every part of his ability and training
to stand there, for he understood without being told that to fail here was to
die.

He cleared his mind of fear and looked around at the scene before him,
awed by the expanse of emptiness. Never before had he felt so truly
isolated, so truly alone. Here he stood with nothing between him and
whatever fate was allotted to him.

Below him stretched the world and above him an empty sky. The wind
held a hint of moisture, and he saw dark clouds racing up from the south.
The tower, or the needle upon it, swayed slightly and he unconsciously
shifted his weight to compensate.

Lightning flashed as the storm clouds rushed toward him, and thunder
broke around his head. The very sound was enough to dislodge him from
the small platform, and he was forced to delve deeper into his inner well of
power, into that silent place known only as wal, and there he found the
strength to resist the onslaught of the storm.

Winds buffeted him, slamming him toward the plat- form's edge. He
reeled and recovered, the darkling abyss below beckoning to him, inviting



his fall. With a surge of will, he brushed aside the vertigo once again and set
his mind to the task ahead.

In his mind a voice cried,-Now is the time of testing. Upon this tower you
must stand, and should your will/alter, from it you will fall-

There was a momentary pause, then the voice cried once more, -Behold!
Witness and understand how it was-

Blackness swept upward and he was consumed.

For a time he floats, nameless and lost. A pinpoint of flickering
consdousness, an unknown swimmer through a black and empty sea. Then a
single note invades the void. It reverberates, a soundless sound, a sense-
lacking intruder on the senses. -Without senses, how is there percep- tion?-
his mind asks. His mind!-I am!-he cries, and a million philosophies cry out
in wonder.

If I am, then what is not me?-he wonders.

An echo replies,-You are that which you are, and not that which you are
not-

-An unsatisfactory answer-he muses.
-Good-replies the echo.

-What is that note?-he asks.

-It is an alarm to wake you-

He floats. Around him swim a billion billion stars. Great clusters drift by,
ablaze with energy. In riots of color they spin, giant reds and blues, the
smaller oranges and yellows, and the tiny reds and whites. The colorless
and angry black ones drink in the storm of light around them, and a few
twist the fabric of space and time, sending his vision swimming as he tries
to fathom their passing. From each to each a line of force stretches, binding
them all in a net of power. Back and forth along the strands of this web
energy flows, pulsing with a life that is not life. The stars know as they fly



by. They are aware of his presence, but acknowledge it not. He is too small
for them to be concerned with. Around him stretches away the whole of the
universe.

At various points in the web, creatures of power rest or work, each
different from the others, but all somehow the same. Some he can see are
gods, for they are familiar to him, and others are less or more. Each plays a
role. Some regard him, for his passing is not without notice; some are
beyond him, too great to comprehend him, and so being, are less than he.
Others study him closely, weighing his power and abilities against their
own. He studies them in return. All speak not.

He speeds among the stars and the beings of power, until he espies a star,
one among the multitude, but one that calls to him. From the star, twenty
lines of energy lead away, and near each is a being of power. Without
knowing why, he understands that here are the ancient gods of Kelewan.
Each plays on the nearest line of power influenc- ing the structure of space
and time nearby. Some contest among themselves, others work oblivious to
the strife, and still others do nothing that is discernible.

He moves closer. A single planet swings about the star, a blue and green
sphere shrouded in white clouds. Kelewan.

Down the lines of force he plunges, until he is on the surface. Here he sees
a world untouched by the footprint of man. He stands on a cliff looking
down upon a great plain of grass separated from the sea by a small beach. A
shimmering in the air begins, and the sea beyond the plain is distorted. Like
the agitation of the air by the heat of the day, the scene ripples. Scintillating
colors appear in the air. Then, as if by two giant hands, the very fabric of
space and time is torn, an ever widening gap through which he can see.
Beyond this fracture in the air, a vision of chaos is revealed, a mad display
of energy, as if all the lines of power in that universe are torn asunder. Bolts
of energy sufficient to destroy suns explode in displays of color beyond the
ability of mortal eyes to describe, leaving them dazzled with lesser lights.
From deep within this giant rift a wide bridge of golden light extends
downward, until it touches the grass of the plain. Upon the bridge thousands
of figures are moving, escaping the madness beyond the rift to the serenity
of the plain.



Downward they hurry, some carrying all they own on their backs, others
with animals pulling wagons and sleds heaped with valuables. All press
forward, fleeing a name- less horror behind.

He studies the figures, and though much is alien, he can see much that is
also familiar. Many wear short robes of plain fashion, and he knows he is
looking upon the seeds of the Tsurani race. Their faces are more basic,
showing less of the blending with others that would take place in years to
come. Most were fair with brown or blond hair. At their feet run barking
dogs, sleek and swift greyhounds.

Next to them stride proud warriors, with slanted eyes and bronze skin.
These are fighting men, but not organized soldiers, for they wear robes of
different cut and color one from the other. Each steps down off the bridge,
some showing wounds, all hiding terror behind implacable expressions.
Over their shoulders they cany long swords of fine steel, fashioned with
great care. The tops of their heads are shaved, with the hair around pulled
back into a knot. These bear the proud look of men unsure if they are better
off for having survived the battle. Mixed among them are others, all
strangers.

A race of short people carry nets that proclaim them fishers, though of
what sea only they know. All have dark hair, sallow skins, and grey-green
eyes. Men, women, and children all wear simple fur trousers, leaving upper
bodies bare.

Behind them come a nation of tall, noble, black- skinned people. Their
robes are richly fashioned of soft and subtle colors. Many have gems
adorning their foreheads, and gold bands on their arms. All are weeping for
a homeland never to be seen again.

Then come riders upon impossible beasts that look like flying serpents
with feathered birds' heads. Upon their faces are mask of animals and birds,
brightly painted and plumed. They are covered in paint alone, for their
home- world was a hot place. They wear their nakedness like a cloak, for
there is beauty in their form, as if each had been fashioned by a master
sculptor, and they bear weapons of black glass. Women and children ride
behind the men unmasked, revealing expressions made harsh by the cruel



world they flee. The Serpent Riders turn their creatures eastward and fly
away. The great flying snakes will die out in the cold highlands of the east,
but will remain forever in the legends of the proud Thuril.

Thousands more come, all walking down the golden ramp to set foot upon
Kelewan. When they reach the plain, some move off, traveling to other
parts of the planet, but many stay and watch as thousands more come across
the bridge. Time passes, night follows day, then gives way to day once
more, while the hosts enter from the insane storm of chaos.

With them come twenty beings of power, also fleeing the utter destruction
of a universe. The multitudes upon the plain see them not, but he watches.
He knows they will become the twenty gods of Kelewan, the Ten Higher
and Ten Lower Beings. They fly upward, to wrest the lines of power from
the andent, feeble beings who hold station around this world. There is no
struggle as the new gods take their stations, for the old beings of power
know a new order is coming into the world.

After days of watching, he sees that the stream of humanity is thinning.
Hundreds of men and women pull huge boats made from some metal,
shining in the sun, mounted on wheels of a black substance. They reach the
plain and see the ocean beyond the narrow beach. They give a shout and
pull their boats to the water and launch them. Fifty boats raise sail and set
out across the ocean, heading southward, for the land that will become
Tsubar, the lost nation.

The last group is composed of thousands of men in robes of many designs
and colors. He knows that these are the priests and magicians of many
nations. Together they stand, holding back the raging madness beyond. As
he watches, many fall, their lives burning out like spent candles. At some
prearranged signal, many of them, but less than one for each hundred
standing at the top of the golden bridge, turn and flee downward. All are
holding books, scrolls, and other tomes of knowledge. When they reach the
bottom of the bridge, they turn and watch the unfolding drama at the top.

Those above, looking not at those who have fled but at what they hold
back, give forth a shout, incanting a mighty spell, wielding magic of
enormous power. Those below echo their cries, and all who can hear them



quail in dread at the sound. The bridge begins to dissolve, from the ground
up. A flood of terror and hate comes pouring through the rift, and those who
stand atop the bridge begin to crumple before its onslaught. As the bridge
and the opening above disappear from sight, a single blast of fury comes
through that stuns many who stand upon the plain below, felling them as if
with a blow.

For some time those who escaped the nameless terror behind the rift stand
mute. Then slowly they start to disperse. Groups break away and move off.
He knows that, in years to come, these ragged refugees will conquer this
world, for they are the seeds of the nations that populate Kelewan.

He knows he has seen the beginning of the nations, and their flight from
the Enemy, the nameless terror that destroyed the homes of the races of
mankind, dispersing them to other universes.

Again the cloak of time is drawn over him, creating darkness.
Followed by light.

On the plain that had been empty, a great city stands. Its white towers
ascend to the skies. Its people are industrious and the dry prospers.
Caravans of trade goods come overland, and great ships call from across the
sea. Years speed by, bringing war and famine, peace and bounty.

One day a ship pulls into the harbor, as scarred and ill as its crew. A great
battle has been fought and this ship is one of the few to survive. Those
across the water will come soon, and the City of the Plains will fall if help
is not forthcoming. Runners are sent north to the cities along the great river,
for should the white city fall, nothing will prevent the invaders from
striking northward. Runners return, carrying the news. The armies of the
other cities will come. He watches as they gather and meet the invaders near
the sea. The invaders are repulsed, but the cost is great, for the battle rages
twelve days. A hundred thousand men die, and the sands are red for months.
A thousand ships bum, and the sky is filled with black smoke, and for days
it falls upon the land, covering miles about with a fine, powdery ash. The
city of white becomes the city of grey. The sea is called Blood from that day
forward, and the great bay is called Battle. But out of the battle an alliance



is formed, and the seeds of the great Empire are planted, the world-spanning
Empire of Tsura- nuanni.

In the east, the sky darkens as night approaches.

As the sun rises, he stands near a magician who has worked the night
through. The man grows alarmed at what his calculations have shown, and
he incants a spell that takes him to another place. The watcher follows. In a
small hall, several more magicians react with expressions of dread to the
news the first magician brings. A messenger is dispatched to the Warlord,
ruler of the Empire in the Emperor's name. The Warlord summons the
magicians. The watcher follows. The magicians explain the news. The signs
in the stars, along with ancient writings, herald the coming of a great
disaster. A star, a wanderer in the heavens sighted where none has been seen
before, stands motionless but grows brighter. It will bring destruction to the
nations. The Warlord is skeptical, but of late more and more nobles have
come to heed the words of magicians. There have always been legends of
magicians saving the nations from the Enemy, but few think them likely.
Still, there is now this new convocation of magicians, who have formed
something called the Assembly, toward what ends only the magicians know.
So, with the changing times in mind, the Warlord agrees to take the news to
the Emperor. After a time, an order is sent to the Assembly by the Emperor.
His demand: bring proof. The magicians shake their heads and return to
their modest halls.

Decades pass, and the magicians conduct a campaign of propaganda,
seeking to influence any noble of the Empire who will listen. The day
arrives when the news is proclaimed that the Emperor is dead and his son
now reigns. The magicians gather with all who can travel to the Holy City
for the coronation of the new Emperor.

Thousands of people line the streets, while slaves bear the nobles of the
land in litters to the great temples. The new Emperor rides the ancient
golden throne, born by a hundred husky slaves. He is crowned, while the
symbolic slaying of a slave is performed deep within the halls of the temple
of the death god, Turakamu, as a petition to the gods to allow the old
Emperor's soul to rest in heaven.



The crowd cheers, for Sudkahanchoza, thirty-four times Emperor, is well
loved and this will be the last time they will ever look upon him. He will
now retire to the Holy Palace, where his soul will stand forever vigilant on
behalf of his subjects, while the Warlord and the High Council conduct the
business of governing the Empire. The new Emperor will live a
contemplative life, reading, painting, studying the great books of the
temples, seeking to purify his soul for this arduous life.

This Emperor is unlike his father and, after hearing the grave news from
the Assembly, orders the building of a great castle upon an island in the
center of the giant lake in the midst of the mountains of Ambolina.

Time...
... passes.

Hundreds of black-clad magicians stand atop towers that rise from the city
of the island, not yet the magnificent single entity of the future. Two
hundred years have passed and now two suns bum in the sky, one warm and
yellow- green, the other small, white, and angry. The watcher sees the men
work their magic, the greatest spell cast in the history of the nations. Even
the legendary bridge from the outside, the beginning of time, was not so
great a feat, for then they had only moved between worlds, now they would
move a star. Below he can feel the presence of hundreds of other magicians,
adding their power to those above. The spell has been wrought over the last
few years, each step taken with the greatest care, as the Stranger
approaches. Though powerful beyond compare, this en- chantment is also
delicate in the extreme. Any misstep and its work will be undone. He looks
up and sees the Stranger, its course marked toward the path of this world. It
will not strike Kelewan, but there is little doubt that its heat added to
Kelewan's already hot star will render the planet lifeless. Kelewan will hang
for over a year between its own primary and the Stranger, in constant
daylight, and all magicians agree that only a few might survive in deep
caves, to emerge to a burned-out planet. Now they must act, before it is too
late to try again should the enchantment fail.

Now they do act, all in concert, incanting the last piece of the great arcane
work. The world seems to stand still for a moment, reverberating with the



final word of the spell.

Slowly that reverberation grows louder, picking up reso- nance,
developing new harmonies, new overtones, a character of its own. Soon it is
loud enough to deafen those in the towers, who cover their ears. Below,
those on the ground stand in mute wonder, looking to the sky where a blaze
of color begins to form. Ragged bolts of energy flash and the light from the
two stars is dimmed in momentarily blinding displays that will leave some
who viewed them sightless for the rest of their lives. He is not affected by
the sound or light, as if some agency has taken care to protect him from
their effects. A great rift appears in the sky, much like the one the golden
bridge came through ages ago. He watches without emotion, his strongest
feeling being detached fascination. It grows in the sky, between the Stranger
and Kelewan, and begins to move away from the planet, toward the
invading star.

But something else occurs. From the heart of the rift, more violent than at
the time of the golden bridge, an unprecedented display of erupting energies
comes forth. The chaotic scene is matched with an overwhelming wave of
hatred. The Enemy, the evil power that drove the nations to Kelewan, still
abides in the other universe, and it has not forgotten those who escaped it
ages ago. It cannot pierce the barrier of the rift, for it needs more time to
move between universes than the life-span of the rift, but it reaches forth
and warps it, sending it away from the Stranger. The rift grows larger, and
those on the ground see it is going to engulf Kelewan, bringing the planet
back into the dominion of the Enemy.

The watcher looks on impassively, unlike those around him, for he knows
that this is not the end of the world. The rift rushes toward the planet, and
one magician comes forth.

He is somehow familiar to the one who watches. The man, unlike those
around him, wears a brown robe, fastened round with a whipcord belt, and
holds a staff of wood. He raises the staff above his head and incants. The
rift changes, from colors impossible to describe to inky black, and it strikes
the planet.



The heavens explode for a moment, then all around is black. When the
darkness lifts, the sun, Kelewan's own, is dropping below the horizon. The
magicians who are not dead or mad stare upward in horror. Above them the
sky is a void, without stars. Blackness...

... heralds the passing of time again. He is standing in the halls of the
Assembly. Magicians are appearing regularly, using the pattern on the floor
as a focal point for their transit. Each remembers the pattern like an address,
and wills himself there. The question at hand is what is to be done to return
Kelewan to its own universe. A message arrives from the Emperor. He begs
the Assembly to solve the problem, promising them whatever aid they
require.

The watcher moves forward through generations to find the magicians
again upon the towers. Now, instead of the invading Stranger, they regard a
starless sky. Another spell, years in the fashioning, is being incanted. When
it is finished, the earth reverberates with violent energies. Suddenly the sky
is ablaze with stars and Kelewan is again in its normal place.

The Emperor sends a command that the full Assembly should come to the
Holy City at once. By ones and twos they use the patterns to travel to
Kentosani. The watcher follows. There they are taken to the inner chamber
of the Emperor's palace, something unheard of in the history of the Empire.

Of the seven thousand magicians who gathered a century before to thwart
the Stranger only two hundred survived. Even now that number has
increased but slightly, so that not even one magidan for each twenty who
stood upon towers against the Stranger answers the Emperor's call. They
advance to stand before Tukamaco, forty times Emperor, descendant of
Sudkahanchoza, and Light of Heaven. The Emperor asks if the Assembly
will accept the charge to stand ever vigilant over the Empire, protecting it
until the end of time. The magicians confer, and agree. The Emperor then
leaves his throne and abases himself before the assembled magicians,
something never done before. He sits back and, still on his knees before
them, throws wide his arms and proclaims that from this day forth the
magicians are the Great Ones, free from all obligations, save the charge just
accepted. They are outside the law and none may command them, including



the Warlord, who stands to one side, a frown upon his face. Whatever they
desire is theirs to ask, for their words will be as law.

Darkness...
...and time passes.

The watcher stands before the Warlord's throne. A delegation of
magicians stand before the Warlord. They present him with proof of what
they have claimed. A controllable rift, free from the Enemy's influence, has
been opened, and another world has been found. This is unsuitable for life-
but a second has been discovered, a rich, ripe world. They show him a
lifetime's worth of wealth in metals, all found lying about, discarded. He
who watches smiles to himself over the Warlord's eagerness at the sight of a
broken breastplate, a rusted sword, and a handful of bent nails. To further
prove this is an alien world they present him with a strange but beautiful
flower. The Warlord smells it and is pleased with its rich fragrance. The
watcher nods, for he, too, knows the richness of the Midkemian rose.

The black wing of passing time covers him again.

Once more he stood upon the platform. He looked around and saw that the
full fury of the storm was breaking around him. Only by his unconsdous
will had he been able to stand upon this platform, whil his conscious mind
was occupied by the unfolding history of Kelewan. He now understood the
nature of the test, for he found himself exhausted from the energy he had
expended during the ordeal. While being instilled with the final instruction
in his place in this society, he had been tested with the raw fury of nature.

He took a last look around, finding the grim view of the storm-tossed lake
and the shuttered windows of the towers somehow satisfying. He strove to
capture this image, as if to ensure that he would forever remember the
moment he came to his full awakening as a Great One, for there were no
more blocks on his memory, or his emotions. He exulted in his power: no
longer Pug the keep boy, but now a magician of power to dwarf the
imagination of his former master, Kulgan. And never again will either of
these worlds, Midkemia or Kelewan, seem the same to him.



By force of will he descended to the roof, floating gently through the
raging wind. The door opened in anticipation of his coming. He entered,
and it closed behind him. Shimone was waiting for him, a smile upon his
face. As they moved down the long halls of the Assembly building-city, the
skies outside exploded with dashes of thunder, as if heralding his arrival.

Hochopepa sat upon his mat, awaiting the arrival of his guest. The heavy,
bald magidan was interested in gauging the mettle of the newest member of
the Assembly, come into his estate as a wearer of the black robe the
previous day.

A chime sounded, announdng his guest's arrival. Hochopepa stood and
crossed his nchly furnished apart- ment. He pulled aside the sliding door.
"Welcome, Milamber. I am pleased you saw fit to accept my invitation."

"I amnonored," was all Milamber said as he entered and regarded the
room. Of all the quarters in the Assembly building he had seen, this was by
far the most opulent. The hangings on the walls were rich cloth, enhanced
with the finest threadwork, and there were several valuable metal objects
adorning various shelves.

Milamber made a study of his host as well. The heavy- set magidan
showed Milamber to a cushion before a low table and then poured cups of
chocha. His plump hands moved with controlled ease, predsely and
effidently. His dark, nearly black, eyes shone from under the thick brows
that accented an otherwise deceptively bland face. He was the stockiest
magidan Milamber had seen yet, as most who wore the black robe tended to
be thin and ascetic-looking. Milamber sensed this was largely by design, as
if someone occupied with the pleasures of the flesh couldn't be too
concerned with matters of deep thought.

After the first sip of chocha had been taken, Hocho- pepa said, "You pose
something of a problem for me, Milamber."

When Milamber made no comment, Hochopepa said, "You make no
remark." Milamber inclined his head in agreement. "Perhaps your
background accounts for a bit more native wariness than is the rule here."



Milamber said, "A slave become magician is something to ponder."

Hochopepa waved his hand. "It is a rarity for a slave to don the black
robe, but not unheard of. Occasionally the power is not recognized until
adulthood. But that is not for this discussion. Your particular situation, the
one that makes you somewhat of a problem for me, is that you are a
barbarian-excuse me, were a barbarian."

Milamber smiled again. He had left the Tower of Testing with all his
memories of his life, though much about his training was still sketchy. He
understood the processes that had been used to bring him into control of his
magic. They had singled him out as one among a hundred thousand, a Great
One. Of the two hundred million people of the Empire, he was one of two
thousand magicians of the black robe. His slave-bred wariness, as
Hochopepa pointed out, combined with his own native intelligence to keep
him silent. Hochopepa was trying to make a point and Milamber would wait
to hear what it was, no matter how roundabout the stout magician in- sisted
on being.

When Milamber said nothing, Hochopepa continued. "Your position is
strange for several reasons. The obvious one is that you are the first to wear
the black who is not of this world. The second is that you were the
apprentice of a Lesser Magician."

Milamber raised an eyebrow. "Kulgan? You know of my training?"

Hochopepa laughed, a genuine belly laugh, which made Milamber relax
his guard a little and regard the other man with a little less distrust. "Of
course. There was not one aspect of your background that was not closely
examined, for you provided a wealth of information about your world."
Hochopepa looked closely at his guest. "The Warlord might choose to
launch an invasion into a world we know little about-over the objections of
his magician advisers, I might add-but we of the Assembly prefer to study
our adversaries. We were most relieved to learn magic is restricted to the
province of priests and followers of the Lesser Path on your world."

"Again you mention a Lesser Magic. What is your meaning?"



It was Hochopepa's turn to look slightly surprised. "I assumed you knew."
Milamber shook his head. "The Path of Lesser Magic is walked by some
who can operate certain forces by power of will, though of a different order
than we of the black robe."

"Then you know of my previous failure."

Hochopepa laughed again. "Yes. Had you been less suited to me Greater
Path, you might have learned his ways. As it is, you had too much ability to
have succeeded as a Lesser Path magician. It is a talent rather than an art,
the Lesser Path. The Greater Path is for scholars."

Milamber nodded. Each time Hochopepa explained a concept, it was as if
Milamber had known it all his life. He remarked on this.

"It is easy enough to understand. During your training, many facts and
concepts were taught you. The basic concepts of magic were taught early,
your responsibility to the Empire later. Part of the process of bringing all
your abilities to maturity requires that all these facts be there when you
need them. But much of what you were taught was also masked, to be
revealed when you needed it, when you could fully understand what was in
your mind. There will be a period when thoughts will come unbidden from
time to time. As you frame a question, the answer will appear in your mind.
And sometimes an answer will come as you read it or hear it, as if you had
already known it. It serves to keep you from reeling under the impact of
years of learning coming upon you in an instant.

Milamber said, "Again, I would hear of your problem."

Hochopepa adjusted his robe, smoothing the creases. "Indulge me a
moment longer for a brief digression. It all has bearing on why I asked you
here." Milamber signified that Hochopepa should continue.

"Little is known of our peoples before the Escape. We know that the
nations came from many different worlds. There is also some speculation
that others fled the Enemy to different worlds, your former homeworld
among them perhaps. There are a few shreds of evidence to support that
hypothesis, but it is only conjecture at this point." Milam- ber thought about



the games of shah he had played with the Lord of the Shinzawai and
considered the possibility.

"We came as refugees. Of millions, only thousands survived to plant seeds
here. We found this world old and used up. Great civilizations once
flourished here, and all that is left of them is one, smooth stones where once
cities stood. Who these creatures were, no one knows. This world has few
metals, and what was brought with us in the Escape wore away over the
ages. Our animals, like your horses and cattle, died out, all save dogs. We
had to adjust to our new homeworld, and to each other.

"We fought many wars between the time of the Escape and the advent of
the Stranger. We were little more than city-states until the Battle ofa
Thousand Ships. Then the humblest of the races, the Tsurani, rose to
conquer all others, uniting most of this world in a single Empire.

"We of the Assembly support the Empire because on this world it is the
single most powerful force for order- not because it is noble, or fair, or
beautiful, or just. But because of it the majority of humanity can live and
work without war in their homelands, can live without famine, plagues, and
the other disasters of older times. And with this order around us, we of the
Assembly can work unhindered.

"It was the attempt to dispel the Stranger that first made it apparent that
we must be able to work unhindered by anyone, including the Emperor,
with whatever re- sources are necessary. We were robbed of precious time
for action by the Emperor's lack of cooperation when we first learned of the
Stranger. Had we been given support at once, we might have been able to
deal with the Enemy when it acted to warp the rift. That is why we accepted
the charge to defend and serve the Empire, in exchange for total freedom."

Milamber said, "This is all apparent as you speak of it. I am still waiting
to hear of your problem regarding me."

Hochopepa sighed. "In good time, my friend. I must finish one last
comment. You must understand why the Assembly functions as it does to
have any hope of surviv- ing more than a few weeks."



Milamber looked openly surprised at this remark. "Survive?"

"Yes, Milamber, survive, for there are many here who would have seen
you at the bottom of the lake during your training."

"Why?"

"We work to restore the Greater Art. When we fled the Enemy, at the
dawn of history, only one magician in a thousand who battled the Enemy
survived. They, for the most part, were the lesser magicians and
apprentices. They banded together in small groups to protect the knowledge
they brought with them from their homeworlds. At first, countrymen would
seek out countrymen, then, later, larger associations grew, as desire grew to
restore the lost arts. After centuries had passed, the Assembly was founded,
and magicians from all parts of the worid came, until today all who walk
the Greater Path are members of the Assembly. Most of those who practice
the Lesser Art serve here as well, though they are afforded a different level
of respect and freedom. They tend to be better at building devices and
understanding the forces of nature than we of the black robes. While not
outside the law, they are protected from interference from others by the
Assembly. All magi- cians are the province of the Assembly."

Milamber said, "So we gain freedom to act as we see fit, as long as we act
in the best interest of the Empire."

Hochopepa nodded. "It does not matter what we do, or even that two
magicians may find themselves at odds over some action or another, as long
as both are working in what they believe is the best interest of the Empire."

"From my somewhat 'barbaric' point of view, a strange law."

"Not a law, but a tradition. On this world, my barbaric friend, tradition and
custom can be a much stronger constraint than law. Laws are changed, but
tradition endures."

"I think I see what your problem is, my civilized friend. You are not sure
if I will act in the best interest of the Empire, being an outlander."



Hochopepa nodded. "Were we certain that you were capable of acting
against the Empire, you would have been killed. As it is. we are uncertain,
though we tend to believe it unlikely you are capable of such action."

For the first time, Milamber was completely unsure of what he was
hearing. "I was under the assumption that you had ways of ensuring that all
who are trained are loyal to the Empire, as the first duty."

"Normally, yes. In your case we faced problems new to us. As far as we
can tell, you are submerged in the underlying cause of the brotherhood of
magicians, the order of the Empire. Usually we are certain. We simply read
the apprentice's mind. With you we couldn't. We had to rely on truth drugs,
long interrogations, and training drills designed to show any duplicity."

"Wh}l?”

"Not for any reason we understand. The spells of thought masking are
known. It was nothing of that sort. It was as if your mind held some
property we had never encountered before. Perhaps a natural talent
unknown to us, but common to your world, or the result of some training at
the hands of your Lesser Path master protected you against our mind-
reading arts.

"In any event, it created something of a stir in these halls, you may be
sure. Several times during your training, the question of your continuing
was raised, and each time our inability to read your mind was given as
reason for your termination. Each time, more were willing to see you
continue than not. On the whole you present a possible wealth of new
knowledge and, as such, deserve every benefit of the doubt-to ensure we do
not lose such a valuable addition to our storehouse of talents, of course."

"Of course," Milamber said dryly.

"Yesterday the question of your continuation became critical. When the
time came for your final acceptance into the Assembly, the issue was put to
the vote and ended in a tie. There was one abstention, myself. As long as I
remain unallied with one side or the other, the question of your survival is
moot. You are free to act as a fuU member of the Assembly until I recast



my vote to ratify your selection into the Assembly, or not. Our tradition
does not allow a change of vote, once cast, except abstentions. As no one
absent during the voting may add their vote later, I am the only one who can
break the tie. So the result of the voting, no matter how long delayed, is
mine to dedde."

Milamber looked long and hard at the older magician. "I see,"

Hochopepa shook his head slowly. "I wonder if you do. To put it in its
simplest form, the question of the moment is, what am I to do with you?
Without meaning to, I find your life in my hands. What I have to dedde is
whether or not you should be killed. That is why I wished to see you, to see
if I might have erred in judgment."

Suddenly Milamber threw back his head and laughed, long and hard. In a
moment, tears were running down his cheeks. When he quieted, Hochopepa
said, "I fail to see the humor."

Milamber raised his hand in a placating gesture. "No offense was
intended, my civilized friend. But surely you must see the irony of the
situation., I was a slave, my life subject to the whim of others. For all my
training, and advancement in station, I find that this fact has not been
altered." He paused for a moment, and his smile was friendly. "Still, I would
rather have you hold my life in your hands than my former overseer. That is
what I find so funny."

Hochopepa was startled by the answer, then he, too, started to laugh.
"Many of our brothers pay little heed to the ancient teachings, but if you are
familiar with our older philosophers you will understand my meaning. You
seem to be a man who has found his wal. I think we have an understanding,
my barbaric friend. I think we have started well."

Milamber studied Hochopepa. Without knowing the unconscious process
whereby he reached the conclusion, he judged he had found an ally, and
perhaps a friend. "I think so, as well. And I think you also a man who has
found his wal."



Feigning modesty, Hochopepa said, "I am but a simple man, too much a
slave to pleasures of the flesh to have reached such a state of perfect
centering." With a sigh, he leaned forward and began to speak intently.
"Listen to me well, Milamber. For all the reasons enumerated before, you
are as much a weapon to be feared as a possible source of knowledge. Many
of our brothers are little more than superstitious peasants, distrusting that
which is alien and unknown. From this day forward, you must bend
yourself to one task. Stay peacefully hidden within your wal, and become
Tsurani. To all outward appearances, you must become more Tsurani than
anyone else in the Assembly. Is that understood?"

"It is," Milamber said simply.

Hochopepa poured another cup of hot chocha each. "Be especially wary
of the Warlord's pets. Their master rankles at the progress of the war upon
your former homewold and is suspicious of the Assembly. Now that two of
our brothers died in the last major campaign, fewer of our brothers are
willing to lend further aid to that undertaking. The few magicians left
within his faction are overtaxed, and it is rumored he will be unable to
subdue any more of your world without a miracle. It would take a united
High Council-which should happen when the Thun raiders become
agriculturalists and poets, and not before-or a large number of Black Robes
agreeing to do his bidding. The latter should occur about a year after the,
former, so you can see he is in a somewhat poor political I situation.
Warlords who fail in conducting war tend to fall; from grace quickly." With
a smile he added, "Of course, we of the Assembly are far above matters
political." His tone turned serious once more. "You must face one thing: he
may view you as a potential threat, either influencing; others not to aid him,
or openly opposing him from some deep-rooted sympathy for your former
homeland. You are protected from his direct actions, but you still might run
afoul of his pets. Some still blindly follow his lead."

" The path of power is a path of turns within turns," Milamber quoted.

Hochopepa nodded, a satisfied expression upon his face. His eyes seemed
to glint. "That is Tsurani. You learn quickly"



In the following weeks, Milamber grew into the fullness of his new
position, learning the responsibilities of his office. It was remarked on more
than once, and occasionally with distrust, that there had been few who had
demonstrated so much ability so soon after donning the black robe.

For all the changes in his existence, Milamber dis- covered many things
were unchanged. With practice, he discovered he still had untapped wells of
power within, which could be called up only in times of stress. He studied
to bring this wild augmentation of power under control, but with little
success. He also discovered he was able to put aside the mental conditions
placed upon him during training. He chose not to reveal this fact to anyone,
not even Hochopepa. His reordering of these mental condi- tionings also
regained him something else, a nearly overwhelming desire to be with
Katala once again. He put aside that desire, to go to her at once and demand
her release from the Lord of the Shinzawai, well within his ability now he
was a Great One. He hesitated for fear of the reaction of the other
magicians, and for fear her feelings might have changed toward him.
Instead he plunged into his studies.

His time in the Assembly brought forth his true identity, as he had been
told it would. This identity proved the key to his unusual mastery of the
Greater Path. He was a being of both worlds, worlds bound together by the
great rift. And for as long as those worlds stayed bound together he drew
power from both, twice the power available to others of the black robe. This
knowledge revealed his true name, that name which could not be spoken
lest it let another gain power over him. In the ancient Tsurani language,
unused since the time of the Escape, it meant, "One who stands between
worlds."

FIVE VOYAGE
SEA BREEZES SWEPT THE WALLS.

Arutha looked out at the town of Crydee and the sea beyond, his brown
hair ruffled by the wind. Patches of light and dark flashed across the
landscape as high, fluffy clouds raced overhead. Arutha watched the distant
hori- zon, taking in the vista of the Endless Sea whipped to a froth of
whitecaps, as the noise of workmen restoring another building in the town



blew by on the wind.Another autumn visited Crydee, the eighth since the
start of the war. Arutha considered it fortunate another spring and summer
had passed without a major Tsurani offensive; still, he felt little cause for
comfort. He was no longer a boy fresh to command, but a seasoned soldier.
At twenty-seven years he had seen more conflict, and had made more
decisions, than most men of the Kingdom knew in their lives. In his best
judgment, he knew the Tsurani were slowly winning the war.

He let his mind drift a little, then shook himself out of his brooding. While
no longer a moody boy, he still tended to let introspection overtake him. He
found it best to keep busy and avoid such wasteful pastimes.

"It is a short autumn."

Arutha looked to his left and found Roland standing nearby. The Squire
had caught the Prince lost in thpught and had made his approach without
detection. Arutha found himself irritated. He shrugged it off and said, "And
a short winter will follow, Roland. And in the spring..."

"What news of Longbow?"

Arutha balled a gloved fist and gently struck the stones of the wall, the
slow, controlled gesture a clear sign of his frustration. "I've regretted the
need for his going a hun- dred times. Of the three, only Garret shows any
sense of caution. That Charles is a Tsurani madman, consumed by honor,
and Longbow is..."

"Longbow," finished Roland.

"I've never met a man who reveals so little of himself, Roland. If I live as
long as an elf, I don't think I'll ever understand what makes him the way he
is."

Roland leaned against the cool stones of the wall and said, "Do you think
they're safe?"

Arutha returned his attention to the sea. "If any man in Crydee can crest
the mountains into the Tsurani-held valley and get back, it is Martin. Still, I



worry."

Roland found the admission surprising. Like Martin, Arutha was not a
man to reveal what he felt. Sensing the Prince's deep trouble, Roland
changed the topic. "I've a message from my father, Arutha."”

"I was told there was a personal message among the dispatches from
Tulan."

"Then you know Father's calling me home."
"Yes. I'm sorry about the broken leg."

"Father was never much of a rider. It's the second time he's fallen from his
horse and broken something. Last time, when I was little, it was his arm."

"It's been a long time since you were home."

Roland shrugged. "With the war, I felt little need to return. Most of the
fighting's been around here. And," he added with a grin, "there are other
reasons to stay."

Sharing the smile, Arutha said, "Have you told Carline yet?"

Roland lost his grin. "Not yet. I thought I'd wait until I'd arranged for a
ship south.” With the Brotherhood's abandonment of the Green Heart, travel
by land to the south was nearly impossible, for the Tsurani had cut off the
roads to Carse and Tulan.

A shout from the tower caused them to turn. "Trackers approaching!"

Arutha squinted against the glare reflecting off the distant sea and could
make out three figures trotting easily along the road. When they were close
enough to be seen clearly, Arutha said, "Longbow." There was a note of
relief in his voice.

Leaving the wall, Arutha descended the steps to the courtyard to wait for
the Huntmaster and his men. Roland stood by his side as the three dusty



men entered the gates of the castle. Both Garret and Charles remained silent
as Martin said, "Greetings, Highness."

"Greetings, Martin. What news?" asked the Prince.

Martin began to recount the facts unearthed at the Tsurani camp, and after
a moment, Arutha cut him off. "Better save your wind for the council,
Martin. Roland, go gather Father Tully, Swordmaster Fannon, and Amos
Trask, and bring them to the council hall."

Roland hurried off and Arutha said, "Charles and Garret are to come as
well, Martin."

Garret glanced at the former Tsurani slave, who shrugged. Both knew the
long-anticipated hot meal would have to wait a little longer upon the
Prince's convenience.

Martin took the seat next to Amos Trask, while Charles and Garret
remained standing. The former sea captain nodded a greeting to Martin, as
Arutha pulled out his own chair, as was his habit, ignoring most formalities
when with his councillors. Amos had become an unofficial member of
Arutha's staff since the siege of the castle; he was an enterprising man of
many unexpected skills.

Arutha said, "Martin has just returned from a mission of special
importance. Martin, tell us what you've seen."

Martin said, "We climbed the Grey Towers and en- tered the valley where
the Tsurani have their head- quarters."

Fannon and Tully looked at the Huntmaster with surprise, while Amos
Trask guffawed. "You toss aside a small saga in one sentence," said the
seaman.

Martin ignored the comment and said, "I think it best to let Charles tell
you what we saw."



The former Tsurani slave's voice held a note of con- cern. "Ill news.
Highness. From all signs, the Warlord will launch another major offensive
next spring."

All in the room sat speechless, save Fannon. "How can you be sure? Are
there new armies in his camp?"

Charles shook his head. "No, the new soldiers will not arrive until just
before the first spring thaw. My former countrymen have little liking for
your cold climate. They will stage during the winter months outside the
City of the Plains on Kelewan, at ease in milder weather. They'll move
through the rift just before the offensive."

Even after five years, Fannon still had lingering doubts about Charles's
loyalty, though Longbow held none. "How, then," said the Swordmaster,
"can you be certain there is to be an offensive? We've had none since the
assault on Elvandar three years ago."

"There are new banners in the Warlord's camp. They are the banners of the
clans of the Blue Wheel Party, absent since the siege of Crydee. It can only
mean another shift in the politics of the High Council. It tells us the
Alliance for War is again formed."

Of au in the room, only Tully seemed to grasp what Charles was saying.
He made a study of the Tsurani, learning all he could from the captured
slaves. He said, "You had better explain, Charles."

Charles took a moment to organize his remarks and said, ""You must
understand one thing of my former homeland. Above everything except
honor and obedience to the Emperor, there is the High Council. To gain in
the High Coundl is worth much, even the risk of life itself. More than one
family has been destroyed by plots and intrigues within the Council. We of
the Empire refer to this as the 'Game of the Council.'

"My family was well placed within the Hunzan Clan, neither great enough
to warrant notice by our clan's rivals, nor small enough to be relegated to
only minor roles. We had the benefit of knowing much of the matters before
the High Council without having to worry overly much about what



decisions were made. Our clan was active in the Party for Progress, for we
numbered many scholars, teachers, healers, priests, and artists in our
families.

"Then for a time the Hunzan'Clan left the Party for Progress, for reasons
not clear to any but the highest family leaders, reasons I can only speculate
on. My clan joined with the clans of the Blue Wheel Party, one of the oldest
in the High Council. While not so powerful as the Warlord's War Party, or
the traditionalists of the Imperial Party, it still has much honor and
influence.

"Six years ago, when I first came here, the Blue Wheel Party had joined
with the War Party to form the Alliance for War. Those of us in the lesser
families were not told why such a radical change in alignment had come
about, but there was little doubt it was a matter of the Game of the Council.

"My personal fall from grace and my enslavement was certainly necessary
to ensure that those of my clan would stay above suspicion until the time
was right for whatever move was being planned. It is now clear what that
move was.

"Since the siege of this castle, I have seen no sign of any soldier who's a
member of the Blue Wheel families. I took it to mean the Alliance for War
had been ended."

Fannon interrupted. "Are you then saying the conduct of this war is but an
aspect of some political game in this High Council?"

Charles said, "Swordmaster, I know it is difficult for a man as steadfast in
his loyalty to his nation as you are to understand such a thing. But that is
exactly what I am saying.

"There are reasons, Tsurani reasons, for such a war. Your world is rich in
metals, metals we treasure on Kelewan. Also, ours is a bloody history, and
all who are not of Tsuranuanni are to be feared and subjugated. If we could
find your world, then might not you someday find ours?



"But more, it is a way for the Warlord to gain great influence in the High
Council. For centuries we have fought the Thuril Confederation, and when
we at last were forced to the treaty table, the War Party lost a great deal of
power within the council. This war is a way for that lost power to be
regained. The Emperor rarely commands, {eaving the Warlord supreme, but
the Warlord is still the Lord of a family, the Warchief of a clan, and as such
is constantly seeking to gain advantage for his own people in the Game of
the Council."

Tully looked fascinated. "So the Blue Wheel Party joining with the
Warlord's party, then suddenly withdraw- ing, was but a ploy in this
political game, a maneuver to gain some advantage?"

Charles smiled. "It is very Tsurani, good father. The Warlord planned his
first campaign with great care, then three years into it finds himself with
only half an army. He is overextended, unable to bring news of smashing
vic- tories to the High Council and the Emperor. He loses position and
prestige in the game."

Fannon said, "Unbelievable! Hundreds of men dying for such a thing."

"As I have said, Swordmaster, it is very Tsurani. Any who had no direct
stake in the game would applaud the move as a masterstroke. Many families
hovering near the edge of the War Party would be drawn to the Blue Wheel
and their allies for delivering such a blow."

Arutha said, "But the important fact for us is that this Blue Wheel is once
more allied with the Warlord, and their soldiers will be rejoining the war
come spring."

Charles looked at those in the council hall. "I cannot begin to guess why
there has once again been a realignment in the council. I am too removed
from the game. But as His Highness has said, what is important for those of
us here in Crydee to know is that as many as ten thousand in the council. I
am too removed from the game. But as His Highness has said, what is
important for those of us here in Crydee to know is that as many as ten
thousand fresh soldiers may come against one of the fronts in the spring."



Amos scowled. "That's a backbreaker, for certain." Arutha unfolded a
half-dozen parchments. "Over the last few months, most of you have read
these messages." He looked at Tully and Fannon. "You've seen the pattern
begin to emerge." He picked up one parchment. "From Father: 'Constant
Tsurani sorties and raids keep our men in a state of unease. Our inability to
close with the enemy has lent a dark aspect to all we do. I fear we shall
never see an end to this business...' From Baron Bellamy increased Tsurani
activity near the Jonril garrison. I deem it advisable to increase our
commitment there this winter, while the Tsurani are normally inactive, lest
we lose that position next spring.' Squire Roland will be supervising a joint
reinforcement from Carse and Tulan at Jonril this winter."

Several in the room glanced at Roland, who stood near Arutha's shoulder.
The Prince continued. "From Lord Dulanic, Knight-Marshal of Krondor:
'While His Highness shares your concern, there is little to indicate the need
for alarm. Unless some intelligence can be produced to give credence to
your fears of possible future Tsurani offensives, I have advised the Prince of
Krondor to refuse your request for elements of the Krondorian garrison to
be sent to the Far Coast..."" Arutha looked around the room. "Now the
pattern is clear."

Setting aside the parchments, Arutha pointed at the map affixed to the
tabletop. "We have committed every available soldier. We dare not pull men
from the south for fear of the Tsurani moving against Jonril. With the
garrison strengthened, we will have a stable situation down there for a
while. Should the enemy attack the garrison, it can be reinforced from Carse
and Tulan. Should the enemy move against either castle, they leave Jonril at
their back. But all that will fail should we strip those garrisons.

"And Father is committed to a long front and has no men to spare." He
looked at Charles. "Where would you expect the attack to come?"

The former Tsurani slave looked over the map, then shrugged. "It's
difficult to say. Highness. Should the situation be decided solely upon
military merits, the Warlord should attack against the weaker front, either
toward the elves or here. But little done in the Empire is free of political
considerations." He studied troop disposi- tions on the map, then said,
"Were I the Warlord, in need of a simple victory to bolster my position in



the High Council, I would attack Crydee once more. But were I the Warlord
and my position in the High Council precarious, in need of a bold stroke to
regain lost prestige, I might risk an all-out offensive against the main force
of the Kingdom, those armies under Duke Borric's command. To crush the
main strength of the Kingdom would give him dominance within the
council for years to come."

Fannon leaned back in his chair and sighed. "Then we are faced with the
possibility of another assault upon Crydee this spring without recourse to
reinforcements for fear of attack elsewhere." He indicated the map with a
sweep of his hand. "Now we face the same problem as the Duke. All our
forces are committed along the Tsurani front. The only men we have
available are those in the towns on leave, only a small part of the whole.

"We can't maintain the army in the field indefinitely; even Lords Borric
and Brucal winter in LaMut with the Earl, leaving small companies to guard
the Tsurani." Waving his hand in the air, he said, "I digress. What is
important is to notify your father at once, Arutha, of the possibility of
attack. Then should the Tsurani hit his lines, he'll be back from LaMut early,
in position and ready. Even should the Tsurani bring ten thousand fresh
troops, he can call up more soldiers from the outlying garrisons in Yabon,
fully another two thousand."

Amos said, "Two thousand against ten thousand sounds poor odds,
Swordmaster."

Fannon was inclined to agree. "We do all we can. There are no guarantees
it will be enough."

Charles said, "At least they will be horse soldiers, Swordmaster. My
former comrades still have little liking for horses."

Fannon nodded agreement. "But even so, it is a bleak picture."

"There is one thing," said Arutha, holding up a parchment. "The message
from Lord Dulanic stated the need for intelligence to give credence to our
request for aid. We now have enough intelligence to satisfy him, I think."



Fannon said, "Even a small portion of the Krondorian garrison here would
give us the strength to resist an offensive. Still, it is late in the season and a
message would have to be dispatched at once."

"Thafs the gods' truth," said Amos. "If you left this afternoon, you'd barely
clear the Straits of Darkness before winter shuts them off. In another two
weeks it'd be a close thing."

Arutha said, "I have given the matter some thought. I think there is
enough need to risk my going to Krondor."

Fannon sat up straight in his chair. "But you're the commander of the
Duchy's army, Arutha. You can't aban- don that responsibility."

Arutha smiled. "I can and I will. I know you have no wish to resume
command here once more, but resume command you will. If we are to win
support'from Eriand, I must convince him myself. When Father first carried
word of the Tsurani to Eriand and the King, I learned the advantage of
speaking in person. Eriand's a cautious man. I will need every persuasion I
can bring to bear."

Amos snorted. "And how do you plan on reaching Krondor, begging Your
Highness's pardon? There's the better part of three Tsurani armies bewteen
here and the Free Cities should you go overland. And there are only a few
luggers fit for coasting in the harbor, and you'd need a deep-water ship for a
sea journey."

"There's one deep-water ship, Amos. The Wind of Dawn is still in port."

Amos's mouth dropped open. "The Wind of Dawn7" he cried in disbelief.
"Beside the fact she's little better than a lugger herself, she's laid up for the
winter. I heard her captain crying over her broken keelson when the mud-
dieheaded fool came limping into harbor a month ago. She needs to be
hauled out, have the keel inspected and the keelson replaced. Without repair
her keel's too weak to take the pounding she'll get from the winter storms.
You might as well stick your head in a rain barrel, begging Your Highness's
pardon. You'd still drown, but you'd save a lot of other people a great deal
of trouble."



Fannon Looked incensed at the seaman's remarks, but Tully, Martin,
Roland, and Arutha only looked amused. "When I sent Martin out," said
Arutha, "I considered the possibility I might need a ship for Krondor. I
ordered her repaired two weeks ago. There's a swarm of shipwrights aboard
her now." He fixed Amos with a questioning look. "Of course I've been told
it won't be as good a job as if they'd hauled her out, but it will serve.

"Aye, for potting up and down the coast in the light winds of spring,
perhaps. But you're talking about winter storms, and you're talking about
running the Straits of Darkness."

Arutha said, "Well, she will have to do. I'm leaving in a few days' time.
Someone must convince Eriand we need aid, and I have to be the one."

Amos refused to let the subject drop. "And has Oscar Danteen agreed to
captain his ship through the straits for you?"

Arutha said, "I've not told him our destination as yet."

Amos shook his head. "As I thought. That mans got the heart of a shark,
which is to say none, and the courage of a jellyfish, which is also to say
none. Soon as you give the order, he'll cut your throat, drop you over the
side, winter with the pirates of the Sunset Islands, then head straight for the
Free Cities come spring. He'll then have some Natalese scribe pen a most
grieving and flowery message to your father, describing your valor just
before you were lost overboard in high seas while fighting pirates. Then
he'll spend a year drinking up the gold you gave him for passage."

Arutha said, "But I purchased his ship. I'm ship's master now."

Amos said, "Owner or not. Prince or not, aboard ship there is but one
master, the captain. He is King and High Priest, and no man tells him what
to do, save when a pilot's aboard and then only with respect. No, Highness,
you'll not survive this journey with Oscar Danteen on the quarterdeck."

Faint lines of mirth began to crinkle at the comers of Arutha's eyes. "Have
you another suggestion. Captain?"



Amos sighed as he sank back into his chair. "I've been hooked; I might as
well be gutted and cleaned. Send word to Danteen to clear out the captain's
cabin and discharge the crew. I'll see to getting a replacement crew for that
band of cutthroats, though there's mostly drunkards and boys left in port this
time of year. And for the love of the gods, don't mention to anyone where
we're bound. If so much as one of those drink-besotted scoundrels learns
you mean to risk the Straits of Darkness this late in the season, you'll have
to turn out the garrison to comb the woods for deserters."

Arutha said, "Very well. I'll leave all preparations to you. We depart as
soon as you judge the ship ready." He said to Longbow, "I'll want you to
come as well. Huntmaster."

Longbow looked a little surprised. "Me, Highness?" "I'll want an
eyewitness for Lord Dulanic and the Prince."

Martin frowned, but after a moment said, "I've never been to Krondor,
Highness." He smiled his crooked smile. "I may never have the chance
again."

Amos Trask's voice cut through the shriek of the wind. Gusts from the sea
carried his words to a confused-looking lad aloft. "No, you warped-brained
landlubber, don't puU the sheets so damn tight. They'll be humming like a
lute string. They don't puff the ship, the mast does. The lines help when the
wind changes quarter." He watched as the boy adjusted the sheets. "Yes,
that's it; no, that's too loose." He swore loudly. "Now; there you have it!"

He looked disgusted as Arutha came up the gangway. "Fishing boys who
want to be sailors. And drunkards. And a few of Danteen's rogues I had to
rehire. This is some crew. Highness."

"Will they serve?"

"They bloody well better, or they'll answer to me." He watched with a
critical eye as the sailors crawled over the spars aloft, checking every knot
and splice, every line and sheet. "We need thirty good men. I can count on
eight. The rest? I mean to put into Carse as well as Tulan on the way down.



Maybe then we can replace the boys and less dependable men with
experienced seamen."

"What of the delay clearing the straits?"

"If we were there today, we would manage. By the time we get there a
dependable crew will prove more important than arriving a week earlier.
The season will be full upon us." He studied Arutha. "Do you know why the
passage is called the Straits of Darkness?"

Arutha shrugged. Amos said, "It's no simple sailor's superstition. It's a
description of what you find there." He got a far-off look as he said, "Now, I
can tell you about the different currents from the Endless Sea and Bitter Sea
that come together there, or about the changing, crazy tides of winter when
the moons are all in the worst possible aspect in the heavens, or how winds
come sweeping down from the north, blowing snow so thick you can't see
the decks from the yards. But then... There are no words to describe the
straits in winter. It is one, two, three days traveling blind. And if the
prevailing wind's not blowing you back into the Endless Sea, then it's
blowing you to the southern rocks. Or there's no wind, and fog blots out
everything as the currents turn you around."

"You paint a bleak picture. Captain," said Arutha with a grim smile.

"Only the truth. You're a young man of uncommonly practical wits and
cold nerve. Highness. I've seen you stand when many men of greater
experience would have broken and run. I'm not trying to put any scare upon
you. I simply wish you to understand what you propose to do. If any can
clear the straits in winter in this bucket, it is Amos Trask, and that's no idle
boast. I've cut the season so fine before, there's little to tell between autumn
and winter, winter and spring. But I would also tell you this: before leaving
Crydee, say tender good-byes to your sister, write your father and brother,
and leave any testaments and legacies in order."

Without changing expression, Arutha said, "The let- ters and legacies are
written, and Carline and I dine alone tonight."



Amos nodded. "We'll leave on the morning tide. This ship's a slab-sided,
wattle-bottomed, water-rotted coaster, Highness, but she'll make it through
if I have to pick her up and carry her."

Arutha took his leave, and when he was out of sight, Amos turned his
attention heavenward. "Astalon," he invoked the god of justice, "I'm a
sinner, it's true. But if you had to measure out justice, did it have to be
this?" Now at peace with his fate, Amos returned to the business of seeing
everything in order.

Carline walked in the garden, the withering blooms reflecting her own sad
mood. Roland watched her from a short way off, trying to find words of
comfort. Finally he said, "I will be Baron of Tulan someday. It is over nine
years since I've been home. I must go down the coast with Arutha."

Softly she said, "I know."

He saw the resignation on her face and crossed to hold her. "You will be
Baroness there someday, also."

She hugged him tightly, then stepped away, forcing herself to a fighter
mood. "Still, you'd think after all these years your father would have
learned to do without you."

He smiled. "He was to have wintered in Jonru with Baron Bellamy,
overseeing the enlargement of the garrison. I will go in his stead. My
brothers are all too young. With the Tsurani dug in for the winter, it is our
only chance to expand the fort."

With forced gaiety, she said, "At least I won't have to worry about your
breaking the hearts of the ladies of your father's court."

He laughed. "Little chance of that. Supplies and men are already
assembling and the barges ready to travel up the river Wyndermeer. After
Amos puts me ashore in Tulan, I'll spend one or two days at home, no more,
then off I go. It will be a long winter in Jonril with no one for company but
soldiers and a few farmers in that gods- forsaken fort."



Carline covered her mouth as she giggled. "I hope your father doesn't
discover you've gambled away his barony to the soldiers come spring."

Roland smiled at her. "I'll miss you."
Carline took his hands in hers. "And I you."

They stood in frozen tableau for a time, then suddenly Carline's facade of
bravery cracked and she was in his arms. "Don't let anything happen. I
couldn't bear losing you."

"I know," he said gently. "But you must continue to put on a brave face for
others. Fannon will need your help in conducting court, and you will have
the responsibility for the entire household. You are mistress of Crydee, and
many people will depend upon your guidance."

They watched the banners on the walls snapping in the late afternoon
wind. The air was harsh and he drew his cloak about them. Trembling, she
said, "Come back to me, Roland."

Softly he said, "I'll come back, Carline." He tried to shake a cold, icy
feeling that had risen within, but could not.

They stood on the dock, in the darkness of morning before the sunrise.
Arutha and Roland waited by the gangway. Arutha said, "Take care of
everything. Sword- master."

Fannon stood with his hand upon his sword, still proud and erect despite
advancing years. "I will. High- ness."

With a slight smile, Arutha said, "And when Gardan and Algon return
from patrol, instruct them to take care of you."

Fannon's eyes blazed as he shot back. "Insolent pup! I can best any man of
the castle, save your father. Step down from the gangway and draw your
sword and I'll show you why I stiY] wear the badge of Swordmaster."

Arutha held his hands up in mock supplication. "Fannon, it is good to see
such sparks again. Crydee is well protected by her Swordmaster."



Fannon stepped forward and placed his hand upon Arutha's shoulder.
"Take care, Arutha. You were always my best student. I should hate to lose

you.

Arutha smiled fondly at his old teacher. "My thanks, Fannon." Then his
manner turned wry. "I would hate to lose me, also. I'll be back- And I'll
have Eriand's soldiers with me."

Arutha and Roland sprang up the gangway, while those on the dock
waved good-bye. Martin Longbow waited at the rail, watching as the
gangway was removed and the men upon the quay cast off lines. Amos
Trask shouted orders and sails were lowered Slowly the ship moved away
from the quayside into the harbor. Arutha watched silently, with Roland and
Martin be&ide, as the docks fell behind.

Roland said, "I was glad the Princess chose not to come. One more good-
bye would be more than I could manage."

"I understand," said Arutha. "She cares for you greatly. Squire, though